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Advance Praise for
Nāgārjuna’s Precious Garland

“Since the eighteenth century, Western academia has considered philosophy to be separate from history, literature, or political science. When we turn to ancient Indian thinkers, we find a world that is not divided up that way. Written near the end of the second century CE, Nāgārjuna’s Ratnāvalī is a fascinating example of a work that weaves back and forth between demonstrations of emptiness, advice on statecraft, and personal cultivation. It is not so much the philosophy, the statecraft, or the meditational and moral practices themselves that are unique here but their juxtaposition. Nāgārjuna shows us how these apparently disparate parts of life form a coherent whole. With a lengthy and thorough introduction covering the scholarship on Nāgārjuna and the Ratnāvalī, McClintock and Dunne are to be commended on a very clear, precise, and jargon-free translation of the Ratnāvalī from Tibetan and Sanskrit. Making this work more accessible will hopefully bring more attention to what may be Nāgārjuna’s best work.” 

—Joseph Walser, author of Nāgārjuna in Context: Mahāyāna Buddhism and Early Indian Culture

“In addition to the beautiful and philosophically precise translation of the original text, McClintock and Dunne also masterfully introduce the modern reader to the structure of this ancient text and the complex philosophical arguments it makes, managing to convey at times highly specialized discussions in engaging and effortless prose. They also helpfully include both the Sanskrit and Tibetan working editions of the text. I highly recommend this translation to anyone interested in the history, philosophy, or literature of South Asian Buddhism.”

—Emily McRae, Department of Philosophy, University of New Mexico






CLASSICS OF INDIAN BUDDHISM

The flourishing of Buddhism in South Asia during the first millennium of the Common Era produced many texts that deserve a place among the classics of world literature. Exploring the full extent of the human condition and the limits of language and reason, these texts have the power to edify and entertain a wide variety of readers. The Classics of Indian Buddhism series aims to publish widely accessible translations of important texts from the Buddhist traditions of South Asia, with special consideration given to works foundational for the Mahāyāna.
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Can leadership truly embody wisdom and compassion? Nāgārjuna offers his profound answer in this classic treatise, which contains ethical guidance, practical wisdom, and transcendent insight. This complete translation—the first focused on the original Sanskrit—offers readers a brilliant reflection on the timeless challenge of transformative leadership.

“If it’s true, as Nāgārjuna says, that ‘rare are those who speak well’ and ‘rarer those who listen,’ I am moved to consider how rare it is to hear an ancient Buddhist voice sound as vital, as urgent, and as transformatively present in English as Nāgārjuna’s does here. Sara McClintock and John Dunne have given us an unsurpassable gift— the opportunity to really listen to something truly worth hearing.”

—SONAM KACHRU, author of Other Lives: Mind and World in Indian Buddhism

“Nāgārjuna’s Ratnāvalī, the greatest Buddhist treatise on statecraft, is also a brilliant exposition of the deep connections between emptiness and ethical practice. McClintock and Dunne have given us a gem in this precise and readable translation adorned with helpful notes and scholarly apparatus. This will be the standard edition of this text for scholars, practitioners, and kings for a long time to come.”

—JAY GARFIELD, author of Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way: Nāgārjuna’s Mūlamadhyamakakārikā

“This book is a must for everyone who is interested in understanding how one of the greatest Buddhist masters envisions the integration of wisdom, compassion, and ethical action.”

—THUPTEN JINPA, author of Tsongkhapa: A Buddha in the Land of Snows

“The translation of the Ratnāvalī from the Sanskrit is reliable, readable, and clear. The introduction tells the reader what they need to know and a lot more. This is a major contribution to Madhyamaka studies and a work of lasting value.”

—TOM TILLEMANS, author of How Do Mādhyamikas Think?
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Preface




Ethics is as crucial to a politician as it is to a religious practitioner. Dangerous consequences will follow when politicians and rulers forget moral principles.

—TENZIN GYATSO, the Fourteenth Dalai Lama of Tibet



THE Precious Garland is a masterpiece of Buddhist literature. It is a teaching given by a monk to a king long ago in India, and like all skillful instruction, it has a way of catching you up in its flow, carrying you along like a good piece of music so that you find yourself moving from theme to theme, not quite understanding how you arrived there but knowing somehow that it was right. The themes in the work speak to us today because they touch on the perennial and difficult problem of whether it is possible to integrate one’s spiritual journey with the hard-nosed realities of political life. The king in this work does not speak. We imagine him reading or listening, surrounded perhaps by his skeptical ministers, as Nāgārjuna, the Buddhist monk, makes his case. The king, he argues, ought to rule with compassion as his single motivation, recognizing that it is only through his compassionate care that the subjects in his kingdom will thrive. But this compassion must not be blind. It must be informed by the type of wisdom that penetrates the true nature of reality and recognizes that neither the king nor his domain has any ultimately real existence. Instead, all that the king cherishes, all that he enjoys, all that he would possess is like a dream, a mirage, a reflection. And yet, the king’s actions matter. His policies can bring peace or chaos. His morals can bring trust or distrust. His generosity can alleviate suffering. His greed, lust for power, and duplicity, cannot. Appealing to the king’s natural desire for greatness, Nāgārjuna urges him to take the most ambitious path to glory, the “great vehicle” of the Mahāyāna, and to become a bodhisattva, a being intent upon becoming a buddha—an “awakened one”—for the sake of others. As you enter into the world of this classic of Indian Buddhism, you may imagine yourself joining the king, moved by the deep insight and unswerving altruism of the monk whose words you will soon encounter.

The text’s influence continues to this day among Tibetan Buddhists as a subject of both monastic study and public teachings. It was on the occasion of one such public teaching in Los Angeles given by Tenzin Gyatso, the Fourteenth Dalai Lama of Tibet, in August 1997 that the present translators first prepared a rendition of the text for a commemorative volume of limited distribution for the attendees of that teaching. After many years, we are now publishing this significant revision of that original translation.

Although the Precious Garland is well known and has an exalted position within Nāgārjuna’s corpus, modern translations have been comparatively rare. This is due, no doubt, to the fact that a complete Sanskrit manuscript for the work has been unavailable and translators were thus compelled to work at least in part from the canonical translations in Chinese and Tibetan. In some cases, translators ignored the available Sanskrit and worked exclusively from the Chinese or the Tibetan. In other cases, translators stuck exclusively to the available Sanskrit and were thus unable to produce a translation of the entire work. In the complete translation published here, we take the available Sanskrit text as our primary source, and although we work from the Tibetan translations to fill in the gaps, we prioritize readings and interpretations that are rooted in the Indian commentarial tradition, particularly the only known Indian commentary on the work, by Ajitamitra. In doing so, we effectively reverse the procedure we used for the 1997 translation intended for an audience attending a Tibetan oral teaching based on the Tibetan translation and Tibetan commentaries, particularly that of the Geluk scholar Gyaltsab Darma Rinchen.

Although we are aware that a full Sanskrit manuscript has been recently located at Drepung Monastery in Tibet, we have unfortunately been unable to consult it. Details about this manuscript, the available Sanskrit and Tibetan editions, the Tibetan and Chinese translations, including the names and dates of the Indian, Tibetan, and Chinese translators, and the prior English translations can all be found in the “Introduction to the Working Editions” that precedes our presentation of the Sanskrit and Tibetan texts that we developed and used as the basis for our translation. To our knowledge, there has not yet appeared any other complete translation in English of the Precious Garland that takes the Indian text and commentary as its first and primary authorities.
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Introduction


SITUATING THE AUTHOR AND THE TEXT

THE FULL TITLE of the text translated in this volume has been preserved as the Precious Garland: A Teaching for a King, or Rājaparikathāratnāvalī, though it is more frequently known simply as the Precious Garland, or Ratnāvalī.1 Its author is widely accepted to be the Indian Buddhist monk Nāgārjuna (active in the second century CE), and the king to whom he addressed the work is thought to be one of the later rulers of the Sātavāhana dynasty. Nāgārjuna is one of the most important and earliest Buddhist philosophers to write in Sanskrit as an eloquent proponent of the Mahāyāna, a stream of Buddhist thought and practice that emerges into public view not long before his time. The Precious Garland articulates Nāgārjuna’s philosophical and practical approach to the Mahāyāna through five chapters of verses composed in Sanskrit, and it includes a strong apology for the legitimacy of the Mahāyāna path. Over the centuries, the work has proven to be highly influential, with numerous citations in subsequent works, translations into both classical Chinese and classical Tibetan, and notable commentarial activity, including one major Indian and one major Tibetan commentary.

Evidence for Nāgārjuna’s historical location in time and space has been gathered and evaluated by academic scholars for more than a century, and the overwhelming consensus is that Nāgārjuna likely lived and worked in South India under Sātavāhana rule toward the end of that dynasty.2 Sources of evidence are wide-ranging, and include, alongside Nāgārjuna’s own writings, the following: hagiographies and histories from China and Tibet; colophons from Chinese and Tibetan translations of Nāgārjuna’s works; works to which Nāgārjuna refers or seems to know; citations of Nāgārjuna by later authors; Indian literary sources from outside the Buddhist tradition, including Hindu and Jain legends and histories; Buddhist prophecies about Nāgārjuna found in Mahāyāna sūtras and tantras; accounts of Xuanzang and Yijing, Chinese pilgrims to India; donative inscriptions at rock-cut caves and other archeological sites across the Deccan Plateau of the Indian subcontinent; and statuary and decorations at these same sites. Sorting through and evaluating this extraordinarily rich and varied evidence has proven to be quite difficult and has yielded no definitive answers. Nevertheless, in evaluating the data, it turns out that the Precious Garland plays an especially significant role in the attempt to locate Nāgārjuna in time and space, as Joseph Walser (2005) recognized when he sought art historical evidence for the kinds of images of the Buddha that Nāgārjuna mentions in his advice to the king.

Although the questions surrounding Nāgārjuna’s historicity remain impossible to definitively determine, investigating them can nevertheless enrich our reading of the text by allowing us to begin to sketch the contours of the intellectual, political, and religious landscapes in which he likely worked. In this section, we briefly consider the figure of Nāgārjuna, exploring his identity as a historical, mythical, and literary figure. We also tackle the problem of the king Nāgārjuna addresses in the text, and whether his possible identity as a Sātavāhana ruler might help us to clarify Nāgārjuna’s historical location or give us better insight into how to read the text. Our examination also takes a look at the huge number of works attributed to Nāgārjuna in the Tibetan and Chinese canons as we ponder the question of the authenticity of the Precious Garland itself. We also consider the question of Buddhist patronage by Sātavāhana kings in the early centuries of the first millennium. Finally, we explore how the author of the Precious Garland rhetorically constructs his own identity as a Buddhist monk who seeks only to increase the welfare of the king and his subjects for the benefit of the world through a personal address to an unnamed king. In all these contexts, we draw on the extensive, if inconclusive, body of academic research on Nāgārjuna and the Buddhism of South India during the period of Sātavāhana rule.

Situating the Author: Nāgārjuna

It is certainly no understatement to say that Nāgārjuna is one of the most, if not the most, famous of all Buddhist philosophers, though it is not clear whether he was so admired in his own lifetime or only achieved prominence in subsequent centuries.3 Celebrated as the founder of the Madhyamaka stream of Buddhist philosophy, he was among the first named Buddhist philosophers in the history of Buddhism.4 He is sometimes called a “second Buddha”5 due to his legendary role as the propagator of the Buddha’s previously hidden Mahāyāna teachings through his retrieval of the Perfection of Wisdom (Prajñāpāramitā) Sūtras from the underworld where they had been preserved by mythical, serpentine creatures known as nāgas. A great number of fantastic legends have sprung up around his name, preserved in both Buddhist and non-Buddhist sources, such that the figure of Nāgārjuna far exceeds the image of a sober Mahāyāna monk dispensing advice to a king.6

Further, hundreds of works, spanning a wide range of genres and topics, are attributed to him. Many of these are not considered authentic by modern academic scholars, and even traditional Buddhists have had to acknowledge the difficulty of assigning what are clearly later texts to a much earlier author. Some have resolved the difficulty by attributing to Nāgārjuna a lifetime of more than six centuries, invoking legends concerning the monk’s experiments with alchemy to account for his inordinately long lifespan. Academic scholars, in contrast, have suggested that there may have been at least two Nāgārjunas, an earlier one who wrote Perfection Vehicle texts and a later one who was responsible for the tantric texts in his name.7 No matter the scholar, however, all have acknowledged the profound influence and importance of Nāgārjuna as an author, philosopher, and contemplative.

When considering Nāgārjuna as a historical figure, two factors tend to come into play. The first concerns the assertion that, whatever else may be claimed about him, there is no way to deny that Nāgārjuna is the author of the famous and foundational Madhyamaka treatise the Root Verses of the Middle Way (Mūlamadhyamakakārikā). This criterion sets up a sine qua non for the identity of Nāgārjuna as an author by which all other considerations must then always be weighed. Jan Westerhoff, for example, when discussing the question of which of the many texts attributed to Nāgārjuna should be taken as authentic, proclaims that apart from the Root Verses of the Middle Way, “where Nāgārjuna’s authorship is taken to be true by definition, the attribution of every other [text in the collection] has been questioned” (2009, 6). Similarly, Shaoyong Ye declares that despite the presence of 22 works ascribed to Nāgārjuna in the Taishō edition of the Chinese canon and 140 works in the Peking edition of the Tibetan canon, “except for the Mūlamadhyamakakārikā, which is considered to be the doctrinal and stylistic criterion of Nāgārjuna’s compositions, almost nothing can be agreed with certainty” (2019, 341–42). Although perhaps arbitrary, it is universally agreed that the name Nāgārjuna inherently involves authorship of this most famous text.

The second factor that comes into play when investigating the historical figure of Nāgārjuna is the question of his relationship to the king (or kings) who are addressed in two of the works commonly attributed to Nāgārjuna: the Precious Garland, translated in this volume, and another text entitled Letter to a Friend (Suhṛllekha).8 Of these two works, scholarly consensus counts only the Precious Garland as among works that can be confidently assigned to the same person who composed the Root Verses of the Middle Way. While we take no stand on the authorship of the Letter to a Friend, from our perspective it is abundantly evident that the Precious Garland contains a great deal of material that closely mirrors the core ideas found in the Root Verses of the Middle Way in distinctive ways. We therefore see it as unproblematic to follow previous scholars in attributing the work to Nāgārjuna.9

Nevertheless, these kinds of internal textual considerations do not provide clear answers to the question of when and where Nāgārjuna lived. Such historical questions hinge more on Sātavāhana patronage and its relations to members of diverse religious institutions. Recent research by Akira Shimada indicates that while royal donative inscriptions at Buddhist archeological sites in the Deccan Plateau are relatively rare, there is nevertheless sufficient evidence to conclude that at least in the western Deccan, Sātavāhana rulers did offer important patronage to the Buddhist monastic community, including “generous land grants” and support for the construction of “magnificent vihāras,” or monasteries (Shimada 2018, 505). This royal patronage was combined with collective donations from non-royal actors, including local chiefs and ordinary citizens, to provide support for the building and maintenance of Buddhist religious sites, even though as time went on Buddhists came to rely increasingly on large royal grants at the expense of the collective private donations.10 Research like this supports the notion that a monk like Nāgārjuna would have powerful motivations for addressing a reigning monarch. But Andrew Ollett emphasizes the importance of avoiding a too simplistic understanding of the structure of patronage, noting that the donor-recipient relationship is one of exchange in which both actors are active participants.11 A similar point was made earlier by Gregory Schopen and cited by Andy Rotman, who underscores that “a monastery given to the Buddhist monastic community was not a debt-free gift.”12 What kings and other patrons could expect to gain from their gifts to Buddhist monastics may not be entirely clear, but rhetorically at least it seems they were after merit (puṇya), the dedication of which could benefit them or their families in the next life. Other motivations might have included to proclaim one’s wealth or power or to gain prestige and social standing. Monastics, in turn, stood to gain not only material support but ideological support as well—support that according to the literary record could be consequential on the debate ground, where the king may have been installed as the arbiter.13

Whatever the case, we know from archeological evidence that Buddhist monasteries and monuments were beautifully adorned, and that donors sought merit from their sponsorship of particular elements of a monastery, stūpa, or cave. When it comes to the Precious Garland, one particularly intriguing detail is Nāgārjuna’s injunction to the king that he should offer “gold and silver flowers” (3.34). While it is easy to imagine that any such adornments would have long ago been looted from the abandoned Buddhist sites of South India, some recent findings at the Kanaganahalli stūpa site near Sannati in present-day Karnataka seem to confirm the practice of Sātavāhana kings offering flowers made of precious metals. This finding is particularly significant given the relative paucity of donative inscriptions at Buddhist archeological sites in South India that include the names of royal patrons.14 But at Kanaganahalli, we find a set of carved reliefs, drum slabs from the main stūpa, that have inscriptions showing Sātavāhana kings. One of them reads “King Sātakarṇi donates silver lotus flowers to the Great Caitya.”15 A great caitya (mahācaitya) is another term for a massive stūpa or reliquary monument such as we find at Amarāvatī, Sanchi, Barhut, and other locations.16 Whether this dose of realism means anything or not, we can see that Nāgārjuna’s advice to the king does not skimp in terms of making requests on behalf of Buddhist monasteries.

The importance of art historical evidence for dating the Precious Garland was first pointed out by Joseph Walser (2005), who noticed that Nāgārjuna exhorts the king (in verse 5.65) to recite a twenty-stanza prayer (found in verses 5.66–85) three times daily before an image of the Buddha. This fact is of special interest given the lack of evidence for anthropomorphic representations of the Buddha in South India before the later part of the second century. Prior to that time, the Buddha is generally represented symbolically through aniconic images of his footprints, a tree, a throne, a wheel, and so on. Assuming that Nāgārjuna was indeed in South India, his advice to the king to recite prayers in front of an image of the Buddha suggests that he most likely did not write the Precious Garland before this time.17 In addition, earlier in the work (3.31–32), Nāgārjuna specifies that the king should sponsor the construction of stūpas18 furnished with images of buddhas situated on lotuses.19 This intriguing art historical detail prompted Walser to look for the earliest-known instances of buddha statues situated on lotus pedestals in times and places controlled by Sātavāhana dynasty rulers. Walser discovered such images in present-day Andhra Pradesh along the Krishna River at Amarāvatī, the site of the famous Dhānyakaṭaka stūpa, in what, following the lead of art historian Anamika Roy, he calls the “fourth phase of sculpture” at the site, during the late second to early third centuries CE.20 Correlating this finding with his knowledge of the Sātavāhana rulers and their shifting locations, he tentatively concludes that the Precious Garland was most likely to have been composed for the Sātavāhana king Gautamīputra Yajñāśrī Sātkarṇi (r. ca. 175–204 CE) in the final quarter of the second century.21 Walser is not dogmatic about this identification, but he does hold it to be the most likely scenario.

Others have also tried to tie Nāgārjuna to a particular Sātavāhana king, and as a general rule most scholars accept that Nāgārjuna was writing in South India and the king to whom he addresses the Precious Garland was a Sātavāhana king.22 But is there a downside to putting such a great emphasis on fixing the precise historical identity of the king? Recently Andrew Ollett (2019, 423) has suggested that the “reality effect” of trying to nail down the name of the king and the dates of Nāgārjuna can have the detrimental outcome of overly emphasizing a view of history in which all that matters are individuals and their lives and deeds. Doing so, he argues, may come at the expense of blinding us to the symbolic work that figures such as Nāgārjuna and Sātavāhana can do when they are freed from their historical specificity and understood metonymically to represent the larger forces of “religion” and “the state.” As Ollett demonstrates, the figures of Nāgārjuna and Sātavāhana (not a specific Sātavāhana, but just a king with the name “Sātavāhana”) do indeed become legendary characters in India whose relationship is famously invoked in diverse plays and narratives.23 These include the eighth-century Koūhala’s Prakrit romance Līlāvaī, a selection of which Ollett translates at the start of his article,24 and the seventh-century Bāṇabhaṭṭa’s Harṣacārita, a historical narrative about the apparently Buddhist northern Indian king Harṣavardhana.25 In this way, Ollett proposes that we might do better to read the king in the Precious Garland as the representative of a Buddhist understanding of the “temporal order,” and Nāgārjuna as the representative of the “spiritual order,” to borrow the language of David Seyfort Ruegg (1995). Such seems a productive way forward, as Nāgārjuna, the first-person voice in the Precious Garland, positions himself as something like a “simple Buddhist monk,” to appropriate words frequently invoked by Tenzin Gyatso, the Fourteenth Dalai Lama of Tibet, when describing himself.26 We explore this rhetorical positioning more fully in the section “Reading the Precious Garland” below. But first, we continue our attempt to situate the work within the literary landscape of its time and place.

Situating the Precious Garland

One curious fact about the Precious Garland is that scholars, both modern and ancient, appear to have difficulty specifying precisely what kind of work it is. In terms of content, it includes much practical advice that would apply to any Buddhist practitioner, but it also contains detailed counsel specific to a king who wields great power and political authority. It contains complex philosophical arguments about the ultimately empty nature of reality alongside devotional tracts, including panegyrics for the Mahāyāna, peans to the extraordinary body of the Buddha, and exultant cosmological visions of heavenly realms. Those who have written about the work have had to acknowledge its complexity, and to date there is no scholarly work that successfully offers a unified theory of the text as a whole.27 In this section, we take a look at some of the ways the work has been classified as well as some ancient Indian texts that contain similar materials.

An immediately obvious question to ask when considering the nature of the Precious Garland is how the work relates to other early Sanskrit treatises on political philosophy (nītiśāstra), since the work includes a long section of policy advice to the king it addresses.28 For comparison, we can consider the most famous ancient Indian text on political philosophy, the Arthaśāstra. Traditionally ascribed to Cāṇakya, who was nicknamed Kauṭilya, the “crooked,” for his endorsement of unscrupulous means for obtaining political aims, the actual authorship of the Arthaśāstra remains unclear.29 Based on its references to red coral and lack of references to gold coins, Mark McClish and Patrick Olivelle estimate that the work was composed sometime between 100 BCE and 100 CE. This tentative timeframe suggests that Nāgārjuna may have learned something about political discourse from Kauṭilya’s treatise or other, similar contemporary works. Like the corpus of later political literature, the Arthaśāstra (literally, the Treatise on Aims) addresses a wide range of topics about administration, justice, security, and war. Of special interest are passages that discuss, with a seemingly cynical tone, how the monarchical state should interact with various religious institutions and their representatives—mainly Brahmanical priests but occasionally also Buddhists and others. While little specific information is given, the putative author Kauṭilya appears somewhat ambivalent toward what we would now likely call “religion,” portraying it as both necessary but of limited importance to the monarch’s success (McClish and Olivelle 2012, lxvi–lxxi). This is in stark contrast to Nāgārjuna’s treatise, which appears to argue for an intimate connection and mutually productive relationship between the state and Dharma.


When it comes to specifically Buddhist works on political theory, we find eight compositions devoted to political policy (nīti) preserved in a section of the Tibetan canon titled Secular Political and Moral Treatises (thun mong ba lugs kyi bstan bcos = *sādhāraṇanītiśāstra), a subdivision of a larger section devoted to worldly sciences and arts. Among these texts are three attributed to Nāgārjuna, including the well-known anthology of nīti maxims known as the Rod of Wisdom (Prajñādaṇḍa; Tib. Shes rab sdong bu).30 Like other works in this section, the Rod of Wisdom is comprised of pithy verses dispensing practical and political wisdom, some of which appear quite ruthless while others appear more compassionate. We can take just one example, a verse that closely echoes one that Nāgārjuna offers to the king in the Precious Garland (2.41) and that also happens to be addressed to a king:

O King, it is easy to find persons

who always speak sweet words.

Finding one who speaks words beneficial like medicine

is rarer even than finding one who listens.31

Such concise statements of ethics and politics are typical of the works of nītiśāstra, and it is not difficult to see why the great fourteenth-century Tibetan scholar Sakya Paṇḍita mined the materials from this section of the Tibetan canon to produce his famous anthology Elegant Sayings (Legs bshad).32 At the same time, it is interesting to notice that this section of the canon also includes a translation of a work attributed to Kauṭilya entitled Cāṇakyarājanītiśāstra, or Cāṇakya’s Treatise on a King’s Political Philosophy (Tsa na ka’i rgyal po’i lugs kyi bstan bcos). This indicates that the Buddhist Indians who assisted in the translation of huge numbers of texts from Sanskrit to Tibetan recognized something of value even in such worldly political tracts.

In short, it is not difficult to see connections between the works in the political theory section of the Tibetan canon and the Precious Garland. And yet it is clear that the Precious Garland is itself a different kind of work, and this is reflected as well by the fact that the Tibetan translation of the Precious Garland is preserved as the first text in the so-called Epistles (spring yig = lekha) section, itself a subsection of the division on sūtra commentaries. The Epistles section includes forty-five works of great historical and literary diversity, all of which exhibit a didactic aim. Five, including the Precious Garland, are attributed to Nāgārjuna. Nine works in the section may be straightforwardly identified as letters, both through the appearance of the word lekha in their titles and through the fact that they explicitly address a particular person or group of persons. At least one other text, Kamalaśīla’s Teaching on the Varieties of Suffering (*Duḥkhaviśeṣanirdeśa), is also clearly addressed to a particular person, and for this reason Siglinde Dietz includes it in her book on Indian Buddhist epistolary literature, even though the text is not labeled as a letter (lekha) but rather as an instruction (nirdeśa).33 Among the remaining thirty-five works in the Epistles section, sixteen are styled as kathā or parikathā, terms with a range of connotations that can be used as titles for religious narratives, sermons, or general spiritual advice. According to its full recorded name, Rājaparikathāratnāvalī, the Precious Garland would seem to belong to this group. Yet unlike the other kathā and parikathā texts in the Tibetan canon, all of which take up one specific theme relating to Buddhist comportment and practice and none of which are directed at a specific addressee, Nāgārjuna’s work engages a wide range of themes and is addressed to a particular person. We find it thus a bit peculiar that Dietz does not treat the Precious Garland together with the other Indian Buddhist epistles, especially as she indicates that seven of the ten lekha texts in the Epistles section are addressed to kings and that many of the qualities she has identified as characteristics of the letters may also be found in the Precious Garland.34

Here, as elsewhere, the Precious Garland seems to defy classifications. That is, while it is true that the work is not explicitly named as an epistle (lekha) in its title, the repeated use of second-person pronouns and vocative forms of address is sufficient to establish that the work is indeed addressed, rhetorically at the very least, to a king. In this, the text may be profitably compared with the Letter to a Friend. Similarly, Nāgārjuna’s close contemporary Mātṛceṭa is credited with writing the Letter to the Great King Kaniṣka (Mahārājakaniṣkalekha), an epistle also addressed to a monarch, in this case the great Kaniṣka (r. ca. 127–50 CE) of the Kushan dynasty in northern India.35

Of course, a letter may address a king and be nevertheless meant for another audience. Richard Nance helpfully offers three distinct options for the audience for these letters: “A letter might be written as a direct address to its nominal addressee with no presumption of wider circulation; it might be written as a direct address to its nominal addressee with a presumption of wider circulation; or it might be written as a pseudo-direct address in which the nominal addressee is no more than a rhetorical conceit” (Nance 2014, 211). It thus remains an open question to what degree many of the Buddhist epistles preserved in the Tibetan canon were genuinely intended as direct communiqués for the figures to whom they are addressed or whether they were, in some cases at least, addressed to a king but meant for public consumption.36 To this conundrum, we can also add that we know very little of how letters were delivered and read in Nāgārjuna’s day. Literary evidence suggests that letters were often sealed and sent with trusted messengers with instructions that they should be read aloud in the presence of the intended recipient.37 It is important to recognize that our own ideas about what constitutes a letter may bear only a minimal resemblance to the letter writing and reading practices of ancient India.

For our purposes it is perhaps most important to point out that although Nāgārjuna repeatedly addresses a king in the second person throughout the Precious Garland, he also clearly states at the end of the work that the Dharma, or spiritual truth, he has taught in the text is not for the king alone but for the benefit of all sentient beings (5.98). While admittedly expressed in only one verse, the presence of this sentiment nevertheless lends some support to the idea of the work as a public teaching or sermon (parikathā) that, while rhetorically addressed to a particular king, may have been delivered orally to a gathered assembly, whether in the king’s presence or not. The fact that the title of the work includes the term parikathā invites us to at least consider this possibility, even if we remain hampered in our capacity to come to any definitive knowledge about how the work was written or received. The situation is not helped by the fact that term parikathā has not been well studied or theorized in modern scholarly literature, probably because the Indian tradition itself did not do so extensively.38

A most interesting recent publication by Péter-Dániel Szántó does offer some help through its exploration of a hitherto obscure Sanskrit work which he dubs a “homiletician’s guidebook” (Szántó 2021, 291). He reconstructs the text’s title as *Saddharmaparikathā, or Sermon on the True Dharma, and he tentatively dates it to the fifth century CE at the latest (302). While Szántó characterizes the work as a guidebook, he explains that it unfortunately does not contain a great deal of explicit instructions for how a preacher is to design a sermon; rather, after twelve introductory verses outlining the aims of the work, the author proceeds to lay out fourteen example sermons, each with a set of subtopics or dispositions (295). As a general rule, the sermons appear to be designed for and therefore directed at particular types of diverse audiences. For example, the sermon on gambling is directed at gamblers; the sermon on the merits of going for refuge at those who might convert to Buddhism; the sermon on the futility of grief at a person who has just lost a loved one; and the sermon on the refutation of other systems of thought at those who are interested in philosophical debate. Most significant, in Szántó’s view, is that the sermons “are addressed almost exclusively to laypeople, both Brahmanical and Buddhist,” and that “the preaching seems to be almost exclusively communal” (304). Only the sermon on grief is addressed to a single person, a fact that Szántó attributes to the particular circumstance of an individual’s loved one’s death. One passage even gives instructions for what to do if the preacher’s assembly is headed by a powerful person, perhaps even a king (305). In short, based on what we know of this text thus far, it appears that the parikathā genre refers to a kind of public preaching and that the parikathā texts that we have are either records for sermons given or pericopes for use in the delivery of a sermon.39 And it is certainly an attractive idea, even if a bit fantastical, to imagine the shaven-headed Nāgārjuna addressing the opulent king and his ministers at court, perhaps with some trusted monastic brethren in tow.

But the Precious Garland nevertheless continues to elude easy classification, for there are important ways in which it differs from both the letters and the sermons that we find in the Epistles section of the Tibetan canon. For example, one feature that differentiates the text from both the Letter to a Friend and the Letter to the Great King Kaniṣka is that while all three contain advice on ethics and politics, as well as basic teaching on Buddhist philosophy, only the Precious Garland contains extended passages with technical expositions of Buddhist philosophical thought. The work thus invites us to experience oscillating perspectives as Nāgārjuna moves back and forth among them. One perspective, emphasizing a kind of natural ethics, takes kingly power seriously. Another appears to utterly undermine kingdoms and kingship, to the point that, as Nāgārjuna suggests, it may simply be better for the king to become a monk. The pivot point between these perspectives concerns precisely the subtle and counterintuitive style of philosophy—the “emptiness discourse” (śūnyatāvāda)—for which Nāgārjuna is so well known. From the perspective of emptiness, there are no kings, no kingdoms, no good policies, and no bad ones. When articulating that perspective, Nāgārjuna evokes emptiness and its attendant themes, such as no-self, foundationlessness, and nonduality, none of which would seem relevant to royal policy and governance from any ordinary political perspective. The primacy of emptiness discourse in the text is evinced by a long and dense philosophical segment of one hundred verses (1.26–2.25) near the outset of the treatise along with sections that return to that theme (especially in 4.46–65). Nāgārjuna deliberately creates a tension in the work such that the reader or listener, whether king or otherwise, is obliged to weigh the sections containing more worldly and practical advice in light of these other, more challenging materials that radically question the ontological status of our world—including its basic building blocks, whether they be metaphysical or ethical. This is the Dharma that Nāgārjuna repeatedly calls both subtle and profound, and the question of how to receive a work that includes both political advice and a teaching on radical foundationlessness is at the heart of the author’s challenge to the reader of the Precious Garland.

The exhortation to be a good king—or a good, “kingly” person with any kind of privilege—in a world that does not ultimately exist also evokes the problem of how to categorize the text within the larger corpus of Nāgārjuna’s works, and this is evident when we consider the Tibetan tradition’s lack of consensus about classifying the text. The best-known Tibetan system for classifying the works attributed to Nāgārjuna is in terms of three collections: the reasoning collection (rigs tshogs), the homiletic collection (gtam tshogs), and the collection of hymns (bstod tshogs).40 Most Tibetan scholars agree that there are either five or six works in the reasoning collection, with near universal agreement on the identity of the first five texts, following a list of Nāgārjuna’s works found in the Jewel Lamp of the Middle Way (Madhyamakaratnapradīpa).41 Among those Tibetan scholars who list six texts in the reasoning collection, some identify the Precious Garland as that sixth text, while others hold that it must be Establishing the Transactional (*Vyavahārasiddhi), a lost text of which only a fragment survives.42 Those scholars who do not list the Precious Garland in the reasoning collection generally place it in the homiletic collection.

Here, one can readily ask: on what grounds is the Precious Garland included in one of these collections, whether reasoning or homiletic?43 At stake mainly seems to be some disagreement about the purpose of the Precious Garland. Put into contemporary terms, one might ask: is the Precious Garland a work of philosophy? If so, then its inclusion in the reasoning collection makes sense, since “reasoning” here refers to the style of rational analysis and argumentation found in Buddhist philosophical works, including those that articulate the emptiness discourse. But one may also ask whether the work is primarily a policy document, a briefing to the king about how best to manage the kingdom, down to the rather specific level of policies for the kindly maintenance of ant colonies. If so, then its placement in the homiletic collection would seem appropriate. Perhaps the problem is the “either/or” nature of this question. While the presence of homiletic elements in the text certainly complicates the question of genre, it does not in itself negate the strong philosophical and reasoning elements in the work.44 In fact, philosophy can sometimes be presented in the form of a letter or sermon; even when it is not, philosophy is always addressed to some audience or another.45

Debates about the classification of the text as one thing or another, as doing this or that, may seem irrelevant to modern readers. And of course, such readers are certainly free to engage with the text as they wish. Yet as translators, we cannot help but be intrigued by the many Tibetan efforts to classify the Precious Garland and to consider what these debates might signal to us about how we may choose to engage with the text. To this end, we now invoke another method for classifying works attributed to Nāgārjuna that is less well known and older.46 Promoted by the early Tibetan philosopher Majapa Tsöndrü Sengé,47 this system starts with a twofold division of Nāgārjuna’s purported works into “causal” (rgyu) texts, belonging to the Pāramitāyāna or Perfection Vehicle, and “resultant” (’bras) texts, belonging to the Vajrayāna or Tantric Vehicle. Within the first category, consisting essentially of Nāgārjuna’s nontantric works, there is a further threefold division: (1) six that teach the
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