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Editor’s Introduction

It is of course ironic, after only recently finishing fifteen years of work editing the first complete translation of The Tibetan Book of the Dead, that I am now writing the introduction to extracts from the complete text.

Needless to say, I dearly hope that our complete translation will always be the edition which will be referred to by those wishing to study this masterful text in its entirety, but when our editor at Penguin Books suggested that we consider creating this shorter, specifically focused volume, I was happy to do so.

The complete translation is a detailed and comprehensive compendium of texts, often composed in verse, which includes an array of practices for cultivating a deeper understanding of our own nature and psychological experience. It also presents one of the most compelling visions of the after-death state in world literature, a penetrating insight into the process of dying, and a transforming perspective on bereavement. Although few works on these subjects have the poetic elegance and inspirational potency of The Tibetan Book of the Dead, the complete work does contain material specific to practitioners of this cycle of teachings, while other sections are interlaced with the folklore of ancient Tibet and are not directly relevant to our lives today.

In this volume, therefore, my aim is to present many of the most beautifully written passages of the complete translation and to draw out those of its central perspectives and insights which are the most relevant to our modern experience.

In creating our first complete translation, our intention was to present the entire work in a way that, as honestly as we could, reflected the insights and intentions of the Tibetan masters of this cycle of teachings, and also to maintain the moving, poetic beauty of the original work. In order to do this, as is described in the Acknowledgements, the complete translation was based on the oral commentarial explanation of contemporary lineage holders and was carried out with the continuous advice of contemporary masters. Ihave therefore not changed the line-byline translation of the extracts included in this volume, although I have removed the annotations which accompany the complete translation so as to enhance the directness and readability of the extracts selected. In consultation with Thupten Jinpa, I have also extracted the early sections of the Dalai Lama’s introductory commentary to the first complete translation so that this now focuses on exploring the notion of continuity of consciousness, and in the chapter titled ‘Wisdoms, Elements, and Subtle Energies’ I have blended together two practices in order to succinctly reveal the meaning of the complex symbolism related to our mental and sensory processes.

Since the first publication of extracts from The Tibetan Book of the Dead in 1927, our understanding of the philosophy and practices relating to this magnificent cycle of teachings has deepened profoundly and brought the contemporary relevance of its insights into ever sharper focus. We now have a much expanded knowledge of the symbolism through which the understandings related to the nature of consciousness and human experience are presented, we now understand the subtle meditative techniques used as the vehicle for exploring the nature of our mental and sensory processes, and we have a deeper knowledge of the origins of the text. In selecting the extracts for this volume, I have tried to present those sections of the complete translation which most directly address the deepening of our insight into our own psychological habits and perspectives, our understanding of the process of dying and the nature of the after-death state, and the challenges of bereavement. At the same time, in my short introductions to each chapter, I have drawn on my own personal experience to further highlight the immediate relevance of each facet of these teachings to our contemporary lives. Where relevant, I have also described the parallels between the description of the after-death state revealed in The Tibetan Book of the Dead with the accounts of near-death experiences documented in contemporary medical research.

As the Dalai Lama discusses in his introduction, which follows, meditative techniques both for developing the ability to focus attention on the processes of one’s own mind and senses and for penetrating deeper into the nature of our sensory and mental processes lie at the core of the higher meditative practices of Tibetan Buddhism. At the heart of these meditative skills are the sophisticated practices through which the masters of these meditative traditions simulate the process of the dissolution of consciousness at the moment of death and through which the accomplished meditator can develop a penetrating experiential understanding of the processes of the mind in deep sleep, dreams, and the waking state. These highly refined and polished contemplative skills have been part of the daily practice of generation after generation of great masters for more than 2,000 years. Still today, when deepening their understanding of the processes of consciousness, it is not unusual for accomplished practitioners to remain in solitary retreat for sustained periods of up to thirty years.

It is the disciplined application of these meditative practices which is the source of the insights presented in this cycle of texts. Within a literary context, we now know that the ultimate source of the insights presented in The Tibetan Book of the Dead was first described in the root text on which The Tibetan Book of the Dead is based, the Guhyagarbha Tantra. The Guhyagarbha Tantra is thought to have been originally composed in the sixth century by the Buddhist masters King Indrabhuti and Kukkuraja from Sahor in north-west India. The tantra text itself describes its source as a revelation received by the king, while in retreat, from the primordial buddha Samantabhadra. According to this lineage of Tibetan Buddhism, Samantabhadra is the meditational deity who is the embodiment of pure awareness, the natural purity of mental consciousness. In other words, the text attributes the ultimate source of these teachings to a direct, complete, and sustained experiential understanding of the ultimate nature of mind. A form of meditation, which is still commonly practised today, for beginning to develop such a sustained experiential understanding is presented in the chapter ‘Uncovering the Nature of Mind’.

The arrival in Tibet of the complete cycle of teachings now known in the West as The Tibetan Book of the Dead is attributed in our text to the great Indian Buddhist tantric master Padmasambhava. Padmasambhava, along with the eminent Indian scholar from Nalanda University, Santaraksita, and the Tibetan king Trisong Detsen, formally established Buddhism in Tibet during the eighth century. Most Tibetans today still revere Padmasambhava as ‘a second Buddha’. In other words, he is regarded as one who, through the training of the mind in the various levels of meditative practice, has awoken to a complete knowledge of the mind’s actual nature. The mystical story of the first teaching of our text in the court of King Trisong Detsen is described in the histories written by later holders of this lineage of teaching:


When Padmasambhava was nearing the completion of his direct spiritual work and teaching in Tibet, the sovereign, Trisong Detsen, and his son Prince Mutri Tsenpo, along with the translator Chokrolui Gyelsten and others, offered him a ma[image: image][image: image]ala of gold and turquoise, and fervently made the following supplication: ‘Although your compassion is always present and in the past you have held high the incalculable beacons of the teaching, according to the outer and inner vehicles, yet for the benefit of ourselves, the king, ministers, friends, and subjects, and for future beings of the degenerate age, we request you to give a teaching which is the quintessence of all the teachings of the outer and inner vehicles; one through which buddhahood may be attained in a single lifetime; one which will bestow liberation by merely hearing it, a profound and concise teaching containing the essential meaning.’

Thus, in response to their supplication, the Great Master replied, ‘O! Sovereign King, Prince, Ministers, in accord with your wish, I do have a teaching which is the essential point of all the six million four hundred thousand tantras of the Great Perfection, which were brought forth from the enlightened intention of glorious Samantabhadra. By merely hearing this teaching, the doors leading to birth in inferior existences will be blocked. By merely understanding it you will arrive at the level of supreme bliss. Those who take its meaning to heart will reach the irreversible level of the spontaneously accomplished awareness holders. It can bring great benefit for all those who are connected with it.’



The histories then describe how, after completing the teaching, Padmasambhava requested that it be written down, in a secret script, and buried in the form of a ‘treasure text’ at the sacred Mount Gampodar in Dakpo, southern Tibet, predicting that the text would be discovered at a time suitable for its wider dissemination. Six centuries later, the histories recount, the text was unearthed by the Tibetan master from Dakpo, Karma Lingpa, who some say was a reincarnation of the eighth-century translator Chokrolui Gyelsten. Karma Lingpa’s own life history is surprisingly obscure. It is thought, though, that he may have discovered the hidden texts while still in his mid-teens and then passed away at a young age, but, before his untimely death, he did successfully pass the entire corpus of teachings to his son (and possibly to his father too). Initially, following Padmasambhava’s directions, the teaching was still then not widely disseminated. It was not until the fifteenth century, when the teachings were received by the third-generation lineage holder Gyarawa Namka Chokyi Gyatso, that its public teaching began and its fame slowly spread throughout the Tibetan Buddhist regions of Asia.1

As I have mentioned, awareness of our text in the West began in 1927, when Lama Kazi Dawa Samdup and W. Y. Evans-Wentz’s pioneering first translation of three chapters of the complete work first appeared. It was Evans-Wentz who coined the title The Tibetan Book of the Dead for his edition, a title which has been retained in all subsequent translations and related studies. Immediately upon its first publication, the text’s detailed description of the after-death state and its sophisticated psychological insights caused a considerable stir amongst influential intellectual and literary circles of Europe and North America. In his psychological commentary, published with Evans-Wentz’s edition, the eminent Swiss psychiatrist and founder of analytical psychology, Carl Jung, wrote:








[The Tibetan Book of the Dead] belongs to that class of writings [which], because of their deep humanity and their still deeper insight into the secrets of the human psyche, make an especial appeal to the layman who is seeking to broaden his knowledge of life. For years, ever since it was first published, the Bardo Thödol [The Tibetan Book of the Dead] has been my constant companion, and to it I owe not only many stimulating ideas and discoveries, but also many fundamental insights.



In the 1960s, with the arrival of American counterculture, the experimentation with hallucinogens, and the often playful enthusiasm for exploring the boundaries of human experience, came Timothy Leary’s The Psychedelic Experience, an interpretation of Evans-Wentz’s translation from a psychedelic perspective. Evans-Wentz’s edition then re-arose as something of a counterculture classic, spurred on by the interests of such literary icons of the time as William Burroughs, Allen Ginsberg, and Jack Kerouac.

Sadly though, beginning in the late 1950s, the tragedy of the military invasion of Tibet by China’s Red Army forced many of Tibet’s greatest twentieth-century masters to seek sanctuary in India and other countries. Paradoxically, even though China’s military takeover and the consequent cultural revolution profoundly disrupted Tibet’s living Buddhist heritage, for the first time Western Buddhist scholars were now able to study directly with Tibet’s great masters. Resettled in India and Nepal, many of the great teachers who, before the Chinese occupation, had completed their studies and had often concluded long periods of solitary retreat, worked enthusiastically with their foreign students on the preparation of new translations. Gradually the accumulated knowledge of more than 2,000 years of disciplined investigation into the nature of human experience began to be authentically translated. A vast treasury of new insights across many of the major facets of human enquiry began to be uncovered and the astonishing sophistication, scope, and depth of Tibetan Buddhist culture gradually became more widely known.

Today, this translation work is continuing in universities and study centres around the world. There is still much to do! Even in relation to our text, the compendium of twelve chapters which comprises The Tibetan Book of the Dead is in fact part of a greater cycle of teachings which extends to more than sixty-five individual texts. Some scholars estimate that even now, after forty years of continuous translation activity, less than four per cent of Tibet’s literary heritage has become available in English. Yet, more and more, we are beginning to see a growing convergence of perspectives between the underlying understandings drawn from the meditative investigation into the nature of mind and the emerging scientific understandings related to the nature of perception, consciousness, and human psychology. Similarly, contemporary medical research into the nature of near-death experiences is mirroring the insights drawn from a long history of meditative investigation into the subtler levels of consciousness.

At the heart of the Buddhist investigation into the nature of our experience are the collected insights of individuals who, from ancient times until today, have followed the meditative techniques taught by their masters
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