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On the European Knowledge of Sanskrit 

jürgen Hanneder 

University of Marburg, Germany 

The fo llowing lecture will cover on the one hand the beginnings of Sanskrit 

Studies in Europe, on the other it will deal with current Sanskrit lexicography. 

The simple reason for picking these two topics isthat I thought it wise to limit 

myself to areas on which I have done research, but also because we have 

specialists on so many other related fields on our panel. 

The European knowledge of Sanskrit in the early 19th century is an 

interesting phenomenon. A variety of factors had to work hand in hand to effect 

it and without some initial misunderstandings and wrong expectations it would 

perhaps never turned out as it has. 

But let us start with what we could call the prehistory of Sanskrit studies 

in Europe. The first European to learn Sanskrit was the missionary Heinrich 

Roth, a German born Jesuit, who travelled to India in the 1650s. He learned 
Sanskrit in Agra and composed a Sanskrit grammar in Latin, 1 which was 

sophisticated, but remained unpublished. The next missionary to study 

Sanskritwas Johann Hanxleden, also a Jesuit, now from the German North, who 

wrote a Grammatica Grandonica-the name is derived from "Grantham" for the 

Sanskrit characters. z Not long after Hanxleden's death the carmelite 

missionary Paulinus a Sancto Bartholomeo, alias Filip Vezdin came to South 

India. Contrary to his predecessors he was lucky to publish his Sanskrit 

grammar called Siddharubam (1790), which was based on that of his 

predecessor. There were probably more attempts now lost. From the 

perspective of later Europeans interested in Sanskrit the Siddharubam seemed 

strange-Schlegel surmised it was not proper Sanskrit-, because being used 

to Bengali and Devanägarl letters and a Bengali pronunciation the first 

European Indologists had problems with the presentation of Sanskrittexts by 

Paulino. 

1 Müller 1993, p. 148-155. 
2 The facsimile edition ofhis grammar contains a rich introduction. See V an Haal 2013. 

35 



43 

preferable to that of Monier-Williams. If one adds Apte's Dictionary, which is 

indispensable for reading Sästra and Schmidt's Addenda ("Nachträge zum 

Sanskrit-Wörterbuch in kürzerer Fassung" (Leipzig 1928), the coverage of 

materials is not bad at all. But beyond this there are many specialised 

dictionaries, several Vedic dictionaries, Edgerton's Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit 

Dictionary, and so forth. Then there are innumerable smaller indices either 

appended to editions of texts or in monographical works. 

Looking through all of these when searching for the meaning of a ward has 

lang become impossible, and thus the lexicographical work done in the last 

century is remaining beyond our ken, a state of affairs surely quite unsatisfying. 

A few years ago these observations led to an attempt to make a new type of 

dictionary. 

A Dictionary of Addenda: Nachtragswörterbuch des Sanskrit 
(NWS) 

As every philologist of Sanskrit knows, many scholars have in their 
textual work gone beyond the existing lexica and have become 
lexicographers themselves. They have established new meanings from 
their own reading of texts, from definitions in commentaries, or a 
systematic comparison of passages. Many editions of works, many 
translations and studies thus contain small lexicographical articles, 
sometimes but not always equipped with helpful glossaries. These 
indices are scattered among the available literature, are often not easy to 
find, and almostimpossible to use systematically. Certainly not too many 
researchers had the Ieisure and the discipline necessary to produce a 
private index of a larger number of such addenda. Only one published 
attempt to collect a such addenda is known and this is Schmidt's 
Nachträge, 15 a substantial supplement to Böhtlingk's petrograde 
dictionary. But after the publication ofthis volume, specialised and other 
dictionaries and glossaries continued to appear. 

In the course ofprolonged efforts to edit a variety ofKashmirian works my 

colleague Walter Slaje in Halle and myself had frequent discussions about the 

feasibility of a collection of this scattered lexicographical knowledge. It was 

clear that such a collection would greatly facilitate our daily editorial work and 

surely be useful to further Sanskrit lexicography. When we added up all the 

published addenda we had in mind, and when Katrin Einicke, the assistant 

professor in the Halle institute, did a more systematic search, it became clear 

that there was much morematerial than expected and certainly more that could 

15 Schmidt 1928. 
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be fitted into one of the typical three-year projects funded by the German 

Research Community (DFG), the main institution in Germany when it comes to 

funding academical projects in Indology. However, the alternative, to devise a 

long-term dictionary project, seemed to have various disadvantages. One was 

practical: It would not be foralang timethat we or anyone eise could actually 

benefit from the work, but we wanted something that would be of use even after 

a few years. One other disadvantage was that such large-scale dictionary 

projects are very difficult to acquire. German institutions are not very keen on 

fundingsuch projects that do not tend to end at any foreseeable point in time. 

Of course there are exceptions also in Germany. The dictionary of German 

dialects in my harne university, apparently the largest project in the humanities 

in Germany, has an open-ended funding, but since we are talking about Sanskrit, 

not much was to be expected. What seemed reasonable was the funding for a 
three-year period, so we had to make an efficient plan to have an online lexicon 

up and running after three years of funding, with the option to have a printed 

version later. 

We therefore decided to produce no more than a dictionary of addenda, 

called Nachtragswörterbuch des Sanskrit (NWS) "Addenda Dictionary of 

Sanskrit". lt meant that lexical items from scattered published addenda are 

merely quoted and shortened where necessary to be compatible with a 

dictionary format. The most important task was of course that every 

lexicographical entry had to be checked against the main dictionary, that is, 

Böhtlingk's dictionary, for only new words, new meanings, or new attestations 

in original texts were tobe recorded. The aim was to supplement our reference 

dictionary, but keep duplicates to a minimum. Eventually we had araund 150 

addenda for inclusion, some of which turned out to be useless on closer 

inspection. Usually this became clear when one started to check dictionary 

entries against the original texts on which the entries were based. Quite a few 

items that we had originally selected were eventually excluded. But we added 

others, so the final number is araund 170. 

Same of these are quite short, others are in fact specialised lexica, as for 

instance Graßmann's Vedic dictionary (Wörterbuch zum B.gveda, 7.389 entries), 

Edgerton's dictionary (Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit Dictionary, 16.877 entries), 

and so forth. A complete Iist can be found in the online dictionary itself.16 

The different stages of the work were kept comparatively simple, since we 

expected, quite correctly by the way, that complications would arise on their 

own. Apart from selecting the addenda that were worthy of inclusion, we had 

to decide on how to quote the addenda, establish a routine for entering data, 

and for correcting online. All this was put into a software system devised 

16 http:/ fnws.uzi.uni-halle.defdictionaries?lang=en 



especially for the purpose by the Halle computing department, which was an 

important component of the project. 

When it came to details there was after all a bit more lexicographical work 

to be done than expected. Most importantly, one had to judge the quality of the 

addenda, usually by checking the references given and by and reading the 

Sanskrittext the new meaning was taken from. To give you a practical example 

for what would happen in such case: The Italian Indologist Pisani found a new 

word dhvanij, supposed to mean "great noise", which seemed highly suspicious. 

When we looked at the text that Pisani had scoured for new meanings, we found 

a single passage, where the author had encountered a compound 

dhvanir;Jambara. It was difficult to believe, but the author had obviously not 

understood that this was a compound formed by the words dhvani and 

r;Jambara. What he apparently recognised was ambara, which in turn left him 

with a new word dhvanij. We hoped that this was the most spectacular and 

hopefully singular lexicographical failure and followed the established practice 
to mark the entry as wrong, in order to deter users from wasting any time with 

it. 

Some addenda were ideal for our purpose, since they contained just lists 

made up of a lexical itein, a translation and a reference. Enteringthese into an 

online form of our software was simple, for it would automatise some of the 

steps and reduce errors, for instance by automatically coping the source 

information to the next item, giving available options from a selection menu, 
and keeping the underlying xml-data hidden from sight. In retrospect it seems 

that this was probably the key to success. In other cases the problern was that 
the authors of addenda did obviously not have later users in mind, or simply 

ignored that their work would ever have practical relevance. One highly 

interesting work on Vedic lexicography by the German Vedicist Neisser 

contained a wealth of material, but it did not give new meanings and references, 
rather each word was discussed in lengthy articles, weighing the arguments for 

and against a certain interpretation given by his predecessors. In doubtful cases 
Neisser described the previous lexicographical work in all details, but did not 

even commit to any side. To extract his own opinion from this was an extremely 

time-consuming task. Then there was the problern that the dictionary of 

Böhtlingk has some peculiarities, not followed by later authors, most notably 

his idiosyncratic spelling of verbal roots, which meant that all addenda had to 

be mapped to Böhtlingk's system. In the end things were not as simple as one 

would have hoped. 

One problern remaining is the European multilingualism of the addenda, 

which is involuntarily highlighted by the Tantric lexicon Täntrikäbhidhänako?a, 

which contains entries in English, French and German. But this could not be 

helped. Incidentally, the multilingualism is not only a problern for the user, it 

45 



appears to have been problematic for some authors of addenda as weil. One 

earlier French author gave the English translation "fighted" for the word 

yudhita, a word which no one would be able to find in a search. Here we 

departed from our general principle to merely quote, but not alter the essential 

information in the addenda without any change, and corrected to "fought". 

In the end the plan worked out nicely. Looking back I think it was an ideal 

combination between an ingenious and time-saving interface and a group of 

highly efficient and devoted lexicographers, in Halle there were Katrin Einicke, 

who was the main redactor, Anette Wilke and Ines Siegfried, in Marburg there 

was Mitsuyo Demoto. After three years we had not only done everything we 

promised, but more, and we could announce a new online Sanskrit dictionary, 

the so-called Nachtragswörterbuch des Sanskrit (NWS) "Addenda Dictionary of 

Sanskrit". 

Furthermore we could add one detail that would make the website of the 

online dictionary17 more useful. Our dictionary project had started with a 

symposium of lexicographers at the Mainz Academy (REF), in which also 

Thomas Malten (Cologne) was present. Malten has devoted many years to 

producing searchable online versions of most of the Sanskrit dictionaries 
available, the Cologne Digital Sanskrit Dictionaries.1s Since he expected that his 

work was unlikely to continue after his retirement, he provided us with the data 

for the Petragrade dictionary and that of the addenda of Schmidt. So we decided 

to produce a search interface that would combine the three dictionaries. Our 

online dictionary therefore allows a simultaneaus search in three dictionaries, 

the NWS itself on the left, the Böhtlingk dictionary in the middle and the 

addenda of Schmidt on the right. It has to be noted that our versions of 

Böhtlingk and Schmidt are not identical to the Cologne version. The Halle 

computing department has not only produced a new presentation and updated 

the search environment, we have also continued to correct typos. Our version 

has in other words become a new §äkhä. 

At present the NWS contains roughly 107500 entries. Although the lexicon 
in principle ignores what is already given in Böhtlingk there is some inevitable 

overlap. Since four persans were working on different articles at the same time, 

some overlap between parts of the NWS was unavoidable. And of course, some 

entries are quite unspectacular and might, for instance, contain just note that a 

word is now attested in another gender. Nevertheless the number is impressive, 

when held against the ca. 150000 entries in Böhtlingk and the 12000 entries in 

Schmidt's addenda. 

As to the future of our dictionary, I can say that some works are continuing, 

17 http:/ fnws .uzi.uni·halle.de 

18 http:/ fwww.sanskrit-lexicon.uni-koeln.de 
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most notably, we are correcting misprints in the Böhtlingk dictionary. We are 

also keeping in mind a printed version, which would amount to more than 4000 

pages at present. But the NWS is just a tool for research scholars, not an 

integrated dictionary. Ideally one should now, in a second step, use the addenda 

to update the Böhtlingk dictionary. But perhaps after adding more addenda, 

and hopefully by a new generation of European Sanskritists. 
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