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The Susrutasamhita is one of the foundational treatises of
Avurveda. When we study the text. we normally rely on printed texts that
were produced in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. especially
the editions of Trikamji Acharya. The editions are useful for getting the
general meaning of the text. but when one goes into detail, and this can
sometimes be very important, there are many problems of language, grammar
and variation. Even Candrata. writing at the turn of the eleventh century.
was troubled by the many difficulties with the quality of the text before
him. and he wrote a work of textual criticism in an attempt to clarify the
work. In 2006, a notice was published about four newly discovered
manuscripts of the Susrutasamhira that have been found in Kathmandu,
Nepal. One of these manuscripts seems to date to the ninth century. and
the others are also early. These manuscripts are almost a thousand years
earlier than any other evidence that has been used to constitute the text
of the Susrutasamhita. Even a very cursory examination of the new
Nepalese evidence shows surprising new facts about the history of the
Susrutasamhita.
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Tue INMPORTANCE OF THE SI'.‘f.’\’i'f-lS:l.}!HfII

The Susruta-samhita, ~“The Compendium of Susruta.” is a world classic
of the history of science. It was composed in South Asia, in the Sanskrit language.
and its earliest content may date from about 250 BC. It was reedited several
times until about 500 AD. when the text achieved the general form in which we

have it today.'
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* International Institute of Asian Studies. Leiden. e-mail: wujastyk@gmail.com

-



188 INDIAN JOURNAL OF HISTORY OF SCIENCE

The Susrutasamhita was one of the defining texts for ayurveda, the
systematic and formal tradition of healing that became South Asia’s principal
medical system until the advent of modernity in the late eighteenth century.
Ayurveda has profoundly influenced all the cultures surrounding South Asia.
including Tibet, Central Asia. China, South-East Asia and the Middle East. Through
Portuguese and Dutch physicians of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. many
items of @yurveda’s pharmacopoeia entered European medical knowled ge in the
early modem period. Linnaeus’s systematization of the natural world drew heavily
on these sources, resulting in the prominent representation of ayurveda’s medicinal
legacy in binomial plant taxonomy from the eighteenth century onwards.’

Since the mid-nineteenth century, the Susrutasamhita (henceforth SS)
has been the subject of hundreds of studies, epitomes, commentaries. editions and
translations. It has entered the fabric of the history of medicine as one of the best-
known Asian medical classics.* The SS is especially famous for its chapters on
surgery, that reveal the extraordinarily advanced methods of plastic surgery, foreign
body removal, suturing. cataract removal and other techniques that were known
and practiced in classical times. In short. the SS is a foundational text in South
Asian medical history.

OuTLINE HISTORY OF THE EDITIONS

The SS was first published in print in the nineteenth-century edition of
Madhusudana Gupta.* There have been 43 subsequent editions of the work.
several partial. and often accompanied by Indian-language translations.*

The standard vulgate edition of the SS is the Bombay edition of Tri kamji
Acarya.® He based his first edition on three manuscripts (Calcutta, Jaipur, Bundi).
In his second edition he added evidence from nine further manuscripts. In the last
edition from his hand. the third edition of 1938, he added evidence from three
more manuscripts. including one unidentified old palm leaf manuscript in the
possession of Hemarajasarman of Nepal. A diligent scholar. Acarya nevertheless
did not apply even the basics of Lachmann’s method for evaluating manuscripts
and placing their evidence in a relationship to each other that can be used to make
historically-informed judgements about the transmission of the text. i.e.. separating
recensio from emendatio.” Acarya’s goal was common with that of Indian ,
manuscript scribes through the ages: to produce a text that made sense to him and
represented what the majority of the manuscripts said.® Manuscripts are normally
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not distinguished in his footnotes. variants being infrequently noted. normally
indiscriminately as “another reading (Skt. iti pa/thantaram]).” alongside selected
readings and comments from medieval commentators. For all its shortcomings,
like many vulgates, Acarya’s edition is enormously valuable. and represents what
almost all scholars since 1915 have treated as the text of this classic work.

The first printed translation of a part of the SS was that of Hessler into
Latin, that followed a decade after the editio princeps.” Apart from numerous
translations into Indian languages, Meulenbeld (1999-2002: Ib: 314-5) lists eleven
translations into non-Indian languages. including one into Japanese. to which can
be added the recent translations by Sharma (1999-2001), by Srikantha Murthy
(2000-2002), and my own selected translations for Penguin Classics."

ThHe PROBLEM

In spite of the importance and deserved fame of the SS, there remain
fundamental problems about the text that gnaw at the base of all other historical
and cultural claims based on it. In the introduction to my own translated section
of the SSs chapter *On Breath and Wind”, I made the following observations:"

One of the most striking features to the reader of this section of Susruta’s
Compendium is the poor state of the text. By the time of the commentators
Gayadasa (c. 1000) and Dalhana (c. 12th century) many variant readings
were in circulation for this part of the text, and these commentators note
that the manuscripts available to them had alternative readings to almost
every verse. Other parts of Susruta’s Compendium are also peppered with
uncertain readings. but perhaps not to the same degree as the present
chapter. The variability of Susruta’s text was so obvious even a millennium
ago that it spurred the creation of a work of medieval textual criticism,
Candrata’s Susrutapathasuddhi, *Correction of the readings in Susruta’.
probably written at about the turn of the eleventh century.'* What all this
means for the history of this important text is unclear at present: in the
absence of a critical edition and study of the history of the work we can
only speculate about the possible causes for this high density of variations.

Although the SS holds a position of great importance in the history of
medicine, the textual foundations of the work itself are insecure and its interpretation
deeply problematic. Meulenbeld has drawn attention to many of these difficulties
and to the secondary literature in which scholars have mostly. it must be said.
floundered with these questions."” Sharma has surveyed the ways in which
commentators on Sanskrit medical texts can provide important evidenee for the
history of the texts."
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There has never been an attempt at a critical edition of the text. the
obvious first step towards addressing these difficulties. Many problems of the
history and interpretation of the text are waiting for the application of contemporary
methods of textual criticism and editorial technique. including lower and higher
criticism, to the work.

Tue NEw OPPORTUNITY

In January 2007, a previously unknown manuseript of the SS was brought
to scholarly attention. Dimitrov and Tamot of the Nepal-German Manuscript
Cataloguing Project (NCMCP) based at the University of Hamburg described the
manuscript presently in the Kaiser Shamsher Library, Kathmandu. in the following
terms: "

We know about the Licchavi King Manadeva 1V from a very old palm-leaf
manuscript of the SuSrutasamhita, a medical treatise, which was copied
in Deopatan (Gvala) in MS 301 [877 AD] and is now kept in the Kaiser
Library (NGMPP, NAK 9/699).

A ninth-century manuscript of the SS is an astonishing discovery for the
scientific history of India. If the date holds up to scrutiny, the manuscript. Kaiser
Shamsher NAK 9/699, ranks amongst the earliest manuscripts known from
peninsular India. Almost all earlier Indic manuscripts have been found in Northern
Pakistan or Central Asia. This manuscript is of far greater importance for the
history of science and medicine than as a carrier of evidence for a particular
Nepalese monarch, however interesting that might be for political history and
chronology.

Further investigation in the catalogue of the NGMCP and a preliminary
study of images of the manuscript has revealed that Kaiser Shamsher NAK 9/699
is incomplete. though its 127 folios cover about half the SS. The manuscript is
written in “Transitional Gupta™ script. a particularly archaic form of late medieval
North Indian cailigraphy that agrees palacographically with the early date of the
colophon. There are three other manuscripts of the SS in the NGMCP’s microfilm
archive. one dated to the early sixteenth century that appears to be complete. On
the grounds of palaeography and other codicological factors, it is safe to assert
that all three of these other manuscripts are relatively early, and certainly important
for the history of the text.!
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The discovery of this new. early manuscript for part of the SS brings a
new focus and urgency to the problem. For the first time. we have textual evidence
that potentially takes our knowledge of this work back a thousand years earlier
than any previously known evidence. It is important, to say the least. to evaluate
this new evidence. and to attempt to clarify the textual history of the SS.

Amongst may interesting questions that the study of this manuscript would
allow one to address. Meulenbeld has noted that a ninth-century SS manuscript
would enable us to examine whether or not the medical historian Prof. P. V.
Sharma is right in asserting that the vulgate text represents a version updated by
the tenth-century author Candrata."”

A preliminary examination of Kaiser Shamsher NAK 9/699 has already
revealed a startling fact. It systematically lacks the standard phrase, yathovaca
bhagavan dhanvantarih™as the sage Dhanvantari declared.” that appears at the
start of all chapters in the vulgate text, and that casts the entire work as a series
of lectures made by the ancient sage Dhanvantari. This basic change to the text
entirely re-frames the work. and throws into question the standard traditional
accounts of the origin of the work. Furthermore, preliminary consultation with the
Vienna Carakasamhita project suggests that some of the Carakasamhita
manuscripts collected by that project also lack the parallel framing A#reya narrative
that is associated with the Caraka text.' This points to the possible existence of
a critically important editorial moment in the history of these texts, perhaps in the
tenth century, when they were re-framed to fit a particular narrative of origin."

Tue WIDER MANUSCRIPT BASE

Although the discovery of this thousand-year old manuscript and its
companions in Kathmandu is exciting and likely to be of great importance for the
study of the text, “manuscripts should be weighed. not counted™.”’ At a rough
estimate, there may be as many as two hundred manuscripts of the SS'in existence
in libraries worldwide.?! Many. if not most of these are fragmentary or partial.
Nevertheless. it is important to study previously unexamined manuscript evidence
for the portion of the text covered by Kaiser Shamsher NAK 9/699.

As West so wisely noted.”

Of the whole collating project. the hardest part to carry out with complete
success is probably the business of finding vut what manuscripts therg
are.
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The starting point for tracking down Indian manuscripts is always Aufrecht
(1891-1903). but this work now represents only a fraction of the manuscript
wealth that has come to light during the last century. The University of Madras has
been running a project since 1968 to update Aufrecht’s work and to publish a
unified census of Sanskrit manuscripts from catalogued library collections
worldwide. The portion of the New Catalogus Catalogorum that would cover
the SS manuscripts is still several years away from publication, although the
publication rate of the project rate has recently accelerated greatly with the
publication of five new volumes in 2008. Nevertheless, consultation with the
project staff and the unpublished files of the project remains a necessity.”* This
information can form a valuable aid for planning a manuscript photographing
campaign. Field experience in conducting manuscript searches in India gives one
no illusions about the rates of success in actually getting photographs of the
manuscripts one needs. But Indian manuscripts are many and librarians are often
hospitable and helpful. With tact and patience, much can be achieved. It seems
reasonable to believe that a substantial number of manuscripts of the SS could be
photographed in a reasonable time. In any case, we can reassure ourselves that
through the working of “Kosambi’s Law of Manuscripts.” the manuscripts that
can be accessed for scholarly purposes are likely to include the most important
textual witnesses.™

RESEARCH METHODS

Combining the textual evidence from a number of previously unexamined
manuscripts with the evidence of the new Kaiser Shamsher NAK 9/699 makes
possible a fresh edition of a meaningful portion of the SS. It also makes possible
the arrangement of manuscripts into groups or families. Indian manuscripts (like
Greek and Latin ones) are normally horizontally contaminated by scribal
comparisons. While a stemma codicum of the type analysed by Maas (1958) is
normally impossible with contaminated transmissions, a great deal of understanding
and clarification of the text can come from grouping manuscripts into meaningful
families.

Collation

The four newly-discovered manuscripts from Nepal need to be collated
against the vulgate edition of Acarya. unless they depart from the text 50 radically
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‘that it becomes pointless to proceed. In that case; a diplomatic transcription of
Kaiser Shamsher NAK 9/699 can form the basis for further collation. This work
on the Nepalese manuscripts requires skills in reading Transitional Gupta script.

Survey of MSS

A survey of discoverable manuscripts of the SS'needs to be developed
ih consultation with the New Catalogus Catalogorum project in Chennai, the
Indira Ganidhi National Centre for the Arts (IGNCA) in Delhi and the National
Mission for Manuscripts INAMAMI), also in Delhi. The IGNCA has very large
holdings of microfilmed Sanskrit manuscripts, including medical materials, and is
likely to hiave several SS'manuscripts microfilmed in its collection,

The focus of the research as outlined here is.on evaluating the new textual
data from Kaiser Shamsher NAK 9/699-and the accompanying Nepalese MSS.
Howeyer, the data of the other Nepalese manuscripts is likely to be of similaft
importanee and their inclusion may enable a full continuious “Nepalese™ text of the
SS to be edited.

A survey of SS manuscripts from all other known repositories would, in
itself, be @ most valuable research tool.”

Manuscript evaluation

Once a teasonably comprehensive list of existing 55 manuscripts has been
developed, and some have been acquired in microfilm or. digitally, the work of
weighing them can be undertaken. This is carried out by spot-coilating a ‘small
pumber of relatively short passages from various parts of the work. This work has
a specific goal, namely to establish, as far as possible, relationships between the:
‘manuseripts, and especially to discover any manuscripts that might belong with
NAK 9/699 as early witnesses to the text-of the SS.

‘Fieldwork

Visits to manuscript libraries India:and Nepal, and resource-centres such
as the Indira Gandhi National Ceritre for the Atts in New Delhi, afford the
opportunity of examining, photograpliing and/or collating SS manuscripts at the
Kaiser Shamsher and ather repositories. Collections where SS MSS are already
known to exist include the Bhandarkar Institute (Pune, 5 partial MSS), the-
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Rajasthan Oriental Research Institute (Jodhpur). the Sarasvati Bhavan (Varanasi),
the DAV College (Chandigarh), and the Government Oriental Manuscripts Library
(Chennai, 1 partial MS). These are all major libraries, but none of their collections
are fully catalogued, and personal visits are necessary. In general, for historical
and textual reasons beyond the scope of this report, it is to be expected that SS
manuscripts may be more commonly found in north Indian collections than
elsewhere.

CONCLUSION

The appearance of new manuscript information through the labours of the
Nepal-German Manuscript Cataloguing Project has been quietly revolutionizing
many fields of pre-modern Indian literature. including especially purdana and tantra
literature. Now, the discovery of a thousand-year old medical manuscript of the
SS offers us the opportunity to develop a new and more secure understanding of
the history and meaning of Susruta’s medical classic. The steps towards this goal
have been outlined, and illustrate the procedures necessary to make progress with
finding, evaluating and editing Sanskrit scientific manuscripts.
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