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In what he calls a "200 percent potent" teaching, Chögyam Trungpa reveals how the spiritual
path is a raw and rugged "unlearning" process that draws us away from the comfort of
conventional expectations and conceptual attitudes toward a naked encounter with reality. The
tantric paradigm for this process is the story of the Indian master Naropa (1016–1100), who is
among the enlightened teachers of the Kagyu lineage of the Tibetan Buddhism. Naropa was the
leading scholar at Nalanda, the Buddhist monastic university, when he embarked upon the
lonely and arduous path to enlightenment. After a series of daunting trials, he was prepared to
receive the direct transmission of the awakened state of mind from his guru, Tilopa. Teachings
that he received, including those known as the six doctrines of Naropa, have been passed down
in the lineages of Tibetan Buddhism for a millennium.Trungpa's commentary shows the
relevance of Naropa's extraordinary journey for today's practitioners who seek to follow the
spiritual path. Naropa's story makes it possible to delineate in very concrete terms the various
levels of spiritual development that lead to the student's readiness to meet the teacher's mind.
Trungpa thus opens to Western students of Buddhism the path of devotion and surrender to the
guru as the embodiment and representative of reality.

About the AuthorChögyam Trungpa (1940–1987)—meditation master, teacher, and artist—
founded Naropa University in Boulder, Colorado, the first Buddhist-inspired university in North
America; the Shambhala Training program; and an international association of meditation
centers known as Shambhala International. He is the author of numerous books including
Shambhala: The Sacred Path of the Warrior, Cutting Through Spiritual Materialism, and The
Myth of Freedom. --This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this title.
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Editor’s ForewordTHIS BOOK IS composed of two seminars by the Vidyadhara, the Venerable
Chögyam Trungpa Rinpoche, on the life and teachings of Naropa. Naropa, an Indian of the
eleventh century, was one of the Vidyadhara’s own spiritual forefathers and a seminal figure for
the vajrayana Buddhism of Tibet. The Vidyadhara gave a number of seminars on Naropa, each
with its own flavor and emphasis. The editor has had to make a more or less arbitrary selection
from them for this volume (New York, January 1972, four talks; Tail of the Tiger, Vermont, 1973,
six talks). Future volumes, we hope, will complete the availability to the public of the
Vidyadhara’s teaching on the very profound subject matter surrounding the life of Naropa.“Great
Vajradhara, Telo, Naro, Marpa, Mila; lord of dharma, Gampopa. . . .” So begins the supplication to
the lineage of enlightened teachers of the Kagyü, one of the four main orders of Buddhism in
Tibet. Vajradhara is the dharmakaya buddha, the ultimate repository of awakened mind. Telo is
Tilopa, a great Indian siddha, Naropa’s guru, the first human in the lineage. Naro is Naropa, who
became the guru of Marpa, the first Tibetan in the lineage. Marpa’s disciple was Mila, the
renowned Tibetan yogi usually known as Milarepa (Mila the cotton clad). Milarepa’s leading
disciple, Gampopa, founded the monastic order of the Kagyü, the various branches of which
have been headed by Gampopa’s successors for the last nine hundred years.In the vajrayana
Buddhism of Tibet, the central event, which remains timelessly new through the generations, is
the transmission of the awakened state of mind from guru to disciple through a meeting of
minds. As the awakened state itself is independent of word, concept, or thought, the
transmission of it is beyond process. Nevertheless it happens in people’s lives, and an
extraordinarily demanding process of preparation seems to be needed for students to reach the
spiritual nakedness that enables them to open directly to the guru’s mind. This process, as we
see from Naropa’s story, is one that requires of the student an extreme level of self-surrender
and in which the teacher sometimes resorts to extremely brutal means to break him and strip
him down. Doubtless to the workaday world, such a process, with its outrageous suffering, may
seem insane. Yet, seen with the greater vision of enlightenment—here spoken of in terms of
mahamudra, the “great seal”—this process is the utmost expression of compassion and sanity.
The tale of how Naropa came into direct communication with Tilopa and received from him the
transmission of awakened mind became a paradigm for the later tradition of vajrayana Buddhism
in Tibet, which arose out of their relationship.Naropa’s story makes it possible to delineate in
very concrete terms the various levels of spiritual development that lead up to the possibility of
meeting the guru’s mind. This is the main thrust of the Vidyadhara’s presentation to Western
students—making them see themselves and their potentialities in Naropa and his journey. In this
manner he opens to them the path of devotion and surrender to the guru as the embodiment



and spokesman of reality.The Vidyadhara deals only briefly here with the formal mahamudra
teachings and other tantric teachings associated with Naropa’s name, notably, the six dharmas
of Naropa (Tib. naro chödruk), or six Naropa yogas, as they are sometimes called. But in his
concise descriptions, particularly in the later part of the book, he catches each one by its
experiential essence, conveying in a few simple words an insight that students might well seek in
vain elsewhere through hundreds of pages of text or many hours of oral teaching.The students
to whom the Vidyadhara gave these talks were asked to read The Life and Teaching of Naropa,
the twelfth-century biography translated from Tibetan by the eminent scholar Herbert V.
Guenther (Boston: Shambhala Publications, 1986). Reading this book might be a help for
readers of the present volume. Nevertheless, the summary of it that follows and the citations and
references in the text convey the essentials. Moreover, occasional references and descriptions
by the Vidyadhara reveal that he was sometimes referring in his own mind to at least one other
version of Naropa’s life story.Naropa lived in northern India in the eleventh century. He was the
only son of a royal family. From an early age, he devoted himself single-mindedly to spiritual
matters. His mind was filled with compassion for beings, and his primary interest was the study
and practice of the buddhadharma. In his youth, in view of his parents’ strong desire for the
continuity of their royal line, Naropa consented to marry. However, after eight years he was once
more overcome by his desire to devote himself exclusively to the dharma. His wife, Niguma,
agreed to a divorce and became his disciple (and later a great teacher). Naropa entered the
great Buddhist monastic university of Nalanda. There he greatly developed his intellectual
powers and became extremely learned. So great were his intellectual powers and erudition that
he was elevated to the abbacy of Nalanda. He became renowned as the premier teacher of
Buddhism of his time.At this point in his life (at around the age of forty), the event occurred that
was to make Naropa of interest to the tantric tradition. One day, as he was reading with his back
to the sun (a symbolic description of his spiritual relationship to reality at that time), he had a
vision of a very ugly woman, who told him he understood only the words in his book, not their
real meaning. She also revealed that the only way to discover the real meaning was to seek a
guru, her brother Tilopa. Over the sustained and impassioned objections of the masters and
students of Nalanda, who begged Naropa not to leave and deprive them of their guiding light,
Naropa departed from the great university and began his lonely journey in search of Tilopa.This
journey turned out to be arduous and daunting in the extreme. Naropa encountered, instead of
Tilopa himself, eleven hideous visions. Naropa was about to kill himself when Tilopa finally
appeared and accepted him as his student. Tilopa showed Naropa a series of symbols, which
Naropa understood. Tilopa then sat motionless for a year. At the end of a year, Tilopa made a
slight movement, which provided a pretext for Naropa to prostrate and ask for teaching. Tilopa
required him to leap from the roof of a tall temple building. Naropa’s body was crushed. He
suffered immense pain. Tilopa healed him with a touch of his hand, then gave him
instruction.This pattern was repeated eleven more times. Eleven more times Tilopa remained
either motionless or aloof for a year; then Naropa prostrated and asked for teaching. Tilopa



caused him to throw himself into a fire where he was thoroughly burned, to be beaten nearly to
death, have his blood sucked out by leeches, be pricked with flaming splinters, run till he nearly
expired, be thoroughly beaten again, be beaten nearly to death once more, suffer intolerably in a
relationship with a woman, give his consort to Tilopa and watch him maltreat her, and cut off his
arms and legs and present them to Tilopa in the form of a mandala. After each of these
torments, Tilopa restored him with a touch of his hand and bestowed a precious teaching. The
teachings gained in this way, including the renowned six dharmas of Naropa, are those that have
been passed down for a millennium in the Kagyü and other lineages.After further tasks and trials
and teachings, finally the transmission of mahamudra through the meeting of the minds took
place completely. Tilopa then instructed Naropa to bring benefit to beings. Later, as Tilopa
foresaw, Marpa crossed the Himalayas from Tibet, found Naropa, and became his disciple.
When Naropa had completed his teachings to Marpa, he prophesied to him that he would have
a great spiritual son, Milarepa. At that time, Naropa nodded three times in the direction of Tibet.
At the same time, all the trees of that region of northern India (Pullahari) bowed three times
toward Tibet. They still remain inclined in that direction today.The Vidyadhara’s commentaries on
the life of Naropa go far to illuminate the nature of the spiritual path, a subject that is still scarcely
understood. In this way they provide a fundamental background for those seeking to fathom his
thought. They are especially helpful in explaining why, throughout the nearly twenty years that he
taught in the West, he continued to warn against and castigate lukewarm approaches to
spirituality that seek to integrate it “reasonably” into conventional life. He decried as spiritual
materialism the use of spiritual truths and practices as a means to promote happiness, health,
success in society, and other comforts of ego. From the moment Naropa caught a glimpse of the
ugly woman, these are precisely the things to which he had to give up his attachment—down to
the last trace. Thus, in offering commentary on the life of Naropa, the Vidyadhara can teach us
directly of the genuine spirituality—raw and rugged, as he often described it—that he himself
abandoned all comforts in order to instill.SHERAB CHÖDZIN KOHNNova Scotia, 1992

Part OneLIFE OF NAROPA SEMINAR INew York, 1972

ONENaropa and UsWE ARE GOING to discuss the life and teachings of Naropa fully and
completely, but not fully and completely in the way you would like. We are going to discuss the
outlines of Naropa’s life and his relationship with his guru, Tilopa, and the twelve acts of
repentance he had to go through. We will also discuss his mahamudra experience. Mahamudra
means “great symbol”; it is connected with seeing the phenomena of the world as they are. We
will close our discussion with the six teachings of Naropa.I find it necessary to express my
negativities about presenting such potent—two hundred percent potent—teachings to the
people of the continent of North America, or to the West altogether. Nobody here seems to be
ready for this material at all. People are relating with the starting point of practice, and as far as
we know, nobody in America has a complete understanding of even the hinayana level of



Buddhism. People have hardly any understanding at all. They have a completely schizophrenic
attitude: they conceive of a divine, enlightened personality that is opposed to their confused
version of themselves. As a result, people regard themselves as abandoned people, completely
bad people. Or else they might have some hope, but that again is based on some kind of
spiritual pride that does not leave any leeway for confusion at all. So we’re hopeless. I’m afraid
we’re hopeless.Isn’t that a terrible, grim picture? Extremely grim. We are hopeless, absolutely
confused. We are so confused we do not even know why we are here listening to this. We
wonder why. We are extremely confused, bewildered. What can we do about that? Let alone
talking about Naropa? Naropa achieved something. He found his way in the end. Once he
became a disciple of Tilopa, he was okay. But before he became a disciple of Tilopa, he was
confused, as much as we are.Spiritual practice is stepping out of the duality of me-ness and
myness as opposed to otherness, of who is me and who is not me. But in addition to this we
have the further confusion of gurus laying their trips on us. Or, as they are called in America, guh-
ROOS. That particular species of human beings we call guh-ROOS are mysterious. They save
you. They tell you they save you entirely, but on the other hand, they tell you they still have to
work on themselves. We are confused. They are broke. It’s a hopeless situation.If we want to
write essays about that for our Ph.D., we won’t be able to, because we are so confused. Even if
we want to become professional gurus, we won’t be able to make head or tail of it. Of course a
lot of people decide to “make a journey to the East,” to live with the natives: study with them, eat
with them, and shit with them, whether they use toilet tissue or not. They are serious, obviously,
and faithful in playing Burmese games, Japanese games, and so on. They get right into it—sit
with the Orientals, eat with them, shit with them. We are getting back a lot of anthropological
messages about these “primitive” societies. It seems that though they are primitive, their spiritual
understanding is much higher than ours. In any case, these are the trips we have going on.I
would like to call your attention to the following passage from The Life and Teaching of
Naropa:Once when ’Jig-med grags-pa (Abhayakirti) [Naropa],1 with his back to the sun, was
studying the books on grammar, epistemology, spiritual precepts, and logic, a terrifying shadow
fell on them. Looking round he saw behind him an old woman with thirty-seven ugly features: her
eyes were red and deep-hollowed; her hair was foxcoloured and dishevelled; her forehead large
and protruding; her face had many wrinkles and was shrivelled up; her ears were long and
lumpy; her nose was twisted and inflamed; she had a yellow beard streaked with white; her
mouth was distorted and gaping; her teeth were turned in and decayed; her tongue made
chewing movements and moistened her lips; she whistled when she yawned; she was weeping
and tears ran down her cheeks; she was shivering and panting for breath; her complexion was
darkish blue; her skin rough and thick; her body bent and askew; her neck curved; she was
humpbacked; and, being lame, she supported herself on a stick. She said to Naropa: “What are
you looking into?”“I study the books on grammar, epistemology, spiritual precepts, and logic,” he
replied.“Do you understand them?”“Yes.”“Do you understand the words or the sense?”“The
words.”The old woman was delighted, rocked with laughter, and began to dance, waving her



stick in the air. Thinking that she might feel still happier, Naropa added: “I also understand the
sense.” But then the woman began to weep and tremble and she threw her stick down.“How is it
that you were happy when I said that I understood the words, but became miserable when I
added that I also understood the sense?”“I felt happy because you, a great scholar, did not lie
and frankly admitted that you only understood the words. But I felt sad when you told a lie by
stating that you understood the sense, which you do not.”“Who, then, understands the
sense?”“My brother.”“Introduce me to him wherever he may be.”“Go yourself, pay your respects
to him, and beg him that you may come to grasp the sense.”With these words, the old woman
disappeared like a rainbow in the sky.[The Life and Teaching of Naropa, trans. Herbert V.
Guenther (Boston & London: Shambhala Publications, 1986), pp. 24–25]Naropa was studying
epistemology, logic, philosophy, and grammar. That’s where we are at. Of course, everybody is
also extremely involved with art now. Everybody is trying to work out their artistic self-expression.
They might hear the teachings of Naropa in connection with art; they might see it in terms of “the
art of the Tibetan teachings.” Then there is also logic, the question of how the teachings relate
with each other, how not and how so. We are involved with logic as well. It could be said that
everybody here is in the first stage of Naropa’s experience, involved in philosophy and art, as
well as epistemology. We are on the same level that Naropa was experiencing before he attained
enlightenment. We want an answer; we want definitions. We want a fixed situation rather than
something fluid. We feel that concepts are very badly needed.In this seminar, you are not going
to be able to relate with concepts. You’re not going to get something out of studying logic,
epistemology, grammar, and philosophy—which were a failure for Naropa as well. That is why he
had to go through twelve stages of punishment, because of his concepts. We are going to go
through the same journey that Naropa went through; we are going to take a tour of Naropa’s
agony. In some ways, it is going to be like Disneyland. You go through some tunnel and you
come out; you’re delivered to somewhere else. You see exciting things and you come out on the
other end. But in this case, it is related with psychological problems. It is going to be more
deathening, more hellish or heavenish. We start at Naropa’s starting point of searching for
goodness and trying to achieve divinity.
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Steve Price, “Excellent!. Arrived promptly, well-packaged, in even better condition than
indicated, and very reasonably priced for that condition compared to copies of the same book
from other sellers. If opportunities arise, I will definitely buy from this seller again. Thank you!”

K. Peterson, “Dense with information. This book is densely packed with thought-provoking
discussion. I have been studying it part-time for about two years and have not even finished it
once. I keep re-starting to get a better grasp of what's being discussed. I plan to keep re-reading
it over and over in order to to get a grasp of what they're talking about -- but that's a good thing.I
highly recommend this book, but I believe you'll need to take it very seriously; this is not fluffy
subject matter.”

Pau, “A fine re-read after many years. Didn't realize the first time around what an amazing
psychologist CTR was ... all the more amazing since English was not his first language, he didn't
have a psych degree, and his outlook on life was not "western", What a connection he had with
our minds! And, the way he interpreted Naropa`s story in these lectures really did something
permanent to me. The follow up Q&As with his audience didn't quite do as much for me, but
then, I wasn't there.”

Truth Seeker, “A Must read for any serious spiritual journeyman. There is not much I can say that
will suffice...if you are a practitioner of Tantric-Buddhism (and irrelevant factor in regards to the
truths presented in this book), or just a seeker after Ontognosis in general, this book is a must
have for your collection.It's as though you have been graced by being allowed to sit and listen in
on the discussion of an enlightened master and his chief disciple, expounding the truth, through
the explanation of Naropa's story...that suffering will never truly be avoided until the reality of
suffering is embraced as the path to liberation itself.You are asked to re-orient your thinking so
as to understand the allegories of Naropa's trials toward enlightenment not merely to understand
the story, but to take you on your own journey toward your only cognitive reflection, and facing
your own suffering AS your own path to liberation...Every page opens the eye...”

neosimulacrum, “Four Stars. a lot of wisdom.”

Rumah, “Five Stars. Informative”

Jamie Moffat, “Food for reflection. Interesting and insightful into the human experience along the
path, as experienced by Naropa that in many ways is indicative of many of the obstacles we face
along our own.”

Charles Courville, “Five Stars. Great read.”
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