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UNDERSTANDING THE TIBETAN OF THE DEAD THE
GREAT LIBERATION

For centuries, a remarkable text has guided spiritual seekers
through the profound mysteries of life, death, and what may lie
beyond. Known widely as The Tibetan Book of the Dead, its
original title The Tibetan Of The Dead The Great Liberation
reveals a far deeper purpose: not merely a guide for the dying,
but a manual for achieving ultimate freedom from the cycle of
rebirth. This ancient scripture, or Bardo Thodol in Tibetan,
translates to "Liberation by Hearing in the Intermediate State." Its
teachings have captivated Western thinkers, artists, and spiritual
practitioners since its first translation into English, offering a
unique perspective on consciousness that challenges our
conventional understanding of existence.

The text is attributed to the great Indian master
Padmasambhava, who brought Buddhism to Tibet in the 8th
century. According to tradition, he concealed the The Tibetan
Of The Dead The Great Liberation teachings as a terma, or
hidden treasure, to be discovered at a future time when its
wisdom would be most needed. It was later revealed by the
Tibetan terton Karma Lingpa in the 14th century. The core
message of the Bardo Thodol is that death is not an end but a
transition—a powerful opportunity for spiritual awakening if
approached with understanding and proper guidance.

The Three Bardos: A Map of
Consciousness

Central to The Tibetan Of The Dead The Great Liberation is
the concept of bardo, a Tibetan word meaning "intermediate
state" or "transitional experience." The text describes three
primary bardos that every being traverses. The first is the bardo
of life (kyené bardo), which spans from birth to death. This is the
realm of ordinary waking consciousness, where we have the
opportunity to practice and prepare for the transitions ahead. The
second is the bardo of dying (chikhai bardo), the moment of
death itself, when the physical elements dissolve and the mind
experiences a profound and luminous clarity. The third is the
bardo of becoming (sidpa bardo), which follows death and
precedes the next rebirth, a realm of visions, karmic imprints,
and potential liberation.

Each bardo presents unique challenges and opportunities. The
genius of The Tibetan Of The Dead The Great Liberation lies
in its detailed description of these states and its practical
instructions for navigating them. The text is traditionally read
aloud to the dying or deceased person, providing guidance at a
time when the consciousness is believed to be highly receptive
and capable of profound realization. The "Great Liberation"
promised in the title refers to the possibility of breaking free from
the cycle of samsara—the endless round of birth, death, and
rebirth—by recognizing the true nature of reality during these
critical transitions.

The Great Liberation by
Hearing

The subtitle The Tibetan Of The Dead The Great Liberation
emphasizes a unique method: liberation through hearing. The
text is not meant to be studied intellectually but to be recited,
chanted, and heard at the time of death. The power of the spoken
word, combined with the clarity of the dying moment, is said to
penetrate the consciousness directly, bypassing the conceptual
mind. This is a form of spiritual transmission that relies on the
vibrational quality of the teachings and the compassionate
intention of the reader.

The process involves a skilled practitioner, often a lama or a
family member, who reads the The Tibetan Of The Dead The
Great Liberation aloud to the dying person. The text is
structured in three parts, corresponding to the three bardos. The
first part guides the dying through the initial dissolution of the
elements and the appearance of the clear light of reality, the
primordial ground of being. Recognizing this light is the highest
form of liberation, as it is the direct realization of one's own true
nature. If the individual fails to recognize the clear light, the text
then guides them through the visions of the peaceful and
wrathful deities, which are understood to be projections of their
own mind.

Facing the Peaceful and
Wrathful Deities

One of the most dramatic and visually rich sections of The
Tibetan Of The Dead The Great Liberation describes the
appearance of compassionate and terrifying deities during the
bardo of reality (chényi bardo). These are not external gods or
demons to be worshipped or feared, but manifestations of the
individual's own enlightened potential and karmic imprints. The
peaceful deities appear first, radiating calm wisdom and inviting
the consciousness to recognize its own innate purity. If the
deceased is drawn to fear or attachment, the wrathful deities
then appear, fierce and powerful, representing the energy of
transformation.

The key teaching here is that all these visions are empty of
inherent existence. They are like reflections in a mirror or images
in a dream. The The Tibetan Of The Dead The Great
Liberation instructs the deceased to remain calm, not to flee in
terror or cling in desire, but to recognize the visions for what they
are—the display of one's own mind. This recognition is itself
liberation. The great Tibetan master Chégyam Trungpa Rinpoche
likened this process to having a terrifying nightmare and
suddenly realizing that you are dreaming, at which point the
nightmare loses its power and you awaken.

The Bardo of Becoming and
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Rebirth

For those who do not achieve liberation during the initial bardos,
journey continues into the bardo of becoming (sidpa bardo).
This is @ more dream-like state, driven by karmic tendencies and
the unconscious desire to take rebirth. The consciousness in this
bardo is highly sensitive, with enhanced perceptual abilities,
including the power to read minds and travel instantly to any
location. It is also a time of intense emotional states, as the being
experiences the karmic consequences of its past actions.

The Tibetan Of The Dead The Great Liberation provides
detailed guidance for navigating this bardo. The most important
instruction is to cultivate non-attachment and to recognize that
all appearances are empty and illusory. The consciousness is
encouraged to avoid being drawn toward appearances of anger,
lust, or jealousy, which would lead to a lower rebirth. Instead, it is
guided to choose a favorable womb door, symbolizing a rebirth
that offers the best conditions for continued spiritual practice.
The text emphasizes that even in this intermediate state,
liberation is still possible if the being can maintain awareness and
equanimity.

The Profound Role of the
Guru

Throughout The Tibetan Of The Dead The Great Liberation,
the figure of the guru, or spiritual teacher, is central. The guru is
not merely a person but a principle—the embodiment of
enlightened wisdom and compassionate guidance. In the bardo,
the guru appears as the voice of the text itself, a beacon of
clarity in the confusion of the intermediate state. The practice of
guru yoga, or devotion to the teacher, is considered essential
preparation for death, as it establishes a connection that can be
recalled during the transition.

The text also emphasizes the importance of phowa, the
transference of consciousness at death. This practice involves
consciously directing one's consciousness toward a pure land or a
state of liberation at the moment of death. Phowa is often
practiced during life as a form of meditation, and it is considered
one of the most direct and powerful methods for achieving a
favorable rebirth or liberation. The guru's guidance is essential
for mastering phowa, which requires both visualization and a
deep understanding of the subtle channels and energy centers of
the body.

Modern Relevance and
Psychological Insights

The arrival of The Tibetan Of The Dead The Great Liberation
in the West in the early 20th century sparked a revolution in the
understanding of death and consciousness. Carl Jung, the great
Swiss psychiatrist, wrote a profound commentary on the text,
seeing it as a map of the collective unconscious and the
archetypal symbols that arise during profound psychological
transitions. Jung noted that the Bardo Thodol is not about death,
but about the universal human experience of encountering the
unconscious, of facing our deepest fears and desires, and of
finding integration and wholeness.

Modern psychologists and thanatologists (those who study death
and dying) have found remarkable resonance between the stages

described in The Tibetan Of The Dead The Great Liberation
and the experiences reported by individuals who have had near-
death experiences (NDEs). The tunnel of light, the life review, the
feeling of unconditional love, and the encounter with a "being of
light" are all echoed in the text's descriptions of the bardo of
dying. While the cultural frameworks differ, the underlying
phenomenology suggests that the Bardo Thodol captures
something universal about the human journey beyond the
physical body.

Practical Guidance for
Living and Dying

Ultimately, The Tibetan Of The Dead The Great Liberation is
not a text to be read only at the bedside of the dying. Its
teachings are profoundly practical for living a meaningful and
awakened life. The practices associated with the text, such as
mindfulness meditation, visualization of deities, and the
cultivation of compassion, are designed to train the mind so that
it can remain stable and clear even in the face of the greatest
challenges, including death. By familiarizing ourselves with the
states described in the Bardo Thodol during life, we prepare
ourselves to recognize them at the time of death.

One of the most accessible practices derived from The Tibetan
Of The Dead The Great Liberation is the cultivation of dream
yoga. Just as the bardo of becoming is compared to a dream
state, learning to become lucid in dreams during life prepares the
practitioner to recognize the dream-like nature of the
intermediate state. Similarly, the practice of yoga nidra, or
conscious sleep, can be seen as a rehearsal for the bardo of
dying, where the practitioner learns to maintain awareness as the
body and mind dissolve into stillness.

The text also emphasizes the power of intention and prayer. The
aspiration prayer for a peaceful death, and the dedication of
merit for the benefit of all beings, are considered essential
components of the path. By developing a deep, heartfelt
aspiration to die with awareness and compassion, we plant the
seeds for a positive transition at the time of death. This is not
about wishing for death, but about preparing for it as the most
profound and consequential moment of our lives.

The Great Liberation in
Daily Life

The true brilliance of The Tibetan Of The Dead The Great
Liberation is its insistence that liberation is not confined to
death. The text teaches that every moment of transition—every
change, loss, disappointment, and surprise—is a kind of mini-
bardo, a doorway to awakening. When we are confronted with
uncertainty, fear, or overwhelming emotion, we have the same
choice as the dying: to react with grasping or aversion, or to rest
in the open, spacious awareness that is our true nature.

This is the meaning of "Great Liberation" in its fullest sense. It is
not about escaping from life or death, but about waking up to the
truth of what we are—the timeless, luminous awareness that is
the ground of all experience. The The Tibetan Of The Dead
The Great Liberation is a mirror that reflects our own deepest
potential. It invites us to look directly at our mind, to see
beyond the veil of conditioned thoughts and emotions, and to
recognize the deathless nature of consciousness itself.
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CONCLUSION: A TIMELESS GUIDE FOR THE ULTIMATE
JOURNEY

The Tibetan Of The Dead The Great Liberation remains one
of the most profound and transformative texts ever transmitted
to humanity. Its teachings on death, bardo, and rebirth are not
mere philosophical speculations but practical instructions for
navigating the most significant transition we will ever face. More
than a book about death, it is a guide to living fully, fearlessly,

and with profound wisdom. For those who study it with an open
heart and mind, it offers the ultimate gift: the realization that
consciousness is continuous, that death is a portal, and that
liberation is possible in this very life. Whether read as a spiritual
scripture, a psychological treatise, or a poetic exploration of the
unknown, the Bardo Thodol continues to inspire, challenge, and
illuminate the path of awakening for generations of seekers
around the world.



