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Avijit Banerjee: I am Avijit Banerjee and I am extremely delighted and honoured to be talking to Prof. Biswadeb Mukherjee who has contributed a lot for Chinese Studies and still contributing in his utmost capacity. He has worked in Cheena Bhavana, Viswabharati University, Taiwan and also in Germany. Sir, my first question to you is, when in your childhood or in your adulthood you first confronted with this word or phrase China?
Biswadeb Mukherjee: I would like to tell you when I encountered China or Chinese culture academically. That happened after my MA. My teacher Professor Sutakant Chatterjee, in Calcutta University asked me to come and join in Buddhists Studies in Santiniketan. Dr. Bagchi took my interview, who was internationally acclaimed scholar of Chinese and Buddhism. He suggested me to study Chinese Buddhism and that was the beginning of my study of Chinese Buddhism. That was in 1954, I suppose. I started learning Chinese language under Prof. Tan Yun-shan and Dr. Wei. After some years Venkatramanji came back from outside and I started his class in classical Chinese and Buddhists. 
Avijit Banerjee: Please tell us something about birthplace, school education and college education.
Biswadeb Mukherjee: I was born and brought up in Calcutta. I joined school for the first time in Eighth Standard. My father used to teach us at home. It was Boubazar high school at Calcutta where my father was either president or secretary. From there I completed my Matric and joined Scottish Church College.  I could not continue my studies because I was suffering from Typhoid and Meningitis.  I had to give up my BA (hons) in geography from Calcutta University, so from nearby college I completed my BA. Then I studied Sanskrit at home and then I applied for ancient Indian history and culture with four special papers on religion. I studied religion during my three years of stay at home. I was going through my father’s library and I came across ‘Kathamrita’. I found it very interesting; I quickly went through all the five volumes of ‘Kathamrita’ and I got interested in Indian culture and philosophy. I have four papers, Buddhism, Jainism, Puranas, Vedic literature and so on. That was in Calcutta University.  In the mean time Sutakant Chatterjee used to teach me ‘Shako History’ and other. He joined here as head of the department and Dr. Bagchi told me, if you are interested in learning Buddhists Studies, then you have to study Chinese language, because 80% of Buddhists literature is in Chinese. So I started learning Chinese language but those days they used to teach only Modern Chinese. After that Dr. Bagchi gave me a book – a 5th AD, Lin Dynasty book and its grammar was completely different. Using my knowledge of modern Chinese, I could understand only few things of it. So I started learning Classical Chinese myself. There was nobody to help. Dr. Venkatraman taught us Confucius but Confucius was far earlier then the Buddhists text I was reading. I wouldn’t even call it classical Chinese. It was archaic and ancient Chinese. That I had to do myself. I had to found out the rules and regulations myself. There were few books in our libraries like ‘Warton’ and those books were good. Then I got Humboldt Scholarship, I went to Germany. Dr. Yu Hun was internationally famous for Buddhist studies. He knew Tibetan, Pali, Prakrit and Sanskrit. He was very well. His, main job there was to catch hold of dilapidated manuscripts in Xinjiang Province in Buddhists and to restore them. For. ex., old scripts are often torn and have holes in them. He had to find out what was written there and he did it very methodically and scientifically. His name was Ernst Waldschmidt. When I had applied for Humboldt, my article was published. In which with the help of Chinese; it was not possible to just do it with Pali or Sanskrit; I showed that nobody knows the perfect date of birth of Buddha. In those days there were not that much interested in date of birth, but in date of conception, because i.e. the first step for descending onto earth and earlier Buddhists were not interested in that. They got interested in Buddha only after his enlightenment. So that date was lost.  Pournima are the traditional sacred dates in India due to Vedic sacrifices. And they added these dates to Buddha so that he will get a respect from ordinary people. Actually there are 8-10 Buddha dates. All of them are not authentic. In reality nobody knows the exact date of Buddha’s birth. That was my first article. Dr. Bagchi was very happy. He asked me to get it published. Dr. Chaterjee published it in Indian Historical Quarterly. One of the reasons I got Humboldt was that article. 

I did not know with whom to work. Somebody suggested me to work with Wladschmidt. Then I got a 15 page long form from German embassy. I was too lazy to fill that. So Professor, Wellington invited me for tea and cake, he asked me few question and his wife filled it at short hand. I send the whole form and I got the scholarship. 
After taking class I came to the desk where I used to work. My room was opposite to the room of head of the department. I found very tall European standing there. He asked me are you Mr. Mukherjee? I replied, yes. Then he asked me briefly about myself and bout my work. I said, I m working on Buddha’s life. He discussed few more things and abruptly went away. Then I came to know he was Prof. Waldschmidt. He did not tell me about him. He came to Delhi to participate in a conference. From there rather than going back he come to Santiniketan to see who Mr. Mukherjee is? He did it perhaps to assess me and to see how serious there people are. 
Then I got Humboldt. Prof. Waldschmidt told me you must know Sanskrit language chronologically and taught me Vedic text, Brahmana Text, Upnishadha text, Ashokan inscriptions and then he came to Pali. That helped me a lot. Many words are identical to the Vedic words. However there are semantic nuances. I would have never understood if I would not have studied the Sanskrit language chronologically. That was one part of my studies. He told me you must study the classical Chinese thoroughly. And I did five years of Chinese under Prof. Thangye. 

Avijit Banerjee: This was during which year?

Biswadeb Mukherjee: I was there since November/December 1959 till June 1966. I got my Doctorate from there. My thesis was published from thee as a book. I did my PhD under Prof. Waldschmidt and my co-examiner was Prof. Thangye. Almost 90 per cent of sources were from classical Chinese. There was another co-examiner, I am forgetting his name; he was an expert on ancient Chinese archeology. I was associated with George Austintown University, Nottingham. I was working in University after my Doctorate for some years before I, returned to India. 
Avijit Banerjee: I would like to know more about your family and about your parents. 

Biswadeb Mukherjee: My father was a mathematician and he did his MSc. in mathematics from Calcutta University. I am the youngest in the family. My middle brother was very bright and intelligent student of Mathematics. During his Masters, his papers were published in France and Germany. Due to social upheavals of that era, he gave up academics and appeared for civil services and cleared his IPS. But then again left that service and joined as a magistrate to finally become a home secretary of West Bengal. My middle brother studied history and joined in archeological survey of India as a superintendent. 
Avijit Banerjee: What about your father? 

Biswadeb Mukherjee: My father was working with Reserve Bank of India. He was joint governor next to British manager. But Gandhiji gave a call of non-cooperation and he resigned from his job. He despite having 8-10 people dependent on him quit his job and he used to write books on adult education and scientific education among the masses. He established a society called as ‘Bengal Math Society’ and established several schools. He was associated with 3-4 schools as a President or Secretary. So, overall atmosphere in my house was totally academic and when my middle brother joined civil service we were not very happy with his decision. We all believed he would have done well in academics. 
Avijit Banerjee: So is your ancestral home in Calcutta?

Biswadeb Mukherjee: No, actually my grandfather was from Meerut. But he eventually turned Monk and my father grew up in Hazaribagh. My grandfather had formed a ‘Bharatbramha Society’ in Banaras and he used to publish scriptures in 7-8 different languages from Banaras in Tamil, Telgu, Sanskrit, Pali etc. He was member of a committee to select Shankaracharya. There is a committee to appoint Shankaracharya. He was a member of that committee for some years.       
Avijit Banerjee: When did you marry sir? 
Biswadeb Mukherjee: I married, after I got my doctorate degree i.e. after returning from Germany in 1966. I joined here in Cheena Bhavana, Viswabharati University. I married in 1968.    

Avijit Banerjee: So Prof. Paddalochi Mukharjee is your wife and she is in Japanese Department.

Biswadeb Mukherjee: But she is originally in Sanskrit. She is good in Sanskrit. 
Avijit Banerjee: What about your daughter?
Biswadeb Mukherjee: My daughter Abhirupa Mukherjee you know, she did her MA from here. But she was not good academically. She had been to China. She got a scholarship. She speaks Chinese quite fluently. She was interviewed but I don’t know how she did well. She got a scholarship in Singapore for some course. But she did not complete it, because she got married and went to USA with her husband. She was also in Australia for three years. 
Avijit Banerjee: So during your research period in Germany did you go to China?  
Biswadeb Mukherjee: During research period I mainly studied languages. And he asked me to do research on Devadatta and nothing else. In Germany they don’t help you for anything. You have to find out your source and reference material. Professor only makes sure what he wants from you. The moment I entered in Chinese, I came to know that one version would not do. In China there are six versions. Then it was must to go through all the versions and make a comparative study. Otherwise I won’t be able to reconstruct the Devadatta. My task became twofold. I started with Devadatta and showed the gradual development of his career, what he achieved and what sort of person he was. At the same time it gave me an insight in development of Buddhists Vinaya; gradual bifurcation, original stream how it was and how it was divided in Thobirisan and so on. I translated these all. 

Avijit Banerjee: At that time what was the situation of Chinese Studies in Germany?    
Biswadeb Mukherjee: China study was flourishing in Germany like anything. We had so many good professors that time. Prof. Waldschmidt was the doyen of Buddhists studies. There were many other professors. In Germany the emphasis was on accurate objective translation of the text. They will teach you the methodology. Suppose the word has 15 meaning, which is the most suitable meaning? They were also good in classical grammar. Prof. Stangay was there. There were many others and the department was flourishing. 

Avijit Banerjee: During that period what was the situation of Buddhists Studies in India? 

Biswadeb Mukherjee: It was not bad. There was Prof. Bapat, Prof. Gokhale, and Prof. Venkatraman. Prof. Bapat was in Pune. Prof. Valji was there. Banaras Hindu University and Sanskrit University was the good places to read the original Buddhists text written in Sanskrit. In Dhramshala, Tibetans have established a good library. One can learn Buddhism from Tibetans and need not have to go to Tibet. 

Avijit Banerjee: So you came back and joined Cheena Bhavana? 

Biswadeb Mukherjee: I came back and I met Prof. Chatarjee. Sutakanta Chatterjee was the head of department of Indology. He was an expert on ancient Indian history. At that time he had to look after his own students and he did not have openings also. So he suggested me to join Cheena Bhavan. 

Avijit Banerjee: What was the situation of Cheena Bhavana then?    

Biswadeb Mukherjee: At that time we had Prof. Tan Yun-shan, Dr Wei, Dr Shu-lu, he was a Buddhist and they all used to stay around Cheena Bhavana. 
Avijit Banerjee: At that time what was the course structure  and curriculum?
Biswadeb Mukherjee: Well, modern Chinese was studied only through certificate and diploma courses.
Avijit Banerjee: So at that time there was no graduation courses? 
Biswadeb Mukherjee: No. we introduced it later. I introduced many things there. I have also emphasized the study of Classical Chinese and Buddhists Chinese. I prepared course outlines and Jayeeta Ganguly was one of our students. We asked government to allow us to have Chinese language experts and we got it and it was going on. Then we developed Modern Chinese. Prof. Narayan Sen joined us later. My professional career started here in Cheena Bhavana. In Germany my academic career got a definite direction. I was too busy in taking classes here. Because of that sometimes, I could not even do my work. 

Avijit Banerjee: Sir, when did you visit the China first time? 

Biswadeb Mukherjee:  I went to Taiwan in 1981-82. I stayed there for 10 months. But then I came back since nobody was there to look after the department. 

Avijit Banerjee: So where did you stay in Taiwan? 

Biswadeb Mukherjee: I stayed in Zhonghua University i.e. Chinese Cultural University. But afterwards they discontinued Buddhists Studies. When I went later, I joined Prof. Shi yen Faso at Beijing Institute.
Avijit Banerjee : We were talking about your first Taiwan tour…

Biswadeb Mukherjee: Yes, I used to teach Sanskrit and Pali there and used to lecture them, one period for general lecture on Buddhism and other one for linguistic studies and text. I had three period a week and two hours each period. After that I have joined another institute which was located on top of mountain in South China in Taiwan. I was there for one year again. I finished my studies here and I retired in 1989 and they gave me five years extension. During the extension period, I again went to Taiwan against the opposition of many others in University, I need not name then here. I was with the institute of Advance Studies and now it is a recognized university. I joined there and the condition was that I must produce a monograph every year and conduct five to six periods a week. I had to teach Buddhists text and always compare it with Chinese text. That is very helpful because you not only understand the Chinese text better. You also understand the Indian text better. Chinese translation was the earliest interpretation of Buddhists text and that was done with the help of Indian scholars. Only renowned scholars were sent to China and not anybody could go there. The Chinese scholars were very renowned so it was finest products and earlier interpretations of Sanskrit texts. Take for example “Upeksha” I was saying earlier; in India everybody translates it as ignorance or indifference. This is not the case. It is a meditative term and was used first time in meditation. Suppose in meditation you have to get rid of different thoughts. ‘Upeksha’ means you have got rid of thoughts of “Sukha and Dukhha.” And when you get rid of these things, you get rid of ‘I’ and ‘Me’ from your mind. And only then your mind becomes suitable instrument to know an object absolutely objectively. And with our object we never know an object as it is and is always coloured with subjective colourings. So Buddhism teaches how to see an object the way it is and with that mind they got Bodhi. They got three Vidya’s and on the basis of that Vidya’s they have attained that Bodhi or Buddha would never be born and my work is done i.e. Bodhi. This is one of the most inspiring contributions of Buddhism not only to the culture of India but to the culture of world. How the Indian scientists do not know it? And how you can know an object objectively? Scientific knowledge is all conventional knowledge; we call it as a “Vyavharik Gyana”. It helps serving your purpose but it can never let you know the object truly. Buddhism is an enlightening in knowing all these intricacies. And likewise, many other things I used to taught in Taiwan. 
Avijit Banerjee: For how long were you there? 

Biswadeb Mukherjee: I went in 1992 and returned in 2002. 

Avijit Banerjee: For 10 years? 

Biswadeb Mukherjee: Yes, and before that in 1983. 

Avijit Banerjee: What are all activities you carried out in these 10 years?
Biswadeb Mukherjee: Well other than lecturing, I published some 8-10 monograms.
Avijit Banerjee: And you were accommodated at which place?
Biswadeb Mukherjee: Well, they arranged my accommodation within the campus of institution. They had arranged for everything; banking, taxing, transportation and everything, so that I can focus myself completely in my studies. 

Avijit Banerjee:  But at that time Taiwan was not as developed as it is today….
Biswadeb Mukherjee: It was much more developed than India. Economically it was developed more than China. Even today the overall development of Taiwan is faster than India and China. There Shipping Industry is very vast and few years ago they beat Japan in being a largest Ship Building industry. 

Avijit Banerjee: What about the people? Are they very helpful and especially towards foreigners? Can you recollect any of your experience that you had?
Biswadeb Mukherjee: Many experiences. For example whatever I needed they provided me. Another thing is not so very important but that shows there nature. They like to give very much i.e. Buddha’s culture “Dana”, by that they attain peace. So they like to give voluntarily. Whenever they will come before Guru, they will put red envelop before him. And if you open it at least 10000 Yuan is there. Whenever I used to go out, three of them used to accompany me and they will always pay the fare and I never get chance to pay it. So I told them this will not do anymore. Then I used to invite them all to an Indian restaurant in Taipei. 
Avijit Banerjee: Who are the professors you were visiting in Taiwan? 

Biswadeb Mukherjee: There was Tung Lee, Li Chia Fou and many others. There, the monks are extremely important. They are all having their Doctorate from Japan and most of them teach in American universities. I came to know two very important monks, one was Shun Yun Nimh and Shen yen Pasal. The former was expert on Bodhisattva and had many American followers. He had established huge monastery there in some 50-60 acres land in Los Angelis. But  Shen Yean pasal was more in academics. He was Buddhists monk and he got his Doctorate from Japan and used to teach in many universities. He was very learned monk. 
Avijit Banerjee: Have they visited India and which places they often visit here?    
Biswadeb Mukherjee: They do come here and visit Buddhists places and also participate in various conferences in Delhi and Sarnath. These monks are highly educated people. People often mistake them as theologists.
Avijit Banerjee: In Taiwan have you been associated with any kind of Buddhists Institution?   
Biswadeb Mukherjee: These are all Buddhists institutions. They had their separate institutions and associations. Monks dominate the Buddhists institute because of their academic profoundness. They are all invited by American university professors. 
Avijit Banerjee: And what is the situation of exchange of Buddhists scholars between China and Taiwan? 

Biswadeb Mukherjee: China could not offer much. In fact Taiwanese used to go there and teach. Chinese Buddhism is destroyed to some extent. Hun Thu Phu and others came to meet me when I was in Taiwan and expressed their concerns. 

Avijit Banerjee: You have supervised few students also? 

Biswadeb Mukherjee: I used to supervise their MPhil students. Different types of subjects on Buddhism and generally I used to give them subjects so that they can learn the language. I used to give them some important Pali text or Sanskrit text; I found out an important part of it and I translated them. Then I used to ask them to make an index A Sanskrit-Chinese and Chinese-Sanskrit index. In that way many new things came out which were not found in dictionary.
Avijit Banerjee: What are those things? 

Biswadeb Mukherjee: Suppose I told you “Upeksha”, many such words. Each word was translated and in some part they were doing it literally. And I knew how the Chinese understood the Sanskrit word and what was the Chinese translation. All these dictionaries are made from these translations. These students also had to write textual criticisms how are these translations. Which one is earlier, the Sanskrit text or Chinese translations and why? What are the discrepancies and what does it indicates? It was a textual study encouraged there. 
Avijit Banerjee: So you have published monograms and books?
Biswadeb Mukherjee: Yes, all monograms and large and small articles were published from there. Lastly I did an ex-tempo lecture which was translated. I pointed out certain things like importance of Bodhi, which I told you earlier. It was new thinking of that era and is even new today. Few days back there was a Presidential lecture. I again referred to this Buddhists method of knowing an object objectively. This is the most important thing. Any scientists who know this, he will never have two opinions about things. But one has to spend five to six years to develop that concentration. Another important aspect of this concentration is that you come to the result without going through the logical process. You think of it and the answer comes to you. To tell you from my own experience, when I was doing this comparative study in Germany, I had a difficult time I thought in number of ways for days and nights and I could not get a sleep. I used to work there for 5-11 hours in the night and next day while returning when I got into bus I got the answer. I established the answer of that question logically when I wrote.  But I didn’t get the answer through logical process. So we all go through this kind of phase.

I supervised their MPhil students. After I came back they sent me the doctoral dissertations of several students for my comments and assessments. 
Avijit Banerjee: So you have visited Germany and Taiwan? 

Biswadeb Mukherjee: Yes, I have also visited Tuttichys Institute where Prof. Waldschmidt sent me to collect some documents and manuscripts and other literature. 

Avijit Banerjee: Where you collected these research materials?
Biswadeb Mukherjee: They were mainly the Pali texts and some Sanskrit texts and 80 per cent of it came from Chinese sources. 

Avijit Banerjee: So you got it in Germany? 

Biswadeb Mukherjee: Yes, I got it there. They have huge collection of Chinese literature. Their library is very resourceful. They have at least two to three different sets of Chinese books. They spent millions of rupees on buying books.  

Avijit Banerjee: So sir, why you had not been to mainland China? 
Biswadeb Mukherjee: No, I had only been to Hong Kong. That was accidentally when I was going to Taiwan I waited there for my Visa. Chinese have once asked me to deliver lecture in Peking but I did not dare to go because of their problems with Taiwan. 

I have also been to Paris for 15 days.  Before I went to Rome, I went to Paris. I went to Paris to collect the material and to interview and interact with scholars there. And that was a good experience. Here also I was guided by many scholars. Prof. Sutakanta Chatarjee, Prof. Murlinath Datta who was an international scholar on Buddhism. 

Avijit Banerjee: During your stay in Taiwan, how was the Taiwan India relationship?     
Biswadeb Mukherjee: Taiwanese used to come to India, but about Indians two things used to disturb them. They felt we are friendlier with China and we are more socialist rather than democratic. So I always used to dispel their apprehensions by saying that we are very much democratic people. There is kind of socialism but not one you are acquainted with one in Soviet Union or other places. They appreciated many Indian scholars and they often said India being so populous why it is economically so low. That created a bad impression, Chinese are very practical people. Another disturbing thing for them here is the corruption. During one of their conference when I was introduced to their scholars they discussed with me how much bribe they had to give at Indian airports. I was embarrassed by that. I told them there is corruption but there are good people as well.       
Avijit Banerjee: After you came back in what kind of studies you were involved in? 

Biswadeb Mukherjee: As far as research work is concerned, previously I was only concerned with Vinaya. Then, I shifted my emphasis to Nikaya also and meditation. Currently I am working on “how the Buddha became Buddha.” Another thing, to Buddha becoming Buddha was not the highest thing that time. After attaining Bodhi he had to experience Nirvana in this world. That was the highest goal. What sort of meditation he did, why he did and how he did all this I found out.  I have already finished some my work. You can summarize it in few words as Buddha and Budhist’s meditation or spiritual life of Buddha you can say. I was getting literature from Nikaya and Agama i.e. Chinese translations. 
Avijit Banerjee: During your interactions with these students what are their qualities that you likes most?

Biswadeb Mukherjee: Well, I was satisfied with them. I used to follow the German method that was being taught to me. Suppose if we are starting the text in next week, in previous week I used to give them notes and an introductory lecture. They had to come prepare for the class. They had to translate the text both in Sanskrit and Chinese. If I am not satisfied with the translation then I would ask them how they got it. So I was critical at a time. But the students were hard-working. They were sincere and curious enough to know more about India in informal conversations. 
Avijit Banerjee: What about the Indian students?    
Biswadeb Mukherjee: Well, I did not have Indian students there. But Other Indian students in science field were doing well. Most of them finished their course before time, earned their degree and returned to India. There was a big Indian society there. I used to attend their meetings as well. But they were mostly the business community. They have offices in Taiwan, America and Middle East.  I am very fond of music and through these meetings I used to get hold of new compositions.  
Avijit Banerjee: What kind of music you like? 

Biswadeb Mukherjee: I like Rabindra Sangeet, classical songs and Bhajans especially. 

Avijit Banerjee: Did the business community sing Bhanjans there? 

Biswadeb Mukherjee: Yes, very well. They are mostly the Sindhi community and they are all devotees of Saibaba. They often used to invite me to lecture them on Buddhism and other things. 
Avijit Banerjee: Have you ever associated with any kind of Joint Taiwan-India joint project?

Biswadeb Mukherjee: They had often thought of sending their students to Delhi Universities to learn here. They always wanted a joint project for those who can do it. But their methodology is very different. We all follow modern critical methodology. But they do not follow it. Chinese have now started following that model.

Avijit Banerjee: Tell us something about the monograms you have published? 
Biswadeb Mukherjee: Suppose this Buddha which I am currently working, it would be a long monogram.  I only published books in Germany. 
Avijit Banerjee: Which book have you published in Germany? 

Biswadeb Mukherjee: “German Title……(incomprehensible)”. Devadatta in Vinaya and Nikaya. It was published from Germany. 
Avijit Banerjee: What kind of academic association you had in Delhi and other parts of the country? 

Biswadeb Mukherjee: In Delhi I was connected with Latika Lahiri and others. She was in Delhi University and I was more connected with the scholars from Banaras Hindu University. 
Avijit Banerjee: Normally on which topics you delivered lectures? 

Biswadeb Mukherjee: Well, different topics but always related to religion and philosophy  and also about methodology because I thought methodology was not very clear here, the comparison of Chinese text with Indian text etc. I talked about at length. I have also been to Nalanda. Prof. Saatkori Mukharjee was there. He was a brilliant Sanskrit scholar, but he knew Chinese as well. Once the Chinese delegation was visiting India and he could understand what they were talking. His book ‘Buddhism in flux’ is very well written and well argued book. 

Avijit Banerjee: What are the other Buddhists organizations you are associated with?            
Biswadeb Mukherjee: In Bengal, I am associated with many Buddhists organizations like Dhamrakarvihara, Bahuvaja. They had a journal and I wrote an article for them. In Ajanta there is painting that an elephant is attacking Buddha. Now, these paintings are done in Ajanta on the basis of oral tradition. Oral tradition is based on not one scriptural text but many and unless you know it you would not be able to follow the paintings there. I got material from Mulshrvasa in Chinese and also I collected other sources in Pali. I wrote an article for Dhamrakarvihara and re-wrote in scientifically and published it from Asiatic Society. I also have an article published from Ramakrishna Mission. The big volume they publish about Heritage of India written by scholars from all over the world. There, Venkatramanji wrote about Buddhists book and I wrote about secular Indian books in China. Chinese were extremely benefitted by us. They learned trigonometry from us and out astronomy was much more advance than any other nations in the world. These books we have lost in India but some of their translations are available in China. 
Avijit Banerjee: So can we retranslate them back? 

Biswadeb Mukherjee: I went through some of them.  I found out few of them and referred it to Prof. Walji also. He made a three volume big catalogue of Buddhists books in China. Dr. Walji’s small book on India and China is again very helpful.  
Avijit Banerjee: Sir, did you personally met Prof. Tan Yun Shan?

Biswadeb Mukherjee: Yes, Dr. Wei also. Prof. Tan was a good person. But he was more spiritual than scholarly. He was a scholar but not in a modern scientific sense. He knew a lot, he read a lot, and he understood the old Chinese text quite well. But his main interest was in Spirituality. He was great admirer of Aurobindo and read all his books. He was very good organizer, the library in Cheena-Bhavana is his contribution. Cheena Bhavana is actually his contribution and he met Tagore in Singapore. He wanted to establish another major Buddhist institute in Bodhgaya. And he offered me to come and join it and become a manager or secretary or anything. But I did not go there as firstly it was in inception and if I go there I had to give up my study and job here. I would not get enough remuneration for I had to look after the family and secondly he was not very clear about his ideas. He had some big things in his mind and if he would have lived longer he would have done that as well. But he passed away early.      
Avijit Banerjee: Other than China Bhavana and BHU which other universities in this country focussed on Buddhist Studies?

Biswadeb Mukherjee: Pune and Nalanda. 

Avijit Banerjee: What about Delhi?

Biswadeb Mukherjee: Well, Delhi also, but more important work was done in these places from original text editing, translation, writing articles from best of the text itself etc. The scholars here were more serious and productive for Buddhists Studies.
Avijit Banerjee: Sir mainly who contributed to its development? 
Biswadeb Mukherjee: I should mention few names. In Banaras it was Jagganath Upaddyay. He also visited Taiwan. He was a Buddhists Scholar from Sanskrit and Tibetan. He did not know Chinese but he went to China and saw how people work there. Then Tiwariji was expert in grammar of Buddhists text. Another very senior and bright I ever met in my life was Ram Shankar Bhattacharya. He was not in Buddhism but in Puranas, Sanskrit grammar, Yoga and Sangya he was master in all these fields. I studied Yoga with him at Banaras. He was my friend. 

Avijit Banerjee: When did you studied in Banaras? 

Biswadeb Mukherjee: I was there in Banaras for 10 months or so. I went there because I had some trouble here in Cheena Bhavan. After I got married I was asked to join Sanskrit University and I had to go to Banaras. I had applied for the post here in Cheena Bhavan and somebody misplaced my application. But fortunately Prof. Bapat was the chief examiner and Bapat was the senior and renowned scholar and he asked where Dr. Mukharjee is? He must have applied where is his application? Then they dug it out and gave it to him. He said I need not have to go through it, he should be appointed. You do not have anybody here more deserving than Mukharjee. I have gone through his doctoral thesis published in Germany and I am very much satisfied he should be appointed. 
Avijit Banerjee: What was your experience during your stay in Varanasi? 

Biswadeb Mukherjee:  It was very good. I used to teach German there (laughs). I stayed in Germany for 9 years. I did my study and research in Banaras. I also assisted Gaurinath Shastri in administration and was staying in his guest house. He introduced me to Gopinath Kovirak and he was simply brilliant. I participated in many conferences with him. 

Avijit Banerjee: So how many languages you know?

Biswadeb Mukherjee: Sanskrit, Pali, Pakrit (not so well), English, German and I used to even follow French a bit and Bengali and Hindi. I read many Hindi books.   

Avijit Banerjee: So Delhi was not so important for the development of Buddhist Studies; is there any other institute where this kind of work was done earlier? 

Biswadeb Mukherjee: Well in Delhi there are not Buddhists institutions but Tibetan. Dalai Lama used to come there often and Shingo Rinpoti used to visit Delhi. He was an official representative of government in exile. You know due to war many things changed. The inter-academic dialogue was hampered. It was very diplomatic and pure Chinese studies suffered because of that. Earlier the China Studies was strong. They suffered in the mean time but now they are recapturing. In Germany they have maintained both. They have enough modern scholars to focus on China Studies and language also.    

Indian scholars know the modern methodology of translation which monk may not always know. Thus they can trace the semantic difference. Which words means what and belongs to which century. Indian scholars can contribute better than anybody else i.e. Chinese or Japanese. I wanted to introduce the Pali language so that the students can get the working knowledge of it. It’s an easy language and in one year you can learn it very well. How they teach Sanskrit in Germany? In initial six months they have basic grammar book that take care of all the fundamentals and basic rules. They master it and they have to appear for an examination. They are supplied with texts which they have to translate as a part of their assignments. To learn a language it is always better to translate it word by word and standard sentence structure. And after three of four years they can handle Indian text very well. They must show their proficiency in Indian languages i.e. ancient Indian languages. 
Avijit Banerjee: Here in Cheena Bhavana what are the different subjects for Doctoral research students are pursuing?

Biswadeb Mukherjee: One of our students is pursuing her research in Chinese Buddhism. Dhriti Roy, she is in China now for one year. She is working on Chinese Buddhism under Prof.Jayeeta. I don’t know the exact details of her research. Others are also doing on language and literature. 

Avijit Banerjee: So all of them have to read original text?

Biswadeb Mukherjee: Yes. In Taiwan what they do; they print the introduction first, then Indian text on next page, its translation on another page and then you study it, which gives you a very thorough knowledge of the text. 
Avijit Banerjee: So sir, do you think that Indian scholars can contribute to the development Buddhists interpretations?

Biswadeb Mukherjee: Yes, they can still contribute a lot. Suppose when I did Vinaya, I got so many new things which they had not published, so they published my book from Germany. In Taiwan they used to say, sir, you identify so many new things which we cannot do? So that kind of critical attitude Indian brains have i.e. they are more analytical. 

Avijit Banerjee: Is there any scholarship to study Chinese Buddhism?

Biswadeb Mukherjee: Yes, in Taiwan one can get it. 

Avijit Banerjee: Have you ever come in contact with government level during your career?

Biswadeb Mukherjee: Yes, UGC came here few times. I told them in this institute you are giving more stress on Modern Chinese. We also do it but you should also look at the other aspects of the study. They agreed to it and thereby we could arrange for our students go to China and Chinese should come to India. For the first time it happened in my time. 

Avijit Banerjee: So there are still scholarships in Taiwan so that students can apply.Isn’t it? 
Biswadeb Mukherjee: Yes, they have more than enough money and to find good students they will create more scholarship 

Avijit Banerjee: Sir, can you throw some light on Buddhists Studies in mainland China and in which part they are based?

Biswadeb Mukherjee: They have institutes and journal and they are doing it which is healthy indication. They are mainly in Peking and Nanjing and may be in other places like Hong Kong. But I am not conversant with the actual status of the discipline now. But they are also paying attention gradually. They do not give up anything as part of their character and now they are paying attention towardsBuddhists Studies During the Cultural Revolution there were lots of problems but now its regaining the lost ground. 
Avijit Banerjee: Do you have any plan to go to Taiwan and any other country?
Biswadeb Mukherjee: Taiwan called me but I could not go. And I think my family would not allow me to travel abroad. In next April I would complete my 80. But I am very ready mentally it’s all a question of my health and family. 

Avijit Banerjee: Are you part of some interview board? 

Biswadeb Mukherjee: Yes, many times and in Delhi as well. I once rejected one Chinese scholar. 

Avijit Banerjee: When was it? 

Biswadeb Mukherjee: Tan Chung was there. I told him Chinese is your mother-tongue and you speak it very well and if you read it you will get an idea about the meaning of the sentence. But you have to teach the students and how you are going to explain them. For that you have to teach them grammar. If you compare Chinese with English then it will be easy for them to understand. I asked her some grammar questions and she could not understand she was trying to bluff and Tan Chung was also very irritated. He felt ashamed for he wanted to take her. So we had to reject her. 

Avijit Banerjee: Sir, there are so many Chinese migrants staying in Calcutta, have you ever came in contact with anybody?

Biswadeb Mukherjee: No, but there is one Chinese scholar, his name was Li Chi phu from Taiwan. There was another Li who was teaching in Banaras and in Nalanda for some time. I got him here but he died suddenly of an unfortunate accident. 

Avijit Banerjee: Die he came to Calcutta? 

Biswadeb Mukherjee: He knew the Chinese society in Calcutta very well. He was married to a Nepalese girl. He taught in Cheena Bhavana for one or two years.

Avijit Banerjee: Did he specialize in Buddhism? 
Biswadeb Mukherjee: No he was specialized in modern Chinese. He was good in journalism. 

Avijit Banerjee: During your days in Cheena Bhavana did any Chinese delegation visited Cheena Bhavana? 

Biswadeb Mukherjee: Yes, they gifted lot many books. Chou En-lie came once. 

Avijit Banerjee:  What was your experience? 

Biswadeb Mukherjee: They were very much interested. 

Avijit Banerjee : Did you met Chou En-lie? 

Biswadeb Mukherjee: Yes, he was very jolly person. He went to the kitchen and danced with the students. And that was also the time when Chinese army was entering India. He knew it. It was during 1955-56. That was very paradoxical situation. He was on friendship visit and Chinese soldiers were entering Indian borders.
Avijit Banerjee: So after Chou En-lie did any other delegation of that level visited Cheena Bhavana? 

Biswadeb Mukherjee: Yes, but they were bit lower echelons of Chinese government.  

Avijit Banerjee: Isn’t it that Chinese government donated lots of books to Cheena Bhavana? 

Biswadeb Mukherjee: Yes, Chou En-lie donated lots of books and also supervised the old collection. And the collection we have here even they don’t have it with them. They are not properly catalogued. 

Avijit Banerjee: The Chinese Professors have come here to do it, do you know? 
Biswadeb Mukherjee: Ok. I did not know about it. It’s a very constructive step towards strengthening China Studies. You can tell them that there are different editions of a single dictionary and ask them to write one or two lines on the title page; that will be helpful for them to record it properly. 

Avijit Banerjee: You were talking about the significance of Buddhism to Chinese culture. 

Biswadeb Mukherjee: I told you China was very rich in terms of preserving their scriptures. But their vision was limited by the imperial interests. They have found out the statues of Shu en ki one of the leading Chinese emperor 3rd Century BC. We can see the mausoleum of king surrounded by twenty thousand statues of soldiers. Different types of dresses and different peoples. Chinese Army was made up of mostly the Central Asians. The paintings on woman, their daily life, servants serving and decorating them and so on… but they had no idea that sages are not important. The importance of sages increased due to Buddhism. Thus first the statues of Buddha and then they started making statues of Confucius. That was one of the important contributions of Buddhism to general Chinese culture. Buddhists culture was entirely contributed by Buddhism.  

When Indian culture went to China it had many Greek elements like Gandhara which were absorbed in Chinese culture. But one of the important contributions of Buddhism not just to the Chinese culture but to the world culture is how to look at any object objectively. How to know it objectively? Before that nobody has done that and even today very few people do it. They have learned the methodology of doing it. That is the earliest part of Chinese Buddhism. When Buddhism was in a phase of revival; spiritual part was revived. These are three main contributions that can come to my mind now. There are many like secular literature, astronomy, medicine and mathematics. You can see the article which I wrote in ‘Indian Heritage Volume’. These are the things people don’t know i.e. sages, their paintings and statues are in Chinese culture due to Buddhism. The methodology of looking at things objectively to avoid what they call it as“Maya”. Whatever you always see may not be the truth always and they know how to see the things without Maya. 

Avijit Banerjee: Sir how do you see the future and prospects for Chinese Studies in India?     

Biswadeb Mukherjee: You see there are so many students who are interested in learning the Chinese language but then you have to create the suitable atmosphere for that. You have to give them scholarship. To prepare them for getting job you have to educate them for three to four years minimum. Secondly, you have to arrange for special types of teachings. For research scholars are required to undertake different kinds of study while for undergraduate student you require different kind of training and practices. These entire things have to be worked out. If you create a right kind of atmosphere hundreds of students will join you. 

Avijit Banerjee: We are increasingly seeing that the students are opting for translation and other corporate job after finishing their studies, how to encourage them for long term academic research?

Biswadeb Mukherjee: You have to first understand why they are leaving after graduation. They are leaving mainly for making fortune. You have to give them scholarships .if they feel respected and honoured then they will come and join you. For Buddhists studies, you have to specially encourage the students of Sanskrit and Pali. Sanskrit can be taught in one year if it’s taught properly and sincerely done by the students. For Pali language barely six months are enough to understand the language. It is difficult to be a real scholar in any subject but to carry on your job is not so difficult. 
Avijit Banerjee: Do you still have contacts with supervisor and examiners who have guided you?

Biswadeb Mukherjee: They have passed away. I have no contacts now in Germany but only in Taiwan. I often write to the monks there. 

Avijit Banerjee: Sir, amongst your students in Taiwan is anybody in some good position or something? 

Biswadeb Mukherjee: Yes, some of them did well and they got job in America. Some of them are good. They got good scholarship. The troubles with the girls are they get married. Some of the monks I taught were also good students but I don’t know what they are doing now. 

Avijit Banerjee: These days you are busy writing book you told, “Inner Life of Buddha”. Are you now concentrating on that book? 
Biswadeb Mukherjee: Yes, I want to finish it. I have got all the material. I have to sit down and write it out. It is very important thing. Buddha even in household did much more progress that nobody knows. They are so many legends and stories about his departure. But he left in a day time and his parents were weeping and because they knew about it. It is an earliest part of Nikaya. But that is not part of my study. I am focussing on how they he has developed his mind,  you can call it inner life. 

Avijit Banerjee: What are your views on current state of India China relationship?  

Biswadeb Mukherjee: I see in this way. China sees India as their future rival. In modern times it is necessary to have friendly relationship for trade and development. But they may do something that may keep us engaged. For ex., the atom bomb in Pakistan, it was done only with the help of China so as to keep India in check. 
Avijit Banerjee: Is there any role for culture to play? 

Biswadeb Mukherjee: If Indian and Chinese people have become friendlier as they were earlier then this policy is bound to change. China is an imperialistic nation. It is in their blood they would always like to expand. They always have an idea that India should not become like them. India should be happy with the boundary they have carved. India should not initiate any action against China. Otherwise China-India relations at the people to people level are good. All troubles come from the governmental level.  It is to certain extent the outcome of a communist’s ideology. They always talks of struggle and fight. They perhaps missed the flip side that there is peace also. You see and they are always fighting. If the changes occur in China and their government structure gets modified, i.e. more democratic like rest of the world and less communistic in their views; I think.  it will become more developed.
Avijit Banerjee: So during the 1962 war you were in India? 

Biswadeb Mukherjee: No, I was in Germany. Germans were very much with India. They said how they can just walk inside Indian Territory. The Himalayan Mountains are very extreme; you haven’t defended it properly and thereby giving Chinese an opportunity to walk inside your territory. They were very angry with Nehru, they said under the Hindi-Chini Bhai Bhai rhetoric he forgot to defend the territorial integrity while the Chinese were constructing the roads along their border. Let me tell you one thing, the Chinese government and not the people, they seldom reveal their interest. This kind of diplomacy every nation does but Chinese are inherently masters of that. And Germans were very disappointed over the Indian performance in war. Germans felt that only few thousand Indian soldiers could have easily prevented the Chinese aggression due to the kind of Himalayan terrain. But nowadays there is better opinion about India and its military. After 1971 war Indian army improved its image. 
Avijit Banerjee: What is nature of people to people interaction between India and Taiwan?. 

Biswadeb Mukherjee: They have a very friendly opinion about India. They still feel that India is a land of Buddha. But at every juncture if they have to pay the bribe then that good image gets dented.
Avijit Banerjee: Are there lots of people who believe in Buddhism? 

Biswadeb Mukherjee: Yes, many …many.Buddhism is the major religion in Taiwan. 

After Buddhism there is Christianity, Confucianism. But numerically the Buddhism has a highest number of followers. 

Avijit Banerjee: So Buddhists monks and monasteries must be there? 

Biswadeb Mukherjee: Yes, there are Buddhists monks in Taiwanese society and their monasteries are very beautiful. You will be fascinated after visiting them. 
Avijit Banerjee: Have you visited entire Taiwan? 

Biswadeb Mukherjee: Yes, Germany also I have visited entirely. In Germany through Humboldt scholarship, 14 days tour was arranged.        

Avijit Banerjee: So you had been to Germany, you had been to Taiwan, any other places you had visited? 
Biswadeb Mukherjee: Egypt also…... In Southern Egypt I visited Pyramids. There also people are very friendly. 
Avijit Banerjee: Was It was just a tour or for some academic purpose? 
Biswadeb Mukherjee: No it was just a tour to see pyramids and all other ancient things. In Paris and Rome I did some academic work. In Austria, I went to Kings Brooks Mountain where the ice-skating is done. The ice was so thick and it used to reflect like a mirror so I couldn’t skate it. I went to the top of mountain through ropeway and it was so cold that I had to order a hot glass of beer. It was very cold around -20 degree. 
Avijit Banerjee: So you have travelled in various countries;
Biswadeb Mukherjee: See, I met with scholars from different parts of the world. Eastern world and Western world to see how they work and how much they are sincere about their work…. I found that after some time they start specializing in one particular topic and study its various aspects. Their libraries are also resourceful. But somehow I found Indian students more intelligent than them. All my Taiwanese students were very hard working. Whatever I asked them to prepare each one of them used to come prepare for class. They are very sincere and hard working.   
Biswadeb Mukherjee (continued): These days there are scholarships for students going to China. But other than China, Indian government should also send them to Taipei and America. If somebody has done well in both China and Taipei then he can get the American scholarship at his own. Its due to recession US government has reduced the numbers of students. I find Chinese teaching very one-sided. They teach economics and modern politics and to an extent it’s not very neutral. But in Taipei you are exposed to all kinds of books and learning that helps you form an opinion. You can study anything including ancient literature, classical Chinese, Buddhism etc. Religious things you can study and you can see it for yourself monasteries are alive as they were; monks are living the way they were living earlier. You can see the picture from here. In mainland China the situation is like a prison. What I mean by that is their scope of actions is very limited. In Taiwan the mediation schools are flourishing in Japan and Korea as well.

Avijit Banerjee: Had you been to Korea or Japan? 

Biswadeb Mukherjee: No, I did not go to Korea. The Korean Professor was my roommate in Taiwan. From him I know how much Koreans hate Japan. 

Avijit Banerjee: Even Chinese do not like Japanese? 
Biswadeb Mukherjee: Yes, but Chinese are bit moderate. They call the Japanese as ancient pirates because Japanese used to loot the Korean and Chinese ships. They call them as evil doers. 
Avijit Banerjee: So did you meet Japanese or Korean Professors during your stay in Taiwan? 

Biswadeb Mukherjee: Yes, I met Japanese professors. In Santiniketan Tanaka was there, Arayi was very good and Azouna was good organizer. If you talk to him you will find his interest was more political. He was good teacher.
Avijit Banerjee: So Buddhists studies are still flouring in Japan?
Biswadeb Mukherjee: Yes, and they are very good in making these dictionaries, indexes and in editing works, in Interpretative studies I don’t know how much they are advanced. I haven’t read much about it but two of the Japanese scholars were doing philological research in Germany. 
Avijit Banerjee: Do you think Indian students must also be sent to other universities other than Peking?

Biswadeb Mukherjee: Yes, they must get all kinds of exposure.  

Avijit Banerjee: So, there must be some cooperation between the various institutes of Buddhists Studies centres in India? 

Biswadeb Mukherjee: Yes, they must exchange between them to see what others are doing to avoid repetition. Five students from BHU and Sanitniketan must visit Pune and stay there for some days. 

Avijit Banerjee: Which institute in Pune? 

Biswadeb Mukherjee: Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute. 

Avijit Banerjee: Is there any Chinese teaching there? 
Biswadeb Mukherjee: Well once they used to teach. It is mainly a philological institute and they deal with linguistics. Students must exchange their research findings and experiences. Another important thing is the seminar. In classes Professor delivers the lecture and students takes notes. In seminars you have to work with the Professor. Students must be engaged in this kind of seminars. They must come prepared thoroughly. It is not just at the pre Doctoral levels but at the lower levels as well. In my classes I used to ask them to translate, even in classical Chinese. Thereby, they learned the translation. If you just give them ready-made notes they will never learn. 

I forgot to tell you I worked for dictionary work for 6 years. In Germany they were compiling the Buddhists dictionary from the Indian manuscripts found in Xinjiang province which was restored by Prof. Waldschmidt and other professors. 
Avijit Banerjee: Was it from Sanskrit to Chinese?

Biswadeb Mukherjee: No, from Sanskrit to German… I will tell you how it was done. Suppose there is one word and it has five meanings. One meaning they will write and each place they will give small quotation. So you can see that this word was used in that place and that time. They sometimes used to give Pali parallel or sometimes if the Pali meaning is different they will point it out. My professor was good in Chinese so at a time he took help of Chinese translations.  I worked there for five years on this dictionary project. It’s a hybrid Sanskrit dictionary. But I learned a lot about Buddha and the subject. You take a small text and translate it and then see for yourself. 

Avijit Banerjee:  Were you involved in any other kinds of projects  besides this dictionary work? Any Book or any other specific?  
Biswadeb Mukherjee : Well, objective translation and methodology and especially Buddhists text you always read with Pali .You can easily see this word means this in this century and in this part of China. All things come out if you compare the translation and same text is translated all the times while sometimes you can also see the difference. And you can account for those differences which century it was done and which part it was done. Translation work is very important and especially comparative translation.        

Avijit Banerjee: Do you think in future in China this kind of studies will develop? 

Biswadeb Mukherjee: Yes, I very much optimistic. 

Avijit Banerjee: Do you see the consistent development for China or will there be turbulence? 

Biswadeb Mukherjee: They will develop in modern way but they will also develop spiritually and culturally and they will revive the ancient studies as well for it is their thing and they would not like that other people know more about them rather than themselves. They will do it and in fact they are doing it now. Its’ a matter of time to develop it. 
Avijit Banerjee: Thank you, Sir; it was my pleasure talking to you. 

__________________
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