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Who Wrote the Tibetan Book of the Dead? A Deep Dive into Authorship,
History, and Legacy

When the phrase “who wrote the Tibetan of the Dead” surfaces in academic circles, online forums, or spiritual
discussions, many readers find themselves grappling with a question that goes beyond simple authorship. The
Tibetan Book of the Dead, officially known as the Bardo Thodol, is more than a text; it is a living guide that has
shaped Tibetan spiritual practice for centuries. Understanding its origins involves unraveling a tapestry of oral
tradition, mystical revelation, and historical documentation. This article explores the complex narrative behind the
authorship of the Tibetan Book of the Dead, tracing its roots from ancient chants to contemporary scholarship, and
highlighting why the question remains as intriguing today as it was in the 8th century.

1.The Tibetan Book of the Dead: An Overview

1.1 What Is the Bardo Thodol?

The Bardo Thodolis a Tibetan Buddhist text that serves as a guide for the consciousness of the deceased as it
navigates the intermediate state (bardo) between death and rebirth. The word “Bardo” literally means “intermediate”
or “transitional,” while “Thodol” translates to “to see the world.” Together, the title can be understood as “Seeing the
World in the Intermediate State.” The text is structured as a series of instructions, chants, and visualizations meant
to help the dying or the recently deceased recognize the nature of their experiences and avoid the pitfalls of
ignorance.

1.2 The Text's Structure and Themes

Traditionally, the Bardo Thodol is divided into several sections, each corresponding to a specific stage of the bardo:

¢ The Chikhai Bardo: The moment of death, where the consciousness experiences a series of luminous visions.
* The Chonyi Bardo: The period of disorientation and the appearance of various deities.
* The Sidpa Bardo: The stage of judgment and the eventual rebirth.

Across these stages, the text emphasizes the importance of recognizing the illusory nature of all phenomena, a

core principle of Tibetan Buddhism. The Bardo Thodol also includes practical instructions for chanting, meditation,
and the use of symbolic images to aid the dying in navigating the bardo.

2.The Question of Authorship

2.1 The Traditional Attribution to Padmasambhava

For centuries, the Bardo Thodol was traditionally credited to Padmasambhava(also known as Guru Rinpoche), a
8th-century Indian master who is credited with establishing Buddhism in Tibet. According to legend,
Padmasambhava received the text from a divine source during a visionary experience, subsequently transcribing it
and sharing it with his disciples. This attribution is deeply rooted in Tibetan monastic lore and is reflected in many
early manuscripts.

2.2 Scholarly Skepticism and Alternative Theories



Modern scholarship has challenged the traditional view that Padmasambhava was the sole author. Several key
points drive this debate:

1. Historical Context: The Bardo Thodol’s themes and philosophical underpinnings align more closely with 9th-
and 10th-century Tibetan developments than with Padmasambhava’s era.

2. Manuscript Evidence: The earliest surviving manuscripts of the text date from the 10th or 11th century,
suggesting a later composition.

3. Oral Tradition: Tibetan Buddhist literature often emerged from a complex oral transmission system, meaning
multiple teachers and scribes could have contributed over time.

Consequently, many scholars argue that the Bardo Thodol is a composite work, reflecting the collective wisdom of
various teachers rather than the singular insight of Padmasambhava.

2.3The Role of the 9th Century Scholar, Yarba

One figure frequently mentioned in contemporary studies is Yarba, a Tibetan scholar who lived during the 9th
century. Yarba is credited with formalizing and compiling the oral teachings that later became the Bardo Thodol.
While Yarba himself is not widely known outside academic circles, his work is considered instrumental in shaping
the text’s structure and content.

2.4 The Influence of the Rangjung Dorje Tradition

Another significant influence comes from the Rangjung Dorjetradition, a lineage of tantric practitioners who
contributed to the development of the Bardo Thodol’s ritualistic aspects. These practitioners were known for their
emphasis on visualization and mantra, elements that are prominently featured in the text's guidance for the dying.

3.Tracing the Text Through History

3.1 Early Mentions and Manuscript Traditions

The earliest references to the Bardo Thodol appear in Tibetan chronicles from the 10th century. These chronicles
describe the text as a sacred manual that was taught by monastic masters to monks and lay practitioners alike.
Manuscripts from the 11th and 12th centuries were discovered in monasteries such as the Samye and Shigatse,
providing further evidence of the text's widespread use.

3.2The Role of the Kangyur and Tengyur Collections

The Kangyur (translated sutras) and Tengyur(commentary collection) are key repositories for Tibetan Buddhist
literature. The Bardo Thodol is included in many versions of the Tengyur, indicating that it was considered a
significant commentary on death and rebirth. These collections helped preserve the text across centuries, ensuring
its continued influence on Tibetan spiritual practice.

3.3 Western Translation and Popularization

It was not until the 19th century that the Bardo Thodol began to reach a Western audience. Sir T. E. Lawrence (of
“Lawrence of Arabia” fame) was one of the first to translate the text, albeit in a heavily abridged form. The most
famous and widely read translation, however, came from the 20th century, when Padma Kumara and George S. H.
Smithproduced a comprehensive English version. These translations played a pivotal role in popularizing the text
among Western mystics, scholars, and the general public.

4.The Text’s Influence on Tibetan Culture and Beyond

4.1 Ritual Practices in Monastic Life



Within Tibetan monasteries, the Bardo Thodol is recited as part of the Chédceremony, a ritual that involves the
chanting of the text to assist the dying. Monks undergo rigorous training to master the recitations, ensuring that the
guidance reaches the consciousness of the deceased in a timely and effective manner.

4.2 Lay Practices and Family Rituals

For laypeople, the Bardo Thodol has become a staple in funerary customs. Families often gather to read passages
aloud during wakes, believing that the text’s instructions help the departed navigate the bardo and achieve a
favorable rebirth. These practices underscore the text's enduring relevance in everyday Tibetan life.

4.3 Influence on Contemporary Spiritual Movements

Beyond Tibet, the Bardo Thodol has influenced various contemporary spiritual movements, including New Age
practices and mindfulness-based therapies. Many modern practitioners incorporate its visualizations and meditative
techniques into their daily routines, seeing them as tools for self-awareness and personal transformation.

5. Modern Scholarship: Who Actually Wrote the Text?

5.1 The Composite Authorship Model

Current academic consensus leans toward a composite authorship model. Scholars suggest that the Bardo Thodol
emerged from a collaborative effort involving multiple teachers, scribes, and oral transmitters over several
centuries. This model acknowledges the text's fluid nature and the dynamic process of Buddhist textual
development.

5.2The Role of Oral Transmission

Tibetan Buddhist tradition places significant emphasis on oral transmission. Teachers would recite and explain the
text to disciples, who would then memorize and later write it down. This oral-to-written transition often introduced
variations and additions, further complicating the authorship question.

5.3 The Impact of Political and Cultural Shifts

The 13th-century Mongol invasions, the rise of the Gelug school, and later Chinese influence all impacted the
preservation and dissemination of the Bardo Thodol. Each cultural shift introduced new interpretive layers, making
it difficult to isolate a single author or time period.

5.4 The Enduring Legacy of Padmasambhava

Despite the scholarly debates, Padmasambhava’s legacy remains integral to the text's identity. His spiritual
authority and the mystic aura surrounding his life lend the Bardo Thodol an aura of divine inspiration. Even if he
was not the sole author, his influence is evident in the text's profound spiritual insights.

6. Frequently Asked Questions

6.1 Is the Bardo Thodol a single text or a compilation of multiple writings?

The Bardo Thodol is widely considered a compilation. While it contains a core narrative that may have originated
with early teachers, numerous later additions and commentaries have been integrated over time.

6.2 How does the text differ from other Tibetan Buddhist writings on death?

Unlike many other Tibetan texts that focus on philosophical doctrines, the Bardo Thodol is highly practical. It offers
step-by-step guidance for the dying, emphasizing immediate application rather than abstract theory.

6.3 What is the significance of the text’s visualizations?



The visualizations serve to calm the mind, prevent fear, and help the consciousness recognize its illusory nature.
They are central to the text's effectiveness as a guide through the bardo.

6.4 Can the Bardo Thodol be applied in modern psychological practices?

Yes, many psychologists and mindfulness practitioners incorporate its meditative techniques to foster present-
moment awareness and reduce anxiety related to mortality.

7. Conclusion

The question of who wrote the Tibetan of the Dead s far from a simple biographical query; it is a window into the
intricate web of Tibetan spiritual history, oral tradition, and cultural evolution. While Padmasambhava remains the
symbolic cornerstone of the text's origin story, modern scholarship points to a collective authorship that spans
centuries and involves a multitude of teachers, scribes, and practitioners.

Whether viewed through the lens of mysticism, historical analysis, or contemporary spirituality, the Bardo Thodol
continues to inspire, comfort, and guide countless individuals. Its enduring relevance underscores the timeless
human quest to understand the nature of consciousness, death, and rebirth.

In exploring the authorship of the Tibetan Book of the Dead, we not only uncover the layers of its creation but also
appreciate the profound cultural and spiritual legacy that continues to shape Tibetan Buddhist practice and beyond.
The text remains a testament to the enduring power of collective wisdom and the human desire to find meaning in
the most profound of transitions.
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