CHAPTER1 3

Of Epigraphic Palimpsests and
Similar Phenomena
Some Notes on Tibetan Wall Inscriptions

Kurt Tropper and Cristina Scherrer-Schaub

In two previous studies! we have already briefly touched upon epigraphic
palimpsests in the Tibetan cultural realm? and the present paper aims
to expand on these short remarks by discussing several inscriptions that

Much of the fieldwork and research for this paper was financed by the Austrian Sci-
ence Fund (FWF) within the framework of three projects on Tibetan inscriptions (project
nos. S 8705-G06, S 9804-G08, S 9811-G21). We would also like to thank Jiirgen Schorf-
linger for his technical support and Patrick Mc Allister for correcting our English.

! Tropper 2007: 942; 2008: 197.

2 While palimpsests in general are of course mostly known from the European mid-
dle ages when Latin and Greek paper, papyrus, or parchment manuscripts were fre-
quently overwritten with other texts, the phenomenon is also attested for other cultural
spheres, including the Indian subcontinent. For examples in Indian epigraphy, see Sa-
lomon 1998: 118, who lists several “palimpsests, wherein an old and presumably invalid
copper plate was reinscribed after the old inscription had been obliterated”. Various as-
pects of spurious, forged and touched-up Indian epigraphs are also discussed in Salomon
2009. Probably some of the earliest evidence for palimpsests in a Buddhist context is pro-
vided in the Satralamkara/Kalpanamanditika that has been variously ascribed to Asva-
ghosa or Kumaralata (cf. Scherrer-Schaub 2009: 37 f., n. 11) and was translated into Chi-
nese (Da zhuang yan lun jing RXALGH#S; Taisho No. 201; http://w3.cbeta.org/result/T04/
T04n0201.htm) by Kumarajiva around 405 CE (cf. Nanjio 1883: 261, No. 1182). The first
chapter of this text contains the story of a Brahmin from the area of Pataliputra, who
bought a Buddhist manuscript called “The sitra of the twelve nidanas” (Shi er yuan jing
+ T #%5%5), intending to wash off its letters (xi que qi zi 7iflH7), and then to write some
“Vaisesikasttra” (B [ifif€) on it (259b14; for a French translation of the passage, see
Huber 1908: 13; the story was also summarised in Lévi 1908: 98). The narrative suggests
that this was primarily meant as a symbolical act, but the Brahmin’s intentions could also
have been due to economical reasons, as it was usually the case with palimpsests in the
Greco-Roman world.
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Figure 13.1 Zhalu—sketch plan of the skor lam’s north wall

have been overwritten or restored in a number of different ways. The prob-
lems resulting from such tampering have received little attention so far,
and one may even contend that there is hardly any awareness that these
problems exist. Their implications are far-ranging, nonetheless, as they
concern not only the dating of inscriptions but also the evaluation of their
contents.

A basic distinction must be made between inscriptions that are en-
graved on a rock or stone-slab and those where the text is written on the
surface of a wall with a special kind of ink or paint. The latter type is
usually found inside a temple or half-open porch, whereas the former is
predominantly located in the open. In the present context, wall inscrip-
tions are most relevant, and all the examples discussed below belong to
this category.?

Zhalu

The outer walls of the skor lam chen mo at Zhalu monastery are covered
by an extensive cycle of inscriptional panels containing long excerpts from

In this context, it is somewhat surprising that palimpsests of Tibetan manuscripts in
codex form do not figure prominently (indeed, no cases are known to us), as from the 14®
century onwards many copies of various voluminous corpora, most notably the Kanjur and
the Tanjur, were produced, and paper (or wood) was not so easily available in many parts
of Tibet.

3While there are some indications that lithic inscriptions have also been restored or
tampered with, such cases are probably much less common. For a substantial discussion
it will be necessary to collect more evidence, which we hope to provide in a follow-up paper.
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Figure 13.2 Zhalu—detail from the middle part of panel no. 79

Rang byung rdo rje’s Skyes rabs brgya pa. The panels are arranged in two
rows and have large illustrating paintings above them. Detailed plans
of the entire cycle have already been provided elsewhere,* and here it is
sufficient to point out that the regular arrangement of the inscriptions and
paintings is interrupted for about 10 meters in the skor lam’s northern
section. The central part of that wall was painted over with some murals
that do not correspond at all to the rest of the original cycle (cf. Ficure
13.1).5 In the process, three of the four inscriptional panels adjacent to
the area painted over (i.e., nos. 74, 79 and 89) were also touched up. These
panels respectively render excerpts from Jatakas no. 73, 78 and 88 of Rang
byung rdo rje’s voluminous text.

Ficure 13.2 shows the middle part of panel no. 79, whose left side is
original (most likely dating from the early 14" century),® while its right

“Tropper 2005: 67, 70—73.

5As Vitali (1990: 121, n. 206) points out, the north wall (i.e., the weather side) of
Tibetan temples is often in the worst condition, thus particularly encouraging restoration.
On the occasion of his visit to Vienna in March 2001, Tenzin Dhargyal, a painter who was
born in ’Phan po in 1964 and moved to Kathmandu in 1994, told us that some time in the
1970s he accompanied his father to do large-scale renovation work in Zhalu. He could not
remember any specifics but considered it likely that the over-painting in the central part
of the skor lam’s northern section was part of the general refurbishment that was carried
out at that time.

50n the dating see Vitali 1990: 105 ff., Tropper 2005: 88-96, and Tropper 2007: 942.
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Figure 13.3 Zhalu—right side of panel no. 79

Figure 13.4 Zhalu—detail from the middle part of panel no. 89

side was rewritten at a more recent date.” Obviously, the scribe who re-
stored the inscription must have used a manuscript or block print of the
Skyes rabs brgya pa. In the first two lines he seems to have had some
problems to match the available space with the amount of text that had
to be inserted into the restored part of the panel, since both lines end well
before its right margin (cf. Ficure 13.3).

"As can be seen from the picture, the restoration was not carried out properly and in
some areas the plaster had to be reapplied at some later date, without ever being inscribed

again.
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Figure 13.5 Zhalu—panel no. 74

Perhaps frustrated by this, from line 3 onwards he did not try to match
the end of the restored lines with the preserved beginning of the following
ones any more, and simply filled the available space with one continuous
segment from his master copy.® As far as readability is concerned, the
result of this is of course far from perfect, because for the larger part of
the panel there is no connection between the preserved original text and
the restored one. Yet to a casual observer the inscription at least gives the
impression of being complete.

The same applies to panel no. 89, the only difference being that here
it was the left side of the inscription that was restored (cf. Ficure 13.4).°
Again, it is obvious that in the first two lines the scribe could not align the
restored part with the preserved original text and then simply decided
to render a continuous segment from his master copy in the rest of the
restored section.!®

In certain respects the most interesting of the three touched-up panels
is no. 74 (Ficure 13.5). There, the new grounding on the right side of the
panel was completed, but for some reason it was never inscribed again.
Perhaps panels nos. 79 and 89—1located in the lower of the two rows of

8Corresponding to KG 512.20-515.18.

9As in panel 79, both the new grounding and script were executed in a rather crude
way, and it seems that in some areas of the transition from the old to the new section the
plaster came off again and had to be reapplied at a later date.

©Corresponding to KG 594.17-597.7.
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Figure 13.6 Gyantse—right side of the south wall and left side of the west
wall

inscriptions — were restored first and the somewhat unsatisfactory results
left the scribe discouraged. Alternatively, the restorers may have thought
that the position of panel no. 74, some 3.5 metres above the ground, would
not allow for the reading of the text anyway.!! But whatever the case may
be, the fact that parts of the panel were provided with a new grounding
which then remained empty provides valuable evidence for some of the
inscriptions that will be discussed below.

What also needs to be stressed with these examples from Zhalu is that
the inscriptions were copied from some other work —unlike most historical
epigraphs, which are usually unique original documents. In Zhalu it was
therefore comparatively easy to restore the inscriptions, and if the scribe
had done his job properly, the original text and the restored one would not
differ significantly from each other. It goes without saying, however, that
the master copy that was used for the original inscriptions and the one that
the restorers had at their disposal need not be the same. For text-critical
studies, the rewritten sections thus have to be taken as witnesses in their
own right, again a point that is of relevance for some of the inscriptions
discussed further on in this paper.

Tt is an altogether different question whether these (and similar) inscriptions were
meant to be read in the first place. On this, see Tropper 2005: 37-44, 75-78.
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Figure 13.7 Gyantse—detail from the left side of the west wall

Gyantse

Another unfinished restoration of an inscription is to be found on the west
wall of the dGa’ldan lha khang in the sKum ’bum of Gyantse. Like the skor
lam chen mo in Zhalu, the chapel features several bands of inscriptions
which are combined with illustrating paintings, but here the inscriptions
contain excerpts from more than a dozen different texts.!? On the south-
ern part of the west wall, the right side of the lower inscriptional band was
provided with a new grounding, but, as in the last example from Zhalu, no
new text was applied (Ficures 13.6 and 13.7).13

The reason that the restored grounding of the panel remained empty
is again unknown. It may well be due to the fact that the Tibetan transla-
tion of the Karunapundarikasitra, from which the inscriptional text was
excerpted, amounts to some 200 folio-pages in the various Kanjur versions.
Identifying the relevant passage'* simply may have turned out to be too
much of an effort.

12Cf. Tropper 2005: 61.

13 As can be clearly seen in Ficure 13.7, the illustrating paintings above the inscriptions
were also restored in the process.

“Derge Kanjur: mdo sde, cha, 144a7-b7 (The Tibetan Tripitaka: Taipei Edition. Tai-
wan 1991, vol. 50).
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Nako

The rGya 'phags pa lha khang in Nako (Kinnaur, Himachal Pradesh) holds
several painted figures that are combined with identifying captions. One

of these short texts refers to a certain
“Chos rje darma mtshan can”'® and was
originally written in a brownish colour.
In the course of time it seems to have
faded and was then overwritten in black
letters (Ficure 13.8).

The new text does not completely
align with the original one, and parts
of the latter cannot be read with cer-
Figure 13.8 Nako— caption tainty any more, but it appears that the
in the rGya phags pa lha new text was intended to be a more or
khang less faithful copy of the original. For,
while there are some variants, they are
relatively insignificant and certainly do
not yield two altogether different read-
ings of the text. At the end of the
first line, the last syllable of the origi-
nal was ma, preceded (and followed) by
a tsheg, whereas in the restored ver-
sion the line ends in darma, without any
tsheg between da and the ligature rma
(cf. Ficure 13.9). Interestingly, in the
original text mtshan can was followed by
another syllable, most likely la, and thus
it could have ended in la na mo, with na
mo written either at the beginning of a
third line or at the rightmost side of line 2. In either case, this suggests
that originally the panel was somewhat larger than it is now, which is also
corroborated by the fact that the left side of the prescript m in the original
mtshan is covered by the black frame-line of the present panel.

Figure 13.9 Nako—right
side of the caption in the rGya
’phags pa lha khang

For a discussion on the identity of this figure, see Kerin 2010 and Tropper 2010.
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Sumda chung

A rather special case of a restored epigraph can be found in the temple
of Sumda chung in Ladakh. The original document belongs to what De
Rossi Filibeck 1999 has termed “paper inscriptions”, i.e., texts that were
written on a sheet of paper that was then
glued to a wall. The inscription in ques-
tion is made up of five margala verses
addressing various deities, and a more
extensive section that provides informa-
tion on the history and geographical set-
ting of various places in Ladakh, includ-
ing Sumda chung. Figure 13.10 Sumda chung—
The paper on which the document is  frayed edge on the right side of
written has become slightly tattered and  the paper inscription
its lower part is covered by blotches of
soot (Figures 13.10 and 13.11). In an
attempt to preserve the text and make
it easier to read, the inscription has re-
cently been copied onto a piece of wood
or cardboard, which was then posted on
a pillar of the temple (Ficure 13.12).16
Looking at the beginning of the re-
stored text (Ficure 13.13), we thus find
the same wording as in the original
(Ficure 13.14), two minor variants!'”
(and the different use of colours) notwith-
standing: “*** // om sva sti sid dham /
ston pa mnyam med kun mkhyen shakya’i
gtso //”.

Figure 13.11 Sumda chung—
blotches of soot on the paper
inscription

Tabo

The monastery of Tabo (Spiti, Himachal Pradesh) holds several inscrip-
tions that have been dated to the late 10" and the middle of the 11" cen-

6An edition and annotated translation of both the original and the recent copy will be
provided elsewhere.
17 cesgesgesse L EREE? gnd “/ . //n'
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(a) (b)

Figure 13.13 Sumda chung—beginning of the paper inscription’s copy

(a) (b) (c)

Figure 13.14 Sumda chung—beginning of the paper inscription
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Figure 13.15 Tabo—the “renovation inscription” (WHAV; CL 94 68, 36)

tury.'® The most well-known of these is usually referred to as “renovation
inscription” (Figure 13.15), as it tells of a renovation carried out 46 years
after the temple’s foundation, the latter most likely having taken place in
996.%° The inscription has been edited and translated three times already,
namely by Tucci (1935: 195-204), Steinkellner and Luczanits (1999), and
Thakur (2001: 252-257).20

An interesting piece of information about this epigraph was provided
by Steinkellner and Luczanits (1999: 11), who copied the inscription in
situ, but later also had a colour photograph taken by Thomas Priztker at
their disposal when they prepared their edition:

The colour photograph reveals faint traces of two lines of writ-
ing in the space just below the lower edge of the inscription,

For editions, translations and discussions on the dates of these inscriptions see the
collection of articles published by Petech and Luczanits 1999, as well as Steinkellner 1995,
1999.

¥Cf. Klimburg-Salter 1985: 14 f., 1997: 45 ff., and Petech 1997: 233.

2Some new evidence on the inscription was recently found among A.H. Francke’s un-
published works and evaluated in Tropper 2008.
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(c)

Figure 13.16 Tabo—traces of earlier writing below the last line of the “reno-
vation inscription”

i.e.not covered by the writing of the inscription. We did not
observe these traces on the spot, and they are illegible in the
photograph. All that can be said is that there is a possibil-
ity that when the ground for the renovation inscription was
applied, it was applied over an older inscription in the same
place, whose contents and function are no longer known.

Note that Steinkellner and Luczanits do not speculate about the con-
tents of this presumed earlier inscription, but in the light of the examples
presented above, we think one should make room for the possibility that
the inscription as we have it now is a more or less faithful copy of an ear-
lier version. If so, the obvious question would be: “How faithful?” If the
original text was damaged and no master copy on paper was preserved,?!
the scribe would have been forced to come up with his own conjectures for
the lacunas. The more extensive the damage, the greater, of course, the
possibilities for divergences between the original and the restored text.

The same situation could apply to another inscription in Tabo that con-
tains long excerpts from the Tibetan translation of the Ksitigarbhasiitra
(Ficure 13.17). It was edited by Tauscher (1999), whose tentative dating
of the epigraph to the 11*" century was followed by Steinkellner (1999).

Their main arguments for the 11* century dating were the inscrip-
tion’s palaeographic and orthographic features, some of which can be seen

2The practice of retaining the original text of an inscription is already attested in an
edict cut into the western face of a pillar at Zhwa’i lha khang (ed. and transl. in Richardson
1985: 46-53). This epigraphic document records the privileges granted by Khri 1De srong
brtsan to Myang Ting nge ’dzin and mentions (1. 52-54) that the edict’s original text and
two copies of it were stored at different places. For details, see Scherrer-Schaub 2002: 265—
266 and 265, n. 10, as well as the sources cited there. We have no information about such
copies of the “renovation inscription”.
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Figure 13.17 Tabo—the Ksitigarbhasttra inscription (WHAV; CL 94 96, 35)
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Figure 13.18 Tabo—detail from Figure 13.19 Tabo—detail from

the beginning of the Ksitigarbhasii- the Ksitigarbhastitra inscription

tra inscription (arrows marking what appear to be
traces of an earlier text)

in Ficure 13.18. The horizontal ligature sts, occurring in stsogs (1. 1) and
bstsags (1. 2), as well as the spelling itself certainly tally well with such an
early dating,?? but the general appearance of the panel and the freshness
of the colours make it hard to believe that the inscription was executed
some thousand years ago. The orthography and palaeography thus should
not be considered a very strong argument, because such features can of
course be used on purpose to make an inscription appear ancient. If we as-
sume that the text replaced an earlier one that already contained archaic
orthography and palaeography, the use of such features in the restored
version would be even more understandable. That the inscription was in-
deed written over an earlier text, albeit one with unknown contents, was
already indicated by Tauscher (1999: 30 f.), who pointed to some “traces
of an older text underneath the present one”. Judging by our own photo-
graphic documentation, these traces appear to be less distinct than in the
“renovation inscription”, however (cf. Ficure 13.19).

Some additional pieces of evidence are equally hard to evaluate. Im-
mediately to the right of the text there is another panel, separated from
the inscription by a thin greenish line (cf. Ficure 13.17). As Tauscher
(1999: 29 f) notes, this panel “shows only the drawing of a wishfulfill-
ing gem on a lotus in the upper left quarter and a few solitary aksaras not
related to anything, obviously dating from a much later time than the in-
scription”. Moreover, he states that this panel does not have “traces of any
older writing underneath”. With regard to the drawing, it is interesting

22(f. Scherrer-Schaub 1999, Scherrer-Schaub and Bonani 2002.
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to note that in documents from Central Asia and Dunhuang such auspi-
cious symbols were added to particularly important or sacred texts to both
protect and “close” them, thus precluding any subsequent falsification or
forgery.2> One may speculate whether the drawing in Tabo was meant to
serve the same purpose, and whether it was considered especially appro-
priate because the text had already been “restored” once. Furthermore,
the panel with the drawing clearly appears to have been prepared to re-
ceive some text as it shows the typical red rulings that are widely used
in both inscriptions and manuscripts in codex form to enable the scribe to
write in a straight line. Perhaps the original inscription was longer and
the restoration was carried out incompletely, or—similar to some of the
examples from Zhalu—the scribe simply failed to match the size of the
letters with the available space.

Compounding matters, Klimburg-Salter (1997: 51) proffers that the
inscription itself covers a painted figure dating back to the late 10
tury. No traces of this painting seem to have survived, but its erstwhile
existence can be assumed with some probability, as the opposite wall on
the north side of the transition zone from the assembly hall to the cella still
has a clearly visible painting of a nine-headed green figure (cf. Klimburg-
Salter 1997: 50, fig. 20). Thus there may actually be three layers, with the
painting coming first, the original inscription second and the restored one
third.

Against the background of the examples presented so far, we would
like to conclude the discussion of the epigraphic material in Tabo by look-
ing at an extensive cycle of inscriptions that has also been dated to the
11" century. Covering the lower parts of the assembly hall’s south wall,
as well as the southern sections of its east and west wall, this cycle con-
sists of forty-two inscriptional panels containing excerpts from the Tibetan
translation of the Gandavyuhasitra. Like the Skyes rabs brgya pa inscrip-
tions in Zhalu, it is combined with illustrating paintings and some of them
are identified by small insets. The inscriptions and insets were edited by
Steinkellner (1995), who points out the following fact:

cen-

A number of inscriptional panels and some of the insets in
the painted scenes are empty. All these panels have been well
grounded for receiving their inscriptions, in some cases even

ZCf. Scherrer-Schaub 2007: 258-259.
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Figure 13.20 Empty panel (no.xxx1v) of the Gandavyihasutra cycle in Tabo

ruled lines are clearly visible. ... Why was this work not fin-
ished? Did the scribes have to move out before the first heavy
snows, and was there a reason why they did not come back
the next year, or why nobody else continued the work? Was
the original motive for adding the inscription in the first place
lost immediately after the painted frieze was finished??*

In the light of the previous examples, it certainly seems possible that
these panels had in fact been inscribed, but that eventually they were dam-
aged or that their letters faded away, and that—similar to the examples
from Zhalu and Gyantse —they were then provided with a new grounding,
which never received any text.

Concluding Remarks

In most of the presented cases the overwriting or (attempted) renewing of
the inscriptions is obvious and easy to detect. Naturally, this raises some
suspicions as to whether there are not also less obvious cases that have
escaped our attention so far. In the future, the use of modern technology
may enable us to better determine if certain Tibetan inscriptions were re-
stored or written over an earlier text, and whether some of the hypotheses

24Steinkellner 1995: 5.
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provided above are correct. For the time being, we would merely like to
draw attention to the possibility that quite a few epigraphic sources in the
Tibetan cultural realm may actually be palimpsests or copies of earlier
inscriptions.

Obviously, this constitutes a serious problem with regard to both the
dating of inscriptions as well as the appraisal of their contents. As is well
known from copies of manuscripts in codex form, copyists not only intro-
duced accidental mistakes, but they sometimes also altered the original
text on purpose. Such tendencies must certainly have been compounded
if a severely damaged inscription was touched up or entirely rewritten.
In this connection, the dubious text-critical value of restored inscriptions
that render excerpts from Kanjur or Tanjur texts particularly needs to be
kept in mind.

As in many other areas of research in Tibetan Studies, a more cautious
approach to epigraphic sources thus seems appropriate to us. In other
words, one should not automatically take the contents of inscriptions at
face value, nor should one assume that they necessarily date back to the
times they refer to.
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Abbreviations

KG Rang byung rdo rje. Sangs rgyas bcom ldan ’das kyi skyes rabs brgya
ba. Ed. by Krung go bod brgyud mtho rim nang bstan slob gling gi slob
gzhi rtsom sgrig tsho chung. Gangs can rig brgya’i sgo ’byed lde mig 22.
Beijing: Mi rigs dpe skrun khang / Minzu chubanshe, 1995.
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