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M. L Vorobyeva-Desyatovskaya, 
E. N. Tyomkin 

FRAGMENTS OF SANSKRIT MANSUCRIPTS ON BIRCH-BARK 
FROM KUCHA 

Among the Central Asian materials in the collection of the 
St. Petersburg Branch of the Institute of Oriental Studies, 
which were discovered and acquired in East Turkestan in 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, the Sanskrit 
manuscript fragments on birch-bark are of special interest. 
In all likelihood, they were copied in India in the first centu­
ries A.D. and found their way to East Turkestan during the 
first stage of Buddhism's expansion in the region. A com­
parison of these fragments with the fragments on birch-bark 
and palm leaf from the Turfan collection in Germany shows 
that they are similar both in palaeography and content. 
Palaeography data allow us to date the fragments of both 
collections to the Kushan and post-Kushan period. On the 
basis of contents, the fragments could be divided into 
several groups, among which the most frequently encoun­
tered are excerpts from the Buddhist philosophical canon -
the Abhldharma-pi[aka, medical texts, siitras from the 
Siitra-pi[aka, jiitakas and avadiinas - extracts from the 
Siitra-pi[aka and Vinaya-pi[aka. 

In sum, the St. Petersburg collection contains around 
100 fragments of manuscripts on birch-bark which seem to 
belong to no more than 10-12 manuscripts. The majority 
of the fragments were acquired by N. F. Petrovsky, the Rus­
sian consul in Kashghar. Several fragments from Kucha 
were brought by M. M. Berezovsky. We know that 
N. F. Petrovsky usually bought manuscripts from the local 
population, and the original place of their discovery remain 
obscure. His shipments frequently consisted of small frag­
ments of birch-bark intermingled with fragments of palm 
leaf; the first inventory of the collection marked them as 
manuscripts on palm leaf. For example, call number SI P/43 
is common to 10 fragments of various manuscripts of which 
three are copied on birch-bark and the remainder on palm 
leaf. Of these three fragments, one, with text on both sides, 
belongs to a manuscript of medical content; the two others, 
insignificant in size and with text only on one side, remain 

unidentified. The five fragments under call number SI P/31 
were published by S. F. Oldenburg [l]. They are copied on 
a thick bast layer of birch-bark. A part of scroll SI P/32a -
from the same layer of birch-bark, dimensions 
7.3 x 57.0 cm - was also published by Oldenburg [2]. This 
manuscript contains the Mahiisahasrapramardinl, which 
constitutes one of the texts of the Paficara~ii. 

The current publication includes four fragments held 
under call number SI P/16. In contrast to his usual practice, 
in this particular case N. F. Petrovsky indicated that these 
fragments originated from Kucha. In all, 32 fragments are 
held under this call number. It appears that they belong to 
three separate manuscripts. The folios of these manuscripts 
were originally pasted together from two or three thin layers 
of birch-bark. At present, the bulk of these fragments have 
come apart. Fortunately, we have succeeded in putting to­
gether four larger fragments from the smaller pieces. 

Fragment No. 1 was originally two-layered; we were 
able to unite six separate pieces and to restore fully one 
layer. The second layer, the reverse side of the folio, con­
tains a number of crumbled places and lacunae. The extant 
layers were so brittle and fragile that it was only with great 
difficulty that we managed to join them. Then the fragment 
was preserved between two plates of glass [3]. Fragment 
No. 2 consists of two parts and only one layer of birch-bark. 
It seems that the third fragment belonged originally to a 
three-layered folio: two layers have survived, but there is no 
text on the reverse side. The fragment is put together from 
two pieces with a minor lacuna between them. A small 
scrap from this fragment has also survived. Finally, the 
fourth fragment consists of a single layer of birch-bark put 
together from two pieces. As a result, we were able to join 
ten of the largest fragments. The remaining 22 tiny frag­
ments apparently belong to three manuscripts - two are 
two-layered and one is three-layered. Unfortunately, we 
have not succeeded in putting them together. 

FRAGMENT NO. 1 

The dimensions of this two-layered fragment are 
16.5 x 7 .0 cm. It represents the left half of the folio with an 
aperture for stitching located 10 cm from the left edge. Text 
is found on both sides, eight lines each. This is in all likeli­
hood the original number of lines. The recto and verso sides 

(see jigs. I and 2) were determined approximately; a part of 
the birch-bark layer on the reverse side is missing. The 
writing is Indian Brahmi, type II, early Gupta. 

It seems that the text contains a summary of excerpts 
from Sravakayana's Vinaya-pi[aka. This is supported by the 
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Fig. I 

Fig. 2 
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content of the fragment, to the extent that we were able 
to ascertain it despite significant lacunae in the text. 
The text contains several appeals from the Buddha to 
monks - bhikiavo (recto, 3, 5, 8). Setting forth on the 
path of the Teaching, in accordance with the Sravakayana, 
is mentioned: recto (6) - kaScit-puru~af:i pravrajitu kiimas, 
the same - recto (7). Finally, beginning with the word 
Sriiyate ("they say", "it has been heard"), we find 
individual parables evidently uttered by the Buddha 
for the monks on the necessity of offering gifts for 
monks and the community, justifying this practice as a basic 
merit which aids a better reincarnation: see recto (3) -
Saka{am-evarri diinarri ... yacchati; verso (4) - diinarri hetu 
. . . bhiitarri, etc. 

One can distinguish three parables on the recto side: 
lines 1-3 - parable of the merchant who traded in 
jewelry - ratna-vai:ii)a. The city A!avi is mentioned. 
Lines 4--6 contain a parable about hamsaf:i or hamsiif:i. 
Lines 6-8 hold a parable about a man who wished to gain 
pravrajya - "initiation into upiisaka". 

I. ) ... [Sr]uyat[t] [ 

Two parables were probably on the verso side: one (see 
line 1) is about the daughter of the head of the merchants -
Sre~{hi-duhitii. The second evidently begins in the fifth line 
and continues until the end of the fragment. It tells of some­
one who offered gifts in the form of flowers and fruits and 
in his rebirth left the "world of people" - manu~ya-loka 
(lines 5 and 6) and was born into the "beautiful world of the 
gods" - alarrikrte devaloke (line 7) . 

TRANSLITERATION 

Recto 

2. X ratna-vai:ii)o bhavi~yati nai~adyajya X X X X dad-a{avl sarripriiptas-te 

vai:iiUaJ [ 

3. [sa]ntiinarri piiritarri Saka{am-evarri diinarri patirca X [ya]cchati tasya bhi~avo 

bodhipa~ika-ratnaif:i sarritiina-piiri[ 

4. sa pi~{am khiiditvii gatas-teniinye samudraka-harrisii ukta gacch[ii]ma-iti 

anyena harriseno X t [ 

5. ratnarri nisthiipayitvii pi~{am khiiditvii gatii evamithii 1 bhi~avo '/pam 

-annarri diinarri pratigrhi:iati prabhiita [ 

6. [a]cirei:ia saf:i adhyiitmikarri vya~ati II Sriiyete 2 kaScit-puru~af:i pravrajitu kiimas 

-tena grha-vibhava-v[ii]stu X [ 

7. s-tam-upasarrikriimyii-iiha-iiciirya pravraji~yiimi-iti bhi~ur-iiha yadi pravrajitu 

kiimo siyad-etad X [ 

8. XX XX X darri p[r]atipak[~]i[ka] te pui:iyeneti yavat-p[r]a~iptarri bhi~[avo 

Verso 

I. X X mii gacchati Sre~{hi-duhitii yiiva [ 

2. sta dvviirii nivartanti miitra biindhavajaniif:i Sma[ 

3. X X X X X X t-nandasya cii ... ha pate kiila-gatasya svve grhe 

praveSo niisti illise syiid X [gk [ 

4. sa dhiirai:iiif:i para/oka-sarrikramai:ie X sya diinarri hetu bhiitarri 

yathii vaktre mai:iifana-vidhif:i kriya [e] n X [ 

5. yathii cii mule ni~iktiiniirri va~ai:iiirri [su]kha supu~pa-phalam­

upalabhyate tatheha manu~ya-loke k[ta-karmai:iasyaf:i de [ 

6. [ko]dyiine bhujyata evam-eta manu~ya-/oka g[hiidyat-pre~itarri 

bha[ ]ti X X kodyiine bhujyata iti II ya [ 

7. X karmai:ia alarrikrte devaloke sa svvii ma[]i ... pui:iyo labhane 'rthamakrta X [ 

8. X miilarrim-udyiina-ramai:iye krta pui:iyaSca pa X [ 

1 Instead of evam-yathii ? 
2 Instead of Sruyate ? 
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FRAGMENT NO. 2 

Dimensions: 11.0 x 6.0 cm. It is an ordinary layer of 
birch-bark, broken off on the right and left (see fig. 3); 
it is quite possible that the upper and lower edges are 
missing. Seven incomplete lines of text have survived 
on one side. In accordance with the classification proposed 
by Lore Sander, the writing can be classed as Indian 
Brahm!, type II, early Gupta. 

The text provides explanation of the term sunyatii­
samiidhi (in the manuscript - sunyatii-samiidh1). Accord­
ing to the Mahiivyutpatti (Nos. 1541-1544), this term is 
part of the matrix sunyatiisamiidhi, apraf'.lihitiisamiidhi, 
iinimittiisamiidhi. An analogous text is kept in the Turfan 
collection in Germany [4]. 

TRANSLITERATION 

I. ] Xm-avakriimati dar$ana-miirge pa1J7cadaJasu citta-k~af'.leiU srota iipa[nna] [ 

2. ] vat-parityaktii. yotltayii fonyata[yii] samanviigat1,1~ pratyutpanneniipi [ 

3. ] [a]vasthiisya sunyalii'!I samiidhi'!I nisrtya niyiimam-avakriimati. 

samudayiibhip[ 

4. ] nyiitotpiidita nirodhitii krtii praf'.lidhila'!I ca sa'!lmukhi bhiita'!I yovii 

pra[tyutpa] [ 

5. ] X nirodhitii vii parityaktii na samanviigata~ kiisyavasthiisya pra1;iihi[ta 

6. ] pati phala'!I priipya purvavadyiivad-akopyalii'!I prati[ 

7. ] X [.l'u]nyatayii samanviigato '///a[ 

FRAGMENT NO. 3 

The dimensions of this three-layered fragment of two 
joined pieces with a small lacuna between them: 
16.5 x 7.0 cm (see fig. 4). The fragment represents the left 
part of the folio and contains 10 lines of text on one side. 
The writing is Indian Brahm!, type II, early Gupta. A scrap 
from the fragment (3.0 x 2.0 cm) has also survived, 
although it could not be joined to the others. 

The fragment contains a text analogous to that of 
fragment No. I. Line 1 evidently contains the end of a 
parable designated by the number 10. Further, a new 
parable begins; its name has not been preserved. A certain 
··daughter" is mentioned (line 5) who pravrddha-

snehii.l'ru.l'o~a - "dried the tears with great tenderness", 
most likely of her elderly parents. Apparently, she also 
offered gifts (dhanam-iidiiyii, line 4) for the sake of rebirth 
in a different world (/okiintara sa'!lkrama".le 'rthasya 
pradiina-mrteniinyonyu, line 5). 

This parable ends on line 10 and a new one begins. Its 
title is Miindhiitii, which is the name of the ruler­
cakravartin (cakravartin-riijii) from former times, who was 
considered one of the early reincarnations of the Buddha 
Shakyamuni. His name is repeatedly mentioned in 
the Divyiivadiina and Mulasarviistiviida-vinaya. In the 
Divyiivadiina, avdana No. 17 indicated with his name. 

TRANSLITERATION 

I. ] : 10 : mam [ 

2. X X X X X vyiivadaniigatass 1 samayas-tiiva ... suhrdbhir-vrta~ 

iiprcchanti va biindha[vajanii~] [ 

3. dy[]th[]nu []yu XX ndena kila riijnii cintitama ... denonmukha 

mukha'!I niirl-jana'!I prasthi [ 

4. pi ve.\'e sthiipita viinyadi 2 ka.l'cid-dhanam-iidiiyii ... pya mii[yii]yu~o 

dfpasyeva nii.\'a-[vijana]-sama[ye] dv[ 

5. duhitarii 3 pravrddha-sneh[ii].l'ru.l'o~a XX X [Ji ... /okiintara sa'!lkrama".le 

'rthasya pradiina-mrteniinyonyuhii [ 

6. mukhe pra~ipta1?1 tadidiinl1?1 ma X ... []f[]i XX XX XX XX X 

priiyamav[i]cca [ 

7. nidhir-labdho na hi nirdhana [ 

8. pto na tu nidhir-labdha ityathii [ 

9. bhavi~yati dhiina'!I paratra ne [ 

10. []e X m = miindhiitii X 

1 Two letters s are written in a single a/qara, a third - in the word samaya - is located above the line. 
2 Instead of viinyiidi ? 
3 Instead of duhitii, N. sg. from duhitr.? 
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SCRAP OF FRAGMENT NO. 3 

1. ] X ba mukhair-dinail:z [ 

2. ] ~{ra'!I sa sva na roe [ 

3. ] [Ji vadanasyii~i [ 

4. l xx xx 

FRAGMENT NO. 4 

The dimensions of the fragment are 6.0 x 4.5 cm. 
The fragment is one-layer birch-bark one side of which 
contains nearly seven lines (see jig. 5). The writing is Indian 

BrahmI, type II, early Gupta. This is possibly an excerpt 
from a siitra. In the fragment the term svabhiiva is 
discussed. 

TRAN SUTERA TION 

I. ]XXXX[ 

2. ]m [i]tyuktal:z svabhiivam-iikhyiit[a'!I] [ 

3. ]tam-iti sa tathii krta viinatha 1-v[i].l'[u]d[dh]ii [ 

4. ]i;iasya sa'!lbhavo 'stfti tatas-tena X [ 

5. ]XX XX X mito grhitvii parii [ 

6. ]tava tii na nita mi [ 

7. ]krtvii ta'!I na X []e [ 

Notes 

I. S. F. Ol'denburg, "Otryvki kashgarskikh i sanskritskikh rukopisei iz sobraniia N. F. Petrovskogo" ("The excerpts from the 
Kashghar and Sanskrit manuscripts from the N. F. Petrovsky collection"), Zapiski Vostochnogo Otdeleniia Russkogo Arkheo/ogicheskogo 
Obshchestva, XI (I899), pp. 2I4-5, text 10, table X. 

2. Ibid .. pp. 215-8, text 12, table XIII. 
3. The work belongs to N. M. Brovenko, a conservator at the St. Petersburg Branch of the Institute of Oriental Studies. 
4. See K-939, fol. I (32], mentioned in Sanskrithandschriften aus den Turfanfunden, Teil I, No. 15. 
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Fig. 1. Fragment No. I (recto), 16.5 X 7.0 cm. 
Fig. 2. Fragment No. I (verso). 
Fig. 3. Fragment No. 2, 11.0 x 6.0 cm. 
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1 Instead of viiniitha ? 




