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This wonderful comic by Fred Cam-
poy and Mathieu Blanchot tells the 

life of an exceptional woman, Alexandra 
David-Néel, through the eyes of her old 
friend and partner, Marie-Madeleine Pey-
ronnet. Beyond her incredible journey, 
well told and illustrated in this series, I 
would like to explain in a few words why 
Alexandra was a key figure in the expan-
sion of Buddhism in the West.

As an anarchist and atheist, but also initiat-
ed into “esoteric Buddhism” by the Theo-
sophical Society, Alexandra David-Néel 
represents a key transition between the 
legacy of the nineteenth century — which 
interpreted Buddhism in a very rational or, 
on the contrary, in an excessively esoteric 
manner — and the spread of a new wave 
of Buddhism in the West in the aftermath 
of the World War II, marked by the stamp 
of experience and pragmatism.

During this long journey to the East, Alex-
andra learned from Tibetan yogis what no 
book could offer her: learning to meditate. 
Therefore, she wrote in 1921: “Meditation 
is the fundamental basis of the Buddhist’s 
life, the basis of the Buddhist doctrine, 
which itself comes from the meditation 
of its founder, Siddhartha Gautama, the 
Buddha. In the same way that a man who 
does not pray cannot logically be called a 
Christian, the one who does not meditate 
has no right to call himself a Buddhist.”

Half a century prior to the 1960s, the 
French explorer and Orientalist already 
predicted what would be the dominant 
mark of the interest in Buddhism of many 

young people coming from the count-
er-culture movement: a spiritual path that 
allows to work on oneself, self-awareness, 
and self-transformation. Once again, the 
modernity of Buddhism is underlined by 
these new Western disciples. According to 
Matthieu Ricard (The Monk and the Phi-
losopher, 1999), the inner experience en-
couraged by Buddhist meditation is con-
ceived as a true “inner science” that can 
answer the great questions of existence and 
help the individual to find true happiness.

This personal pursuit of happiness, which 
lies at the heart of psychological modernity, 
is also the central axis of the Buddhism ap-
proach, which is perceived by Westerners 
as rigorous and pragmatic. Buddhism has 
a decisive advantage, which is to virtually 
encourage personal happiness throughout 
work on oneself, which involves all the 
dimensions of the person: physical body, 
imagination, emotions, psyche, and mind.

Alexandra David-Néel was really the first 
Westerner to understand this challenge 
because not only was she a true Buddhism 
scholar, but also because she practiced it 
assiduously to transform her life.

Frédéric Lenoir

Foreword…



The music on page 23 is from the opera Faust by Charles Gounod.

The quote on page 83 is from La Lampe de sagesse (The Lamp of Wisdom) by Alexandra David-Néel © 2006, Éditions du Rocher.

The letters on pages 84 and 85 are from Correspondance avec son mari 1904-1941 (Correspondence with her husband 1904-1941), 
Alexandra David-Néel © 2000, Plon

The most famous and adventurous of French adventur-
ers. Half a century after her death, Alexandra David-Néel 

(1868-1969) continues to amaze. She was a woman who ful-
filled a childhood dream, and what a dream! She entered the 
heart of Asia and reached the Forbidden City of Lhasa. And to 
do that, she traveled more than ten years along the roads of the 
East, crossing the Himalayas, learning the dialects of Tibet – a 
kingdom that was then free from the Chinese occupation, but 
closed to Europeans. Certainly, a prodigious adventure, but one 
that Fred Campoy does not limit himself to. In A Life With 
Alexandra David-Néel, Campoy explores both Mysterious Tibet 
as well as the disconcerting personality of the adventurer. She 
reveals her true self in the last years of her life through conver-
sations with Marie-Madeleine Peyronnet, her handmaid whom 
she fascinated and tyrannized at the same time. Alexandra was 
then old and feeble, but had not addressed any of her contra-
dictions: very early on in her life, she converted to Buddhism, 
discussed with the Dalai Lama, and translated numerous sacred 
texts, but has she really followed all the studied precepts? Full of 
dreams and dissatisfaction, she was like those Westerners who 
went on adventure on the roads of the world, going deep into 
the unknown to find something new. Asceticism and meditation 
did not allow her to reach self-detachment and inner peace. It is 
finally through literature – this comic testifies to this with great 
humor! — that Alexandra is able to reach a form of eternity.

Laurent Vissière
Paris-Sorbonne University,
Member of the editorial committee of Historia.
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HoldHold
On, Master!On, Master!

Hold on!Hold on!
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For a few weeks now, her rheumatic condition having worsened, Alexandra has not left her office on the second floor. We 
are gazing at the autumn in all its beauty… Alexandra is watching the scenery and yet, she appears to be far from here…

I should have died there, 
in the Changtang, on the immense 
grassy solitude, near the great 

Tibetan lakes…

As a bed, the soil, the grass or the 
snow… as a canopy, the canvas of my 
tent and the heavenly skies… It would 

have been a beautiful death…

… But the 
gods decided 
otherwise…

… And I am going to get 
what I absolutely did not want, a 

bad and foolish death…

That deep pain, she did not have to tell me 
about it, for not only did I understand it, 
but I also shared the same feeling.

… simply 
an unworthy 

death!

But how sad it is for her to come back to 
reality! To find herself still in the same 
armchair, almost completely disabled, and 
accompanied only by me…

How many times did she tell me about her deep regret for not having died there…

The happiest days are those 
when, with my backpack, I wandered through the 

mountains and valleys, in the wonderful 
“Land of Snows” …

Madam, why are 
you thinking of death 

on this beautiful 
afternoon?

8 9



You are in perfect health! At lunchtime, 
you had a gargantuan meal! Tell me about 
your travels, it will amuse me much more 

than hearing you talk about your 
future cremation…

It is your fault if I insist 
so much on this. You won't 

do what I ask you!

But tell me, how do you expect me to take 
responsibility for keeping you dead, alone with 

me, for ten days, without calling a doctor 
or reporting your death?!

Even if you wrote 
me a letter to cover my 

responsibility, I will 
never do that!

See, you a
re refusing!

But I already explained to you that 
several members of my family have 

been in a state of lethargy for many 
days, and I have seen with my own eyes, 
in Tibet, a man, who was thought to be 

dead, wake up on the stake!

I know that, and when 
he was taken out of the fire, he 

said: “For once I had 
warm feet!”

Yes, I absolutely refuse to do that! 
Tell me, would you stay ten endless nights and 

days next to a decaying corpse? 
This is absolutely evil!

This is not a joke; I am afraid of 
being burned alive… So, do not forget 
to cut the veins in my arms as well…

And then what?! And what will the 
doctor say when he finds you with 
your wrists slashed and in such a 
state of decaying? He will call the 
police and I will go to jail while 
waiting for the autopsy result!

Well, enough of this stupid discussion! 
You are not in Tibet and you will never 
be “baked” if you are not really dead, I 

promise you that I will make sure of that 
myself! Now, you just contemplate this 

wonderful sunset while I go 
and get some tea…

Here you are! 
Always thinking about 

yourself…
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Does the color of 
the tea suit you?

Yes, perfect! 
It has the color of a 

withered rose…

You still don't 
want sugar?

Never! And then, 
you know well that I don’t 

need it. I am naturally 
sweet…

Hmm! 
Hmm!

I know, my Turtle… and believe me,
deep down I admire you and wonder
how you manage to live with me when

I cannot live with myself?!

Do you know
what one of my best friends,

Violette Sydney, said about me?

“This woman is a
genius, but she is impossible

to live with!”

Gosh! She 
understood you 

that well…

Yes, I know that
I have a difficult character, but 
if you had known my mother, what 
would you have said? And about my 
grandmother, she was even worse!

Ah! I understand. It is 
transmitted by heredity! You will never 

change! So, I have only 
two choices… … Getting used

To your “sweetness”
Or leave…

Don't forget,
Turtle, you promise me 

to stay until I die!

Oh, you're not going to 
bring that up again! You were supposed 

to tell me about one of your adventures!
So I'm listening…

Alexandra is now radiant, as she is every time she talks about her bad temper. By the way, she should have every reason 
to be satisfied because it is her temper that has made her succeed everything she has undertaken. She takes sips of her 
rose-colored tea. Absorbed by the spectacular scenery that appears before her eyes, she says…

In spite of the two years I spent 
studying and meditating at the Kum Bum monastery, 
I was still haunted by a burning desire: to see 

Lhasa, the capital of Tibet…
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The city was forbidden to foreigners and no European woman had ever entered it. It was a great challenge, and I absolutely 
wanted to give it a try.

Twice, the Tibetan army had driven me back to the borders. So, I distanced myself by traveling for a while to Japan, Korea and 
China. And it was in Japan that I met a philosopher monk who brought me a glimpse of hope: a few years earlier, dressed up as a 
Chinese monk, he managed to stay in Lhasa for 18 months. I was fascinated by this story, which gave me an idea… 

So, we got ready to venture again but, this time, I was dressed up as the widow of a Ngagpa. That is to say, Tantra practitioner, 
and Yongden would be my son… Both of us looked like ardjopas, the pilgrims who wander by the thousands through Tibet…

12 13



To achieve that, I dressed in rags, tied a yak tail to my hair as a braid, blackened my hair with Chinese ink and covered my face 
with a mixture of cocoa and ash… At that point, I truly looked like a native Tibetan!

To fool the Tibetans and not to be betrayed by my accent, I simply chanted mantras when I came across them…

Sometimes, I was asked to perform an exorcism, and so I did it… and every time I was asked to heal, I became a healer…

… om mani
padme hum, om

mani padme
hmm…
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The long four-month journey began. Yongden and I left with only a bindle each, some food, a compass, a few maps, some money, my 
inseparable revolver and, of course, something to light a fire.

We traveled at night to avoid being spotted and we often slept under the stars in the gentle rain. But many times, in the darkness, 
we took the wrong path. What a waste of time! But did we have the choice? 

Our plan worked quite well until I made a careless mistake: one day, while cleaning out our pot, not far from a village…
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I noticed, terrified,  that my hands had 
become white again in contact with water.

Look over 
there! Isn't that

a philing*?

I quickly coated my hands with some used grease from the bottom of the pot to give them back their blackish color…

Let's 
not dawdle 

here…

After this episode, and to avoid meeting anyone, I chose unmapped routes…

* Foreigner.
14 15



Then, autumn was giving way to winter. Days passed quickly and our supplies were running low. We were obliged to beg for food. 
A family of nomads accepted to host us…

To our great amazement, the man brought us a sort of “bag” from which emanated a putrid odor. It actually was a stomach full 
of viscera that had been macerating for several weeks!

The man uses it to prepare a broth that we couldn't swallow! I avoided it the best I could. Yongden, who is supposed to be a 
beggar, cannot refuse the donation.

I'm sorry, I haven't 
been feeling well since

this morning, I can't
eat anything…
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It'd been several months since our journey began. Pass after pass, we moved forward with difficulty… One day, a powerful 
snowstorm blew up and we quickly had to find a shelter if we didn't want to freeze to death…

Come on,
run, Yondgen,

run!

While rushing, my faithful companion twisted his ankle which forced me to carry him on my shoulder!

Relying on my last ounce of strength, I struggled against the freezing air and the snow that slowed my progress and literally 
burned my feet!

A cave!
We are
saved!
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In the shelter, we believed ourselves to be saved, but a major problem arose: we had dried yak dungs in our bags to start a 
fire, but my lighter was soaked with rain water: it was completely useless!

Yongden panicked, but I reassured him because I had found a solution: use the tummo technique to warm my body and then dry the 
lighter wick… 

After this ordeal, I was exhausted, but we could finally make fire. We remained stuck for six days with only soup made with 
melted snow and pieces of leather from our boots to give some taste!

18 19



Another time, a group of nomad robbers tried to steal all our money…  At once, my blood started to boil!

I knew perfectly well that Tibetans were extremely superstitious. So as a perfect comedian and still dressed up as a 
“gomptchenma”, I pretended to summon the demons!

Luckily, the sky started to rumble. The brigands took frights and gave us back our money before running away!
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Finally, after four months of a 
never-ending journey, raw-boned 

and completely exhausted, we 
reached Lhasa in February 1924!
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I have 
reached
my goal!
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Thank you for reading this book 
preview. We sincerely hope you  

have enjoyed it. More at:
https://www.discoverypublisher.com
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