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The Tibetian Of The Dead

INTRODUCTION: UNVEILING THE TIBETAN BOOK OF THE DEAD

For centuries, the spiritual traditions of the Himalayas have held a secret text, a guide meant not for
the living in their daily routines but for those who have taken their final breath. Known widely in the
West as The Tibetian Of The Dead, its proper name is the Bardo Thodol, which translates to
"Liberation Through Hearing During the Intermediate State." This ancient manuscript is far more
than a mere funeral rite. It is a profound manual for navigating the consciousness between lives, a
map of the afterlife drawn by enlightened masters. To speak of The Tibetian Of The Dead is to
enter a world where death is not an end but a transition, a doorway into another form of existence.
This article explores the depths of this sacred text, its origins, its core philosophies, and its enduring
relevance in both Eastern and Western thought.

WHAT IS THE BARDO THODOL?

The term The Tibetian Of The Dead was popularized by the American scholar Walter Evans-Wentz
in his 1927 translation. However, the title is somewhat misleading. The text is not a book about
death in the morbid sense, but rather a guide for the dying and the dead. In Tibetan Buddhism, the
"bardo" refers to an intermediate state, a gap or interval between two points in existence. While
there are many bardos, the most famous is the chikhai bardo, the moment of death itself, and the
chonyid bardo, the subsequent experience of reality.

The word "Thodol" means "liberation through hearing." The text is traditionally recited by a lama or
a close spiritual companion into the ear of the deceased person. The purpose is to remind the
deceased of the true nature of reality and to guide them through the visions and terrors that arise in
the period after death. It is believed that through hearing these profound teachings, the soul can
achieve liberation and avoid a painful rebirth.

HISTORICAL ORIGINS AND AUTHORSHIP

According to Tibetan tradition, The Tibetian Of The Dead was composed not by a human author
but by the great 8th-century Indian master Padmasambhava. Known as Guru Rinpoche, he is
credited with bringing Buddhism to Tibet. The legend states that Padmasambhava wrote the text
and then concealed it as a terma, a hidden treasure text, to be discovered at a future time when the
teachings would be most needed.

The text was later rediscovered in the 14th century by Karma Lingpa, a Tibetan terton (treasure
revealer). He uncovered the scrolls from a cave in the Himalayas. The text was then transmitted

orally and in written form within the Nyingma school of Tibetan Buddhism. For centuries, it remained
a closely guarded secret, studied and practiced only by initiated lamas. Its journey to the West
began in the 20th century, and it has since become one of the most widely read and studied texts of
Tibetan Buddhism.

THE CORE PHILOSOPHY: UNDERSTANDING THE BARDO STATES

To truly understand The Tibetian Of The Dead, one must grasp the concept of the bardo. In
Tibetan Buddhism, existence is understood as a series of bardos. There are six classic bardos, but
the text focuses primarily on three:

e The Bardo of This Life (Kyenay Bardo): The period from birth to death. This is the only
time when we have a physical body and the opportunity to practice the Dharma.

* The Bardo of Dying (Chikhai Bardo): The moment of death itself. It is a profound and
powerful experience, marked by the dissolution of the elements and the emergence of the
clear light of reality.

e The Bardo of Dharmata (Chonyid Bardo): The experience of reality after death. This is a
state of spectacular visions, both peaceful and wrathful, which represent the true nature of
one's own mind.

* The Bardo of Becoming (Sipa Bardo): The state in which the consciousness takes on a
mental body and searches for a new rebirth, driven by karma and habitual tendencies.

The entire teaching of The Tibetian Of The Dead is designed to help an individual recognize these
stages and avoid being overwhelmed by fear and confusion.

THE JOURNEY THROUGH THE AFTERLIFE: A STEP-BY-STEP GUIDE

The Moment of Death

As death approaches, the text describes a gradual dissolution of the physical elements: earth
dissolves into water, water into fire, fire into air, and air into consciousness. This process is
accompanied by various sensory and psychological experiences. The dying person may feel heavy,
then thirsty, then hot, then cold. Finally, the consciousness separates from the body. At this precise
moment, the text teaches that the practitioner experiences the Clear Light of Death, a brilliant,
all-encompassing awareness that is the true nature of the mind.

The first and most crucial instruction in The Tibetian Of The Dead is to recognize this light. If the
deceased can recognize it as their own true nature, they achieve instant liberation. This is the
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ultimate goal. However, most individuals, overwhelmed by the experience, turn away and fall into
the next stage.

The Visions of the Peaceful and Wrathful
Deities

If the Clear Light is not recognized, the deceased enters the chonyid bardo. Here, the mind projects
its own contents onto the inner screen of consciousness. First, the deceased encounters the
Peaceful Deities, luminous and serene figures who represent the inherent qualities of
enlightenment. These include the five Dhyani Buddhas, each radiating a different colored light.

But the deceased, conditioned by a lifetime of duality and fear, may be drawn toward the dull,
familiar lights of the six realms of samsara (hell, hungry ghost, animal, human, jealous god, and god
realms). The guide reciting the text repeatedly encourages the deceased to embrace the brilliant
lights of the Buddhas and avoid the dim lights of rebirth.

If these are missed, the visions intensify. The Wrathful Deities appear, fierce and terrifying figures
holding skulls and weapons. The Tibetian Of The Dead offers a crucial teaching at this stage:
these terrifying forms are not external demons. They are the same peaceful deities, now appearing
in wrathful form to shock the consciousness out of its habitual clinging. The guide whispers, "Do not
be afraid. Recognize them as your own projections."

The Bardo of Becoming

If liberation is still not achieved, the consciousness enters the sipa bardo. Here, the deceased has a
mental body that can move freely, pass through walls, and travel instantly. However, this body is
also subject to karmic winds. The deceased may see their former home, their grieving family, and
their own dead body. They try to communicate, but no one can hear them. This is a state of intense
confusion and sorrow.

At this stage, The Tibetian Of The Dead describes the appearance of the Lord of Death, who
judges the deceased based on their past actions. The deceased is presented with the "white pebble"
of good deeds and the "black pebble" of bad deeds. This judgment, however, is also an illusion, a
projection of the individual's own conscience.

Finally, the consciousness is driven by desire and karma to seek a new womb. The text provides
instructions on how to choose a good rebirth or, if possible, to recognize the illusory nature of the
visions and attain liberation even at this late stage. The guide advises the deceased to close the
doors of the womb and remain in the state of emptiness.

THE TIBETAN BOOK OF THE DEAD IN WESTERN CULTURE

The arrival of The Tibetian Of The Dead in the West caused a sensation. Carl Jung, the famous

Swiss psychiatrist, wrote a psychological commentary on the text, calling it "a book of the dead" that
could be compared to the Egyptian Book of the Dead. Jung saw the book not as a literal description
of an afterlife but as a powerful map of the unconscious mind. He believed that the deities and
terrors described in the bardo were archetypal images from the collective unconscious.

The text profoundly influenced the psychedelic movement of the 1960s and 1970s. Timothy
Leary, Ralph Metzner, and Richard Alpert (Ram Dass) used the structure of the bardo states as a
framework for understanding the psychedelic experience. They published The Psychedelic
Experience: A Manual Based on the Tibetan Book of the Dead, which attempted to guide users
through the "death" of the ego during a trip.

Today, The Tibetian Of The Dead is studied by psychologists, hospice workers, and spiritual
seekers from all traditions. It offers a profound perspective on the nature of consciousness and the
process of dying. It encourages us to see death as a natural, manageable process, and it provides a
framework for understanding the mind in its most extreme states.

MODERN RELEVANCE AND APPLICATIONS

In an era where death is often hidden away in hospitals and nursing homes, The Tibetian Of The
Dead brings death back into the center of life. It teaches us that how we live determines how we
die. The text emphasizes the importance of practicing mindfulness, compassion, and non-
attachment throughout life. The bardos are not just after death; we experience mini-bardos every
day: the moment between waking and sleeping, the gap between breaths, the pause between two
thoughts.

Hospice workers have found value in the text's teachings on providing comfort to the dying. The
emphasis on hearing the teachings, even if the person is unconscious, has led to practices of
reading calming, spiritually meaningful texts to the dying. The book also offers comfort to the
bereaved, providing a sense that death is not an annihilation but a transition.

The core message of The Tibetian Of The Dead is one of radical responsibility. It says that you,
right now, are creating your reality. The world you experience after death is a reflection of your own
mind, your karma, and your habitual patterns. The text is a call to wake up, to recognize the true
nature of reality, and to live with awareness and compassion. It is a guide not only for the dead but
for the living who dare to look into the mirror of their own minds.

COMMON MISCONCEPTIONS ABOUT THE TEXT

Many Western readers approach The Tibetian Of The Dead with the expectation of finding a
simple ticket to heaven. This is a misconception. The text does not promise salvation through faith
alone. It requires practice, preparation, and recognition. The instructions are useless to someone
who has not trained in meditation and familiarized themselves with the teachings during their
lifetime.

Another misconception is that the text is a literal description of an external afterlife. While it is
indeed used as a guide for the deceased, many Tibetan Buddhist teachers also emphasize that the
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bardo states are psychological and can be understood as metaphors for the mind's projections. The
text operates on multiple levels: literal, psychological, and symbolic. A person reading The Tibetian
Of The Dead should be open to all these layers of meaning.

CONCLUSION: THE ENDURING WISDOM OF THE BARDO THODOL

The Tibetian Of The Dead is a masterpiece of spiritual literature, a unique and profound guide to
the ultimate journey. It offers a radical vision of death as a liberation, a moment of supreme

opportunity. It teaches us that the root of all fear is the fear of the self, and that the root of all
liberation is the recognition of the true nature of the self. Whether approached as a religious text, a
psychological treatise, or a philosophical inquiry, the Bardo Thodol challenges us to live with greater
intention, awareness, and compassion. It reminds us that the boundaries between life and death are
more porous than we imagine, and that the greatest journey of all is the journey into the heart of our
own being. In the end, the Tibetian Book of the Dead is not just a book about dying; it is a book
about living fully and waking up to the luminous, empty, and compassionate nature of reality itself.



