(62) Journal of Indian and Buddhist Studies Vol. 71, No. 3, March 2023

The Prophecy about Nagarjuna in the Mahameghasitra:

A Perspective Based on the Sanskrit Manuscript Preserved in the Potala Palace
YE Shaoyong

1. Prophecies about Nagarjuna

Unique to Nagarjuna's legend, a number of prophecies about him appear in Mahayana
sttras. The earliest and most well-known of such prophecies can be located in two verses in

the Lankavatarasiitra (LAS):

In Vedali of the Deccan, there will emerge an eminent bhiksu of great fame named Naga (-ahvaya),
who is the destroyer of the propositions of existence and nonexistence.
Having propagated in this world my vehicle, namely, the unexcelled great vehicle, and having

reached the first stage of the bodhisattva, he will go to the land of Sukhavati."

The word nagahvaya can denote either a single name or a person whose appellation
(@hvaya) is Naga. Bodhiruci and Siksananda both identify this name with Nagarjuna HEA
in their Chinese translations. There have been different opinions in the Tibetan tradition,”
but the portrayal of the protagonist as “the destroyer of the propositions of existence and
nonexistence” in the verse suggests that whoever composed this passage must have had the
philosopher Nagarjuna in mind.

In the Madhyamakavatarabhasya (MABh), after citing the prophecy in the LAS,
Candrakirti relates a prophecy in the Mahameghasitra (MMS) with Nagarjuna:

Moreover, he is mentioned in the Mahamegha of 12,000 [verses]. “Ananda, this Licchavi youth
named Sarvasattvapriyadar§ana, when four hundred years [have elapsed] after I attained nirvana,
having become a bhiksu named Naga (-ahvaya), and having propagated widely my teaching, in due
course he will become, in the world realm of Prasadaprabha, an arhat, a samyaksambuddha named

Jiianakaraprabha.” [..‘]3>

Had Nagarjuna’s advent been indeed mentioned or implicated in the MMS, it could have

been another early source of his prophecy. While the passages related to the story of a
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Licchavi youth can be located in the Chinese and Tibetan translations of the MMS, the
specific wording of nagahvayo bhiksuh has no equivalents in both translations. Such
absence raises doubits, already expressed by Bu ston (See Obermiller 1932, 129-130), as to
whether the prophecy in the MMS really refers to Nagarjuna.

2. Sanskrit manuscript of the Mahameghasitra

The only known Sanskrit manuscript of the MMS, first described by Luo Zhao in 1980s and
not yet edited, is currently preserved in the Potala Palace.” Kazuo Kano (2012, 2015) has
provided a survey of the transmission of these manuscripts, showing that they were
inherited by ‘Brom ston from his teacher Atisa and later preserved in Retreng Monastery,
where they suffered fire damage during an attack by Mongolian forces in 1240 CE.

This MMS manuscript has 39 foilos, written in an Eastern NagarT Script of the 11th
century by a professional hand probably from Nepal. The manuscript would be otherwise
complete if the left one fifth were not burnt away.

There is a Chinese translation of the MMS by Dharmaksema in the 5th century (T no.
387), and a Tibetan translation by Ye Shes sde in the 9th century (D no. 232, P no. 898).

3. Excerpts from the story of Licchavi youth in the MMS manuscript

() restored aksara(s) [] uncertain reading (s)
{} superfluous aksara(s) {{}} deleted aksara(s)
«» omitted (part of) aksara(s) «»  inserted aksara(s)

§ 1 (Ms. 29a8-b1; cf. D no. 232, 187a5-b1; T 12, no. 387, 1099c22-25): bhagavan dha |
mamatyayena devaputrah (bahuvarsasatasya daksinapathe satavahano nama Kottarajo
bhavisyati |) [ta]smin kile asitivarsd saddharmasyantardhanakdlasamaye Sese <> tasmin
kile mama $ravako bhavisyati | sadharmam coddharisyati | dharmacakram pravarttayisyati |
mahayanam pi paresan {|} vistarena desayisyati |

§ 2 (Ms. 29b4-5; cf. D 187b5-7; T 1100a2-7): (bhagavan a) [ha || §rnohi priyadarsana-
gandharvaraja [...] sarvalokapriyadarsanalicchavikumaro putro mama dharmoddha-
ranaf{{ya}}rthaya daksinapathe mundarsi nama rastre mahavallin nama punyagramo
bhavisyati supra (yoga nama nadf bhavisyati | tasyam uttarakiile ma) [ha]vaisyavisuddha-
kulam | kajjorika ndma prthiviprakasam(—°pradesam) bhavisyati | tasmin mahakule

sarvalokapriyadarsano licchaviputro utpadyisyati | mahabodhisatvanarakumjarah <> tasya
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matapitr{|}varga mama namadheyam namam karapayisyamti |

§ 3 (Ms. 30a3-5; cf. D 188b6-189a3; T 1100a24-b6): aho anagatakah (satvah sarva-
buddhotpadapratilabhaka bhavisyanti | ku) [to] <> bahubuddhaparigrhito tathaga-
tanagiahvayo bhiksuh suvisuddhaparivarah sabhiksuganah sabhiksuniganah <> [...] so
mahaviryanagaraja{{h}} imo adya sarvalokapriyadar§ano licchivikumaro imo
licchaviputro tathagatanagahvayo bhiksur bhavisyatiti veditavyam |

§ 4 (Ms. 30b7; cf. D 190b2-3; T 1101a9-11): abhiprasadayam lokadhatuyam tasya

bhagavato jianakaraprabho nama tathagato bhavisyaty [...]

4. Observations and Conclusions

The outline of the Licchavi youth's story in the MMS manuscript is: It is taught by the
Buddha to a Gandharvaraja that in a certain time after the Buddha's Nirvana, there will be a
Licchavi youth named Sarvalokapriyadar§ana, who will become a bhiksu named
Tathagatanagahvaya, and will become a buddha in future. Here is a comparison table of

keywords in different versions.

MMS MMS Candrakirti's summary
(Skt ms. / Tib trans.) (Chtrans.) | (MABh, Skt ms. /Tib trans.)
priyadar§anagandharvaraja
1. Interlocutor (devaputra) L5624 | ananda
: (lha’i bu) mthong na dga’ ba dri | %1 kun dga’ bo
za’i rgyal po

mamatyayena [...]

(bahuvarsasatasya) TR mayi varsacatuhsate parinirvrte

2. Time B e = nga mya ngan las ‘das nas lo
nga ‘'das pa’i‘og lo brgya phrag | T-—H4 bzhi breya lon pa na
mang po ‘das pa na
sarvalokapriyadar§ano sarvasatvapriyadar§ano nama
licchavikumarah g licchavikumarah

3. Protagonist lid tsa bi(’i bu) gzhon nu ’jig rten e AT li tsa byi gzhon nu sems can
thams cad kyis mthong na dga’ | 7™ thams cad kyis mthong na dga’

ba ba zhes bya ba

tathagatanagahvayo bhiksuh
4. Epithet de bzhin gshegs pa dang ming | ——
’thun pa’i dge slong

nagahvayo bhiksuh
klu zhes bya ba’i dge slong

5. World realm where he | abhiprasada o prasadaprabhah

will become a buddha mngon par dang ba = rab tu dang ba’i "od

6. Name of the buddha jhanakaraprabhah RS, jianakaraprabhah

that he will become ye shes 'byung gnas ‘od S ye shes "byung gnas ‘od

Textual discrepancies are seen among different versions of the same phrase. Except for
Row 4, the epithet, which I will treat separately, and Row 6, the buddha’s name, where all

three sources agree and need no further explanation, other discrepancies can be divided into
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two groups.

The first group includes Rows 1 and 2, of which I found no good explanations.
Candrakirti gives Ananda as the interlocutor addressed by the Buddha, different from the
other two versions. And all three sources claim differently about the time of the future
bhiksu’s advent. Here the Sanskrit manuscript is damaged, and the phrase *bahuvarsasatasya
(Excerpt 1) is reconstructed from Tibetan translation lo brgya phrag mang po “many
hundreds of years.” Candrakirti speaks of varsacatuhsate “four hundred years.” This might
have been due to a confusion between bahu and catur. 1 have no good reason why the
Chinese translation reads “1200 years.”

The second group of discrepancies, as in Rows 3 and 5, indicates that there once existed
more than one Sanskrit recension of the MMS. In both cases the readings in Candrakirti’s
summary of the story are supported by the Chinese version of the MMS and differ from the
Sanskrit manuscript and the Tibetan translation.

The situation of the protagonist’s epithet is more complicated and curious. Sanskrit
manuscript reads tathagatanagahvayo bhiksuh “a bhiksu named Tathagatanaga (-ahvaya),”
which appears repeatedly and cannot be attributed as a mere scribal error. This reading sits
nicely with Candrakirti's paraphrase nagahvayo bhiksuh “a bhiksu named Naga (-ahvaya),”
only with tathdagata dropped. The corresponding phrase is absent in the Chinese version,
and in Tibetan it reads de bzhin gshegs pa dang ming 'thun pa’i dge slong “a bhiksu with
the name same as the Tathagata.” This reading, however, is justified by the context of the
story, as indicated by the sentence in bold in Excerpt 2, where the Buddha said, “his
mother, father and relatives will name him after my name.” Since aksaras ga and ma are
similar in shape, the original Sanskrit reading might be tathagatanamahvaya- “with a name
[the same as] the name of the tathagata” in agreement with the Tibetan translation, and in
some later recension it was corrupted into tathagatanagahvaya-.

I would like to add three notes on the possible dissemination of this textual variation:

(1) The textual variation in the MMS must have been influenced by the prophecy about
Nagarjuna in the LAS, and not vice versa. The phrase rathagatandagahvaya is neither
contextual nor natural in a MMS manuscript; an accidental variation as such would be easily
abandoned without external backing. Therefore, it is unlikely that the variation occurred
spontaneously in the MMS and inspired the related passages in the LAS. It might first appear

as an accidental scribal error in a MMS manuscript, which reminded readers of the well-
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known nagahvayo bhiksuh in the LAS. The error was then intentionally kept and used to
unify readings of other occurrences throughout the text, eventually producing a new textual
lineage from which the Potala manuscript was derived. It could well be called the
Madhyamika recension, because the MMS prophecy about Nagarjuna is mainly mentioned
in India in the Madhyamika tradition. This recension was not prevalent enough to affect the
Sanskrit manuscript based on which Tibetan translation was made in the 9th century.

(2) Some other elements in the prophecy of the Licchavi youth in the MMS might have
helped connect the protagonist with Nagarjuna. Excerpt 1 mentions that the youth will be
born in South India under the reign of king named Satavahana. This part is burnt up in the
Sanskrit manuscript, but can be restored according to Tibetan and Chinese translations (bde
spyod, %% ¥ HR). The earliest evidence available about the connection between
Nagarjuna and a Satavahana king is in Xuanzang's Da Tang xiyu ji of the 7th century.
Yamano (2008) argues that this association became a feature of Nagarjuna's legend from
the 7th century onwards. It could be no coincidence that the earliest identification of this
prophecy in the MMS with Nagarjuna is by Candrakirti, likely active in the 7th century. In
addition, as in Excerpt 3, in his past life the Licchavi youth was the King Mahaviryanaga;
the word naga might also ring a bell.

(3) A similar story about the Licchavi youth is found in the *Mahabheriharakasitra,
where the bhiksu is called ##4% (T no. 270, 299a17-18) /nga’i ming 'chang ba’i dge
slong (D no. 222, 122b6), “bearing my name.” A Sanskrit reconstruction of this phrase may
be *mannamadharako bhuksuh, which could never evolve into the word nagahvaya to be
associated with Nagarjuna. The Licchavi youth also appears in a passage in the
Suvarnaprabhdsasiitra, usually considered an interpolation of the MMS. The MMS might in
fact have worked as a bridge; when the Licchavi youth in the MMS was identified with
Nagarjuna, the similar passages in the other two stitras began to be read in this perspective
and viewed as prophecies about Nagarjuna. The result is seen in the Madhyamakaratna-
pradipa (D no. 3854, 286b4-288al) and Atisa’s works.”

* My thanks are due to Professors Phun tshogs Tshe brtan and Dngos grub Tshe ring for their help with
reading the Sanskrit manuscript, and to Liu Chang for translating the abstract into Japanese.

Notes

1) daksinapathavedalyam bhiksuh sriman mahayasah | nagahvayah sa namna tu sadasatpaksa-
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darakah | prakasya loke madyanam mahayanam anuttaram | asadya bhiimim muditam yasyate ’sau
sukhavatim || (Nanjio 1923, 286)

2) E.g., Taranatha says that Nagahvaya is a disciple of Nagarjuna whose real name is Tathagatabhadra
(Chimpa and Chattopadhyaya 1970, 123, 126).

3) Ms. 19b3-4: Bhitya{{siiya}}s ca dvadasasahasrakaryamahamegha upadista esa ananda sarva-
satvapriyadarsano nama licchavikumdro mayi varsa«catul»sate parinirvrte nagahvayo bhiksur bhiitva
macchasanam vistarena samprakasyanupiirvena prasadaprabhe lokadhatau jianakaraprabho nama
tathagato (’) rhat samyaksambuddho bhavisyatity [...]. Thanks are due to Prof. Li Xuezhu for providing
me the transliteration. For an introduction of the manuscript see Lasic et al. 2022, xi-xxi.

4) Luo Zhao BYA, Budala gong suocang beiyejing mulu (Ganzhuer) ki BRI H % (H#k
/), unpublished manuscript, 1985, 2-3.

5) E.g., Ratnakarandodghatamadhyamakopadesa, D no. 3930, 111a2-3, 113b6-115a2; ed. Miyazaki
2007, 51, 60-65; trans. Apple 2010, 166, 174-178.

Abbreviations

LAS Lankavatarasiitra, ed. Nanjio 1923. MABh  Madhyamakavatarabhasya.
MMS  Mahameghasiitra.
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