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Oh, now when the Bardo of Birth upon me is dawning!
I will abandon laziness for which life has no time, 
I will enter undistractedly the path of study, reflection, and meditation,
Taking appearances and mind as the path, I will realise the three kayas:
Now that I have obtained this precious human body, 
May I waste no time in idle distractions.

Oh, now when the Bardo of Dreams upon me is dawning!
I will abandon the corpse-like sleep of careless ignorance, 
I will relax in the natural state without distraction:
Mindful of dreaming, enjoying dreams' luminous transformations,
May I not sleep like any animal but unify completely sleep and practice. 

Oh, now when the Dhyāna Bardo upon me is dawning! 
Abandoning the whole mass of distractions and illusions, 
I will rest in the boundless state without grasping or drifting, 
I will become firm in both the creation and perfected stages: 
At this time, when meditating one-pointedly, with all other actions put aside, 
May I not fall under the power of misleading, stupefying passions.

Oh, now when the Bardo of the Moment of Death upon me is dawning! 
Abandoning grasping and attachment, and weakness for all worldly things, 
I will enter without distraction into clear awareness of the teaching, 
And eject my consciousness into the space of unborn mind;
The hour has come to part with this compound body of flesh and blood; 
May I know it to be impermanent and illusory. 

Oh, now when the Bardo of Dharmatā upon me is dawning!
Abandoning all feelings of terror and fear, 
I will recognize whatever appears as my own thought-forms, 
I will know them to be apparitions in the Intermediate State:
Now that this crucial point has been arrived, 
May I not fear the host of Peaceful and Wrathful Ones, 
My own mind’s emanations.

Oh, now when the Bardo of Rebirth upon me is dawning! 
One-pointedly holding fast to a single wish,
I will strive to prolong the results of good karma, 
Close the womb-door, and think of resistance: 
The hour has come when energy and pure vision are needed,
May I cast off jealousy and meditate on the Guru, the Father-Mother. 

Epilogue

From the mouths of siddhas come these words:

“Oh, procrastinating one, never thinking of the coming of death, 
Bewitched by the useless doings of this life, 
Improvident are you in dissipating your great opportunity; 
Mistaken, indeed, will your purpose be now 
If you return empty-handed from this life: 
Since the Holy Dharma is known to be your true need, 
Will you not devote yourself to Dharma even now?”

Thus say the Great Adepts in devotion. 
If the chosen teaching of the guru be not borne in mind, 
Will you not, oh disciple, be acting even as a traitor to yourself? 

It is of great importance that these Root Words be known. 

May the power of the Root Verses of the Six Bardos be unceasing until all beings have transcended cyclic existence.




In this rendition I have drawn elements from all four translations to create a version that seems faithful to the original, with the meaning clear, and that has a certain sonorous, poetic quality, suitable for repetition and contemplation. The Evans-Wentz version was used by Urgyen Sangharakshita in leading the Contemplation of the Six Bardos, and it is certainly the one with most resonance, even when the ‘King James Bible’ language is modernised. However, its meaning is not always clear and appears sometimes erroneous when compared with the other versions, which largely agree. Freemantle’s translation is the most readable and accessible. I have used the Evans-Wentz version to provide the main framework of my rendering but with major borrowings from Freemantle and some from Guarisco and Simmons.
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