
A	brief	history	of	the	translation	of	the	Piprahwa	inscription	
	

Pali	was	a	newly	discovered	language	at	the	time	of	the	Piprahwa	discovery	

and	 the	 challenge	 of	 deciphering	 the	 inscription	 attracted	 many	 scholars.	

Epigraphists	 and	 philologists	 came	 forward	 with	 their	 own	 very	 precise	

interpretations	and	a	distinctly	competitive	tone	prevailed.		

	

Vincent	 Smith	 offered	 the	 first	 translation	 from	 the	 copy	 of	 the	 inscription	 W.C.	

Peppé	had	sent	him	immediately	after	the	find.	

	
	 This	[is]	the	relic	receptacle	of	the	Blessed	Buddha	[a	proper	name?]	sister	son	

	

After	Peppé	made	a	more	accurate	rubbing	of	the	inscription	and	sent	a	copy,	Smith	

proceeded	with	his	translation:  

 

 This	(is)	in	the	relic	receptacle	(of	the)	Buddha	(blessed)	

	 Of	the	Sakyas		of	the	brothers	(noble)	of	the	sisters’	people	

	 With	the	sons	[	-	]	portion	(votive	offering)	

	

	 This	is	the	offering	made	of	the	noble	brotherhood	of	the	Sakyas,	with		

	 their	sons’	sons	&	sisters’	sons	

	

Führer	received	the	same	initial	copy	as	Smith	and	did	not	provide	a	translation	but	

wrote	to	Peppé	that:	

	
From a cursory glance at it, I can safely say that your shrine contains real relics of Lord 

Buddha, as the reading “Bhudasa Bhagavaton’ is quite clear. 

 

Dr. William Hoey’s visited the site a few weeks later.  His translation was printed in the 

Pioneer newspaper 27 February 1898 and was the first version to be made public: 

 
The relic deposit of Lord Buddha is the share (i.e. the share allotted at the division of his ashes 

after cremation to) his renowned Sakya brethren, his own sister’s children and his own son. 



 

Führer mentions to Peppé in a letter (See letter 14 of W. C. Peppé	letters) that:  

 
Dr Hoey' s translation of the inscription is certainly incorrect and does not convey the right 

sense. 

 

Führer forwarded the inscription to the highly esteemed Professor of Indian Philology 

and Archaeology, Georg Bühler, in Austria.  The basic meaning of this translation has 

prevailed over time: 
 

This relic shrine of the divine Buddha (is the donation) of the Sakya 

Sukiti-brothers, associated with their sisters, sons and wives. 

 

The High Priest, Subhuti, had assisted Sir Alexander Cunningham with previous 

translations and gained respect as Ceylon’s leading Pali scholar.  He weighed in with: 

 
This treasure of bone-relicsof the deified Buddha is of the renown brothers, also of 

sisters, together with sons, of the Sakya race. 

 

Which evoked this response from Vincent Smith: 

 
This translation is defective in omitting to translate the word ‘dalanam’. “wives”.  The 

concluding compound … may be translated either “with sons and wives” or, as I prefer, 

“with sons’ wives” 

	

Despite	their	differences,	all	of	these	readings	were	consistent	in	agreeing	that	the	

inscription	referred	to	the	remains	of	the	Buddha.			

	

In	subsequent	years,	another	scholar	tried	to	make	his	mark.	 John	Fleet	had	taken	

over	from	T.	W.	Rhys	Davids	as	Honorary	Secretary	at	the	Royal	Asiatic	Society	and	

was	 able	 to	 publish	 three	 articles	 on	 the	 Piprahwa	 vase.	 In	 1905	 he	 published	 a	

translation	that	was	more	or	less	in	line	with	those	of	his	predecessors. 

	



Of the brethren of the Well-famed One, together with children and wives this receptacle of 

relics of Buddha, the Blessed One of the Sakyas. 

 

Harking	 back	 to	 rumours	 that	 the	 remains	 were	 of	 slaughtered	 Sakya	 warriors,	

Silvain	Levi	came	up	with	a	version	that	suggested	that	 the	 inscription	referred	to	

the	Buddha’s	family	rather	than	the	Buddha	himself:	

	
Here are the relics of the Sakyas, blessed brothers of the saint Buddha, with their sisters, 

their sons and their wives.		

	

Fleet	then	issued	a	paper	which	started	by	embracing	Levi’s	theory:	

	
SOME	remarks	made	in	the	journal	des	Savants,	1905.	540ff.,	by	our	valued	friend	and	
collaborator	M.	Sylvain	Lévi,	have	given	me	a	clue	which	enables	me	to	now	carry	to	a	
final	result	that	which	I	have	to	say	about	the	inscription	on	the	steatite	or	soap-stone	
Piprawa	relic-vase,--the	oldest	known	Indian	record.	He	has	drawn	attention	to	a	
statement	by	Hiuen	Tsiang	(see	page	166	below),	overlooked	by	me,	which	has	led	me	
to	weigh	the	wording	of	the	inscription	in	such	a	manner	that	no	doubt	whatsoever	
remains	as	to	the	real	meaning	of	it,	and	as	to	the	circumstances	connected	with	it.	

Also,	through	the	kindness	of	Mr.	Hoey,	I	have	before	me	a	very	excellent	plaster	cast	of	
the	inscribed	part	of	the	vase,	which	shows	the	whole	inscription	quite	plainly.	The	
engraving	is	so	very	thin	and	shallow	that	it	is	doubtful	whether	a	satisfactory	
facsimile	can	be	produced;	at	any	rate	until	a	much	better	light	is	available	than	can	
be	obtained	at	this	time	of	the	year.	But	I	can	say	this	much:	that	the	whole	record	was	
engraved	on	the	original	in	the	most	complete	manner;	that	every	stroke	of	it	is	
distinctly	legible	in	the	cast;	and	that	not	the	slightest	doubt	attends	any	part	of	the	
decipherment	of	it.	

He	went	on	 to	 revise	his	position	and	proposed	 that	 the	 relics	are	 ‘not	of	Buddha	

himself…	 but	 of	 his	 kinsmen,	 with	 their	 wives	 and	 children	 and	 their	 unmarried	

sisters’.	 	 Fleet	 withdrew	 his	 position	 after	 strong	 retaliation	 from	 French	

Orientalists	M.	Auguste	Barth	and	Emile	Senart.	Barth	issued	a	translation	similar	to	

Bühler’s	that	is	still	widely	accepted	by	academics	today:	

	
The	receptacle	of	 relics	of	 the	blessed	Buddha	of	 the	Sakyas	 (is	 the	pious	gift)	of	 the	

brothers	of	Sukirti,	jointly	with	their	sisters,	with	their	sons	and	their	wives.	

	

The	essence	of	this	translation	has	not	been	challenged	for	over	a	century.	



However,	Fleet’s	academic	authority	within	Great	Britain	lent	some	lasting	weight	to	

his	 alternative	 translation	 in	 that	 country.	 	 Vincent	 Smith	 warned	 of	 Fleet’s	

translation	that:		

	
‘The	knowledge	of	the	most	ancient	Prakrit	is	not	yet	sufficiently	advanced	to	warrant	

a	final	solution	of	the	linguistic	problem	presented	by	the	inscription’	

	

Even	 W.	 C.	 Peppé,	 who	 was	 neither	 an	 expert	 on	 such	 matters	 nor	 particularly	

invested	in	the	contents	of	his	excavation,	seemed	to	accept	Fleet’s	version.		After	all,	

the	man	had	written	extensively	on	the	subject	and	was	Honorary	Secretary	at	the	

Royal	 Asiatic	 Society.	 .	 Humphrey	Peppé,	W.	 C.	Peppé’s	 son,	 is	 credited	 in	 a	 1956	

article	in	The	Pioneer	with	showing	the	author	Fleet’s	‘very	learned’	article.			

	

A	1931	issue	of	Buddhism	in	England	published	a	letter	of	correction	it	had	received	

from	a	reader	who	points	out	that	they	failed	to	list	Piprahwa	as	one	of	the	original	

stupas	erected	over	the	ashes	of	the	Buddha.		In	the	following	issue	the	editor	writes	

that	he	‘was	under	the	impression	that	the	idea		the	Piprahwa	relics	are	those	of	the	

Buddha	 is	 now	 generally	 discredited’	 and	 admits	 that	 he	 had	 assumed	 Fleet’s	

translation	was	widely	accepted	although	he	is	not	sure	exactly	why.		He	goes	on	to	

ask	for	‘the	opinions	of	our	readers	on	the	matter,	and	also	any	information	as	to	the	

present	views	of	experts’.		

Over	a	hundred	years	after	Fleet’s	translation,	the	language	has	been	studied	

and	 today’s	 leading	 epigraphists	 side	with	 the	 traditional	 view	 of	 the	 translation.		

While	 Fleet’s	 rendering	 was	 anomalous,	 it	 may	 have	 been	 enough	 to	 dampen	

enthusiasm	for	 further	academic	study	 in	Great	Britain.	 	This	(along	with	Western	

Buddhism’s	focus	on	the	philosophical	aspects	of	Buddhism)	may	also	explain	why	

the	 jewels	 from	 the	 Piprahwa	 find	 that	 were	 donated	 to	 the	 Buddhist	 Society	 in	

London	lay	unnoticed	in	a	drawer	until	2003.					

No	such	 lethargy	existed	 in	other	countries	but	 it	was	not	until	 the	twenty-

first	 century	 that	 interest	 in	 the	 subject	 picked	 up	 again	 in	 Great	 Britain	when	 a	

conference	of	leading	academics	was	held	at	Harewood	House	to	assess	the	matter.	


