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The Ancient Books of the Dead

One of the major tolls modern humanity has had to pay for the rapid
technological development following the scientific and industrial revolu-
tions is a progressive alienation from its biological nature and loss of
connectionwith the spiritual source. During the period of rapid evolution of
materialistic science and precipitous technological progress, three basic
areas that link humans to nature — birth, sex, and death — were subjected to
deep psychological repression and denial. At the same time, the spiritual
awareness that had provided a sense of meaningful belonging to the
cosmos was replaced by atheism, or superficial religious activities of
decreasing vitality and relevance.

At the beginning of this century, depth psychology inspired by the studies
of Sigmund Freud initiated a sexual revolution that has greatly increased our
understanding of instinctual life and radically transformed cultural attitudes
and behaviour. Interest in non-ordinary states of consciousness, triggered
by psychedelic research and widespread self-experimentation in the 1960s,
has attracted attention to the problems related to birth and death. This
resulted in the study of the psychological impact of the birth trauma,
development of pre- and perinatal psychology, and the introduction of new
obstetric practices. Systematic study of non-ordinary states of conscious-
ness together with the pioneering work with patients suffering from
incurable diseases conducted by Dr Kubler-Ross and others then led to an
unprecedented renaissance of interestin the psychology of dying and near-
death experiences.

It is not easy to understand why the public suddenly became open to
issues related to death. Even at the time of the deepest cultural denial there
were isolated researchers, particularly parapsychologists, who were study-
ing various aspects of death and dying and publishing papers and books on
their findings. Special publications, such as Jess E. Weisse’s The Vestibule,
Jean-Baptiste Delacour’s Glimpses of the Beyond, or Karlis Osis’s Death-Bed
Observations of Physicians and Nurses, described and discussed strange
experiences reported by people who had come close to death and lived to
tell their stories. For some reason, the professional circles and the general
public paid very little attention to these reports until Raymond Moody’s Life
After Life became overnight an international best-seller.

Moody’s book was a study of near-death experiences based on interviews
with 150 individuals who had had a close brush with death. Rather than
making a breathtaking new discovery, Moody basically confirmed the



findings of many of his predecessors. He showed that people who come
close to death experience a series of most extraordinary adventures in
consciousness that deserve serious attention of professionals as well as
laymen. As Moody himself pointed out, similar experiences had been
reported not only in earlier decades, but throughout centuries. The
literature of ancient cultures, who had a remarkably sharp awareness of the
spiritual and philosophical importance of death, abounds in eschatological
passages.

The ancient texts that are specifically dedicated to the problems of death
and dying are usually referred to as ‘books of the dead’. The oldest of these
texts is the so-called Egyptian Book of the Dead; it is a collection of ancient
Egyptian papyri based on a body of literature called Pert em hru, usually
translated as Manifestation in the Light, or Coming Forth By Day. Probably
the most famous of these documents is the Tibetan Book of the Dead,
known under the name Bardo Thédol, or Liberation by Hearing on the
Afterdeath Plane. Mesoamerican examples are the Maya Book of the Dead,
which can be reconstructed from the pictures and texts on the funeral vases
of the so-called Ceramic Codex, and comparable Toltec and Aztec material
from the preserved screenfold codices. To these can be added a range of
medieval European eschatological material known as Ars moriendi — The
Art of Dying.

When the ancient ‘books of the dead’ first came to the attention of
western scholars they were considered to be fictitious accounts of the
posthumous journey of the soul, and as such, wishful fabrications of people
who were unable to accept the grim reality of death. They were put in the
same category as fairy tales — creations of human fantasy of undoubted
beauty, but no relevance for everyday reality. However, a deeper study of
these texts revealed that they had been used as guides in the context of
sacred mysteries and spiritual practice, and very likely described the
experiences of the initiates and practitioners. From this new perspective,
presenting the books of the dead as manuals for the dying may be seen as a
clever disguise to obscure their secret ritual function and protect their
esoteric message from the uninitiated.

Modern research focusing on non-ordinary states of consciousness
brought unexpected new insights into this problem area. Systematic study
of the experiences in psychedelic sessions, powerful non-drug forms of
psychotherapy, and spontaneously occurring psychospiritual crises,
showed that in all these situations, people can encounter an entire
spectrum of unusual experiences, including sequences of agony and dying,
passing through hell, facing divine judgment, being reborn, reaching the
celestial realms, and confronting memories from previous incarnations.

These states are strikingly similar to those described in the eschatological
texts of ancient and pre-industrial cultures. Such experiences seem to
originate in the collective unconscious as described by C.C. Jung, and their
specific symbolism can be drawn from many different cultures of the world,
not necessarily the subject’s own. Moreover, thanatological studies of near-
death states showed that the experiences associated with life-threatening
situations bear deep resemblance to the descriptions from the ancient
books of the dead, as well as to those reported by subjects in psychedelic
sessions and modern experiential psychotherapy. It has become clear that



Manifestation

in the Light:

The Egyptian Book
of the Dead

these texts are actually maps of the inner territories of the psyche
encountered in profound non-ordinary states of consciousness.

It is possible to spend one’s entire lifetime without ever experiencing
these realms, or even being aware of their existence, until one is catapulted
into them at the time of biological death. However, for some people this
experiential area opens up during their lifetime in a variety of situations,
including psychedelic sessions or other powerful forms of self-exploration,
serious spiritual practice, participation in shamanic rituals, or during
spontaneous psychospiritual crises. This offers us the possibility of
experiential exploration of these territories of the psyche on our own terms,
before it is imposed on us by biological death.

The experiential practice of dying, or ‘dying before dying’, has two
important consequences. It liberates the individual from the fear of death
and changes his or her attitude toward dying, and so prepares him or her for
the experiences at the time of biological demise, and by eliminating the fear
of death, it transforms the individual's way of being in the world. For this
reason, there is no fundamental difference between the preparation for
death by exploration of dying, on the one hand, and spiritual practice
leading to enlightenment, on the other. This is the reason why the ancient
books of the dead could be used in both situations.

Thanks to the findings of modern consciousness research amassed during
the last few decades, we can attempt in this book to do more than just
present the actual historical material of the books of the dead, and review
the information amassed by scholars who have subjected these texts to
expert professional analysis. We can compare this information with the
observations from thanatology and other areas of modern consciousness
research, such as psychedelic studies, experiential psychotherapy, anthro-
pology, comparative religion and mythology, and show the relevance of
these ancient texts for contemporary readers.

One of the most famous funerary texts is the so called Egyptian Book of the
Dead, or Pert em hru. The English name is misleading, since it suggests a
comprehensive and coherent work associated with a specific author, or at
least with a definite historical period. In actuality, Pert em hru is a vast and
heterogeneous collection of texts, some of which are spells and incan-
tations, prayers, hymns, litanies and magical formulae, others mythological
sequences, or procedures for treating the deceased. These texts originated
in different historical eras, and in their totality they span a period of almost
five millennia.

The title Egyptian Book of the Dead is derived from the name given by
Egyptian tomb-robbers to every roll of inscribed papyrus they found with
mummies — Kitab al-Mayitun, or ‘book of the dead person’. The original
Egyptian title Pert em hru is usually translated as ‘manifestation in the light’,
‘coming forth by day’, or ‘chapters of everyday arrival’. From this large body
of funerary texts, the ancient scribes made specific selections for the benefit
of a particular individual, brought them together in a comprehensive way,
and provided them with rich illustrations. Instead of a standard and uniform
text, we thus have many individualized and unique collections that bear the



names of the deceased, such the papyri of Ani, Hunefer, or Anhai, nowin the
British Museum in London.

The funerary texts were originally written only for kings, and were
inscribed on the walls of certain pyramids, such as those erected in the
honour of the pharaohs Cheops, Chephren and Mykerinos in Sakkara. Both
the pyramids and the pharaohs for whom they were built were related to the
sun god, Ra. These so-called ‘Pyramid Texts’ were produced between 2350
and 2175 BC, and are among the oldest written records, not only in Egypt,
but in the whole of human history. However, the material they contain
points to sources that are even more archaic. The preoccupation with
afterlife and belief in the beyond that led to the practice of mummification is
known in Egypt from about 3100 BC.

After about 1700 BC, the practice of burial with funerary texts was
extended from the pharaohs to members of the nobility and other
prominent figures. The so-called ‘Coffin Texts" took the form of scrolls, or
were painted on the sides of wooden coffins. The most famous of these
funerary texts came from the city of Thebes, like the papyri of Ani, Hunefer
and Anhai, mentioned above. One of the principal figures of Pert em hru, the
sun god Ra, was the state deity of Thebes.




The god Ra in the solar barque.
The deity changes his form
according to the stage of the
journey

The funeral procession of Ani,
c. 1250 BC, is shown in his
papyrus of the Book of the
Dead. It illustrates Chapter |,
with words to be spoken on the
day of burial, when the deities
Thoth, Horus, Ra and Orisis are
invoked for the journey into the
underworld and the ‘coming
forth by day’

From the first to the last, the texts of Pert em hru reveal the unalterable
belief of the Egyptians in the immortality of the soul, resurrection, and life
after death. However, the message of these texts is not consistent and
coherent like that of their Tibetan counterpart, the Bardo Thédol. From the
oldest to the youngest, the Eygptian funerary texts span a period of almost
five thousand years. Even a conservative culture such as ancient Egypt
undergoes significant changes in the course of millennia. In addition, various
cities had their preferences in regard to principal deities, and there were
differences, conflicts, and power struggles between the priests of Heliopolis,
Memphis, Thebes, and Hermopholis. New deities were adopted and often
worshipped alongside the old.

In spite of the great complexity of the funerary texts, one can discern two
majorideological streams. On the one hand, great emphasis was put on the
sun god Ra, his divine retinue, and their archetypal nocturnal-diurnal
journey. In the mythology underlying this belief, the sun god accompanied
by his crew of assisting deities travelled in a splendid solar boat. In the
daytime, they proceeded in a large arc across the Egyptian sky. Toward the
end of the day, at sunset, the barge disappeared in the opening in mountains
of the West and entered the underworld, Tuat, a dismal and terrifying region
full of treacherous places, demons and other dangerous creatures. This
‘unseen place’ contained abysmal depths of darkness and firepits in which
the damned, the enemies of Ra, were consumed. The sun god and his
retinue had to overcome daily all the challenges of this ominous realm.

Those who worshipped Ra as their principal deity believed that after
physical death they would join him and his crew and travel with them in the
solar barge. Their principal text was Am Tuat, or ‘The Book of What is in the
Tuat’, written by the priests of Amen-Ra to proclaim the sun god’s
supremacy. The Am Tuat provided for the followers of Amen-Ra the
information about the divisions of the Tuat, the knowledge of the Halls and
Cates and the names of the beings who guarded them, and the necessary
magic formulae and power-words for the safe passage of the solar barge and
its crew.

On the other hand, an older tradition of the ancient mortuary god Osiris
also permeated the texts of Pert em hru. Osiris, one of four divine siblings,
was killed and dismembered by his evil brother Seth, and the parts of his
body were dispersed all over the Nile delta. Reassembled and resurrected by
his two divine sisters, Isis and Nephthys, he became the god and ruler of the
Egyptian underworld. His followers expected to join him after death in
Sekhet Hetepet, or Happy Fields, a paradisean replica of the Nile Valley, and
enjoy eternal life cruising on the celestial river, worshipping deities, feasting
on exquisite food, and engaging in joyful agricultural activities.

The principal text of the followers of Osiris was the Book of the Gates; it
was compiled to prove that, despite the pretensions of the priests of Amen-
Ra, the ancient god of the dead, Osiris, was still the overlord of the
underworld and that his kingdom was everlasting. This text, the most
complete version of which was found inscribed on the alabaster
sarcophagus of Pharaoh Seti | (around 1375 BC), consisted of two parts. The
first is a series of texts and pictures which describe the progress of the sun
god to the kingdom of Osiris, the Judgment of the Dead, the life of the
beatified in Sekhet Hetepet, and the punishment of the wicked and the foes



Isis in the form of a kite,
begetting Horus by the dead
Osiris, and (below) Anubis
reconstituting the body of Osiris,
directed by the god Thoth and
helped by the frog goddess
Heqet. (After bas reliefs at Philae)
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of the sun god and Osiris. The second part consists of a series of texts and
pictures which represent the magical ceremonies that were performed in
very ancient times to reconstruct the body of the sun god and make him rise
every day.

The story of the death and rebirth of Osiris played such an important role
in Egyptian eschatological mythology that it deserves to be briefly told. The
four divine siblings Isis, Osiris, Nephthys and Seth were the children of Geb,
the god of the earth, and Nut, the goddess of the sky. Osiris was also the
husband of his sister Isis, and Nephthys the wife of her brother Seth.
According to the legend, Osiris was an enlightened king who civilized the
Egyptians, taught them the art of agriculture, and prohibited cannibalism.
His brother Seth hated him, and with his fellow-conspirators plotted his
death.

Seth invited Osiris to a banquet where he showed him a richly decorated
chest made specially for him, and invited him to try it. Once Osiris lay inside,
Seth slammed the lid and secured it with nails. The chest was thrown into
the river Nile and floated down to the sea. It drifted to Byblos, on the
Phoenician coast, where it came to rest on the shore, and a lovely tree grew
up and enclosed it. The tree’s size and beauty captured the attention of
Malacander, the King of Byblos, who had it cut down to be used as a pillar of
his palace.
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Isis nursing her son Horus,
concealed in the papyrus
swamps, and attended by Thoth
and Amen-Ra. Below: Corn
grows from the body of the dead
Osiris. Inscribed beneath is the
ankh, symbol of eternal life,
framed by the characters for
‘good fortune’ and ‘wellbeing’.
(After bas reliefs at Philae)

Liberation
Through Hearing
on the
Afterdeath Plane:
The Tibetan Book
of the Dead

Isis, as sister, lover and wife to Osiris, searched for him everywhere,
weeping, while the land of Egypt dried up and the vegetation withered. Isis
finally discovered the pillar in the palace in Byblos, and succeeded in
obtaining it fromthe queenafterserving forsometime as a nurse to the little
prince. She returned on a ship to Egypt with Osiris’s body, and on the way,
managed to conceive a child by perching upon Osiris in the form of a kite.
Fearing that Seth could discover Osiris’s body and her pregnancy, she hid in
the marshes. Seth had not given up his plan to destroy Osiris. Hunting in the
marshes, he came upon the body, hacked it into fourteen pieces, and
scattered them to the four winds.

Isis and Nephthys, with the help of the jackal-headed deity Anubis, found
and gathered all the pieces together in a rawhide and succeeded in
resurrecting Osiris, who then became the Lord of the Underworld. Horus,

5 Isis’s child by the dead Osiris, grew up to become the avenger of his father.

After a long and hard struggle, he defeated Seth and castrated him. The
death and resurrection of Osiris was for the Egyptians an important
archetypal pattern for survival after death. The battle between Horus and
Seth became a metaphor for the cosmic battle between the forces of light
and darkness, or good and evil.

In the mystical tradition of Egypt, the experience of death and rebirth was
not necessarily bound to the time of the biological demise. The sacred
temple mysteries of Isis and Osiris gave neophytes the opportunity to
confront death long before old age or disease made it mandatory, and to
conquer it and discover their own immortality. In initiatory procedures of
this kind, neophytes not only lost the fear of death, but also profoundly
changed their way of being in the world. The ancient Egyptians saw such
close parallels between the archetypal adventures of the sun god during his
diurnal-noctural journey, the states associated with biological death, and
the experiences of neophytes in the sacred mysteries, that they considered
them effectively equivalent. Modern consciousness research brings import-
ant insights into the connections and interrelations between these three
experiential realms, and transfers ancient Egyptian eschatological beliefs
from the world of primitive superstition to the domain of transpersonal

psychology.

The Tibetan Book of the Dead, or Bardo Thodol, is of much more recent
origin than its Egyptian counterpart, and it has incomparably more inner
consistency and congruence. Unlike Pert em hru, it is a well-defined and
homogeneous text of which we know the author and the approximate time
of origin. Although it is clearly based on a much older oral material, it was
first put into writing in the eighth century AD, and it is attributed to the Great
Guru Padmasambhava. This legendary spiritual teacher introduced Budd-
hism into Tibet and laid the foundations for Vajrayana, a unique amalgam of
Buddhist teachings and elements of an ancient indigenous tradition, called
Bon, that had been Tibet's principal religion prior to Padmasambhava'’s
arrival.

Little is known with certainty about the pre-Buddhist religion of Tibet;
however, one of its dominant features seems to have been preoccupation
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with the continuation of life after death. It included elaborate rituals aimed
at ensuring that the soul of the dead person was conducted safely to the
Beyond. Sacrificed animals, foods, drinks, and various precious objects
accompanied the deceased during the posthumous journey. Beside
ensuring the happiness of the deceased in the Beyond, these rites were also
expected to have beneficial influence on the wellbeing of the living.

Additional characteristic features of the early indigenous Tibetan religion
were the cult of local gods, especially mountain and warrior deities, and the
use of trance states for oracular activities. The original Bon had significant
animistic and shamanistic components. After the arrival of Buddhism into
Tibet, both these religious systems coexisted, and in spite of their separate
nature, showed rich crossfertilization. In practice the two have been so
closely combined as to appear fused into a single belief system. The non-
Buddhist elements are particularly prominent in a terrifying rite of imagined
self-annihilation, as practised by certain ascetic yogis, and in the remarkable
Bardo Thédol.

The Bardo Thédol is a guide for the dying and the dead, a manual to help
the departed to recognize, with the aid of a competent teacher, the various
stages of the intermediate state between death and rebirth, and to attain
liberation. The states of consciousness associated with the process of death
and rebirth belong to a wider group of intermediate states, or ‘bardos’.
Among the bardos are recognized the bardo state of the existence in the
womb, the bardo of the dream state, the bardo of ecstatic equilibrium
during deep meditation, the bardo of the moment of death (Chikhai Bardo),
the bardo of the karmic illusions following death (Chonyid Bardo), and the
bardo of existence while seeking rebirth (Sidpa Bardo).

The Tibetan Book of the Dead is written as a guide for the dying. However,
it has additional levels of meaning. According to the Buddhist teachings,
death and rebirth do not happen only in connection with the biological
demise and subsequent beginning of another lifetime, but occur in every
moment of our existence. The states described in the Bardo Thédol can also
be experienced in meditative states during systematic spiritual practice. This
important text is thus simultaneously a guide for the dying, for the living, and
for serious spiritual seekers. It is one of a series of instructions on six types of
liberation: liberation through hearing, liberation through wearing, liberation
through seeing, liberation through remembering, liberation through tasting
and liberation through touching.

The instructions on the different types of liberation were formulated by
Padmasambhava and written down by his wife. Padmasambhava buried
these texts in the Gampo hills of central Tibet, as was done with many other
texts and sacred objects, called termas or ‘hidden treasures’. He gave the
transmission of power to discover them to his twenty-five chief disciples.
The texts of the Bardo Thédol were later found by an incarnation of one of
thesedisciples, Karma Lingpa who belonged to the Nyingma tradition. They
have been used throughout the centuries by serious students of this
teaching as important guides to liberation and illumination.

The Bardo Thédol describes the experiences that one encounters at the
time of death (Chikhai Bardo), during the period of facing the archetypal
visions and karmic illusions following death (Chonyid Bardo), and in the
process of seeking rebirth (Sidpa Bardo).



The Bardo of the Moment of Death

The Chikhai Bardo describes experiences associated with the moment of
death, whose most characteristic feature is a sense of losing touch with the
familiar world of polarities such as good and evil, and entering a realm of
unreality and confusion. The logical and ordered world that we know from
everyday life starts to dissolve, and there follows the sense of uncertainty
whether one is attaining enlightenment or becoming insane. The Bardo
Thédol describes the experiences heralding imminent death in terms of the
different elements of the body.

Here belong experiences of heaviness, intense physical pressures, and
progressive loss of touch with the physical world. In this situation, one takes
refuge in the mind, and tries to reach reassurance that it is still functioning.
This is described as earth sinking into water. In the next stage, the operations
of the mind cease to be fluid and the circulation of thoughts is disturbed. The
only way to relate is through emotions, to think of somebody one loves or
hates. Feelings of clammy cold are replaced by sensations of fiery heat. The
Bardo Thédol refers to this experience as water sinking into fire. Then the
vivid emotions dissolve and attention moves away from the objects of love
and hatred; one’s entire being seems to be blown into atoms. This
experience of fire sinking into air creates a state of openness for the following
encounter with cosmic luminosity.

At the actual moment of death, one has an overwhelming vision of
Dharmakaya, or the Primary Clear Light of Pure Reality. It is as if the whole of
existence suddenly appeared in its absolute totality and in an entirely
abstract form. In this experience, all dualities are transcended. Agony and
ecstasy, good and evil, beauty and ugliness, burning heat and freezing cold,
all coexist in one undifferentiated whole. Ultimate enlightenment and total
insanity seem to be equally plausible interpretations of this experience. In
the last analysis, the Dharmakaya is identical with the experiencer's own
consciousness, which has no birth and no death, and is by its very nature the
Immutable Light.

According to the Bardo Thédol, if one recognizes this truth and has been
prepared by systematic practice for the immensity of this experience, the
vision of the Dharmakaya offers a unique opportunity for instant spiritual
liberation. Those who let themselves be deterred, and shy away from the
Dharmakaya, will have another chance immediately after death when the
Secondary Clear Light dawns upon them. If they miss this opportunity as
well, they will be involved in a complicated sequence of spiritual adventures
with an entire pantheon of blissful and wrathful deities, during which their
consciousness becomes progressively more estranged from the liberating
truth as they are approaching another rebirth. These are the experiences
described in the texts relating to the second and third bardos.

The Bardo of Experiencing Reality

The experiences in the Chonyid Bardo consist of successive visions of a rich
panoply of divine and demonic presences that one encounters during one’s
journey from the moment of death to the time of seeking rebirth. On the
first five days of this bardo appear the glorious images of the five Peaceful
Deities. These are the transcendental Dhyani Buddhas, or Tathagatas,
enveloped in brilliant lights of different colours — Vairocana (Buddha
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The germinal mandala of the
Tibetan Book of the Dead: the
mandala of the five transcendent
Dhyani or Tathagata Buddhas
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Supreme and Eternal), Akshobhya (Immovable Buddha), Ratnasambhava
(Buddha of Precious Birth), Amitabha (Buddha of Infinite Light), and
Amoghasiddhi (Buddha of Unfailing Success). With them appear their
attendants, male and female Bodhisattvas.

On the sixth day, all the Dhyani Buddhas appear at once with their
attendants, together with the four wrathful Door-keepers and their female
partners, shaktis or dakinis, the Buddhas of the six realms or lokas into which
one can be reborn, and a number of additional divine figures, forty-two
deities altogether. Their radiances are in vivid contrast with the lure of the
dull and illusory lights representing the six lokas. On the seventh day, five
Knowledge-holding Deities from the paradisean realms appear with their
dakinis, innumerable heroes and heroines, celestial warriors, and faith-
protecting deities. Radiances of colourful light emanating from their hearts
compete with the dull light of tiryaloka, the realm of animals, or brutal
subhuman creatures.

The period between the eighth and fourteenth day is the time for the
appearance of the Wrathful Deities. The demonic figures appearing
between the eighth and twelfth day, as terrifying as they might seem, are in
actuality the dark aspects of the five transcendental Dhyani Buddhas. On
the thirteenth day, the Kerimas, the Eight Wrathful Ones, and the animal-
headed Htamenmas emerge from within one’s brain-centre. On the
fourteenth day appears a rich array of deities, among them four Female
Door-keepers with animal heads and other powerful goddesses, and yoginis
(female yogis).



Block-print mandala of the
Peaceful and Wrathful Deities
according to the doctrine of the
Tibetan Book of the Dead. The
Adibuddha Samantabhadra
appears at the centre, but the
other deities appear only in the
form of sound-syllables or
mantras

For the unprepared and uninitiated, the Wrathful Deities are a source of
abysmal awe and terror. However, those familiar with these images from
their previous studies, and prepared for them by intensive spiritual practice,
would be able to recognize them, and realize that they are essentially empty

images of their own mind. They will be able to merge with them, and attain
Buddhahood.

The Bardo of Seeking Rebirth

Those who have missed the opportunity for liberation in the first two bardos
have to face this last stage of the intermediate state. After having fainted in
fear in the Chonyid Bardo, they now awaken in a new form — the bardo
body. The bardo body differs from the gross one we know in everyday life. It
is not composed of matter, and has many remarkable qualities. It is
endowed with the power of unimpeded motion and can penetrate through
solid objects.

Those who exist in the form of the bardo body can appear and disappear
at will, or travel instantaneously to any place on earth. They can change size
and shape, and replicate their form, manifesting simultaneously in more
than one location. At this point, one might seem to be in command of
miraculous powers; here the Bardo Thédol issues a serious warning against
allowing oneself to feel desire for these forces, and becoming attached to
them.

The quality of experiences in this bardo — the degree of happiness or
misery —depends on the karmicrecord of the dead person. Those who have
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Painting from an initiation chart
with a group of animal-headed
Phram-men-ma deities,
enveloped in auras of flame and
making characteristic gestures or
mudras
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accumulated much bad karma willbe tormented by frightening encounters
with flesh-eating demons or rakshasas swinging weapons, terrible beasts of
prey, and raging elemental forces of nature — clashing and crumbling rocks,
angry overflowing seas, roaring fires, or ominous crevices and precipices.
Those who have accumulated karmic merit will experience various
delightful pleasures, while those with neutral karma will face colourless
dullness and indifference.

A culmination of the experiences in the Sidpa Bardo is the scene of
judgment, during which the Lord and Judge of the Dead, whose name is
YamaRajaor DharmaRaja, examines the pastactions of the individual with
the help of his tale-telling mirror. He then assigns the person according to his
or her merits and demerits to one of the six lokas or realms into which one
can be reborn.

When the lights of the six lokas are dawning on the person at this stage of
the bardo journey, an attempt can be made to close the door of the womb
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and prevent reincarnation. The Bardo Thédol suggests several approaches
to this end. It might help to contemplate one’s tutelary deity or meditate on
the Clear Light, realize the essential voidness of all the apparitions, or focus
on the chain of good karma. Another approach is to avoid attraction by
figures of male and female bodies in sexual union, or resist the ambivalent
oedipal forces that draw one toward one’s future parents.

If all the opportunities for liberation have been missed, one will be
manceuvered irresistibly by vivid illusions, and rebirth will invariably follow.
With proper guidance, the unfortunate individual has one more hope left:
he or she can still have some influence on the choice of the womb to enter.
With the right environment and support, the new life may offer
opportunities for spiritual practice that will provide a better preparation for
the next journey through the bardo states.

The ancient Maya were a high civilization with a rich cultural heritage;
however, much of their literary legacy has been lost for posterity. This is
partially due to the climate of Central America, an unfortunate combination
of heat and moisture which is certainly not favourable for the preservation
of perishable documents. However, the main responsibility for this situation
falls on the Spanish invaders, who deliberately destroyed enormous
quantities of literary treasures. This was particularly the case with the so-
called codices, accordion-like bark-paper screenfolds with rich and
colourful illustrations, a goldmine of information about various aspects of
Maya life. No codices survive from the Classical Period (before AD 900) and
only four from the Postclassical Period (900 to the Spanish Conquest).

The Maya lived their lives in sharp awareness of death. Short life
expectancy, high infant mortality, and the combination of warfare and
sacrificial rituals made death an ever-present reality. Much of the Maya
ritual and art was dedicated to the process of death, from the soul’s
entrance into the underworld, called Xibalba, to rebirth and apotheosis.
Maya mythology and funeral art described death as a journey whose
challenges were known, and its important stages were depicted on coffins,
walls, pottery, jades, and other objects that accompanied the deceased
during the great transition.

In spite of this keen interest in death and dying, no specific eschatological
texts comparable to the Egyptian or Tibetan Book of the Dead are known.
However, mayologists Lin Crocker and Michael Coe were able to distinguish
a well-defined group of vessels which they designated as ‘codex-style
ceramics’ because the style of the painted scenes and glyphs that
ornamented them resembled that of the Maya codices. They came to the
conclusion that the same artists who created these masterpieces also
painted the bark-paper books. Cardiosurgeon and archaeologist Francis
Robicsek, a scholar who has studied the Maya funeral vases extensively,
went one step further. He became convinced that these vases not only
looked like the codices, but placed in the proper sequence, they formed a
book-like narrative.

To verify this assumption he visited Maya archaeological sites as well as
institutional and private collections world-wide. Together with anthropolo-
gist-hieroglypher Donald Hales, he made the first complete study of the
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Maya codex-style ceramics, which encompassed all known examples. It
became apparent that many of the vases fell into groups, each of which
represented a single underworld myth or tale. Robicsek and Hales were able
to suggest a tentative sequence of funerary ceramics which together
represent the ‘book of the dead’ of the Maya.

The codex-style ceramics date from the Late Classic Period, probably
around the turn of the eighth century, during the period of the greatest
economic and political prosperity of the Maya city states. The scenes
depicted on the vases are extremely rich and complex, painted in white,
black, red and blue. They represent underworld lords and ladies with their
attendants, death gods, the Hero Twins, palace ceremonies, sacrificial
scenes, warfare, hunts and ritual ballgames.

Many of the vessels depict fantastic mythological creatures such as the
Creat Bearded Dragon, the Cauac Monster, the Hallucinatory Serpent of
Bloodletting, the Principal Bird Deity, the Quadripartite Monster and the
Celestial Monster. Among the animals we find jaguars, jaguar-dogs, spider
monkeys, bats, rabbits, vultures, moan-birds, serpents, turtles, toads, fish,
fireflies and scorpions. Some of the creatures wear sacrificial scarfs and hold
bowls containing eyes, bones, and severed hands (triadic bowls’) which
indicate their underworld character.

While some of these images clearly relate to myths and legends which are
now lost, many of them seem to concern a famous story of the Hero Twins,
who underwent incredible ordeals during their visit to Xibalba, the Maya
underworld, and experiericed death and rebirth. This story forms an
important part of the Popol Vuh, an epic of the Quiché Maya put into
writing shortly after the Conquest by an anonymous Cuatemalan Indian,
but clearly based on a much older oral tradition.

The section of the epic of particular interest in the present context
describes the victorious encounter of the Hero Twins with the Lords of the
Underworld, the rulers of Xibalba. The father of the Twins, Hun Hunahpu,
and his companion Vucub Hunahpu were lured to the underworld by the
Xibalba Lords to play ball. After their defeat they were killed and
decapitated, and Hun Hunahpu's head was hung on a calabash tree. The
tree, previously barren, immediately bore fruit and was hailed as miraculous.
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When a maiden named Xquic came to see the fruit, Hun Hunahpu’s skull
spatinto her hand and impregnated her. The maiden returned to the surface
of the Earth and gave birth to the Hero Twins, Hunahpu, god of the hunt, and
Xbalanque, ‘Little Jaguar’.

When the Twins grew up into beautiful youths, they discovered the
rubber ball their father and his companion had used, and decided to
descend to Xibalba to avenge their deaths. In the underworld, Hunahpu and
Xbalanque were subjected to a series of perilous ordeals invented by the
Xibalba Lords. They successfully overcame the dangers of the House of
Cloom, the House of Knives, the House of Cold, the House of Jaguars and the
House of Fire, and won against the Lords of Xibalba in all games of ball.
However, in the House of Bats they almost met defeat when Hunahpu's
head was cut off. The Xibalba people took the head and hung it in the
ballcourt as a trophy.

Xbalanque called the animals, and the turtle took the shape of Hunahpu's
head. His twin then bounced the ball far over the court, where a rabbit had
been stationed to chase it and encourage the Xibalba people to run after
him. Xbalanque used this diversion to steal the real head; Hunahpu was
restored to life, and the game ended in a tie. During the next test, the Twins
willingly jumped into the flames of a great fire, knowing that by then their
prowess had won them immortality. Five days later they rose from the dead
and performed miracles in the disguise of ragged fishermen. They burned
houses and made them reappear, then cut themselves into pieces and
returned to life looking younger and more handsome than before. When
the Xibalba Lords asked the same for themselves, the Twins sacrificed them
and did not bring them back to life.
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In the written form of the Popol Vuh, the Hero Twins are taken into
heaven and become the sun and moon. The Maya scholar J. Eric S.
Thompson believes that the written form of the epic reflects a distortion of
the story under Spanish influence. He suggests that in the oral tradition, the
Twins were changed into the sun and the planet Venus, considered brothers
in Maya mythology. It is also likely that the original version placed a greater
emphasis on the spiritual aspect of the transformation of the Twins. The
legend of the Twins’ father Hun Hunahpu entered the histories of various
Maya sites where the rulers were regarded as the descendents or
incarnations of the Hero Twins.

Although the Popol Vuh itself was put into writing in post-Conquest
times, the legends describing the birth, life, death and rebirth of Hunahpu
and Xbalanque are remnants of an important mythic cycle from the Classic
Period. The Hero Twins’ adventures reveal the Maya concept of the soul’s
journey through death and rebirth. They provided instructions for defeating
death and attaining resurrection, knowledge that had universal relevance.
The king, the nobles, and possibly every human being, thus metaphorically
assumed at death the identity of one of the Twins.

The evidence of the codex-style ceramics thus seems to indicate that one
of the Mesoamerican patterns for the posthumous journey of the soul, and
possibly also for the sacred initiation of death and rebirth, was closely
related to the themes of Popol Vuh. It portrays the transformation-process
of death and rebirth as a series of difficult ordeals and adventures that take
place in subterranean regions and have their characteristic protagonists. A
particularly interesting and mysterious aspect of this symbolism is the
element of the ritual ballgame. The ballgame was a real-life event in
Mesoamerican cultures, and it seems likely it offered the living an
opportunity to play out the myth of the Hero Twins.

The greatest figure of Precolumbian eschatological mythology symbolizing
the process of spiritual death and rebirth was undoubtedly Quetzalcoatl.
This glorious deity played an important role in creation mythology. It was
believed the gods created five suns in succession, each corresponding to
one period of the world’s history, and that Quetzalcoatl helped to create the
Fifth Sun and gave it movement. He also mysteriously appeared among his
people as a hero with a white complexion and a beard, who founded their
religion, taught them the arts of civilization, and disappeared without trace.
The myth of Quetzalcoatl was the religious theme common to all
Mesoamerica.

Quetzalcoatl's name derives from two Nahuatl words: quetzal, a rare
exotic bird of brilliant green colour, and coatl, a serpent. The combination of
these two words literally means ‘plumed serpent’. An alternative translation
of the same name is Precious Twin, alluding to Quetzalcoatl’s identification
with the planet Venus and its two aspects as morning star and evening star.
However, he was also known by many other names, such as the Cod of
Wind, the Lord of Dawn, and Lord of the Land of the Dead. To the Mayas of
Yucatan he was known as Kukulcan, closely associated with ltzamna, the
deity represented as a celestial lizard or serpent with two heads.



There are two principal versions of the myth about Quetzalcoatl. The first
one assumes that he was a historical figure, possibly Topilzin, a twelfth-
century priest of Quetzalcoatl and the ruler of the Toltec capital of Tollan. In
spite of many efforts, it has been impossible to confirm the historical
authenticity of Quetzalcoatl and his adventures, and the question of his true
identity has remained a deep mystery.

The second principal myth about Quetzalcoatl is an esoteric story of
deep spiritual meaning, expressing a universal truth rather than historical
facts. It describes Quetzalcoatl as a wise, good, and pure ruler of the City of
the Cods established after the creation of the Fifth Sun. His heavenly rival
and polar opposite, Tezcatlipoca, brought about Quetzalcoatl’s downfall by
intoxicating him with a drink of pulque, an alcoholic beverage made from
the agave plant. Under itsinfluence, Quetzalcoatl committed incest with his
sister Xochiquetzal, the goddess of love and beauty. After regaining sobriety
and realizing what had taken place, he imposed upon himself a harsh
penance.

First he disposed of all his material riches and spent four days in a stone
coffin. Then he travelled to the celestial shore of divine waters where he built
a large pyre. Having donned his feathers and bird-mask, he threw himself
into the flames. As he was burning, all the rare birds gathered to watch him
turn to ashes. Eight days later his heart rose like a flaming star. After his
physical form had died and been consumed by the fire, Quetzalcoatl
underwent a journey through Mictlan, the Land of the Dead, accompanied
by his twin Xolotl in the form of a dog. He succeeded in obtaining from
Mictlantecuhtli, Lord of the Dead, the bones of a man and a woman, and
escaped with them after many trials. He redeemed them from death with his
own blood, and the first people could begin inhabiting the world.

Quetzalcoatl then made his ascent to heaven, and as Lord of Dawn was
transformed into the planet Venus, the morning star. Since that time, he has
been repeating his journey in this astronomical form, first appearing in the
western sky as the evening star, then disappearing underground, and
reappearing in the eastern sky as the morning star, to be reunited with the
rising sun. The Quetzalcoatl myth is thus an expression of the universal
theme of death and resurrection, sin and redemption, and the transfigur-
ation of a human into god. Since Quetzalcoatl, as one of the four sons of the
supreme Creator, was already divine when he succumbed to mortal sin, his
story clearly concerns the perennial motif of all great religions: the
incarnation of the pure spiritual principle as gross matter and the agonizing
redemption of matter by spirit. The story of Quetzalcoatl’s death, journey
through the underworld and rebirth is told in the magnificent paintings of
the Codex Borgia, an Aztec screenfold filled with religious and ritualistic
symbolism which may be termed the Nahuatl Book of the Dead.

Quetzalcoatl’s adventures in the underworld and his celestial ascent
recall those in the Egyptian Book of the Dead, where the experiences of the
deceased person and the initiate in the mysteries of Isis and Osiris were
closely related to the noctural journey of the sun god through the
underworld. But while the Egyptian version made the astronomical
association exclusively to the sun, linking death with sunset and rebirth with
sunrise, the Mesoamerican version included also Venus and its different
phases. Venus was seen as mediator between night and day, good and evil,
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and as a force facilitating transcendence of opposites within human nature.

The mythic importance of Venus for Mesoamerica is not entirely
surprising for in that latitude the planet appears in the dawn sky as big as a
snowball and shines with astonishing brilliance. In the Codex Borgia, as in
the Mesoamerican world-view in general, mythology is intimately interwo-
ven with astronomy. All periods of time, from hours and days to planetary
orbits and phases, were seen as manifestations of cosmic forces with deep
spiritual significance. In this cosmic drama, played out by a multitude of
gods and goddesses, the Codex Borgia seems to reserve a special role for
Quetzalcoatl, in linking his death, journey through the underworld and
rebirth with the cycles of Venus.

Venus revolves around the sun in a nearly circular orbit, and during its
revolution it undergoes phases, like the moon. Its sidereal period —the time
of a complete orbit of the sun —is 225 days, but its synodic period, the time
necessary to go through one cycle of phases, is 584 days. The Maya
astronomers knew that each synodical revolution of Venus consisted of
four main phases. Following the inferior conjunction with the sun, it was
visible for 236 days as the morning star, until it was lost to view in the light of
the sun. Then it could not be seen for ninety days until it rose again to
visibility after superior conjunction, this time as the evening star. After 250
days of visibility, it passed through inferior conjunction, becoming invisible
for eight days. According to myth, these eight days represented the period
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Quetzalcoatl spent in the underworld before reappearing as the morning
star.

The ordeals that Quetzalcoatl undergoes during his underworld journey
bear a certain similarity to the descriptions of the Tibetan Book of the Dead.
During his descent into Mictlan he encounters an entire pantheon of
tzitzimimes — demons of darkness — and of wrathful deities threatening to
destroy him. He also meets during his journey many peaceful deities who
are nourishing, protective, and supportive. As he passes through the regions
of the underworld, he is divided into two Quetzalcoatls: his dark twin
brother Xolotl and his light self, Tezcatlipoca. After disintegrating into his
physical, emotional, mental, and spiritual components, he transcends all the
opposites, and during his transformation into Venus achieves a state of
spiritual wholeness. This state has been represented in Tibet and many other
cultures by the sacred symbol of the mandala. The Codex Borgia contains
some of the finest mandalas of all time.

While many people have heard about the Egyptian and the Tibetan Books of
the Dead, it is generally less well known that an extensive body of literature
related to problems of death and dying exists also in the westerntradition. It
is usually referred to as Ars moriendi(The Art of Dying). Toward the end of
the Middle Ages the works belonging to this genre were among the most
popular and widespread literary forms in many European countries,
particularly Austria, Germany, France and Italy.

The intense interest in death and dying in this period of history was greatly
stimulated by the general uncertainty of life in the Middle Ages. Death was
ever-present, as openly visible in the cities as in the villages. People died by
tens of thousands in famines, wars and epidemics. It was not exceptional
that during the outbreak of pestilence a quarter, a third, or even half of an
entire population would be exterminated. People were used to witnessing
the deaths of their relatives, friends and neighbours. Funeral cortéges and
processions with corpses were a standard part of daily life, rather than
exceptional events. Mass burials, burning of cadavers, public executions,
even the immolations of heretics and alleged witches and satanists were
conducted on alarge scale. According to some estimates, the number of the
victims of the Holy Inquisition alone exceeded three million.

The all-pervading presence of death and the far-reaching corruption and
disintegration of the social, political and religious fabric in medieval Europe
provided the context that inspired the Ars moriendi literature. Both the
mystical and the scholastic tradition contributed to the development of this
eschatological genre, and many outstanding theologians considered its
topic of sufficient significance to invest in it much time and energy. It is
important to point out that the message of Ars moriendi was not limited
to sick, old, and dying people whose main concern was biological demise.
Like the Egyptian and the Tibetan Books of the Dead, the European
eschatological writings addressed not only the issues related to death, but
also the fundamental problems of human existence in the face of
impermanence. '
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The extensive body of literature referred to as Ars moriendi falls into two
broad categories. The first of these deals primarily with the significance of
death in life, and would more appropriately be named Ars vivendi (The Art of
Living). It emphasizes the importance of the right attitude toward death for
life. The second focuses more specifically on the experiences of death and
dying, and includes the management and emotional and spiritual support of
dying people.

A recurrent theme in many of the works that belong to the category of
Ars vivendi is contemplatio mortis, the contemplation of death that leads to
contempt for the world and secular pursuits. This literature carries in many
forms a strong reminder that a life oriented exclusively toward material
goals is futile and wasted. Such an orientation is based on deep ignorance,
and is possible only for those who are not aware of, or have not accepted,
the fact that everything in the material world isimpermanent and that death
is the absolute ruler of life.

Mors certa, hora incerta (death is certain, its hour uncertain): the saying
points to the awareness of death which is the beginning of all wisdom. It
introduces into human life constant vigilance to avoid harmful behaviour.
Our main concern should not be to live long, to prolong our life at all cost
and by all possible means, but to live rightly, in accordance with divine law.
Since none of us knows when death will strike us, we should live every
moment of our lives as if it were the last.

This does not necessarily mean living in constant anxiety and anticipation
of death. A more optimistic interpretation of such an attitude is that it
reduces the degree to which we waste time and energy in the pursuit of
multiple external goals, and helps us to focus instead on the fullest possible
experience of the gift of life as it is manifest in the present moment. This idea
is illustrated in a story by the great mythologist and philosopher Joseph
Campbell. A man being pursued by a wild animal falls over the edge of a
steep precipice but manages to break his fall by seizing hold of the branches
of an overhanging shrub. As his grip begins to lose its strength, he notices a
wild strawberry growing in a patch of grass close beside his face. He reaches
out to it with his tongue, and slowly savours it. Did a strawberry ever taste as
good?

The works dealing with contempt of the world illustrate the imperma-
nence and futility of all worldly pursuits in many symbolic images,
metaphors, and parables. Favourite subjects were the powerful, rich and
famous, the hierarchy of Church and State. To depict those who have
achieved the highest worldly goals in mortal despair at the moment of death
was a devastating proof of the truth of the statement vanitas vanitatum,
omne est vanitas (vanity of vanities, all is vanity), and, ‘Thou art dust, and to
dust shalt thou return’.

Memento mori — ‘remember death” the strongest argument for the
contempt of the flesh was the contemplation of the ugliness of death, with
realistic descriptions of the human body in various stages of putrefaction
and decomposition. In certain forms of meditation, medieval monks were
asked to visualize their own death and identify with their bodies as they
were gradually reduced to rotting flesh, bones, and finally dust. There is a
reminder here of the practices of Tibetan tantric meditation in which the
body is mentally annihilated, or even of more concrete exercises, where
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practitioners had to meditate on corpses or in cemeteries. Modern study of
non-ordinary states of consciousness has shown that exercises of this kind
are much more than pathological indulgence in morbid topics. Deep
acceptance of our physicality, including the worst that biological decay has
to offer, leads to the realization that we are more than our body, and is a
prerequisite to transcendence of the body and to spiritual opening. The
message of the Ars vivendi was thus that we should not live purely for
worldly pleasures, power and riches, which must inevitably fail us. Instead,
we should learn to focus our attention on transcendental realities.

Polemic poems (Streitgedichte) presented the philosophical and religious
problems of life and death in the form of dialogues or disputations between
man and death, the world and man, life and death, the soul and the body, or
the dying and the Devil. In the poems called Vado mori (I am walking to die),
representatives of various social groups or personifications of various
human characteristics shared their feelings and reflections in the face of
death. These poems werein many ways predecessors of the texts used in the
dances of death (danses macabres, Totentaenze), the fascinating medieval
manifestations of mass psychology that will be discussed later in this book.

The second category of medieval works dealing with death includes texts
focusing on the immediate experience of dying, and on the art of guiding
and supporting dying individuals on their last journey. The beginnings of this
literary genre can be traced to the end of the fourteenth century, to a time
when the mortality rate from disease was so high that it became impossible
for the priests to visit all the sick and prepare them for dying.

Under these circumstances, many people died, as the Church saw it, ‘in
the midst of their sins’. Concerned clergy became interested in disseminat-
ing information to prepare people for death before it was imminent. Among
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those who preached and taught about death were the friars of the
Dominican and Franciscan orders. Ars moriendi at first took the form of
pastoral manuals for young priests to prepare them for work with dying
individuals. Later, when the number of the priests was insufficient to meet
the increasing need, the Latin texts were translated into the relevant
languages to make them available to lay people.

Certain parts of the texts focused on doctrinal questions for the dying and
required, in accordance with tradition, specific answers. However, other
parts discussed the states of consciousness experienced by the dying, and
prepared them for the various challenges of the posthumous journey of the
soul. Sections were also dedicated to concrete instructions for the dying and
for their helpers, to guide them during the last hours. Most medieval
manuals agree that the preparation for death depends critically on creating
the right disposition and the right attitude in the dying person.

It was considered particularly important not to instill false hopes of
recovery. All possible support should be given to the dying individual to help
him or her to face death, and acceptit. Confrontation with death was seen
as absolutely crucial, and avoidance was considered one of the major
dangers the dying person was facing. Some of the manuals explicitly stated
thatit was less objectionable and harmful if the helpers were to evoke fearin
the dying individual, or prove to have anticipated death prematurely, rather
than that they should allow him or her to use denial, and die unprepared.

The approach to the dying advocated in Ars moriendi was thus
diametrically opposed to the practices that until recently dominated
modern western medicine. In hospitals, it used to be a common practice for
the attending physicians and other medical personnel to use all possible
means to conceal from the patients the diagnosis and prognosis of serious
diseases, and to join with the relatives in elaborate games to obscure the
reality of the situation. In spite of much progress in this area, such a strategy
is not exceptional even today.

Until the middle of this century the ancient eschatological texts and the
spiritual literature in general had not received the serious attention of the
western scientific circles. The interest in mysticism remained limited to
individuals and groups who pursued it at the risk of isolating themselves
from the mainstream culture and being ostracized. This situation started to
change in the middle of this century; since that time, there has been a
gradual cultural awakening in regard to spiritual matters among lay people
as well as among certain groups of professionals.

Among the factors that seem to have contributed to this development
were a sudden increase of interest in non-ordinary states of consciousness,
triggered by scientific research and widespread popular use of psychedelics,
systematic study of near-death experiences, and the discovery of powerful
experiential techniques of psychotherapy. At the same time, there was also
an unprecedented renaissance of interest in mysticism, Eastern philosophy
and shamanism. It came as a big surprise that westerners who used
psychedelics, participated in powerful forms of experiential psychotherapy,
got involved in systematic meditation, or experimented with some other



form of mind-altering techniques, had experiences that bore deep
resemblance to those described in the mystical literature and in Eastern
spiritual philosophies.

[t has become obvious that the lack of appreciation of the western
industrial world for the mystical traditions (or for perennial philosophy, in
Aldous Huxley’s sense) arose from the fact that we have lost contact with
the deeper levels of our psyches that reveal themselves in altered states of
consciousness. Crosscultural research has shown that the vast majority of
ancient and pre-industrial cultures held non-ordinary states in great esteem,
and spent much time and energy to develop various techniques of inducing
them. They usedthem invarious ritual contexts to connect with their deities
and with nature, to diagnose and heal diseases, to cultivate extrasensory
perception, and to tap deep sources of creative inspiration. As a result their
cosmology, philosophy of life, mythology and spirituality reflected, not just
everyday perception of the world, but the insights from their visionary
states.

[n comparison, western psychiatry pathologized all non-ordinary states
of consciousness with the exception of dreams, and instead of studying
them, focused on developing means of suppressing them. This resulted in a
narrow, pragmatically biased understanding of the human psyche and
ignorance of its true nature, as well as a limited and skewed image of the
cosmos. When the experiential realm of non-ordinary states of conscious-
ness opened to modern westerners, the typical result was a profound shift
from a mechanistic world-view to a basically mystical way of understanding
existence.

In addition, startling revolutionary advances in many scientific disciplines
showed the limitations of the Newtonian-Cartesian mechanistic thinking
and replaced it with radical alternatives. Here belong, for example, the
profound revision in our understanding of the physical world brought about
by the theories of relativity and quantum physics, the holographic model of
the universe and of the brain as developed by David Bohm and Karl Pribram,
Rupert Sheldrake’s concept of morphogenetic fields in biology, Gregory
Bateson'’s systems approach to reality, and many others. One of the most
exciting characteristics of this development has been a progressive
convergence between this new understanding of the universe, often
referred to as the new paradigm in science, and the world-view of the
mystical traditions, which has created an atmosphere conducive to serious
and unbiased study of the spiritual legacy of humanity.

Modern consciousness research

Systematic study of non-ordinary states of consciousness has shown that
the model of the human psyche used in traditional psychiatry and
psychology, which is limited to postnatal biography and the Freudian
individual unconscious, is too narrow and superficial. In deep meditation,
psychedelic sessions, experiential psychotherapy, trance states, sponta-
neous psychospiritual crises (‘spiritual emergencies’), and other similar
situations, the experiences typically transcend biography, and the psyche
reveals its deeper dynamics. This results in a rich spectrum of phenomena
that bear a close similarity to those described in spiritual literature of all ages.
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An important group of these deeper experiences combines in a very
unusual way the elements of a shattering encounter with death and a
struggle to be born. Since many people feel that the source of the sensations
and emotionsinvolved in these states is the memory of the birth trauma, we
can refer to this level of the psyche as ‘perinatal’. The activation of this
domain of the unconscious — deliberate or spontaneous — results in
profound experiences ofdyingandbeingbornor reborn. Their rich symbolic
imagery is often indistinguishable from the descriptions found in the
spiritual scriptures of the world, particularly in various eschatological texts.
Perinatal experiences represent a strange amalgam that combines concrete
memories of biological birth with elements that are clearly archetypal and
transpersonal in nature, and have a very strong spiritual overtone. They
occur in four typical experiential clusters, or basic perinatal matrices, that
seem to be closely related to the consecutive stages of delivery.

The first of these matrices can be referred to as the experience of the
amniotic universe. Its biological basis is the situation of the original
symbiotic unity with the maternal organism during foetal existence, before
the onset of delivery. Besides taking the form of a biological memory, it can
also be associated with oceanic or cosmic experiences and states of
mystical unity. Visionary states of this kind often bring images of paradises
or heavens of different cultures emerging from the collective unconscious.
Reliving of episodes of intrauterine distress or crisis is often accompanied by
images of treacherous demons.

The second perinatal matrix is characterized by experiences of cosmic
engulfment and ‘no exit’ or hell. It is related to the memory of the stage of
delivery when the uterine contractions encroach upon the foetus and the
cervix is not yet open. The beginning of labour is experienced subjectively as
a dangerous whirlpool, or as entering an ominous underworld labyrinth.
When this state is fully developed it feels like a claustrophobic nightmare, a
situation of extreme physical and emotional suffering from which there is no
way out. Any contact with the divine seems forever lost, and all of existence
appears to be meaningless, absurd, and monstrous. In spiritual terminology,
this is hell or the dark night of the soul. This cluster of experiences can be
accompanied by archetypal images of devils and infernal scenes from
different cultures.

Many of the aspects of the third perinatal matrix can be understood from
its connection with the propulsion through the birth canal after the cervix
opens. Itis subjectively experienced as a determined death-rebirth struggle.
Among its characteristics are crushing pressures, tensions and streaming
energies, pains in different parts of the body, suffocation, murderous
aggression, strong sexual arousal, and encounter with various forms of
biological material, such as blood, mucus, urine, even faeces. The
accompanying symbolic visions combine elements of fierce titanic battles,
sexual and sadomasochistic scenes, demonic motifs, scatological exper-
iences, and encounter with purifying fire. Here subjects frequently identify
with archetypal figures representing death and rebirth, such as Jesus, Osiris,
Dionysus, Attis, Adonis, or Quetzalcoatl. This matrix is also closely related to
the religious concept of purgatory.

Finally, the fourth perinatal matrix reflects the actual moment of birth and
emergence into an entirely new form of existence. The propulsion through



An experience from the final
stage of the death-rebirth
process in a high-dose LSD
session. This encounter with a
Moloch-like deity with a furnace-
belly and tearing claws
immediately preceded
psychological rebirth and the
opening into light (solarization)

the birth canal is completed and is followed by explosive relief and
relaxation. Subjectively, this sequence is experienced as psychospiritual
death and rebirth. Emotional and physical suffering culminates in an
experience of total annihilation on all the levels — physical, emotional,
intellectual, moral and transcendental. This sense of ultimate disaster,
usually referred to as the ego death, is typically followed by visions of
blinding white or golden light, intricate rainbow halos and peacock designs,
or glorious celestial beings. There is a sense of spiritual liberation, divine
epiphany, redemption, and salvation. The universe seems indescribably
beautiful and radiant, and evil appears ephemeral and unimportant.
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Beyond the perinatal level of the psyche, as revealed in non-ordinary
states of consciousness, is a domain which is now called transpersonal. This
realm connects the individual psyche with the collective unconscious of all
humanity, with-all of nature, and with the entire cosmos. Transpersonal
experiences can involve encounters with deities and demons of different
cultures, spirit guides and power animals, various archetypal sceneries and

mythological sequences, out-of-body states, past life memories, and many
others. Phenomena of this kind have been described in different
combinations in the literature on shamanism, rites of passage, Eastern
spiritual philosophies, ancient death-rebirth mysteries, and specifically in
the books of the dead and other eschatological texts.

Scientific exploration of the Beyond

Modern consciousness research has validated many of the claims of the
great mystical traditions. It has shown that the spiritual scriptures, rather
than being products of primitive minds dominated by wishful and magical
thinking, describe with great accuracy experiences in non-ordinary states of
consciousness. This general insight was then complemented by very
specific corroboration of many of the assertions of the ancient eschatologi-
cal texts. The relevant information was accumulated by thanatology, a new
discipline studying death and dying.

As mentioned earlier, this field of inquiry was brought to the attention of
the general public, as well as professional circles, by the 1975 publication of
Life After Life by Raymond Moody. The author, a physician and psychologist,
analyzed 150 accounts by people who had had near-death experiences, and
personally interviewed some fifty people who had survived clinical death.
He was able to show great similarities between the reports of his subjects
and the descriptions of the posthumous journey of the soul found in the
spiritual literature, from Plato through the Tibetan Book of the Dead to the
writings of Emanuel Swedenborg.

Although his report was mostly anecdotal, it served as an incentive for
carefully conducted systematic research of the near-death phenomena. It
led to the publication of such widely read books as Kenneth Ring’s Life At
Death and Heading Toward Omega, Michael Sabom'’s Recollections of Death,
and Bruce Greyson and Charles Flynn’s The Near Death Experience. This
information also captured the attention of the media; it has become the
subject of many magazine articles and talk shows and has provided
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