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THE WORLD OF THE MANUSCRIPT 
 
Manuscripts, far more than printed texts, can be born out of a variety 
of situations. A manuscript can contain anything from hastily 
scribbled notes to a fine copy of a revered scriptural text. Every 
manuscript is different from every other, differing in the 
circumstances of its creation and in the idiosyncrasies of its creator. 
Manuscripts, in their great variety, have much to tell us about the 
mutability of the text. The relative stability of printed editions leads 
us to think of textual changes as occuring at certain stages in the 
transmission of a text, generally when it is edited for a new printed 
edition. Manuscripts show us a much more fluid situation. 
 While cataloguing the Dunhuang manuscript collection at the 
British Library, I have been struck by a number of manuscripts that 
are distinguished by a particularly poor quality of handwriting and 
orthography. It might be argued by those familiar with the Tibetan 
Dunhuang manuscripts that poor handwriting and wild orthography 
are the norm, rather than the exception. There is indeed a surprising 
degree of variation due to the differing circumstances of each 
manuscript’s creation, but this does not entail an orthographic free 
for all.  
 The Tibetan Dunhuang manuscripts fall into identifiable groups, 
among which we might place at one end of the scale the thousands of 
carefully copied and corrected s!tras which were the products of 
organized scriptoria working during the Tibetan imperial period. 
Here orthographic variations are at a minimum and have been 
eradicated as much as possible in the editorial process. In the middle 
of the scale are the manuscripts that have been copied carefully, but 
outside of the scriptorium and usually without revisions. Most of 
these would have been for personal use, and contain texts like short 
treatises, prayers and collections of spells. At the other end of the 
scale are the manuscripts I am concerned with here, noticeably more 
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scruffy in appearance than those that occupy the middle of the scale. 
The individual letters are poorly formed, as if by the hand of a child, 
and lines veer away from the horizontal. Orthography varies quite 
noticeably more than in the bulk of the Tibetan Dunhuang 
manuscripts, several different spellings of the same word sometimes 
appearing even within the same manuscript.1 The initial temptation 
is to leave these manuscripts well alone, and spend one’s time with 
more beautiful specimens. However, forced to confront them in my 
cataloguing work, I began to notice similarities between them that 
led me to think that they were not merely the discarded work of some 
novice in the Tibetan language.2 
 In this paper I will be exploring the theory that these manuscripts 
are artefacts of teaching situations, specifically when a student sits 
and takes down the words of a teacher. The teacher might be giving a 
general lecture, or reciting a text from memory. The student might be 
particulary quick with a pen, and copy nearly every word, or only 
manage general summaries. He or she might have been present at the 
teaching, but only written it down from memory when ink, paper and 
tranquility were available. But in any of these cases, there are certain 
things that happen that do not occur when a text is simply copied 
from another written text.3  
                                                 
 1 The study of the palaeography of the Dunhuang manuscripts is very much in its 
infancy, and the paleographic analysis of the Tibetan manuscripts lags behind the 
work that has been done on the Chinese by Japanese and French scholars. Cristina 
Scherrer-Schaub has identified some of the general characteristics and laid down 
some provisional chronological guidelines with regard to the Tibetan collections 
from Dunhuang and Tabo (SCHERRER-SCHAUB 1999 and 2002). Yet studies of 
Chinese and Tibetan Dunhuang manuscripts still rely heavily on connoisseurship. 
While I must admit to basing my categorizations here on visual recognition of 
similarities stemming from my experience with a large number of manuscripts, I 
have been working with Jacob Dalton and Tom Davis to develop a more scientific 
system for handwriting recognition based on forensic handwriting techniques. See 
DALTON, DAVIS AND VAN SCHAIK forthcoming. 
 2 As well as the evidence presented below, it is interesting that in some of the 
manuscripts we seem to have examples of the writer switching between a hasty, 
scruffy hand and a neat, ‘fair copy’ hand (for example, see Or.8210/S.95). This, and 
some of the other manuscripts mentioned in this paper can be viewed online on the 
website of the International Dunhuang Project (http://idp.bl.uk). 
 3 There are other possible reasons for the poor quality of the writing that do not 
necessarily imply oral transmission, one of which is that the texts were written by a 
scribe or scribes who did not have Tibetan as a first language (and thus would most 
likely have been Chinese). Another possibility is that the poor hand indicates that the 
writer was not a professional scribe, and turned to writing only when the situation 
demanded it. Of course, neither theory excludes the possibility that the manuscripts 
are records of oral transmission. 
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TEACHING AND TEACHERS IN DUNHUANG 
 

To begin with, I would like to look at the evidence that teaching 
situations in which texts are transmitted and written down did occur 
at Dunhuang. Dunhuang was in its heyday one of the great centres of 
Buddhist practice, art, scholarship and translation. Situated on the 
edges of the Chinese and Tibetan cultural spheres, and at the eastern 
end of the Silk Route, it received a huge cultural input. From the 
eighth to the tenth centuries, Dunhuang contained resident monastic 
communities of Chinese, Tibetan, Khotanese and Turkic monks.4 
There was also a steady flow of eminent teachers passing through 
Dunhuang. Chinese Buddhists would stay awhile as they began their 
pilgrimages to India, and Indians and Tibetans would stop off on 
their way into China. Evidence is found among the Dunhuang 
manuscripts of high-status Buddhist teachers travelling in both 
directions.  
 For example, in the Stein collection we have a kind of passport for 
a Chinese monk who was on a pilgrimage to visit N!land! in India. 
The manuscript contains a series of letters of introduction written in 
Tibetan, apparently in the tenth century. The Chinese monk passed 
through the Tibetan-ruled areas south-east of Dunhuang before 
arriving there.5 We also have the well-known Pelliot tibétain 849, a 
long scroll that ends with an account of the journey through Tibet to 
China of an Indian teacher called Devaputra. The main part of the 
scroll contains thematic glossaries in Tibetan and Sanskrit which, as 
Matthew Kapstein has suggested, were probably compiled by a local 
Tibetan with the help of Devaputra himself.6 
 A less well-known but equally fascinating manuscript is a 
phrasebook containing a series of bilingual conversations in 
Khotanese and Sanskrit. Among these conversations are some that 
speak of pilgrims coming from Khotan and India to see the 
bodhisattva Mañju"r# in China.7 Another conversation mentions the 
arrival of a travelling Tibetan teacher. Most interestingly, one of the 

                                                 
 4 See TAKATA 2000. 
 5 IOL Tib J 754. The letters in this ‘passport’ have been discussed in THOMAS 
1927, and will be the subject of a forthcoming paper by myself and Imre Galambos. 
There are several other Duhuang manuscripts concerning pilgrimage routes, written 
in Chinese; for example Or.8210/S.353 and Or.8210/S.529. 
 6 Pelliot tibétain 849 was first transcribed and translated by Joseph Hackin in 
1924. It was recently revisited in a study by Matthew Kapstein (KAPSTEIN 2006). 
 7 The destination would have been Wutaishan, famed throughout the Buddhist 
world as the dwelling-place of Mañju"r#. 
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phrasebook’s dialogues contains a series of questions from Person A 
about which books Person B owns.8 ‘S$tra, Abhidharma, Vinaya, 
Vajray!na,’ is the answer, followed by the question ‘Which do you 
like?’ ‘I like Vajray!na; teach it!’ comes the very definite response 
from Person A.9 It is not clear whether Person B, the one with the 
books, is supposed to be the travelling pilgrim or a local monastic 
librarian. In either case, we get from this phrasebook a sense of a 
place where Buddhist texts and teachings are frequently passed back 
and forth between travellers and the local population. We also get a 
sense that the newest genre of teachings, Vajray!na, is in the highest 
demand.  
 An immediately striking characteristic of those manuscripts that I 
am suggesting may be records of teaching situations is that many of 
them are recycled. The scribe has used a Chinese scroll and written 
on the blank verso side.10 One such scroll [see fig. 3] is written on 
the verso of an almanac composed for the year 956. The scroll would 
have been re-used after the almanac was no longer needed and before 
the library cave at Dunhuang was sealed sometime in the early 
eleventh century. This is persuasive, though by no means conclusive, 
evidence that most of the similar manuscripts that I will discuss here 
are also from the tenth century. Most of these re-used Chinese scrolls 
are incomplete Buddhist texts. We know that scrolls like these were 
collected by a librarian at the monastery in Dunhuang where these 
manuscripts originally came from.11 The scrolls were meant for 
repair, but it seems that they were also used as a stock of scrap paper 
for recording teachings.  

 
 

ORAL TRANSMISSION 
 

The study of oral traditions in the West has been a very productive 
field throughout the last century, and many of its insights can be 
profitably applied to Buddhist texts. In the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, Francis James Child of Harvard University 
recorded hundreds of popular ballads that had been handed down 
                                                 
 8 Book here translates p!staka in Sanskrit, and pustya in Khotanese. From these 
words are derived the Hindi pothi and perhaps the Tibetan dpe cha as well. 
 9 Pelliot 5386: [l.29] s!tra av"darma v"naya vajrray#na / s!ttra av"darma v"n"va 
vajrray#na [l.32] mama vajrray#na k$amatt" %aik$apaya / vajrray#na k$amai parya 
v# p!$&ai. 
 10 The palaeographic term for this is opisthograph. 
 11 See RONG XINJIANG 2000: 260, 263. 
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orally through several generations.12 Several decades later, another 
Harvard professor, Milman Parry, developed a sophisticated 
structural analysis of oral poetry, taking Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey 
as his basic material. Parry developed the theory that oral texts rely 
on formulas. That is, they are composed of hundreds of prefabricated 
metrical phrases that the poet can stitch together.13 This lends a 
repetitive character to the text that will be familiar to anybody who 
has read a Buddhist s!tra.  
 After Parry’s death, the curator of his collection of oral literature 
at the Harvard College Library, Albert Lord, continued Parry’s work, 
adding his own research on the ballad singers of contemporary 
Yugoslavia.14 Lord found many of the characteristics of Homer’s 
texts in the ballads of these illiterate singers showed how the ballad 
singers did not memorize a text word for word, but as formulas 
arranged around conventional themes. And he showed that an oral 
text has no set length, but can be extended or shortened depending on 
the context of the telling. Lord’s research was based on individuals 
or cultures on which literacy had yet to have an impact. His method-
ology was later taken up by anthropologists such as Jack Goody, 
who collected data and defined the characteristics of what came to be 
known as primary orality, that is, the features found in oral cultures 
where literacy has had little or no impact. 
 There have been some moves to apply the oral-formulaic theory 
of Parry and Lord to the earliest phase of Buddhist literature, where 
primary orality may well be a relevant concept. Some have seen 
traces of oral composition everywhere in early Buddhist scripture.15 
Others have questioned the wisdom of applying Parry and Lord’s 
theory to the Indic world, pointing out that Indic Buddhists seem to 
have applied a much more rigid memorization and transmission 

                                                 
 12 The ballads were published in a series of volumes (the tenth and last published 
postumously) of English and Scottish Popular Ballads between 1882 and 1898. 
 13 This illuminates the etymology of the Greek word from which we derive our 
rhapsodize (rhaps'idein: ‘to stitch together a song’). 
 14 Albert Lord’s seminal work is The Singer of Tales (LORD 1960). 
 15 The oral character of texts from the Pali canon was first discussed by Lance 
Cousins (COUSINS 1983), who has recently returned to the subject in the 2005 
Numata lecture series at the School or Oriental and African Studies. The same topic 
has been further discussed in GOMBRICH 1990, COLLINS 1992 and GETHIN 1992. 
Donald Lopez has discussed the possible application of orality studies to early 
Buddhist literature, and suggested that the Mah!y!na s!tras also display the signs of 
oral composition and transmission that have been identified in the Pali scriptures 
(LOPEZ 1996: 44-45).  
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structure than the improvising bards of European cultures.16 Some 
have attacked the very foundations of the Parry-Lord theory: Paul 
Griffiths’ Religious Reading offers a particularly robust and well-
supported criticism.17 
 In any case, theories based on non-literate societies will be of 
limited use to the study of literate cultures like Tibet, where we want 
to examine the ongoing oral transmission of texts within a literate 
culture.18 There seems little use in debating the accuracy of a model 
that was designed for primarily oral cultures when we are dealing 
with the persistence of oral transmission within a context of literacy. 
I would argue that much more fruitful comparisons may be made 
with the literature and practices of medieval Europe, where oral 
transmission remained a strong element within a literate culture. José 
Cabezón’s comparative study of Tibetan and European medieval 
scholasticism, Buddhism and Language, made the case for common 
ground in terms of scholastic practice, and Cabezón has more 
recently applied the same comparative method to the concepts of 
authorship and composition in Tibet. 19  A comparison of the 
practices of memorization and transmission would be equally 
illuminating. Without attempting any such thing here, I will 
occasionally point to comparable situations in the medieval 
European context. 
 Most contemporary Tibetan teachers still insist on the necessity of 
a ritualized permission to read a text in the form of a recitation of the 
text by the teacher. Great importance is also attached to the oral 
commentary on any transmitted text. The persistance of orality in 
present-day Tibetan Buddhist education and scholasticism has been 
discussed in the context of Dge lugs pa scholasticism by Anne Klein 
                                                 
 16 LOPEZ (1996: 32–41) has discussed the disjunction between the workings of 
oral cultures as proposed by followers of Lord and Parry’s theory like Jack Goody 
on the one hand, and the verbatim memorization that is thought to have been the 
method of transmitting the Vedas on the other. GETHIN (1992) has mentioned that 
the memorization of lists by Buddhist M!tik!s runs contradictory to modern theories 
of orality, which exclude list-making. And finally, WYNN (2004) has challenged the 
whole premise of Cousins by disputing the existence of textual evidence for 
improvisation in early Buddhist scriptural recitation. 
 17 GRIFFITHS 1999: 28–34. 
 18 In describing a culture as literate here, I do not mean to state anything about 
the extent of literacy, only that literacy was to be found among the majority of the 
scholastic and ruling classes. The extent of literacy in Tibet was briefly discussed in 
EKVALL 1964: 124, and recently in DREYFUS 2003: 80–82. It is also worth noting 
that some recent writers have argued that primary orality itself may be more of a 
scholarly construction than a reality. See FINNEGAN 1998: 139–74. 
 19 CABEZÓN 2001. 
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and George Dreyfus in their accounts of contemporary practice.20 
And it is not only in the contemporary scene that oral transmission 
can be shown to play a vital role. Leonard van der Kuijp has argued 
for the importance of oral transmission throughout the history of 
Tibetan Buddhism, citing, among other interesting Tibetan sources, a 
passage from the fifteenth-century Sa skya master Go rams pa, in 
which the phrase ‘mere book’ (dpe cha tsam) is used to describe a 
text for which the oral transmission has died out. Van der Kuijp 
summarizes the relationship of oral transmission to written texts in 
Tibet in a paragraph that is worth quoting in full: 
 

As such, the text as a concrete and public manifestation of the tradition 
in question played a relatively subordinate role to the teaching and 
learning process, and only served as a point of departure, as a means 
and not an end in itself. Its life was given and sustained by a steady 
interaction between itself and these processes, regardless of whether 
the latter took place in a more or less continous fashion, or in solitary 
retreat with only infrequent interruptions. In this way then, it is clear 
that when a lineage that had been previously grounded in oral 
transmissions was for whatever reason no more, this interaction ceased 
and the pulse of the text came to an abrupt halt. It was only at this time 
that it became possible to reduce the lineage and the oral transmission 
inspired by it, to what it never was, to a ‘mere book’.21 
 

 A fascinating glimpse of early Tibetan attitudes to oral 
transmission is found in Bu ston’s Practical Guidance on the Five 
Stages, written in the fourteenth century. The passage concerns a 
vow laid upon Bu ston’s lama not to write down the oral precepts he 
received from his own lama. Bu ston writes: 
 

My lama said: ‘Writing down the precepts of the oral transmission is 
much like a king being brought down to the level of the masses and 
wandering through town. The consequences will be grave and the 
power and usefulness of the precepts will vanish. Once the words have 
been written down, people will attempt to develop wisdom by 
obtaining [the text] without seeking out practical guidance for 
applying it. Ultimately it will become a [mere] reading transmission, 
which will actually cause the extinction of the oral precepts.’22 

                                                 
 20 KLEIN 1994: 1–28; DREYFUS 2003: 149–63. Dreyfus has argued, as I do here, 
that the characteristics of primary orality (as developed by Walter Ong) do not apply 
to the Tibetan situation.  
 21 VAN DER KUIJP 1983: 4.  
 22 Rim lnga’i dmar khrid from the Bu ston gsung ’bum vol.X (tha), f.21a, ll.5–6: 
spyir snyan brgyud kyi gdams ngag yi ge ris su ’god pa ’di rgyal po dmangs su bab 
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Bu ston’s lama goes on to ask that if Bu ston does write down the 
teachings, he be very careful about circulating them, especially not 
giving them to those with no intention of practising them, who are 
only collecting reading transmissions (bklags lung). 23  The 
reservations expressed by Bu ston’s lama bear a striking resemblance 
to those that we find in Plato’s Phaedrus, which also appear in the 
words not of the author but of the author’s teacher, in this case 
Socrates:24 
 

Those who acquire [writing] will cease to exercise their memory and 
become forgetful; they will rely on writing to bring things to their 
remembrance by external signs instead of their own internal 
resources... And as for wisdom, your pupils will have the reputation 
for it without the reality: they will receive a quantity of information 
without proper instruction, and in consequence be thought very 
knowledgeable when they are for the most part quite ignorant.25 

 

 The parallels between the two passages are obvious. Most striking 
is the anxiety that the written text will become a substitute for true 
wisdom.26 Jacques Derrida used Plato’s words as a jumping-off 
point to explore the privileging of the oral over the written 
throughout Western intellectual history.27 Though van der Kuijp’s 

                                                                                                        
pa’am grong du rgyu ba dang ’dra ste/ nyes dmigs che zhing gdams ngag mthu dang 
phan thogs chung ba yin/ yi ge ris de byung phan chod lag len gyi dmar khrid rtsad 
mi gcod par yi ge de thob pas shes rab byed cing / mjug tu bklag lung du ’gyur pas 
don la gdams ngag rabs ’chad du ’jug pa zhig ’dug / 
 Thanks to Kurtis Schaffer for pointing out the translation of this passage in 
ROERICH 1949: 424, n. 5. The translation here is my own. 
 23 This anxiety that the reading transmission would degenerate into a mere ritual 
of permission to obtain and read books continues to be expressed in later centuries, 
for example by ’Jigs med gling pa in the eighteenth century (VAN SCHAIK 2000: 24). 
 24 To be quite accurate, the words are being attributed by Socrates to an 
Egyptian king called Thamus. We might speculate that both of these great figures 
(Bu ston and Plato) distance themselves from the pronouncements against writing in 
their own texts because of the centrality of writing to their own careers. 
 25 Plato, Phaedrus, in HAMILTON 1995: 75–76. The passage is central to the 
discussion of Plato’s work and oral culture in Ancient Greece in HAVELOCK 1963. 
The passage is read in terms of ancient practices of memorization in CARRUTHERS 
1990: 30–31. 
 26  In addition, the link between memorization and the persistence of oral 
transmission emphasised in Plato’s text is also suggested by Bu ston: the request to 
Bu ston’s lama came from the lama’s own teacher, who complained that due to his 
advanced age his memory was too weak to memorize all of the proper meanings and 
terms. 
 27 ‘Plato’s Pharmacy’, in DERRIDA 1981: 63–171. 
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words are an insightful analysis of the subordination of the physical 
text to the oral tradition, one is reminded of Derrida’s critique of the 
‘supplementary’ character ascribed to writing in the European 
tradition. Without attempting to extend Derrida’s critique directly to 
the Tibetan scene, one can perhaps see parallels in Tibet to the 
distinction perceived in ancient European discourse between ‘good 
writing’ (wisdom represented by the book, ultimate reality by 
mantric syllables, and so on) and ‘bad writing’ (the ‘mere book’).28 
The status of writing and of the text as physical artefact through 
Tibetan history is certainly a complex subject that deserves a proper 
study. In any case, I think we can say with some certainty that oral 
transmission has remained a vital aspect of Tibetan religious culture 
through most of its history. I now return to look at the impact that 
oral transmission has had on the texts themselves. 

 
 

                                                

ERRORS OF HEARING 
 

I have been exploring a method for identifying instances of oral 
transmission that is based on the difference between manuscripts that 
have been copied from other manuscripts, and those which are 
records of an oral teaching. The difference is found in the errors of 
the scribe who wrote the manuscript down. This is because errors 
produced by mistakes of the eye may be distinguished from errors 
produced by mistakes of the ear.29 This has become clear to those 
who have attempted to process the vast amounts of ballad and 
folksong material collected by Frances James Child and his 
successors. The various different versions of a particular song that 
are found in this collection point to a ‘distortion complex’. The 
distortion comes about when either the performer or the scribe 
recording the performance attempts to understand what they have 
heard in terms of what they think they have heard. 
 It should be possible in theory to distinguish the variations caused 
by oral transcription from the mistakes of the copyist. The most 
familiar scribal mistake is haplography, also known as eye-skip, the 
result of the copyist missing an entire passage because the next 
passage begins or ends with the same syllables. The complement to 

 
 28 DERRIDA 1981: 149. 
 29 I have chosen these terms in preference to W.E. Richmond’s scribal error and 
typographical error (RICHMOND 1961). In any case, the distinction made by 
Richmond between his two terms seems to me to be rather unclear.  
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this error is dittography, where a passage is transcribed twice. 
Neither of these errors should appear in a transcription from an oral 
source. The mistakes of the ear are transformations that seem to 
make most sense in an oral transcription, primarily mistakes caused 
by homophony. For example, Child collected several versions of a 
Scottish song called The Gypsy Laddie (a popular ballad which, 
incidentally, travelled to America as The Gypsy Davy and was 
recorded under that title by Woody Guthrie, among others). Version 
C of the ballad, which was recorded from a Scottish source, contains 
the line: 
 

As soon as they saw her weel-faurd face 
They coost their glamourye owre her. 

 

Here the word glamourye is an archaic Scottish term for a spell, 
clearly unfamiliar to later singers in England, where Version G was 
recorded: 
 

As soon as her fair face they saw 
They called their grandmother over.30 

 

 Admittedly this is an extreme example; other errors of hearing 
that are less amusing but still significant appear throughout the 
variant forms of the ballads.31 I believe that these forms of distortion 
or transformation may also be identified in our Dunhuang 
manuscripts. 
 
 
 
                                                 
 30 This song is no. 200 of Child’s collection; the versions are C and G 
respective-ly. These lines are cited in RICHMOND 1961. 
 31 The same kinds of error have also been observed in European medieval 
manuscripts. See CHAYTOR 1945: 19–21. Chaytor uses these errors to argue that the 
scribe did have a manuscript to copy from but was affected by the habit of reading 
aloud, a habit that was almost universal in the medieval period. But this view 
(prevalent since the nineteenth century) has been disputed in CARRUTHERS 1990: 
170–1. More recently, John Dagenais has set out a series of ‘registers’ to describe 
the way scribes change texts as they copy them. Among these are the linguistic 
register and the register of discourse, which in simplified terms refer to the 
tranformative effect of the scribe’s expectations regarding the language and subject-
matter of the text (DAGENAIS 1994: 136–37). These registers cause transformations 
in copies made from manuscripts similar to those found in transcriptions of oral 
sources. However in the manuscripts discussed below the transformations are so 
much more pronounced than in most Dunhuang manuscripts that the explanation of 
oral transmission seems worth pursuing. 
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THE VERSIONS OF OVERCOMING THE THREE POISONS 
 

I began to explore the possibility of identifying errors of hearing in 
the Dunhuang manuscripts when I looked at three different versions 
of the same text that appear in three different manuscripts, all written 
in the scruffy handwriting that I mentioned earlier. The text, 
Overcoming the Three Poisons (Gdug gsum ’dul ba), is a prayer 
relating instructions for the moment of death. The prayer is best 
known for containing the earliest identified instance in Tibetan of the 
o( ma)i padme h!( mantra.32 All three versions of the text are 
different. The differences may simply be due to the fact that the texts 
are derived from different sources, but I would like to tentatively 
propose that there is a preponderance of differences that indicate 
scribal mishearings. If so, this suggests that at least one version of 
the text was taken down from an oral source. To keep it simple I 
shall only compare two of the three versions here [see fig. 4]. Let us 
look at a short extract as it appears in these two versions: 

 

Version 1 
IOL Tib J 421: 1v.1–5 

Version 2 
IOL Tib J 420: 1r.1–9 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

/sdus byas skya ma’I lnga 
phung bzhig/ 
/e ma myI rtag slu ba’I chos/ 
/gzha mtshon sgyu ma yod las 
myed/ 
/sprIn tshogs na pun snang las 
thIm/ 
/ngo mtshar rmad kyIs glub 
bar gyur/ 
/bden las rtsun gyI stan byang 
ba’/ 

/dus byas sgyu ma’i lnga phung 
zhig / 
/e ma myen tog bslu ba’i chos / 
/gzham mtshon sgyu ma yod las 
myed / 
/sprin mtshogs na bun snang las 
thim / 
/phon mtshan smad kyis glug 
bur / 
/bden las rtsun du sdun byung 
ba’i / 

 
 
 

Close Homonyms (Prefixes and Suffixes) 
 

The easiest error to make when writing down an orally delivered text 
is to mistake one homonym for another. Written Tibetan, with its 
many silent prefixes and suffixes, is awash in homonyms. So the 
                                                 
 32 See IMAEDA 1979. 
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simplest differences we can identify are those where the prefixes and 
suffixes change. For example, in l. 1 of the two versions, the syllable 
sdus appears with its prefix sa in Version 1 and without it in Version 
2. On the other hand, in l. 4 the syllable tshogs appears with its 
prefixed ma in Version 2 and without it in Version 1. Such 
differences in later Tibetan printed texts are often ascribed to 
variations in local dialect, or simply to the lack of standardized 
orthography. Regional variations at least are unlikely to be the culprit 
here; the similar form of the manuscripts (both are in codex or 
booklet form), the quality of the manuscript paper, and the fact that 
the manuscripts were found in the same bundle in the Dunhuang 
cave, make it most likely that we are dealing with two versions of the 
text produced in the same place at around the same time.33 The lack 
of a standardized orthography may be at fault, though the differences 
between these two versions are much more pronounced than one 
usually sees between two manuscript versions of the same Dunhuang 
text. In any case, the next kind of variation cannot be the effect of 
mere orthographic deviations. 

 
 

Distant Homonyms: Errors of Interpretation 
 
As well as variations on the level of the single syllable, we come 
across variations where the scribes have made a more interpretative 
error. Rather like participants in the party game ‘Chinese whispers’, 
they have heard one word as another. We can see this in l. 2 where 
Version 1 speaks of phenomena being delusory and impermanent, 
while Version 2 speaks of phenomena as delusory flowers. Here the 
scribe of Version 2 has probably misheard myi rtag (‘impermanent’) 
as myen rtog (‘flower’). On l. 5, the scribe of Version 1 has written 
the word ngo mtshar (‘wonderful’), and then the word rmad 
(‘marvellous’) which function here as adverbs. The scribe of Version 
2 has written the word phon (‘bundle’) followed by the word mtshan 

                                                 
 33 The Tibetan manuscripts in the Dunhuang cave were found in rather chaotic 
bundles mixed with manuscripts in other languages such as Khotanese or Sanskrit. 
Aurel Stein used his archeological ‘site numbers’ to number the manuscripts 
according to their original bundle. Unfortunately, Paul Pelliot, a brilliant textual 
scholar with little interest in archaeological procedures, did not number the 
manuscripts he obtained in the same way. The Stein bundles do seem to contain 
some coherent groups of manuscripts, and Tsuguhito Takeuchi has begun to explore 
dating the bundles using the few datable manuscripts in each bundle. See TAKEUCHI 
forthcoming. 
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smad (perhaps ‘the second watch of the night’), which is nonsense in 
this context, but shares most phonetic elements with the syllables of 
Version 1. Some of the other major homophonic variations between 
the texts that make slightly better sense than this might well survive 
to be passed further along the chain of transmission. 
 Our analysis of homophony does beg the question of how Tibetan 
syllables were pronounced in tenth-century Dunhuang. Unfortunately, 
the main evidence for this is the Dunhuang manuscripts themselves, 
so we are in danger of getting involved in a circular argument.34 
Nevertheless, since we must begin somewhere, these homonyms do 
give us more clues than we have ever had before about how the 
Tibetan language was pronounced at this time (at least in Dunhuang). 
There are similarities to modern pronunciations, and little evidence 
for the theory that all prefixes and suffixes were pronounced in early 
Tibetan and only gradually became silent. The following are a few 
examples taken from various manuscripts: 
 

IOL Tib J 420, 421: khu equivalent to gru 
IOL Tib J 716, R1: thol for ’khrol 
IOL Tib J 716, V1: yogs for g.yogs 
IOL Tib J 37/2: gom pang for go ’phang 
IOL Tib J 384, throughout: -gs ending often changes to -s 

ending 
IOL Tib J 754, l. 1: ja corrected to bya; l. 27: ca corrected to 

phyags [see Appendix] 
 
 

Major Variations 
 
In some cases, the differences between the versions cannot be 
explained by a simple mishearing of homophones. I have taken the 
following extract as an example: 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
 34 Steven Beyer has written insightfully on this topic, based on a limited group 
of previously transcribed manuscripts (BEYER 1992: 28-36). Another method of 
phonological analysis, using ancient bilingual Sino-Tibetan inscriptions, appears in 
LAUFER 1914. 
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 Version 1 

IOL Tib J 421: 10v.5–7 
Version 2 

IOL Tib J 420: 7v.7–8 

1 

2 

/khrum khrum thum bum sam myI 
khyab/ 
/zhes stang mye bzhIn ’bar ba la/

/khrum khru dum bu ’bum 
dang khri / 
zhe stang ’bar la khad/ 

 
The syllables at the end of the lines here share some phonetic 
elements, but they are different enough that mere mishearing does 
not quite seem an adequate explanation of them. One possibility is 
that these manuscripts were not after all written down at the same 
oral teaching, but derive from variant versions. The multitude of 
homophonic variations would still be enough to show that at some 
point at least one of the texts was transmitted orally. But we still 
should not rule out the possibility that the two manuscripts derive 
from a single teaching situation. The major variations between these 
texts usually occur, as here, at the end of a line of verse. If a scribe 
happens to be falling behind the recitation, it is the ends of the lines 
that are more likely to be lost. Most of us will be familiar with the 
difficult simultaneous practice of listening and recovering from 
memory that is required when taking down notes from an oral 
presentation. If anything is lost it is more likely to be the ends of 
phrases than the beginnings. Rather than leaving phrases unfinished, 
one inserts plausible words. We would expect that, unlike the 
mishearings discussed above, such substitutions should make some 
sense in the context, and the end of line variations in these 
manuscripts do generally make sense. 
 A similar principle may be behind the variation we find in the 
famous six syllable mantra of Avalokite"vara: 

 

Version 1 
IOL Tib J 421: 12v.7 

Version 2  
IOL Tib J 421: 12v.7 

o( ma nI pad me hu( myi tra 
swa h#/  

'( ma ma ni pad me / /hum mye/ 

 
It’s clear at first glance that neither of these versions is the simple six 
syllables of the famous mantra. But there is good reason to believe 
that the scribe of Version 1 captured the mantra that was taught, or 
something close to it. The mantra occurs towards the end of the text, 
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and the scribe of Version 2 appears to have been succumbing to 
fatigue. He inserts some unecessary punctuation in the middle, and 
then falls behind and cannot catch the last part of the mantra. 
Mistakes like this would have been common among scribes who 
knew little or no Sanskrit, and this is likely to have been a frequent 
cause of variations in the transmission of mantras. 

 
 

COMPLEXITIES OF ORAL TRANSMISSION 
 

As mentioned earlier, there are three manuscript versions of the text 
of Overcoming the Three Poisons. How might they have come to be? 
The picture that first occurred to me is of three students sitting at the 
feet of the teacher, scribbling away as he speaks. We know that in 
medieval Europe, before the widespread use of the printing press, 
university students had no textbooks, and had to rely on their own 
written transcriptions of lectures. Surely monks and lay practitioners 
at Dunhuang, attending the lectures of visiting or resident teachers, 
would also have had to create their own copies of the text being 
taught.35 
 Visiting teachers in particular, who would not be travelling with a 
large personal library, would often be teaching from memorized texts. 
We know that Indian Buddhist teachers tended to rely on memorized 
rather than written texts in India through to the fifth century, based 
on the account of the Chinese pilgrim Faxian, who reported his 
difficulties in finding any written copies of the fundamental Vinaya 
texts that he wanted to bring back to China.36 That memorization 
continued to be greatly esteemed and revered in later centuries is 
shown by the Chinese pilgrim Yijing’s account of Indian teachers 
and students in seventh-century India.37 Furthermore, we know that 
the Indian and Central Asian teachers who brought texts to China 
often brought them in memory rather than as written books.38 And 
of course, right down to the present day, memorization continues to 
be central to traditional Tibetan monastic education, which conforms 

                                                 
 35 The necessity for university students in medieval Europe to write their own 
manuscripts of texts, and their reliance on dictation is discussed in HAJNAL 1959: 
65–68. 
 36 GILES 1956: 64. 
 37 TAKAKUSU 1896: 182–83. 
 38 See SANDER 1992: 141–42, and CH’EN 1964: 366–67. 
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with most pre-modern educational cultures in the belief that texts 
must be made one’s own through the memorization process.39 
 Memorization in itself may account for some of the variations 
discussed in the previous section. As Mary Carruthers has noted in 
her major study of memory in medieval Europe, the memorization of 
texts unites written with oral transcription, and eye with ear.40 The 
memorized text may undergo changes in the mind of the one who 
has memorized it before he or she has even recited or written it down. 
Therefore, it is usually difficult to tell from the manuscripts whether 
a text had been transformed in the mind of the teacher, or by the 
hand of the listening scribe. One of my university professors in 
English literature once recited in class the first stanza of Robert 
Herrick’s On Julia’s Clothes thus: 
 

Whenas in silks my Julia goes, 
Then, then (methinks) how sweetly flows 
That liquefaction of her globes. 
 

On reading the poem a few days later I realized the last word of the 
stanza is actually clothes. The poem had undergone a minor 
transformation during its residence in the mind of the professor, and 
had I not had access to printed editions of the work I would have 
retained and perhaps passed on this subtly altered version of the 
poem. Note that, as in some of our examples from Overcoming the 
Three Poisons, the substituted word in this case retained the vowel 
sound of the original word. 
 There is a further reason why textual variations are spread by 
travelling teachers teaching from memory: if the traveller soon 
moves on, there is little chance to revise the rough transcriptions of 
his teachings. Any fair copies would tend to replicate many of the 
mistakes of the rough drafts, and thus carry on the signs of oral 
transmission. I have found some plausible examples of fair copies 
from the rough drafts, in which it does appear that the scribe has 
attempted to correct the rough draft but has reproduced of some of 
the characteristic mistakes in the original.41  

                                                 
 39 The best study of this is DREYFUS 2003: 79–97, who writes (p. 92): ‘Scholars 
must have an active command of the texts that structure the curriculum, not simply 
the ability to retrieve information from them. Knowing where bits of information are 
stored is not enough: the texts must inform one’s thinking and become integrated 
into one’s way of looking at the world’. 
 40 CARRUTHERS 1990: 122. 
 41 IOL Tib J 440 may be a fair copy of a text in PT 37. And IOL Tib J 420 (our 
Version 2 of Gdug gsum ’dul ba) may well be a copy from PT 37 as well. 
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 A fair copy like this, ultimately derived from an oral teaching, 
might later be used in a teaching situation, and be transmitted orally 
once again. 42  Thus the chain of textual transmission goes on, 
composed of a mixture of written and oral links. Even where there 
are clear signs of oral transmission, it does not necessarily mean that 
the actual manuscript we are studying is a direct transcription of an 
oral teaching. Studies of ‘orality’ as against ‘literacy’ in textual 
composition and transmission have progressed in recent decades to 
an acknowledgement that there is no theoretically clear distinction 
between these two modes in any society where both reciting and 
writing are practised. The authors of a study on medieval French 
Jongleurs have summarised this complexity very effectively:  
 

But it is also possible (and probably more common) for an extant 
manuscript to represent in part the effects of both written and oral 
transmission. For example, a written copy of a written copy of an oral 
performance of a written copy of an original composition could differ 
from another version of the same poem because of both scribal 
modifications and oral improvisation.43 

 

 As this kind of complexity has come to be recognized, in recent 
years the theoretical opposition of oral and literate transmission 
central to the earlier work of Marshall McLuhan and Walter Ong’s 
much-read introduction to the subject has been criticised at some 
length.44 All this is to say that, having identified the characteristics 
of oral transmission in a manuscript, we must not leap to the 
conclusion that the manuscript in front of us is directly derived from 
an oral teaching. The transcription of the oral teaching may only be 
just one link, and not the most recent one, in the chain of 
transmission. 

 
 
 
 
                                                                                                        
Furthermore, PT 849, the record of the teachings of Devaputra, looks like a fair copy 
that has been made without the help of the teacher, who might have corrected many 
of the Sankrit renderings. 
 42 Such a situation in the context of Theravada Buddhism is described in 
COLLINS 1992: 129. 
 43 QUINN AND HALL 1982: 6. A similar point has been made by J.M. Foley in his 
survey of the field (FOLEY 1984: 5). 
 44  See for example, CARRUTHERS 1990 and FINNEGAN 1998. These recent 
developments in the study of oral traditions have been summarized in MILLS 1987. 
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EXTENDING THE STUDY 
 

The method I have outlined is as yet experimental and will need to 
be applied to a much greater range of manuscripts if its usefulness is 
to be confirmed. A wider application of the method is theoretically 
possible. If we are to take the presence of homophonic variation as 
an indication of an oral source (if not actual proof) we can broaden 
our search to cases where we have one copy of a text. In several 
manuscripts written in the rough hand that I mentioned above, 
variant forms of the same syllables crop up, sometimes in their 
correct form, and at other times switching prefixes and suffixes or 
collapsing into a purely phonetic rendering. Unfamiliar sounds like 
foreign words are transcribed very eccentrically. In one interesting 
manuscript, which looks like notes taken during a teaching on how to 
construct certain ma%&alas (IOL Tib J 384), the first ma%&ala is said 
to have come from the country of Dravi&a. This unfamiliar Indic 
word is written differently each time it appears: 
 

r10.1: ’dra byi tra 
r10.1: tra byid tra 
r13.1: ’dra byid tra 
 

 The particular susceptibility of place-names to this type of error 
has been noted with regard to the Child ballads.45 Furthermore, 
elsewhere in the same manuscript we have a repeated use of the word 
bo de swat twa (a poor transcription of the Sanskrit bodhisattva) for 
a divine personage who features in a story about the origin of one of 
the ma%&alas. The reason for the use of this mistranscribed Sanskrit 
term (rather than the Tibetan byang chub sems dpa’, which is in 
general use throughout the Dunhuang manuscripts) may be that the 
teacher whose words are recorded here was using the Sanskrit term, 
which was taken by the scribe to be a personal name for this 
character in the story. The particular form in which the Sanskrit word 
is transcribed would have been affected by the teacher’s 
pronunciation. Poor transcription of Sanskrit terms is also a feature 
of Pelliot tibétain 849, as noted by Matthew Kapstein. As mentioned 
above, Pelliot tibétain 849 probably represents notes taken from an 
Indian teacher by a Tibetan who was unfamiliar with Sanskrit.46 

                                                 
 45 RICHMOND 1961: 229–31. 
 46 KAPSTEIN 2006. As Kapstein notes, some of the apparent mistranscriptions are 
not in fact based on Sanskrit, but on a variety of early New Indo-Aryan. 
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 The subject matter of the manuscripts in the rough hand that I 
have grouped together here is overwhelmingly tantric. As the 
phrasebook says, ‘I like Vajray!na; teach it!’ Most of these teachings 
are in the class of Mah!yoga, at that time the highest class of tantra. 
But there is also a significant group of texts that, like Overcoming 
the Three Poisons, draw upon a Yoga tantra, the Sarvadurgati-
pari%odhana.47 The main theme of this tantra is, as the title suggests, 
liberating beings from the lower realms. There are many differences 
between the two canonical versions of the text, one of which is from 
the earlier period of translation, and the other of which is from the 
later.48 The confusion surrounding the transmission of the tantra, 
which was discussed in Tibetan sources, suggest that the tantra and 
texts deriving from it were widely taught and transformed in the 
process of transmission.49 
 Why the prevalence among these oral transcriptions of material 
concerned with rituals for death and the post-death state? For one 
thing, this kind of practical ritual would have been in high demand, 
both by lay people and by monks who could make use of it in 
services for lay people. It is in the sphere of death rituals that 
Buddhism came head to head with the old religious practices of Tibet, 
and death rituals would have been the stock in trade of many 
Buddhist monks.50 It is interesting that Avalokite"vara and his six-
syllable mantra, a truly fundamental element of Tibetan popular 
Buddhism, also appear in these manuscripts. 51  So these oral 
transcriptions quite probably represent the teachings that were up to 
date and in popular demand at the time they were written down. 

 

                                                 
 47 As well as the Gdug gsum ’dul ba manuscripts, we have IOL Tib J 384, IOL 
Tib J 493, Or.8210/S.421, PT 37 (other texts which come after the Gdug gsum ’dul 
ba) and PT 296. 
 48 The two versions are found in the bka’ ’gyur (P. 116 and P. 117). They are 
discussed in WEINBERGER 2003, chapter two, and SKORUPSKI 1983. 
 49 VAN DER KUIJP 1992. 
 50 On the interaction between Buddhism and previous Tibetan religious practice 
in the sphere of death rituals, see STEIN 1970. 
 51  On the significant role of Avalokite"vara in the Tibetan Dunhuang 
manuscripts, see VAN SCHAIK 2006. As well as the Amoghap!"a ma%&ala in IOL Tib 
J 348, there is a prayer invoking Avalokite"vara in IOL Tib J 719. The prayer sets 
out a wrathful ma%&ala with Mah!bala at the centre. The relationship between these 
two deities is not clear in this case, but Mah!bala appears in a number of depictions 
of the Amoghap!"a ma%&ala from Dunhuang, including IOL Tib J 754, which also 
contains the monk’s passport mentioned earlier, and a Vajrak#laya s#dhana written 
in the scruffy handwriting under discussion here. 
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THE PERSISTENCE OF ORALITY 

 
It has long been recognised that before printing became dominant in 
Western culture, memory and oral transmission played a crucial 
role. 52  In a world of few books, one’s education had to be 
remembered, and texts were transmitted both with and without the 
support of writing. Although we understand that in traditional 
Buddhist societies memory and oral transmission continue to play an 
important role to the present day, we do not always follow the full 
implications of this fact. When one examines a large manuscript 
collection, one begins to see how unstable and mutable a text can be 
without the stabilizing influence of printing.53 
 It is arguably an inherent feature of manuscript culture that texts 
are often copied through oral rather than visual means. In a culture 
before print, there is no publication as we understand it. 
Dissemination of the text must be carried out through oral 
performance or teaching. As I mentioned earlier, even if the teacher 
is working from a written text, it would be very rare that all of the 
recipients of the teaching would already have their own copies. If 
they wanted a copy of the text, it would be necessary to make one, 
sometimes through the agency of sight, and sometimes through the 
agency of hearing. This was certainly the case in medieval Europe.54  
 Again in an analogy with Europe, the widespread adoption of 
printing technology in Tibet is likely to have limited the mutability 
of the text. Many later productions of Tibetan authors, which find 
their way quickly into print, are stablized then and there, and 
subsequently subject only to the errors of the copyist when one 
printed edition is superseded by another. Print technology certainly 
introduces more consistency and stability to the process of 
transmission. The traditional assumption that printing was not in 
general use in Tibet before the fifteenth century seems to be fairly 
accurate, even if printing technology was known to Tibetans before 

                                                 
 52 For a recent and extensive study of this subject see CARRUTHERS 1990. 
 53 The great difference between the world of the manuscripts and that of printed 
texts has been discussed in a recent monograph on a European manuscript tradition 
by John Dagenais: ‘That manuscripts are different from modern printed editions is 
obvious enough, and yet when we have spent some time among manuscripts we 
being to realize just how powerful this difference is. Manuscripts are, in fact, a vital 
culture’. (DAGENAIS 1994: 36). 
 54 CHAYTOR 1945: 115–37. 
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that time.55 Therefore, the high level of textual transformation found 
in the manuscripts in this study must have continued to be a feature 
of textual transmission for several centuries after the period of the 
Dunhuang manuscripts. 

If there is a general conclusion to be drawn from this study, it is 
that the number of hands (as well as ears and eyes) involved in the 
formation of the text as it comes down to us is not limited to the 
initial period of creation, but increases at each stage of transmission. 
Some Buddhist texts are born into written form, and their subsequent 
transmission is well controlled within the monastic environment; 
these exhibit the least mutability.56 Others, such as Overcoming the 
Three Poisons, are either born into an oral setting, or achieve a 
popularity that propels them into multiple informal, often oral, 
transmissions. Dunhuang seems to have been an environment in 
which such informal transmissions were common, and surely it was 
not unique in this regard.  

This kind of text—popular and therefore subject to oral teaching 
and transmission situations—comes to us only after having passed 
through the agency of unknowable numbers of teachers and scribes. 
At each oral rendition and copying of the text, there is the 
opportunity for changes to be introduced by the teacher, and for 
further changes to be introduced, almost simultaneously, by the 
scribe. The older the text, the more significant this process becomes. 
These texts are often attributed within the tradition to the agency of a 
buddha or bodhisattva, and there is a temptation in the academic 
study of Buddhist scripture to treat this as a kind of mask hiding the 
face of the real, human author. Yet the fact that many such texts have 
passed through numerous stages of transmission, each one 

                                                 
 55 Leonard van der Kuijp has addressed the issue of the earliest Tibetan printed 
manuscripts in two articles. With exceptions, which include the early 14th century 
Tibetan texts produced by Mongol sponsors (VAN DER KUIJP 1993) of Buddhism and 
reports of printed dh#ra)" sheets in the 13th century (VAN DER KUIJP 2003: 391), 
Tibetans seem to have been slow to take up the woodblock printing technology that 
had been in use in China since the 8th century. This seems quite within the realms of 
possibility when we consider that printing did not become widespread in India until 
the nineteenth century.   

56 Thus the Indic Buddhist %#stra literature was relatively stable and produced 
few major variant texts, unlike the s!tra literature. An exception that perhaps proves 
the rule is the Bodhicary#vat#ra, a %#stra which did circulate in widely variant 
versions, as witnessed by the many divergences between the canonical and 
Dunhuang versions (see SAITO 1993). It is likely that the immense popularity of the 
Bodhicary#vat#ra took it outside of the major monastic centres, where it became 
subject to more fluid transmission situations, oral as well as written. 
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transforming them in some way, from the trivial to the profound, 
should make us wary of this assumption. Indeed, since the text 
comes to us at the end of a long chain of dependent origination, the 
empty forms of the buddhas and bodhisattvas may in fact be a better 
metaphor for agency than an imagined original human author. 

 
 

APPENDIX: SCRIBAL CORRECTIONS ON THE HOOF IN A 
VAJRAK'LAYA S*DHANA 

 
One feature of certain manuscripts, not mentioned above, is strongly 
suggestive of transcription from an oral source. The first syllable of 
the word is written erroneously, and the whole word needs to be 
written out again. The correction appears not in the margins or 
between the lines, but in the running text. Several instances of these 
corrections appear in IOL Tib J 754, a Vajrak#laya s#dhana.57 On l. 
1, we see the crossed-out syllable ja followed by bya, which looks 
like a case of the mishearing of a homonym. Similarly, on l. 27 we 
see ca followed by phyags. This kind of error also occurs in PT 37, 
although here the scribe has not crossed out the initial erroroneous 
syllable. Examples are bya sbyong on f.5v and ga sgribs on f.6r.  
 The Vajrak#laya manuscript also contains corrections that may 
have been made after the initial transcription. The mantras, which are 
poorly transcribed, have also been partially corrected, perhaps later 
in consultation with the teacher (unlike the fair copies mentioned 
above): 
 

l. 18: kyi la ya kyi la ya corr. ki la ya ki la ya (k" heard as kyi)  
l. 19: bhug tsi ti corr. bhag tsi ta 
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ORAL TEACHINGS AND WRITTEN TEXTS           205 

PT 37: Booklet containing several texts including Overcoming the Three 
Poisons (version 3) 

PT 849: Devaputra’s teachings 
Pelliot 5386: Sanskrit-Khotanese phrasebook 
 
A note on conventions for references within manuscripts: 
 

Poth# and booklets: Folio number followed by lowercase r (recto) or v 
(verso) to mark the side; e.g. 1r.1 

Scrolls: Side in uppercase (R or V) followed by item number; e.g. R1.1 
Concertinas: Side in lowercase (r or v) followed by number of panel; e.g. 

r1.1 
 
 

Secondary sources 
 

BEYER, S.V. 1992. The Classical Tibetan Language. New York: State 
University of New York (SUNY) Press. 

CABEZÓN, J.I. 1994. Buddhism and Language: A Study of Indo-Tibetan 
Scholasticism. New York: SUNY Press. 

———. 2001. Authorship and literary production in classical Tibet. In G. 
NEWLAND (ed.), Changing Minds: Contributions to the Study of Buddh-
ism and Tibet in Honour of Jeffrey Hopkins. Ithaca, New York: Snow 
Lion Publications, 233–63. 

CARRUTHERS, M.J. 1990. The Book of Memory: A Study of Memory in 
Medieval Culture. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

CHAYTOR, H.J. 1945. From Script to Print: An Introduction to Medieval 
Vernacular Literature. Cambridge: W. Heffer and Sons. 

CH’EN, K.S. 1964. Buddhism in China: A Historical Survey. Princeton: 
Princeton University Press. 

CHILD, F.J. (ed.). 1957. The English and Scottish Popular Ballads (5 vols.). 
New York: The Folklore Press. [Originally published in ten volumes, 
1882–1898.] 

COLLINS, S. 1992. Notes on some oral aspects of Pali literature. Indo-
Iranian Journal 35, 121–35.  

COUSINS, L. 1983. Pali oral literature. In P. DENWOOD AND A. PIATIGORSKY 
(eds), Buddhist Studies: Ancient and Modern. London: Curzon, 1–19. 

COUSINS L. AND K.R. NORMAN. 1989. The Pali language and scriptures. In 
T. SKORUPSKI (ed.), The Buddhist Heritage. Tring: Institute of Buddhist 
Studies, 29–54. 

DAGENAIS, J. 1994. The Ethics of Reading in Manuscript Culture: Glossing 
the Libro de Buen Amor. Princeton: Princeton University Press. 



206    SAM VAN SCHAIK 
 
DALTON, J.P., T. DAVIS AND S.J. VAN SCHAIK. forthcoming. Beyond Anon-

ymity: Paleographic analyses of the Dunhuang Manuscripts. Journal of 
the International Association of Tibetan Studies. 

DAVIDSON, R.M. 1990. An introduction to the standards of scriptural 
authenticity in Indian Buddhism. In R. BUSWELL (ed.), Chinese Buddhist 
Apocrypha. Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 291–325. 

———. 2002. Indian Esoteric Buddhism. New York: Columbia University 
Press. 

DERRIDA, J. 1981. Dissemination. London: Athlone Press. 
DREYFUS, G.B.J. 2003. The Sound of Two Hands Clapping: The Education 

of a Tibetan Buddhist Monk. Berkeley: University of California Press. 
EKVALL, R.B. 1964. Religious Observances in Tibet: Patterns and 

Functions. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
FINNEGAN, R. 1988. Literacy and Orality: Studies in the Technology of 

Communication. Oxford: Blackwell. 
FOLEY, J.M. 1984. Oral-Formulaic Theory and Research. New York: 

Garland. 
———. 1990. Traditional Oral Epic: The Odyssey, Beowulf, and the 

Serbo-Croatian Return Song. Berkeley, University of California Press. 
GETHIN, R. 1992. The m!tik!s: memorization, mindfulness and the list. In J. 

GYATSO (ed.), In the Mirror of Memory: Reflections on Mindfulness and 
Remembrance in Indian and Tibetan Buddhism. New York: SUNY Press, 
149–72. 

GOMBRICH, R.F. 1990. How the Mah!y!na began. In T. SKORUPSKI (ed.), 
The Buddhist Forum, vol.1. London: School of Oriental and African 
Studies, 21–30. 

GOODY, J. (ed.). 1968. Literacy in Traditional Societies, Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. 

GRIFFITHS, P.J. 1999. Religious Reading: The Place of Reading in the 
Practice of Religion. New York: Oxford University Press. 

HAJNAL, I. 1959. L’enseignement de l’écriture aux universités médiévales. 
Budapest: Maison de’edition de l’academie des sciences de Hongrie. 

HAMILTON, W. 1995. Plato: Phaedrus. London: Penguin. 
HAVELOCK, E. 1963. Preface to Plato. Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard 

University Press. 
———. 1991. The oral-literate equation: a formula for the modern mind. In 

OLSON, D.R. AND N. TORRANCE (eds), Literacy and Orality. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 11–27. 

HAZRA, K.L. 1983. Buddhism in India as Described by Chinese Pilgrims 
AD399–689. New Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal. 

KAPSTEIN, M.T. 2006. New light on an old friend: PT 849 reconsidered. In 
R. DAVIDSON AND C. WEDEMEYER (eds), Tibetan Buddhist Literature 
and Praxis. Proceedings of the Tenth Seminar of the IATS, 2003, vol. 4. 
Leiden: Brill: 9-30.  



ORAL TEACHINGS AND WRITTEN TEXTS           207 

KLEIN, A.C. 1994. Path to the Middle: Oral M#dhyamika Philosophy in 
Tibet. New York: SUNY Press. 

VAN DER KUIJP, L. 1983. Contributions to the development of Tibetan 
Buddhist epistemology from the eleventh to the thirteenth century. 
Wiesbaden: F. Steiner. 

———. 1992. Notes apropos of the transmission of the Sarvadurgati-
pari%odhana-tantra in Tibet. Studien zur Indologie und Iranistik 16/17, 
99–125. 

———. 1993. Two Mongol xylographs (Hor Par Ma) of the Tibetan text of 
Sa skya Pa%&ita’s work on Buddhist logic and epistemology. Journal of 
the International Association of Buddhist Studies 16(2), 279–98. 

———. 2003. A treatise on Buddhist epistemology and logic attributed to 
Klong chen rab ’byams pa (1308–1364) and its place in Indo-Tibetan 
intellectual history. Journal of Indian Philosophy 31, 381–437. 

LAUFER, B. 1914. Bird Divination among the Tibetans (notes on document 
Pelliot no. 3530, with a study of Tibetan phonology of the ninth century). 
T’oung Pao 15: 1-110.  

LOPEZ, D.S. 1996. Elaborations on Emptiness. Princeton: Princeton 
University Press. 

LORD, A.B. 1960. The Singer of Tales. Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press. 

MACLUHAN, M. 1962. The Gutenberg Galaxy: The Making of Typographic 
Man. Toronto: University of Toronto Press. 

MAYER, R. AND C. CANTWELL. 1994. A Dunhuang manuscript on 
Vajrak#laya. Tibet Journal 19(1), 54–67. 

MILLS, M.A. 1987. Oral traditions. In M. ELIADE (ed.), The Encyclopedia of 
Religions. London: Macmillan, 87–92. 

NOVETZKE, C.L. 2003. Divining an author: The idea of authorship in an 
Indian religious tradition. History of Religions 42(3), 213–42. 

ONG, W.J. 1982. Orality and Literacy: The Technologizing of the Word. 
London: Methuen. 

QUINN, W.A. AND A.S. HALL. 1982. Jongleur: A Modified Theory of Oral 
Improvisation and Its Effects on the Performance and Transmission of 
Middle English Romance. Washington D.C.: University Press of 
America.  

RICHMOND, W.E. 1961. Some effects of scribal and typographical error on 
oral tradition. In M. LEACH AND T.P. COFFIN (eds), The Critics and the 
Ballad. Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 225–35.  

ROERICH, G.N. (trans.) 1949. The Blue Annals. Calcutta: Royal Asiatic 
Society of Bengal. 

RONG XINJIANG. 2000. The nature of the Dunhuang library cave and the 
reasons for its sealing. Cahiers d’Extrême-Asie 11, 247–75. 



208    SAM VAN SCHAIK 
 
SAITO, A. 1993. A Study of Ak$ayamati (= "#ntideva)’s Bodhisattvacary!va-

t!ra as Found in the Tibetan Manuscripts from Tun-Huang. Grant-in-
Aid for Scientific Research (c). Japan: Miye University. 

SANDER, L. 1992. The earliest Sanskrit manuscripts from Central Asia and 
the Sarv!stiv!da mission. In R. EMMERICK AND D. WEBER (eds), 
Corolla Iranica: Papers in Honour of Prof. Dr. David Neil Mackenzie 
on the occasion of his 65th birthday on April 8th, 1991. Frankfurt: Peter 
Lang, 133–50. 

VAN SCHAIK, S.J. 2000. Sun and moon earrings: The teachings received 
by ’Jigs med gling pa. Tibet Journal 25(4), 3–32.  

———. 2006. The Tibetan Avalokite"vara cult in the tenth century: 
Evidence from the Dunhuang manuscripts. In R. DAVIDSON AND C. 
WEDEMEYER (eds), Tibetan Buddhist Literature and Praxis. Proceedings 
of the Tenth Seminar of the IATS, 2003, vol. 4. Leiden: Brill: 55-72. 

SCHERRER-SCHAUB, C.A. 1999. Towards a methodology for the study of 
old Tibetan manuscripts: Dunhuang and Tabo. In C.A. SCHERRER-
SCHAUB AND E. STEINKELLNER (eds), Tabo Studies II: Manuscripts, 
Texts, Inscriptions and the Arts. Rome: Istituto Italiano per l’Africa e 
l’Oriente, 3–36.  

SCHERRER-SCHAUB, C.A. AND G. BONANI. 2002. Establishing a typology of 
the old Tibetan manuscripts: a multidisciplinary approach. In S. 
WHITFIELD (ed.), Dunhuang Manuscript Forgeries. London: The British 
Library, 184–215. 

SKORUPSKI, T. 1983. Sarvadurgati Pari%odhana Tantra. Tibetan and 
Sanskrit. Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass. 

STEIN, R.A. 1970. Un document ancien relatif aux rites funéraires des Bon-
po tibétains. Journal Asiatique CCLVII, 155–85. 

TAKATA TOKIO. 2000. Multilingualism in Tun-huang. Tun-huang and 
Turfan Studies (Acta Asiatica: Bulletin of the Institute of Eastern 
Culture) 78, 49–70. 

TAKEUCHI, T. forthcoming. Old Tibetan Buddhist Texts from the Post-
Imperial Period (mid-9th c. to late 10th c.). 

WEINBERGER, S.N. 2003. The Significance of Yoga Tantra and the 
Compendium of Principles (Tattvasa(graha Tantra) within Tantric 
Buddhism in India and Tibet. Doctoral Disseration, University of 
Virginia. 

WYNN, A. 2004. The oral transmission of early Buddhist literature. Journal 
of the International Association of Buddhist Studies 27(1), 97–128. 

 


