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At a time when all other foreigners were banned from Tibet,
pioneer French feminist Alexandra David-Néel (1868-1969) lived
for fourteen years among hermits and shamans, while studying
first-hand the secret mystical practices of Tibetan Buddhism,
including out-of-body travel, mental telepathy, self-generation of
heat, vampiric shamanism, and tantric sex. An acclaimed
operatic soprano, political activist, and religious reformer she
was the author of more than thirty books, among them My
Journey to Lhasa and With Mystics and Magicians in Tibet. As a
result, she became a legend in her own lifetime and had a
profound influence on Beat culture (Jack Kerouac and Allen
Ginsberg included) and the emergence of American Buddhism.
Lawrence Durrell called her “the most astonishing woman of our
time”. David-Néel was not only the first European to gain access

to Tibet but also the first Western woman to enter its forbidden capital. Aged fifty-five she
made her famous four-month trek to Lhasa over the Trans-Himalayas in midwinter, disguised
as a beggar, ignoring alike hunger, cold, bandits, and the threats of British imperial officials. As
National Geographic wrote, “She defied East and West in her quest to explore a forbidden
land”, and her love affair with Tibet would last for almost all her incredible 101 years. The
Dalai Lama himself declared that “Alexandra David-Néel was...the first to introduce the real

Tibet to the West”.



