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Abstract ii

This is a historical study of an influential collection of Tibetan funerary texts which has long
been popularized in America and Europe as The Tibetan Book of the Dead. Until now the
history of the Tibetan texts upon which this book was based has not been well documented,
and hence the origin and diffusion of the Tibetan tradition has been understood only vaguely.
The principal goal of the study was thus to document for the first time the manner in which the
original collection had been articulated and transmitted within its own religious and social
contexts.

It is demonstrated that the so-called Book of the Dead is actually a fluid compendium of
related books from different historical periods reaching as far back as the fourteenth century.
Ostensibly, the texts were designed for use in Tibetan Buddhist funeral rituals and describe the
experiences to be expected at the moment of death, during a perilous and prolonged
postmortem phase called bardo, and during the confused joumney into a new existence. By the
latter half of the fifteenth century, the core texts had been arranged and codified into a coherent
liturgical program. Over time this ritual system was supplemented and adapted to meet the lo-
cal demands of diverse communities, and was ultimately transmitted throughout Tibet and
beyond her borders. The program eventually became one of the most pervasive forms of
Tibetan Buddhist funeral liturgy.

It is concluded that the Tibetan texts accompanying this ritual service are actually derived
from a single textual arrangement which was first standardized in the late seventeenth century.
This standard version became the edirio princeps of most of the subsequent Tibetan-language
editions, and served as the basis for the first western-language translation in 1927 by Kazi
Dawa Samdup and Walter Y. Evans-Wentz.

This work contributes to the study of broader aspects of the transmission of religious
ideas, the production and distribution of religious texts, and the influence of institutions on

religious practice within Tibet and surrounding regions.
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Technical Note

For rendering Tibetan into Roman script I have used the Wylie transcription system as
described in Turrell Wylie, "A Standard System of Tibetan Transcription", Harvard
Journal of Asiatic Studies 22 (1959): 261-267. Specialists should note that I capitalize
initial letters only, not "foundation letters" (ming-gzhi), and follow standard English rules
for the capitalization of titles, proper names, and so forth. In so doing, I have generally
followed the methods outlined by Dan Martin in his Tibetan Histories: A Bibliography of
Tibetan-Language Historical Works. London: Serindia Publications, 1997, pp. 20-21.



Introduction

The Saga of the Tibetan Book of the Dead

No one scribe could have been its author and no one generation its creator:; its history
as a book, if completely known, could only be the history of its compilation and
recording.

— W.Y. Evans-Wentz

A translated text is a new text, and a book which is republished in another culture is
not the same book.

— Peter Burke

Sometime in early 1919, a British Political Officer and amateur Tibetan scholar
named Major W. L. Campbell purchased a collection of Tibetan blockprints while visiting
the town of Rgyal-rtse (Gyantse) in western Tibet. Upon returning to his station in
Sikkim, he presented some of these texts to the American-born and Oxford-educated
anthropologist Walter Yeeling Evans-Wentz (1878-1965).! At the end of that year,
Evans-Wentz met the Lama Kazi Dawa Samdup (1868-1922), who was then the
headmaster of the Maharaja's Boys School near Sgang-thog (Gangtok).2 Evans-Wentz
commissioned this laxha to prepare an English translation of the Tibetan books he had
acquired from Major Campbell. Included among these texts was a set of prints gathered
under the title Bar-do thos-grol chen-mo [Great Liberation upon Hearing in the Bardo].
This collection—drawn from a much larger body of literature, the Zhi-khro dgongs-pa
rang-grol [Self-Liberated Wisdom of the Peaceful and Wrathful Deities]—was apparently

I Biographical information on Evans-Wentz can be found in Winkler 1982.

2 A bricf biography of Kazi Dawa Samdup is provided in Evans-Wentz 1960, pp. 80-81; Fields 1992, pp.
285-287. This lama had produced his own Tibetan-English Dictionary in 1919 (Snellgrove 1987, p.
155n.71), and had worked previously as translator for a number of notable personalitics, including
Alexandra David-Neel (1868-1969) (cf., David-Neel 1971, pp. 1-19; Foster 1998), Sir Charles Bell
(1870-1945) (cf., Bell 1931, pp. 206-207; Aris 1979, p. xxxi), Sir John Woodrofle, alias Arthur Avalon
(cf.. Woodroffe 1919), and Major W. L. Campbell (cf.. Evans-Wentz 1969, p. 24).
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of singular interest to both parties. For the next two months, Dawa Samdup worked
through the texts of the Bar-do thos-grol, with Evans-Wentz close at his side, and
together they produced a draft of what would later become the Tibetan Book of the
Dead—arguably the most famous and widely read work of Tibetan literature in America

and Europe.

It has almost been a century since its first publication in 1927 and popular enthusiasm
for the Tibetan Book of the Dead seems to have grown increasingly stronger, such that
we now have at least eight major translations from Tibetan, with the promise of more in
the making.3 The book has also inspired a handful of traditional studies and scholarly
commentaries,* as well as a video series,’ an adapted script for a dramatic play, and even
a libretto for a musical opera.” This proliferation of multiple voices commenting on the
text-in-translation has created a singular phenomenon that was never known in Tibet. The
remarkable fame of this book in the west is disproportionate to how the original Tibetan
texts were perceived in their own country.? In fact, as Donald Lopez recently observed,
the Book of the Dead "has been made to serve wide-ranging agendas in various fields of
use, agendas that have far more to do with the twentieth-century cultural fashions of

Europe and America than with how the text has been used over the centuries of its history

3In addition to the Evans-Wentz and Kazi Dawa Samdup 1919 translation (Evans-Wentz 1960). there
have been the translations of Giuseppe Tucci of 1949 (Tucci 1972), Eva Dargyay of 1977 (Dargyay
1991), Gyorgy Kara (Kara 1986), Chogyam Trungpa (Fremantle and Trungpa 1975), Robert Thurman
(Thurman 1994), Ramon Prats (Prats 1996), and most recently, Stephen Hodge and Martin Boord
(Hodge and Boord 1999). Gyurme Dorje has also announced a new translation which is forthcoming
from Penguin Books (e-mail communication of May 13, 1999).

4Among which, we should note Lati Rinbochay and Hopkins 1979; Lama Lodrd 1982; Tsele Natsok
Rangdrol 1987; J. Reynolds 1989; Chokyi Nyima Rinpoche 1991; Sogyal Rinpoche 1992; Trungpa
1992; Tenga Rinpoche 1996; Gyatrul Rinpoche and Wallace 1998. Of the scholarly works see. for
example, Lauf 1977; Back 1979 and 1987 Blezer 1997.

5Mori et al 1994.
6van lallie 1998.
7Gom 1983.

81n this regard, Eva Dargyay had already noted that "c'est le mérite incontestable d’'Evans-Wentz d'avoir
rendu le Bardo Thodol plus célebre en Occident qu'il ne I'était en Orient.” Dargyay 1991, p. 42.
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in Tibet".? But what is its history in Tibet? There have been many in the west who have
claimed to speak for the text, to explain its ideas, and to expose its hidden meanings, but

none of them have uttered a word about its history in Tibet.

The present study is a response to this important but neglected topic. In the chapters
that follow, I attempt to piece together the unwritten history of this intriguing collection of
texts, highlighting in particular how the Bar-do thos-grol—the so-called "Book(s) of the
Dead"—were compiled, and telling the story of the lives of those who preserved and
transmitted them. For the sake of clarity, throughout my presentation I will refer to the
actual Tibetan texts by some variation of the title Bar-do thos-grol chen-mo. 1 will use the
contrived English title, Tibetan Book of the Dead, to refer only to the western-language
editions of the Tibetan collection.!0 In the end, I hope to demonstrate that the Tibetan
Book of the Dead in the form we know it today, as well as the Bar-do thos-grol upon
which it is based, was actually derived from a single Tibetan textual tradition—an
example of which was represented in Major Campbell's gift to Evans-Wentz. This
tradition which reached back to the late fourteenth century was eventually standardized at
the end of the seventeenth century by a controversial sorcerer from eastern Tibet named
Rig-'dzin Nyi-ma-grags-pa (1647-1710). Surprisingly, this fact has never been
acknowledged in the secondary literature. Nyi-ma-grags-pa's version of the Bar-do thos-
grol became the editio princeps of most of the subsequent Tibetan-language editions, and

9Lopez 1998, p. 47. I do not wish to suggest, however, that the proliferation of multiple commentarial
voices was confined solely to Europe and America. Tibetans themselves have long possessed great skill
in creative elaboration and imaginative invention in matters of textual interpretation. Lopez's position on
this issue has been the subject of some criticism—most recently by David Germano in a forthcoming
review essay of Prisoners of Shangri-la entitled "Encountering Tibet: The Ethics. Soteriology and
Creativity of Cross-Cultural Interpretation”.

l0Eyans-Wentz was the one responsible for christening the texts of the Bar-do thos-grol with the title
Tibetan Book of the Dead. He did this deliberately in order to convey "to the English reader the true
character of the book as a whole”. Evans-Wentz 1960, p. 2n.1. Evidently, he had chosen this particular
title in hopes that it might be better recognized by a wider audience already captivated by the Egyptian
Book of the Dead, which had been published much carlier in 1897. See Budge 1985.
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served as the basis for the first western-language translation by Kazi Dawa Samdup and

Walter Evans-Wentz.

The celebrated English work has gone through numerous reprints and translations
into most major European languages, and has inspired over the years maﬁy new
translations from the original Tibetan texts. The Tibetan Book of the Dead was
notoriously instrumental in bringing Tibetan Buddhism to America and, in all its variant
forms, has since become one of the foremost spiritual classics in world history. In this
introduction we will examine the book's celebrity in the west, review its history in Tibet,
and offer a few general comments about the scholarly methods employed and the task of
writing history in Tibetan studies. Let us begin by considering those "wide-ranging

agendas" this text has been made to serve.

1. WESTERN FANTASIES, SCHOLARLY PURSUITS

At the beginning of his lengthy introduction to the Tibetan Book of the Dead, Evans-
Wentz informed us that its translator, Lama Kazi Dawa Samdup, was cautious to avoid
"misinterpretation and consequent misuse” of his translated Tibetan text, and thus he had
requested that his explanatory notes be included with the translation.!! Tragically, Dawa
Samdup died in 1922 just a few years before Evans-Wentz had begun to collate the
materials for publication. Evans-Wentz thus took it upon himself to "correlate and
systematize and sometimes to expand the notes thus dictated”. Over the course of several

years, he reworked, edited, and composed a mass of notes to the surviving translation.

I IEvans-Wentz 1960, p. 1n.1: "This, he thought, would not only help to justify his translation, but,
moreover, would accord with the wishes of his later guru with respect to all translations into a European
tongue of works expository of the esoteric lore of the Great Perfectionist School into which that guru had
initiated him". That guru was a certain Bhutanese lama named Slob-dpon Mishams-pa-nor-bu and the
Great Perfectionist School to which he ascribed is, of course, the Rdzogs-chen tradition. I have not yet
identified this Mtshams-pa-nor-bu, but we will have much to say about his School and its relationship to
the Tibetan Book of the Dead in Chapter 1.






