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V. L. Uspensky

TWO YEARS OF CATALOGUING OF THE TIBETAN COLLECTION 
IN THE ST. PETERSBURG BRANCH OF THE INSTITUTE 

OF ORIENTAL STUDIES: SOME PROBLEMS AND PERSPECTIVES

The St. Petersburg Branch of the Institute of Oriental Stud
ies of the Russian Academy of Sciences (henceforth the 
Institute) possesses one of the world's largest collection of 
the Tibetan xylographs and manuscripts. Outside Asia it is 
the largest collection of such kind. Its origin goes back to 
the eighteenth century, and it had been increasing rapidly 
up to the mid-twentieth century.

At present the Tibetan collection of the Institute num
bers about 20.000 items, the amount o f works’ titles has 
never been counted (surely, there are numerous duplicates 
there). The most voluminous are the collections of Tibetan 
books printed in the Peking and Buriat monasteries. The 
books printed in Central Tibet and, especially, in Amdo are 
also numerous [1].

Needless to say that the cataloguing of such a big 
amount of block prints is a very hard and time-consuming 
work. Attempts were made in the 1930s to make a card 
catalogue, but the Second World War calamities and the 
transferring of the Institute to another building soon after 
the end of the war, along with many other misfortunes of 
the time, prevented this work from being completed. At 
present a huge cardfile represents a sad memorial to this 
work, as the library numbers, which the cards refer to, have 
changed.

In 1992 the Institute signed an agreement with the 
Asian Classics Input Project (henceforth ACIP) on the 
IBM-based computer cataloguing of the Tibetan collection. 
According to the agreement, the necessary computer 
equipment was to be provided by the ACIP, and the Tibetan 
operators had to come to St. Petersburg. But it was only in 
May 1994 that the group of three Tibetan monks from the 
Sera Mey (Se-ra smad) Monastery (Bangalore, India), 
headed by Mr. Michael Roach, the director of the ACIP, 
arrived in St. Petersburg, being equipped with necessary 
computers. Since on the working group headed by 
Dr. L. S. Savitsky, the curator of the above-mentioned col
lection, has started the cataloguing. The very fact that the 
cataloguing project has been successfully carrying out up to 
the present day, is to a great extent due to the indefatigable 
labours of the three young Tibetan monks, namely Geshe 
Thubten Phelgye, Ngawang Kheatsun and Jampa Namdol. 
These three seem to work as patient and accurate as their 
ancestors who wrote, engraved in the wood-blocks and then 
printed thousands o f books, information on which is now 
being input into the data-base by them.

It had been agreed initially that only a title catalogue 
would be compiled, but later Dr. L. S. Savitsky, together 
with Mr. M. Roach, elaborated a more detailed scheme in
cluding twenty-two parameters, according to which every 
entry had to be described [2]. This scheme is as follows:

1. Catalogue Serial of the computer catalogue.
2. Collection Reference, being the call number of the 

Tibetan collection for the entry described.
3. Title of the work described.
4. Ornamental Sanskrit Title, if occurs.
5. Extra Languages. Since there is a considerable 

part of bilingual texts, mostly written in Tibetan and Mon
golian, and even tri- and quadrolingual ones, this parameter 
has been included only to mark the presence of a non- 
Tibetan language. No corresponding title in this other lan
guage is given.

6. Monastic Seal. Many of the Tibetan books bear the 
seals o f monasteries, book-shops or persons they once be
longed to. Now the chart o f the seals is at the disposal of 
the working group.

7. Brief Title, being the (left) marginal title.
8. Author as given in the colophon.
9. Year of Publication as given in the colophon.

10. Format (xylograph or manuscript).
11. Material (provenance of the paper: Tibet, China, 

Russia).
12. Paper Colour/ Edge Colour.
13. Grade of Paper.
14. Readability.
15. Tibetan Volume as marked in the original entry.
16. Pagination.
17. Lines per page.
18— 19. Dimensions: Outside (size of paper) and In

side (usually size of the wood-block frame).
20. Location (generally, the place of printing or, 

sometimes, the place of composition o f the text as reflected 
in the colophon).

21. Drawings.
22. Colophon (complete text) [3].

It is hardly necessary to say that inputing of every entry 
described in such a detail requires a lot of painstaking la
bour from the Tibetan operators, and the completion of the 
cataloguing seems to be postponed, moreover that simulta
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neously with this work the operators were making a com
plete catalogue of the Tibetan collection kept in the 
St. Petersburg University library, which is much smaller 
than that in the Institute, having but a few duplicates. The 
situation is quite different in the Institute where hundreds of 
thousands items are kept, including numerous duplicates. 
At present every item is described anew regardless of the 
fact that a dozen of its obvious duplicates have already 
been input.

A regrettable omission in the scheme of description 
implied is the absence of the Chinese character(s) used in 
the xylograph either as a marginal title or a cover mark. 
This omission seems even more distressing if we take into 
account that these Chinese characters are very important for 
the identifications of the xylographs in Tibetan, which were 
printed in Peking, moreover that the Institute possesses a 
big collection of them.

Another problem arising from the vast amount of in
formation being input is the providing of an easy access to 
the catalogued works. For example, how can one find in 
this computer catalogue information about the forth volume 
of Tsong-kha-pa's gsung-bum  o f the bKra-shis lhun-po 
edition? How to reflect in the catalogue the original entity 
of the volume belonging to a certain collection of works 
when every entry is treated as a separate work, thus form
ing a conglomerate of texts o f an obscure origin? The pa
rameter number fifteen of the description scheme is some
times of little help when you need a certain volume. Very 
often the information on where a volume or a work de
scribed was printed, is missing in the colophon, or this 
editorial colophon does not exist at all. For this reason, it is 
rather difficult to identify separate volumes of gsung- 
’bums, which are very numerous in the collection of the 
Institute, especially, when we deal with the editions, infor
mation on which is not available in the existing catalogues. 
The problem becomes even more complicated when we 
deal with a number o f successive editions of a work, in

which one and the same colophon is reproduced — a point 
of a constant headache of scholars.

It should be added also that many of the Tibetan 
authors styled their names in different ways. Thus it would 
be useless to look for such an author as Ngag-dbang 
mkhas-grub, because this celebrated lama of Qalqa Mon
golia always signed his works as Vâglndra-patu-siddhi (the 
Sanskrit translation of his Tibetan name).

All these difficulties have been pointed out here in or
der to attract attention of the interested scholars who could 
give their valuable pieces of advice either on these or other 
related problems. In the opinion of Mr. M. Roach, with 
whom I have had a chance to discuss these issues, the 
problems mentioned may be considered as collateral ones 
with regard of the tasks of the present work which is aiming 
only at inputting the material existing.

Still the volume of information concerning each item 
looks impressive. Particularly valuable are the complete 
texts of the colophons of the works catalogued. Generally, 
their presence in the descriptions makes look valuable and 
interesting even the well-known popular Buddhist works 
copied and printed in numerous copies throughout the cen
turies, since the colophons often contain most precious in
formation.

Some words should be said about the Buddhist Canon 
of which several editions are kept in the Institute. Defi
nitely, they will not be described in the same way as other 
works. Though no special discussion on this issue have 
been made yet, it is obvious that the most important thing 
would be to identify its number in a corresponding edition, 
when describing the volumes.

The cataloguing project may be considered the most 
stimulating and daring attempt to provide vast information 
on the Tibetan written heritage, or, to be more exact, on the 
heritage of all those peoples who confessed the Tibetan 
Buddhism. If carried out successfully, it would enlarge 
considerably a corpus of information every tibetologist 
wishes to be in possession of.

Supplement

Here is an example of the description of a text com
posed by the famous author Gung-thang dKon-mchog 
bstan-pa’i sgron-me, which has been catalogued by the Ti
betan operators. A comparison can be made by the reader 
with its description in the catalogue of the Naritasan Insti
tute for Buddhist Studies [4].

1: 19629
2: B8605/1

4 : Tri-vajra-âloka-bhagavatï-devi-kurukulle-studah- 
tika-nama-bijahàra

5: L(anca script) T(itle page only)
6 ; 2 U  >
7 ;q ^ S - ^ O J |  

8 .

9: NO

10: XYL 
11 : T(ibet)
12: W(hite), Y(ellow)
13: G(ood)
14: G(ood)

. 5 : ^ 1
16: 1A— 137B 
17:6
18: 8 .9X 51.2 (cm)
19: 6 .7X 47.0  (cm)
20: NO

21: 1A —  S^|; 2A —  S^|; 2B —

2 2 .

^ à j-q o /
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a , q q - ^ ^ - ^ - ^ q - q ’| jq - q a /  ^ o r a Î ^ t ^ - q - æ ^ Ê f

^ [ W ^ q - q s y a ^ t a ^ q j  q ^ - q ^ q - o . ^ - ^ - q ^ -  

^ q - q - S jg o .- q ^ - ^ - ^ a i - ^ q q - g ^ iM ^ ^ - S J ^ - q a ; - ^ ^ -  

5J2W],1| a j ' ^ ^ q :5 -^ rq g q -^ q -q ^ a c a , |^ q -5 j^ -^ -5 ja ^ :-

^ a j - ^ - ^ '^ ^ ^ - q ^ - ^ n ] a ; - q a ; - 5 J ^ - a ,g ^ q ^ - a >g :q q ^ -  

Ol̂ -ßJ’iI|<Nq’q -q ]^5J-§ -u^-^-q ]iN nj-q^ ,̂ ,1q -j

q ^ -^ q -O J 5 J -§ -a jq -à ^ iN -^ |£ r ]^ -q ^ -a ,^ ^ q -5 j^ -q -

^ ^ • ^ • q - ^ ^ ^ - ^ ^ ^ - ^ - à B ^ ^ - q i a j - q - q ^ l

5 J ^ a ] ^ - ^ q - q ^ - à jq iN - ^ - |£ I ] ^ - q a ;^ q a , - q ^ iq ^ q a ] ^

q ^ ’q ^ l  q ^ - q - ^ ^ - S j æ r q - q ^ ^ q a ; - ^ - ^ ^ !  tfjOr 

q ^ - ^ q ' ^ q ' l ^ q ^ ^ ^ - æ ^ È r q ï ï J ' ^ ^ l l a j ' ^ l ^ q '

a , ^ - a j q - ^ q - q ^ - o j q - |q - |c q ^ - ^ - n |^ ^ ^ 3 ; ^ q - ^ - a ] -

^ • ^ q - ^ ^ ' q a ; - ^ ' ^ ^ ^ !

N o t e s

1. For a more detailed exposition o f the holdings of the Tibetan collection in the St. Petersburg Branch of the Institute of Oriental 
Studies, as well as for their main features, see the forthcoming publication by the author o f the present article in Asian Research Trends, 
N o.6(1996).

2. Because Mr. Robert Chilton (ACIP) presented a paper dealing with the St. Petersburg Tibetan Catalogue Project at the Seventh 
Seminar of the International Association for Tibetan Studies (Schloss Seggau —  Graz, June 1995), where the computer issues were dis
cussed in detail, these matters are only touched upon in the present article. I am hoping very much that the paper by Mr. Chilton will be 
published in the proceedings o f the Seminar.

3. For the transliteration system for Tibetan and Sanskrit used by the ACIP see “Entry operator transcription chart” in Asian Classics 
Input Project, Release 3 (1993), pp. 48— 50.

4. Descriptive Catalogue o f  the Naritasan Institute Collection o f  Tibetan Works, ed. Ch. Yoshimizu, vol. 1 (Narita, 1989), p. 557, No. 
2278. In this catalogue the Lhasa edition of the Gung-thang's gsung-bum  is described, while the text described by the Tibetan operators 
originates from its Bla-brang edition.




