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Research on Tibetan Buddhism in France
Investigative Report to the East Asian Civilisation Research Centre of France

Graduate School of History and Folklore Studies Doctoral Program  GENDUNASIER

Introduction

My impression of France has always been a favorable
one. Paris especially is the center of France’s historic cul-
ture and a fascinating city where people hope to achieve
their dreams. Paris is a favorite city of mine because of
its high cultural level and broad-mindedness, attained
through its history of intercultural exchanges. Therefore I
felt very fortunate to be given a three-week opportunity
to conduct research at the East Asian Civilisation Re-
search Centre of France (Centre de recherches sur les ci-
vilisation de I'Asie orientale CRCAQ) as part of an ex-
change program with the Kanagawa University Research

Center for Nonwritten Cultural Materials.

I. Research at the East Asian Civilisation
Research Centre

I am currently engaged in the investigation and study
of “tradition and innovation” in Tibetan Buddhist monas-
teries, and was dispatched to the East Asian Civilisation
Research Centre for three weeks of research from Janu-
ary 26 to February 14, 2017. The purpose of my research
was to investigate materials collected from the Inner
Mongolia and Tibetan regions during the period before

and after World War II, and also to follow the footsteps

K

of prominent European scholars of Tibetan Buddhism
from the 19th century to the present age. My research
goals were twofold: first, to examine the records and
documents at the Centre, where many important advanc-
es in research have been made, and to exchange opinions
with its researchers; and second, to investigate materials
pertaining to Tibetan Buddhism on exhibit at the Guimet

Museum (Musée Guimet).

During my stay in France I was able to receive instruc-
tion from the renowned anthropologist Professor Charles
Ramble, who was president of the International Associa-
tion for Tibetan Studies (IATS) [photo 1] up until 2013.
Professor Ramble informed me of his research achieve-
ments and acquainted me with many materials on Tibet-
an Buddhism. It is also thanks to the professor’s guidance
that I was able to locate all the materials I needed in the
library of the East Asian Civilisation Research Centre
and compile a list. Furthermore, Director Marine Peni-
caud allowed me to make photographic records of mate-
rials for use in my research paper, using scanners and
cameras at the Centre, and showed me examples of F /v
=<, offerings used in the Bon religion of Nepal, which is

Professor Ramble’s current field of research. It was a
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valuable experience comparing materials on Bon religion
with those of the Balin Ceremony, the subject of my own
research, as well as exchanging views with Professor

Ramble and learning from him.

I also made some important discoveries in the process
of collecting materials at museums during my stay. For
example, I found many ritual implements, Buddhist stat-
ues, and thangka (Buddhist paintings) at the Tibetan ex-
hibit area in the Guimet Museum [photos 2, 3]. I will in-
troduce photographs of these materials in future papers.

(Photo captions)

Il. Research on Tibetan Buddhism in Europe
and development of its image

As is well known, the Hungarian scholar Csoma
(Kérosi Csoma Séndor, 1784~1842) studied the Tibetan
language at a Tibetan Buddhist monastery in present-day
Ladakh and compiled the world’s first Tibetan language
dictionary, A DICTIONARY TIBETAN AND ENG-
LISH.V His Tibetan-English dictionary contributed to
advances in international Tibetan studies in later years.
For his achievements, Csoma has been given the honorif-
ic title of the “father of Tibetology in the Western world.”

It was in the 17th century that the existence of Tibetan
Buddhism became known in Europe, mainly through
missionary activities.” However, the Chinese Qing dy-
nasty long prohibited Westerners from entering the coun-
try, with the exception of a handful of scholars and diplo-
matic missions, up until the early 20th century.® For
instance, the French missionary Evariste Régis Huc
(1813-1860) traveled through Inner Mongolia in 1844
and reached Lhasa, Tibet on January 29, 1846, but was
banished from the country by Qing authorities on March

15 of the same year.®

A prominent French scholar of Tibetan studies during
this period was Alexandra David-Néel (1868-1969), who
stayed at the Ta’er Monastery in Qinhai Province for
three years from July 1918 to February 1921.” She sub-
sequently contributed greatly to the discipline through
her ability to discourse on Tibetan Buddhism from a mul-
tifaceted perspective, and her research indisputably pro-
vided valuable material on which later studies in Tibetan
Buddhism were based. In other words, research on Ti-

betan Buddhism in France began in earnest at the begin-

K

ning of the 20th century and became an academic field of

interest.

Interest in Buddhism grew in Europe after the 1960s.
Particularly in the case of Tibetan Buddhism, the exile of
the Dalai Lama triggered the establishment of Buddhist
centers and publishers of books on Buddhism, and events
attracting several thousand participants were also orga-
nized. Along with the teachings of lamas residing over-
seas, these activities enabled the Buddhist culture of the
Tibetan region to become known widely across Europe.
In this way, Europeans formed a specific image of Tibet-
an Buddhism, although they did not actually engage in

practices such as prayer and meditation.

lll. Differences in Tibetan Buddhism studies
between France and China

There was another theme I wanted to explore during
my stay in France, that being the difference in Tibetan
Buddhism research between France and China. Focusing
on their differences enables us to understand their re-
spective research methodologies and academic levels. For
instance, past Chinese research tended to focus on the
study of historical records of Tibet, historical relation-
ships between Tibet and successive Chinese central gov-
ernments, the development of Tibetan Buddhism and its
dissemination, and its religious philosophy and art. How-
ever, compared with academic researches of other coun-
tries, there seems to be little interest in the study of Ti-
betan Buddhism in China.

Tibet is one of the five autonomous regions in China,
and the native language of the people is Tibetan. But the
study of Tibetan Buddhism makes it necessary to refer to
complementary sources in Chinese and Mongolian, and
even in Japanese and English, in addition to documents
in the Tibetan language. The greater volume of materials
available to Chinese scholars might lead one to suppose
that Chinese research would be more advanced than in
other areas, yet at present this advantage does not seem
to be utilized well in their research. As a result, current
Chinese research on Tibetan Buddhism remains largely
unnoticed by French scholars, and the academic level of
Chinese research is considered comparatively inferior.
Furthermore, in an article in the Dongfang zaobao (3875
EH#R) on June 26, 2014, JH %, a Chinese scholar of
Tibetan studies stated that the status of Chinese re-
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searchers remains low within the international academic
community in the field. He described many Chinese rep-
resentatives as participating in the International Associa-
tion for Tibetan Studies conference every year, but few of
them can truly engage in discourse and academic ex-
changes on an equal footing with the scholars of other

countries.®

Chinese scholars of Tibetan Buddhism have not been
able to adequately utilize materials written in languages
other than Chinese, such as Tibetan, Sanskrit, and Mon-
golian. Moreover, the study of Tibetan Buddhism requires
not only a basic knowledge of the underlying theories of
Buddhism and religion, but also the experience of temple

life and participation in its practices.

This assertion was made in David-Neel’s Initiations
and Initiates in Tibet, in which she puts forth the view
that the study of abhisheka (consecration rituals) and
sadhana (ascetic training) demands a thorough under-
standing of the principles of Mahayana and Vajrayana
Buddhism. She also stresses the importance of accurately
mastering the Tibetan and Sanskrit languages as well as
engaging in Buddhist ascetic training to gain a fuller un-
derstanding of aspects which cannot be expressed ver-
bally and to empathize with its spiritual aspects, such as

joint worship practices.”

As mentioned above, David-Neel possessed both expe-
rience in the practices of Tibetan Buddhism and linguis-
tic ability in the Tibetan language, as did such Japanese
scholars of Tibetan Buddhism as Ekai Kawaguchi and
Tokan Tada. Therefore, the state of Tibetan Buddhism
studies in France is similar to that in Japan. Research in
this field in the two countries can be described as roughly
one hundred years ahead of China, and the research con-
ducted also emphasizes the value of actual experience in
religious practices, field studies, and linguistic ability. But
as far I could determine from a perusal of previous re-
search results collected during my stay in France, the
scholars of the two countries hardly seem to refer to re-
search results and literature written in Chinese or Mon-

golian.

Conclusion
The research opportunity in France deepened my un-

derstanding of the characteristics of Tibetan Buddhist

K

studies and differences in their subjects of interest among
the three countries of France, China and Japan. In
France, it is evident that many scholars are shifting their
research to subjects such as the art and rituals of Tibetan
Buddhism, and this trend is very similar to the situation

in Japan.

As previously mentioned, the state of Buddhist re-
search in France and Japan is about a hundred years
more advanced than in China. Nevertheless, recent Chi-
nese research results in Buddhist studies are no longer
limited to relating original Tibetan Buddhist texts to phil-
osophical studies, but now range across all fields of study
in the humanities, including religious studies, sociology,
ethnography, and folklore. In this way, Chinese scholars
and young researchers from many different fields are ex-
hibiting more interest in the developmental history and
religious philosophy of Tibetan Buddhism. Yet despite
these advances, present Chinese research into Tibetan
Buddhism is unacknowledged by researchers in France
and Japan, and the status of China’s research in the aca-

demic world remains relatively low.

There seem to be three reasons for the international
academic community’s lack of interest in Tibetan Bud-
dhism studies by Chinese researchers:

1) Lack of specialized knowledge of Tibetan Buddhism
and the Tibetan language, as well as lack of experi-
ence in actual religious practices and field studies.

2) Less importance placed on empathizing with the spir-

itual and emotional aspects of Tibetan Buddhism,

which can only be acquired by experiencing the life
and ascetic practices of Tibetan Buddhism in its tem-
ples.

3) Different focuses of research than in other countries

because of political factors affecting relations with Ti-

bet.

The above three factors have led Chinese researchers
to concentrate on historical documents pertaining to Ti-
betan Buddhism’s relationship with successive Chinese
central governments, studies of the development and dis-
semination of Tibetan Buddhism, or studies of the
religious philosophy and art of Tibetan Buddhism, result-

ing in the relatively low status of Chinese research.

Although my stay in France on this occasion was brief,
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I was able to conduct much valuable research, thanks to
the assistance of many kind people. No words can ade-
quately express my deep gratitude to those who extended

their generous support.

[Notes]

(1) Kéroési Csoma Sandor. A Dictionary Tibetan and English.
Calcutta: The Baptist Mission Press, 1834.

(2) Based on sources including Desideri, An Account of Tibet
([#~<y b o#HE] translated by Yoshimi Yakushi, Heibon-
sha, 1991).

(3) During the late 19th to the mid-20th century, England har-
bored ambitions to expand its colonial territory and foster
trade, and to that end, Sir Francis Edward Younghusband
(1863-1942) led a military expedition to Lhasa in 1940. The
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Chinese administration at the time prohibited foreigners from
crossing their border out of fear of invasion. This was de-
scribed as the isolationist policy of the country. David Snell-
grove, Hugh Richardson, A Cultural History of Tibet ([ F X
v h3XAb5E] translated by Naoji Okumura, Shunjusha Pub-
lishing Co., 2011).

(4) Sources including Evariste Régis Huc, k5 (GR) [HEfipE
JBRATRC) AR R 2012, p. 9.

(5) MWk NEERIES KR « Je/NMu] [HhERLE = )
F 2, hEMEYRBEPEEZEHT, 1991, p. 81

(6) Webpage of ARH, June 26, 2014: [BEEHUZ M BT
B 2 4B 3 HK B 10 3T IR i 2 ) http://history.people.com.cn/
n/2014/0626/c3586265-25205784.html. Page viewed by the
author on September 28, 2017.

(7) Ibid., pp. 9-10.
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