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In 1923 the remarkable Frenchwoman Alexandra David-Neel succeeded in making her way to Lhasa, becoming the first European woman to enter Tibet's forbidden city.  Day by day she walked in disguise as a pilgrim darkening her face with the ash from under her cooking pot, accompanied by a young Sikkimese monk who became her adopted son. This journey is fully described in 'My Journey to Lhasa' (1927) of which 'Magic and Mystery in Tibet' (1965) is a sort of sequel.

The record of her journey to Lhasa thirty years before the communist invasion is an invaluable portrait of Tibetan life and religion as it was. Since the flight of the Dalai Lama in 1959 the half million or so monks and nuns have been reduced to a few thousand. The massive influx of Chinese has made Tibetans a minority in their own country and prompted an international campaign to 'Free Tibet'.

David-Neel's book is a fascinating testimony to the 'magic and mystery' she encountered in Tibetan Religion. Describing herself as a 'rational Buddhist' David-Neel admits great cynicism about the existence of God and the supernatural realm. It is this detachment that makes her tales of the miraculous all the more convincing.

The book acknowledges that there is in our society, despite the spread of scientific knowledge, as great an interest in the miraculous as there has ever been. Tibetans though, we are told, do not believe in miracles. Supernatural events, which astonish us, are seen as 'the work of natural energies which come into action in exceptional circumstances, or through the skill of someone who knows how to release them'. Everything we can imagine can come into being according to Tibetan thinking.

There are tales of people gaining the ability to warm themselves within so that they can live virtually naked in freezing conditions. The capacities to travel remarkable distances without sustenance, to float on air and to walk on water are documented. The spiritual warfare of solitary monks is chronicled with appalling visions of demons, something familiar in Christian tradition. The revival of corpses is described, something so accepted that dead bodies were watched and prayed over to avert their harming the living. 

All of these mystic phenomena demonstrate little in common with the Buddhist philosophy which came to dominate Tibetan Religion. The tales, so remarkably matter of fact, present a deep and powerful challenge to the rationalist and reductionist thinking current in the West. 

It has often been said that the age of miracles is not over but that of faith and expectancy in prayer. The phenomena David-Neel describes so dispassionately are testimony to a full-blooded supernaturalism largely lost in the West. That the term 'supernatural' has been alien to Tibetan thinking is further testimony to a holistic way of life that is not closed to resources that go beyond the material order.

