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Laṅkāvatārasūtra ～Part One～

Florin Deleanu

国際仏教学大学院大学研究紀要
第 27 号（令和 5年)

Journal of the International College
for Postgraduate Buddhist Studies
Vol. XXVII, 2023





国際仏教学大学院大学研究紀要第 27 号 令和 5年 3月 19

 

Notes on the Textual History  
of the La  

 
~ Part One ~ 

 
Florin Deleanu  

 
This paper grew out of a comparative analysis of the extant textual witnesses 
of the ‘ ’ in the , one of the key 
documents in the history of Buddhist philosophy. The passage itself remains 

important it is to contextualise such philologically oriented studies in the 
larger historical picture of the textual formation. As my conjectures on the 
historical picture kept piling up, I have concluded that rather than cramming 
them discuss the relevant data in a separate 
paper. Unfortunately, this paper, too, got out of hand and gradually gained 

 
In Part One, I shall review the main textual witnesses and look into the 

traditional C . The latter, 

multiple versions (typically of different lengths) at the same time and as a 

identified as the Buddha Himself).  
In Part Two, I intend to explore the textual history of the 

 from a modern historical perspective, surmising a 

gradual process of formation stretching over nearly two centuries.  
To give a foretaste of the thrust of my argumentation in Part Two, I 
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surmise that in its final form, i.e. post-Bodhiruci versions (therefore from 
early 6th century on), the  was part of a larger Buddhist 
strategy to absorb and integrate itself into the pan-Indian mythical 
intertexuality. Seen as such, our text represents an attempt at re-writing some 
basic motifs of the a in a Buddhist vein. Narratively, the original 
Hindu version is far more interesting, but the main philosophical point which 
the final editors of the  wanted to stress was that the 

a tensions and conflicts could be solved quite differently and such 
doctrines as the  =  equation can function as a 
viable model of the pan-Indian theme of the manifestation of the Absolute 
into particular phenomena. Whether this new Bollywood – or rather 
‘Bodhiwood’… – remake (and the numerous dramatic elements present in 
the text warrant the use of such a description) was successful on the larger 
Indian scene remains a moot point, but the Buddhists did formulate their 
original reply.  

Not everything in the history of the , especially the 
earlier stages of the ur-text, can be explained from the a angle, but 
such a working hypothesis also helps tackling the thorny issue of whether 
the origins of the  should geographically connected to the 
La
this does not rule out the possibility entirely. Furthermore, it certainly does 
not amount to assuming that the  authors and editors were 
oblivious of the importance of the Buddhist heritage in what is modern Sri 
Lanka as well as of the mythical significance of ‘La ’ theme.  

I cannot claim total originality for my views, but I believe it is 
important to remind us of the larger context of pan-Indian spirituality and the 
role it played in the formation of the Buddhist texts. The discussion will also 
review some of the earlier hypotheses, especially put forward by Japanese 
scholars, concerning the textual history and date of the .  

For more on these subjects, I am afraid, we shall have to wait for Part 
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Two of this article. Meanwhile, let us take a peek at the main textual 
witnesses as well as to the Chinese historiographical views on its formation.   
 

1. The main textual witnesses1  
 
Here are the main textual witnesses of the La  arranged in a 
chronological order which is more or less warranted by the generally 
trustworthy dating of the Chinese translations. Rather untypically, we shall 
therefore start with the Chinese versions rather than the Indian original, 
which will be briefly discussed in the next section.  
 

A.  Chinese translations/versions 
 
(1) Gu abhadra  (Qiúnàbátuóluó) (394-468), 2  Léngqié 

 (*La ), in four 
scrolls . Rendered into Chinese in 443, it is also known as the 
‘translation of the [Liu] Song Dynasty’ .  

                                                      
1 For a bibliographical survey of the primary sources and secondary literature 

on the , see Deleanu 2018. Unfortunately, I cannot give here an 
update on the latest publications, but one remarkable contribution deserves special 
mention, i.e. Lambert Schmithausen’s meticulous three-volume-long monograph 
(2020) dedicated to meat-eating and vegetarianism in Indian Buddhism, which is 
itself a landmark in the study of this topic. Directly relevant to the 

 are vol. 1, pp. 238-270, which contains a detailed study of 
Chapter 8; vol. 1, pp. 363-381, which represents the translation of the same chapter 
into German; vol. 3, 41-141, which includes a Skt. critical edition of Chapter 8 as 
well as concordances of the Skt. Mss and with the Tib. Translation. Last but not 
least, mention should also be made of the annotations to the study and the German 
translation found in the huge vol. 2 (which has more than 600 pages!).  

2 Apart from the transcription above, Gu abhadra’s name was translated into 
. For Gu abhadra’s biography, see the 

  (T 50.344a-445a). For more details, see Deleanu 2018, 
21-22.  
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- -
- 3  

Chapter structure   
Gu  

 (*Sarvabuddhapravacanah dayaparivarta) ‘Essence of 
’ 

 
 
(2) Bodhiruci  ( 4 Rù Léngqié  
(*La )
as the ‘ ’  

- -
- 5  

Chapter structure  
’

 
  

 (* ) ‘ a’s]  
La ]’ 

 (* ) ‘ ’ 
  (* ) ‘

                                                      
3  
4  

see the 
  -

La  
 

5 -  
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Collecting All Teachings [relevant to the La ]’6 
Ch. IV     (* ) ‘Chapter on the Buddha's 

Mind’  
Ch. V      (* ) ‘Chapter on the Worldly  

Philosophy (* )’ 
Ch. VI     (* ) ‘ a’  
Ch. VII    (* ) ‘Chapter on the Truth-Body  

(* )’  
Ch. VIII    (* ) ‘Chapter on Impermanence’7 
Ch. IX     (* [?]) ‘Chapter on the Entry into 

the Path’8  
Ch. X      (* ) ‘Chapter on 

’9 
Ch. XI      (* ) ‘Chapter on Buddhahood’  
Ch. XII     (* ) ‘Chapter on the Five 

Categories’ 
Ch. XIII   (*Ga ) ‘Chapter on [the 

analogies connected to] the Sand of the Ganges [River]’ 
Ch. XIV    (*K a ) ‘Chapter on Momentariness’10 
Ch. XV     (* ) ‘Chapter on Transformation’11  
Ch. XVI    (* a ) ‘Chapter on Stopping 

                                                      
6 Chs. II and III correspond to Chapter II in the extant Skt. text (see below).   
7 Chs. IV and VIII correspond to Chapter III in the extant Skt. text (see below). 
8 Ch. IX corresponds to Chapter IV  in the extant Skt. text 

(see below), but a more faithful reconstruction of the Chinese title would be 
* . Its content, however, deals with 'spiritual realisation' 
( ), which suggests that 'entry into the path' may have been 
Bodhiruci's rendering of .  

9 Ch. X corresponds to Chapter V in the extant Skt. text (see below).  
10 Chs. XI and XIV correspond to Chapter VI in the extant Skt. text (see below).
11 Ch. XV corresponds to Chapter VII in the extant Skt. text (see below).  
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Meat-Eating’12 
Ch. XVII    (* ) ‘Chapter on Mnemonic 

Formulae’13  
Ch. XVIII   (*S ) ‘Comprehensive Chapter [of 

verses]’14  
 
(3)   tuó) (652-710), 15  

  (* ), in seven 
scrolls . Translated between 700-704. It is also known as the 
‘translation of the Tang Dynasty’ .  

Main canonical editions: - -
vol. 17, pp. 733-  

This is the closest version to the extant Sanskrit text as well as to the 
Tibetan translation -  

  
   

’s Chinese translation is divided into 10 chapters closely 
corresponding to the extant Sanskrit text.  
Ch. I      (* ) ‘Chapter on 

a’s Entreaty [to the Buddha to teach the 
]’ 

Ch. II    (* ) ‘Chapter 
Collecting All Teachings [relevant to the ]’ 

Ch. III     (* ) ‘Chapter on Impermanence’ 

                                                      
12 Ch. XVI corresponds to Chapter VIII in the extant Skt. text (see below). 
13 Ch. XVII corresponds to Chapter IX in the extant Skt. text (see below). 
14 Ch. XVIII corresponds to Chapter X in the extant Skt. text (see below). 
15  name was also transcribed as tuó . It was 

. For  biography, see the 
  

-  



Notes on the Textual History of the Laṅkāvatārasūtra (Deleanu) 25

Ch. IV     (*Abhisamayaparivarta) ‘Chapter on Realisation’  
Ch. V     (* ) ‘Chapter on 

’ 
Ch. VI     (*K a ikaparivarta) ‘ ’ 
Ch. VII    (* ikaparivarta) ‘ ’  
Ch. VIII   (* sabhak a aparivarta) ‘

Meat- ’ 
Ch. IX   (* ) ‘

’  
Ch. X      (* ) ‘ ’ 
 

B. Sanskrit Text16 
 
In spite of its imperfections, Nanjio's editio princeps [1923] 1956, based on 

translations, remains the most reliable edition of the entire text. The fact that 
the has been revered as one of the ‘nine [fundamental] 
teachings’ (navadharma) or ‘nine books’ (navagrantha), a group of 

the Newar Buddhist community (see Buswell and Lopez ed. 2014, 577), led 
to a long tradition of conserving and copying of the text in Nepal. This 
resulted in a plethora of Sanskrit manuscripts, mostly preserved in Nepalese 
collections. The more recent partial editions of Takasaki 1981 and 
Schmithausen 2020 have taken into consideration this wealth of textual 
witnesses as well as new findings of Sanskrit manuscripts in other collections.   

Takasaki's edition (1981) of the Chapter VI K a ikaparivarta, for 
instance, ’s and 

’
                                                      

16 
-  
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Schmithausen's state-of-the-art edition (2020, vol. 3, pp. 41ff) of Chapter 
VIII sabhak a aparivarta is even more thorough: it is based on 30 
manuscripts and fragments. Both editions also contain useful analyses of the 
manuscript stemmata of the respective chapters, which will no doubt prove 
invaluable for any further critical edition and study of the entire text.  

Chapter structure  
The extant Sanskrit text is divided into 10 chapters:   

Ch. I      ‘ a’s Entreaty [to 
the Buddha to teach the La ]’ 

Ch. II    a tri ‘Chapter 
on the Collection of All Teachings [relevant to the 
La ] [in/from the] 36,000 [ -version]’17 

Ch. III   ‘Chapter on Impermanence’ 
Ch. IV   ‘Chapter on Realisation’ 
Ch. V   ‘Chapter on Reductio ad 

Absurdum Inference (prasa
Permanence or Impermanence’  

Ch. VI   K a ikaparivarta ‘Chapter on Momentariness’  
Ch. VII  ikaparivarta ‘Chapter on Transformation’  
Ch. VIII  sabhak a aparivarta ‘Chapter on Meat-Eating’ 
Ch. IX   ‘Chapter on Mnemonic Formulae’ 
Ch. X     ‘Chapter [consisting of] Verses’ 

 
Given the fact that the extant Sanskrit text more or less corresponds to 

Chinese rendition (as well as to the Tibetan translation 
-  (= No. (1) in my description 

below) we can conjecture that its basic structure and wording reflects the 

                                                      
17 I am tentatively following Suzuki's interpretation ([1932] 1956, p. Xliii and 

p. 117) which takes the numeral as suggesting an extraction from the 
La  version in 36,000 s.  
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final textual phase of the a in India, going back to the latter 
half of the 6th century.   
 

C. Tibetan translations/versions18 
 
The Tibetan Canon contains two translations, or rather versions, of the 
La :  
 
(1)   

(Skt. * ) 
This represents the rendering of the entire Sanskrit text (to which it closely 
corresponds, especially to the text transmitted by the Nepalese stemma), 
undertaken during the period of imperially sponsored translations at the end 
of the 8th century and beginning of the 9th century.  

Chapter structure  
Although the Tibetan text closely corresponds to the extant Sanskrit text, 

the titles of chapters VII, IX, and X (of the Sanskrit extant text) are missing 
in both the sDe dge and Peking editions. This suggests either a faulty 
manuscript transmission in Tibet or the translators’ reliance on a Sanskrit 
manuscript which failed to clearly mark the titles of these chapters.    

Here is the chapter structure according to both the sDe dge and Peking 
editions: 

Ch. I    ’Bod ’ ’ ’u  
(* ) ‘ a’s Entreaty  
[to the Buddha to teach the La ]’ 

Ch. II ’ 19  ’u 
(* - ) ‘Chapter named 
the Collection of All Teachings [relevant to the         

                                                      
18 For additional details, see also Deleanu 2018, 18-20.  
19 Peking ed. reads: .  
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La ]’ 
Ch. III  ’i le’u (* ) ‘Chapter on 

Impermanence’  
Ch. IV     ’i le’u (* ) ‘Chapter  

on Realisation’ 
Ch. V     ’ ’

’i 20  le’u (* ) ‘Chapter 
N ’s Permanence or Impermanence’  

Ch. VI  ’i le’u (*K a ) ‘Chapter on 
Momentariness’  

Ch. VII    Sha mi za21 ba’i le’u (* a ) ‘Chapter  
on Meat- ’22 

) ‘Chapter on Mnemonic  
Formulae’  

) ‘ ’ 
 

The 
Canon:23  
 
       (i)  

60b7- -85). The      
 

translator’s name.  
       (ii) -  No. 107 (Ca 56a1-

                                                      
20 ’ .  
21  bza’.  
22  Sha mi za ba’i le’u also includes the  ‘Chapter on 

’  
23 

as modern.  
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191b7)  
          24  
       (iii) (Z- mDo-sde 

- 25  

wrongly  
 

hed [in its 

 
 

 
(

)  
This is a Tibetan translation of abhadra’s Chinese rendering of the 
La   

- - 26 
’s 

translation 

                                                      
24 The  Canon also regards it as a translation from the Chinese (see 

l

modern editors of Z-Tib edition (see 
 

25  The Z-
) 

 
 

legible than the tradit -
 

26 For more on  
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Phags pa lang- (No. (1) in my 
description above), whose vocabulary and wording were most likely 
consulted and followed by Chos grub. Furthermore, the language of the latter 
follows the vocabulary and style prescribed by the , another 
testimony to the fact that Chos grub did his translation sometime after the 

 ( ) became influential 
in Tibetan Buddhist communities during the first half of the 9th century.27  

The translation can be found in the following editions of the Canon: 
 

     (i) (Peking edition),  No. 776 (Ngu 
208b3-313a8; Otani facsimile ed. vol. 29, pp. 85-127). This is 
identified as being a translation by Chos grub from the 
Chinese.28  

       (ii) (sDe dge edition), -  No. 108 (Ca 192a1-
284b7). Similarly identified as being a translation by Chos 
grub from the Chinese.         

        (iii) (Z-Tib. edition), -  No. 0125, vol. 49, pp. 
507-747.  

 
2. Traditional historiography of the Indian original  

and the assessment of the various translations into Chinese29 
                                                      

27 The exact date of the compilation of the remains unknown. It 
is traditionally attributed to the reign of Ral pa can (ca 815-838), but Snellgrove's 
conjecture seems more likely: '[the text] undoubtedly goes back to his predecessor 
Sad-na-legs [circa 800-815], and one might well assume, in its actual conception, 
even back to the time of Khri Srong-lde-brtsan [755-circa 800], when these 
problems were first seriously confronted.' (1987, Vol. II, p. 441, n. 110)  

28  The colophon is translated into Japanese in the and in 
Takasaki 2009, 360.  

29  A similar approach is also taken by Lamotte ([1976] 1994, LXXXVIII-
LXXXIX) in his analysis of the date of the . The Belgian scholar 
begins his discussion with a presentation of the Buddhist traditional historiography 
dedicated to this text.  
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 (642-712) 

 
 

La  
 ’

’  

 
 

 
-

:   
          
        Regarding the eighth [point, i.e.] the [original] versions and the 

transmitted translations, let us first clarify the [problem of the 
original] versions. According to what I have seen and heard, there 
are three [original] versions:  
(1) The large version in 100,000 s. According to the 

explanation of the Kaihuang Tripi aka Catalogue, in the 
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jùpán30  [situated] south of 
Khotan there are versions each [amounting to] 100,000 s 
of ten major scriptures, including the [ ].  

                                                      
30  (mediaeval Chinese pronunciation: /t ia-k o-bu

this as well as other cases, the mediaeval pronunciation agrees with the variant 
adopted on the  digital source, itself based on several leading historical 

tentatively reconstructed as *
location of this land remain, however, shrouded in mystery.   

the country of as also being the place of origin of the larger 
 in 100,000 s. See, for instance, 

-

origin of the  
’ ’s  

  makes, however, no mention of a country/region named 

nonetheless, possible that  
’s work calls the ‘Land of ’ 

 (mediaeval Chinese pronunciation: /t - - /
also be reconstructed as / /  description of this region, 

-  
has been tentatively reconstructed as ‘ ?’ (and identified as 

‘Yarkiang ‘ ’ 
‘* , * , * ’ 
remarkable edition of the , Ji’
listing various transcriptions of this region in Chinese historical sources. One of 
them, i.e.  , calls the land ‘ ’  
(mediaeval pronunciation: / - - /
quite close to our   = / - - /.  

For reconstructions of old pronunciations and identification of geographical 
locations, ‘close’ however, is not good enough. Lack of perfect phonetical identity 
as well as the use of different characters for the transcription is not the only factor 
precluding a clear identification. Further complications arise from the fact that the 

’s ‘Land of ’    
southeast of the Country of Kasha  to the east 
from the ‘Land of ’ 
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. If we identify  with  , this would 

imply that the land would have been situated west of Khotan rather than south as 
 

mountain on the southern border of this land ( ; T 

‘fruits’ 
 or ‘stream-entrer’) display their 

; T 51.943a3-4). Moreover, no other 
  

-  
versions. (

T 51.943a8-
’ unt. 

  ’
’s 

 

 

‘Kunlun Mountains’ 
in traditio - , 

 entry on ‘Kunlun’, 

 

  
 

-
-  version of the , 
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(2) Next, there is the version in 36,000 s. All the Sanskrit 
versions translated [into Chinese?] refer to it as the 
[  . One of its chapters 

                                                      
further adding that the Western Sà  is the location of the  country 
(

T 51.177c21-22).  
The Western Sà  region adds another conundrum to our growing list of 

, a province established under the Tang and roughly corresponding to the modern 
 (see Morohashi [1955] 1976, vol. 9, p. 964c, s.v. ) in 

southern Sichuan  Province, near the border with Yunnan 

reliable, but if there is some truth behind them, in the latter half of the Tang 
Dynasty the  country may have been regarded as being located 
in Eastern Tibet or covering larger areas from the northern boundaries of the 
Tibetan plateau to its southern slopes in Sichuan.  

Historically speaking, it is, however, highly unlikely that the  
region, wherever its precise location may have been, represents the place of origin 
of the larger  as well as of the  and other 

 scriptures alluded to in our passage. A  version 
in 100,000 s may be the stuff of legend/hagiographical history, but this does 
not rule out the possibility of a larger version (probably known as the 

) which may have circulated in India (see Hamre 
2015, 122-

 
further contributed to the (legendary) accounts placing its origin in or near Khotan.  

Lastly, let us add Lamotte’s mention of the account provided by the Indian 
scholar- ‘there was in 

s, each one consisting of 100,000 ’ (Lamotte [1976] 1994, 
LXXXIX). I believe ‘Karghalik’ refers to what in modern spelling is ‘Kargilik’, a 
county or town administered by the Khashgar Prefecture in southwestern Xinjiang 
Uighur Autonomous Region. (It seems quite unlikely, however, that phonetically

could have served as a transcription for ‘Karghalik/Kargilik’. Incidentally, 
 .)     

similarity of  with as well as to the note in Ji 
1985, 998.)  
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thoroughly answers the 108 questions [also found in the short 
version]. It appears that the Tripi aka Master Mituoshan 
(*Mitrasena)31 of Tokhara personally received this version in 
India. It is also said that in the Western lands there is actually a 

elucidates this version.  
(3) The short version has a little over one thousand s. It is 

entitled * daya, [which translated] in our language is 
. This version was formerly 

called The H daya Essence [sic], which represents a corruption 
[of the original title]. The four-scroll version is nothing but a 
further abridged text [of this short version]. This is called the 
transmitted translation of the four-scroll version.32   

(T 39.430b3-12)33 
 
The passage displays the typical synchronic perspective of the traditional 
historiography. The paradigm for which  stands views all these 
                                                      

31 Mediaeval Chinese pronunciation: /mi -d -  
32  
33 

nese 
publications. 
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versions as originating from the Buddha (or at least from a spiritual 
community which faithfully transmitted his message). From a modern 
historical perspective, such a paradigm does, however, raise a few problems. 
First and foremost, the existence of a 100,000-  version is rather 
doubtful unless a text of this size will indeed be ever discovered.34  
     The 36,000-  text may, however, hint at an expanded version more 
or less approximating this length. One could imagine a larger  
chapter, which anyway represents a later addition to the text. This 
hypothetical large  chapter may have later been trimmed down (or 
lost?) and then replaced with a shorter version.  

Needless to say, this scenario is largely based on guesswork, but this 
is not the only evidence suggesting the existence of a 36,000-  version 
of the La . If we are to believe zàng’s account (and this 
information cannot be readily dismissed as fiction), the Tripi aka Master 
*Mitrasena had received such a text in India. *Mitrasena was the very person 

La , therefore someone with whom  was personally 
acquainted. According to the same 

,35  
     
         Not long after finishing the translation of the Avata  

at the Fóshòu Temple in the Divine Capital36 in Year 1 of the 
Sacred Calendar of the Great Zhou [i.e. 700], the Khotanese 

                                                      
34  

-
 ‘ ’ 

 
35 -  
36  -
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Tripi aka [Master]  received an imperial order to 
translate anew the La . But 

La
Tripi aka [Master] was allowed by imperial order to return to the 
Western Regions [= Khotan] before revising [/editing his 
translation].  

aka 
[Master] *Mitrasena, who had spent 25 years in India, 
thoroughly studying the Tripi aka and becoming versed 
especially in the La , was ordered by imperial 
edict to revise the translation together with the translator-monks 

and so on.        

-  
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large,  .37 
 

 

 

 
 

 

38 

                                                      
37  -

 
38   xiáng ‘

’.  
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from any errors [of understanding].’39  

(T 39.430b24-c1)40 
 

Bibliography41  
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41 
to in Part Two of the study.  
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Takasaki Jikid   and Horiuchi Toshio tr. 2015. 
( - ). ( ). In 

Shin- , -  Vol. VIII 
8  

[  translation of Gu abhadra’s  Chinese 
rendering] 

 tr. [1929] 1989 [revised edition].  
. In - -  7

. -sha.    
     [  translation of Bodhiruci’s  Chinese rendering] 
Tokiwa, Gishin. 2003a. - - - -

-H – – -
 

Tokiwa Gishin . 2003b. -
  

  
Tokiwa, Gishin. 2003c. 

– – -

 
 Collation Bureau of China Tibetology Centre 

 ed. 2008.  
.  ( ) ( ). 

Beijing: Zhongguo zangxue chubanshe, 2008. 
Ueyama Daishun . 1990.  

-kan.  

 
 tr. 1915. 



Notes on the Textual History of the Laṅkāvatārasūtra (Deleanu)44
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