
Mandala

Mandala is a Sanskrit word that means "circle". Like guru and yoga, the word mandala has become part of

the English language.  Its popularity is underscored by the use of the word mandala as a synonym for sacred

space in scholarship the world over, also by its inclusion in English-language dictionaries and encyclopedias,

which broadly define mandalas as geometric designs intended to symbolize the universe.  

Sacred art in the Buddhist and Hindu religious traditions often takes a mandala form - usually a square with

four gates (each in the shape of a T) containing a circle with a centre point. 

The mandala concept originated in pre-historic times. In the earliest level of India or even Indo-European

religion, the Rig Veda and its associated literature, mandala is the term for a chapter, a collection of mantras

or verse hymns chanted in Vedic ceremonies, perhaps coming from the sense of round, as in a round of

songs. The universe was believed to originate from these hymns, whose sacred sounds contained the

patterns of beings and things, so there is already a clear sense of mandala as world-model.

The word mandala itself is derived from the root manda, which means essence, to which the suffix la,

meaning container, has been added. Thus, one obvious connotation of mandala is that it is a container of

essence. As an image, a mandala may symbolize both the mind and the body of the Buddha. In esoteric

Buddhism the principle in the mandala is the presence of the Buddha within it, but images of deities are not

necessary. They may be represented either as a wheel, a tree, or a jewel, or in any other symbolic

manifestation.

The origin of the mandala is the centre, a dot. It is a symbol apparently free of dimensions. It means a 'seed',

'sperm', 'drop', the salient starting point. It is the gathering center in which the outside energies are drawn,

and in the act of drawing the forces, the devotee's own energies unfold and are also drawn. Thus it represents

the outer and inner spaces. Its purpose is to remove the object-subject dichotomy. In the process, the mandala

is consecrated to a deity.

In various spiritual traditions, mandalas may be employed for focusing attention of aspirants and adepts, as a

spiritual teaching tool, for establishing a sacred space, and as an aid to meditation and trance induction. 

According to the psychologist David Fontana, its symbolic nature can help one "to access progressively

deeper levels of the unconscious, ultimately assisting the meditator to experience a mystical sense of oneness

with the ultimate unity from which the cosmos in all its manifold forms arises." 

The psychoanalyst Carl Jung saw the mandala as "a representation of the unconscious self," and believed his

paintings of mandalas enabled him to identify emotional disorders and work towards wholeness in

personality.

In common use, mandala has become a generic term for any plan, chart or geometric pattern that represents

the cosmos metaphysically or symbolically, a microcosm of the Universe from the human perspective.

The term mandala normally refers to Buddhist contexts and practices, while the term Kolam normally refers

to Hindu contexts and practices.  Yet the terms are also used interchangeably, and mandala is sometimes used

as a cross-over term in Hindu contexts.  

In Hinduism a yantra (Sanskrit for "instrument") is a geometrical diagram which can represent a deity or

divine figure. Called "instruments of worship" in Hinduism, yantras are meant to inspire inner visualizations,

meditations, and experiences in the worshipper.

While mandalas usually contain lettering or images of Buddhas or deities, yantras are mainly geometrical.

"Mandala" and "yantra" are sometimes used interchangeably. Many use the term "mandala" to refer to any

circular image or sacred circle.



Creation of a Mandala

In its creation, a line materializes out of a dot. Other lines are drawn until they intersect, creating triangular

geometrical patterns. The circle drawn around stands for the dynamic consciousness of the initiated. The

outlying square symbolizes the physical world bound in four directions, represented by the four gates; and

the midmost or central area is the residence of the deity. Thus the center is visualized as the essence and the

circumference as grasping, thus in its complete picture a mandala means grasping the essence.

Construction of a Mandala 

Before a monk is permitted to work on constructing a mandala he must undergo a long period of technical

artistic training and memorization, learning how to draw all the various symbols and studying related

philosophical concepts. At the personal monastery of the Dalai lama, the Namgyal monastery, this period is

three years  (a Tibetan mandala is shown below).

In the early stages of painting, the monks sit on the

outer part of the unpainted mandala base, always

facing the center. For larger sized Mandalas, when

the mandala is about halfway completed, the

monks then stand on the floor, bending forward to

apply the colors.

Traditionally, the mandala is divided into four

quadrants and one monk is assigned to each. At

the point where the monks stand to apply the

colors, an assistant joins each of the four. Working

co-operatively, the assistants help by filling in

areas of color while the primary four monks

outline the other details.

The monks memorize each detail of the mandala

as part of their monastery's training program. It is

important to note that the mandala is explicitly

based on the Scriptural texts. At the end of each

work session, the monks dedicate any artistic or

spiritual merit accumulated from this activity to

the benefit of others. This practice prevails in the execution of all ritual arts.

There is good reason for the extreme degree of care and attention that the monks put into their work: they are

actually imparting the Buddha's teachings. Since the mandala contains instructions by the Buddha for

attaining enlightenment, the purity of their motivation and the perfection of their work allows viewers the

maximum benefit.

Each detail in all four quadrants of the mandala faces the center, so that it is facing the resident deity of the

mandala. Thus, from the perspective of both the monks and the viewers standing around the mandala, the

details in the quadrant closest to the viewer appear upside down, while those in the most distant quadrant

appear right side up.

Generally, each monk keeps to his quadrant while painting the square palace. When they are painting the

concentric circles, they work in tandem, moving all around the mandala. They wait until an entire cyclic

phase or layer is completed before moving outward together. This ensures that balance is maintained, and

that no quadrant of the mandala grows faster than another.

The preparation of a mandala is an artistic endeavor, but at the same time it is an act of worship. In this form

of worship concepts and form are created in which the deepest intuitions are crystallized and expressed as

spiritual art. The design, which is usually meditated upon, is a continuum of spatial experiences, the essence

of which precedes its existence, which means that the concept precedes the form.



In its most common form, the mandala appears as a series of concentric circles. Each mandala has its own

resident deity housed in the square structure situated concentrically within these circles. Its perfect square

shape indicates that the absolute space of wisdom is without aberration. This square structure has four

elaborate gates. These four doors symbolize the bringing together of the four boundless thoughts namely -

loving kindness, compassion, sympathy, and equanimity. Each of these gateways is adorned with bells,

garlands and other decorative items. This square form defines the architecture of the mandala described as a

four-sided palace or temple. A palace because it is the residence of the presiding deity of the mandala, a

temple because it contains the essence of the Buddha.

The series of circles surrounding the central palace follow an intense symbolic structure. Beginning with the

outer circles, one often finds a ring of fire, frequently depicted as a stylized scrollwork. This symbolizes the

process of transformation which ordinary human beings have to undergo before entering the sacred territory

within. This is followed by a ring of thunderbolt or diamond scepters (vajra), indicating the indestructibility

and diamond like brilliance of the mandala's spiritual realms.

In the next concentric circle, particularly those mandalas which feature wrathful deities, one finds eight

cremation grounds arranged in a wide band. These represent the eight aggregates of human consciousness

which tie man to the phenomenal world and to the cycle of birth and rebirth.

Finally, at the center of the mandala lies the deity, with whom the mandala is identified. It is the power of

this deity that the mandala is said to be invested with. Most generally the central deity may be one of the

following three peaceful deities:

Peaceful Deities

A peaceful deity symbolizes its own particular existential and spiritual approach. For example, the image of

Boddhisattva Avalokiteshvara symbolizes compassion as the central focus of the spiritual experience; that of

Manjushri takes wisdom as the central focus; and that of Vajrapani emphasizes the need for courage and

strength in the quest for sacred knowledge.

Wrathful Deities

Wrathful deities suggest the mighty struggle involved in overcoming one's alienation. They embody all the

inner afflictions which darken our thoughts, our words, and our deeds and which prohibit attainment of the

Buddhist goal of full enlightenment. Traditionally, wrathful deities are understood to be aspects of

benevolent principles, fearful only to those who perceive them as alien forces. When recognized as aspects of

one's self and tamed by spiritual practice, they assume a purely benevolent guise.

Integration – the combination of opposites

Integration is the process which lies at the heart of the mandala - combining pairs of opposites (e.g. love and

hate; good and evil; male and female etc.) experienced in mundane existence.  The initiate seeks to curtail his

or her alienation, by accepting and enjoying all things as a seamless, interconnected field of experience. As

part of this, sexual imagery can be understood as a metaphor for enlightenment, with its qualities of

satisfaction, bliss, unity and completion.

Color Symbolism of the Mandala

If form is crucial to the mandala, so too is color. The quadrants of the mandala-palace are typically divided

into isosceles triangles of color, including four of the following five: white, yellow, red, green and dark blue.

Each of these colors is associated with one of the five transcendental Buddhas, further associated with the

five delusions of human nature - ignorance, anger, pride, attachment, and jealousy. These five delsuions are

said to be the sum total of all factors which keep us away from enlightenment. But hope lies in the belief that

the human mind holds within itself the potential to metamorphose these negative traits into positive

attributes. In a supreme moment of creative inspiration, which can be counted amongst the highest

achievements in the history of human aesthetic instinct, these transformed emotions are visualized as five

different, beautiful and resplendent Buddhas. Though these delusions obscure our true nature, through

spiritual practice they can be transformed into the wisdom of these five respective Buddhas. Specifically:



White - Vairocana: The delusion of ignorance becomes the wisdom of reality.

Yellow - Ratnasambhava: The delusion of pride becomes the wisdom of sameness.

Red - Amitabha: The delusion of attachment becomes the wisdom of discernment.

Green - Amoghasiddhi: The delusion of jealousy becomes the wisdom of accomplishment.

Blue - Akshobhya: The delusion of anger becomes the clear, mirror like wisdom.

Each of the five Buddhas first identifies a specific human failing and then helps us in transforming it into a

positive attribute, bringing about the spiritual evolution required for enlightenment. 

The Mandala as a Sacred Offering

In addition to decorating and sanctifying temples and homes, in Tibetan life the mandala is

traditionally offered to one's lama or guru when a request has been made for teachings or an

initiation - where the entire offering of the universe (represented by the mandala) symbolizes the

most appropriate payment for the preciousness of the teachings. 

The Mandala in Architecture

In architecture, the mandala takes the form of a stupa.  

A stupa (from Sanskrit literally meaning "heap") is a mound-like structure containing Buddhist

relics, typically the remains of Buddha, used by Buddhists as a place of worship.  The stupa is the

oldest Buddhist religious monument and was originally only a simple mound of mud or clay to

cover supposed relics of the Buddha (cetiya). After the parinirvana of the Buddha, his remains were

cremated and the ashes divided and buried under eight stupas with two further stupas encasing the

urn and the embers. Little is known about these early stupas, particularly since it has not been

possible to identify the original ten monuments.

The shape of the stupa represents the Buddha, crowned and sitting in meditation posture on a

lion throne. His crown is the top of the spire; his head is the square at the spire's base; his body is

the vase shape; his legs are the four steps of the lower terrace; and the base is his throne.

The conceptual components of a stupa (cube, sphere, cone) interlock and

the shared axis leads the viewer’s line of sight upwards to the apex – a

symbol of the goal of Buddhism, nirvana. 

The pure mandala form of a stupa is best appreciated from above 

- see plan view at left - note point, circles and square.

In combination stupas represent the four elements – Earth, Water, Fire and

Air.  The top of the cone points to the fifth element, Space   

Thus: 

• the square base represents earth

• the hemispherical dome/vase represents water

• the conical spire represents fire

• the upper lotus parasol and the crescent moon represents air

• the sun and the dissolving point represents the element of space 

(note: Consciousness, the sixth element of Buddhism, differentiates sentient beings from matter and

inanimate things)

Stupas are found in different parts of Asia in different forms, including pagodas.



The Borobudur stupa in Java

The largest and most magnificent stupa is

the monument at Borobudur in central

Java, Indonesia. 

Construction was started about 760 AD.

It is estimated that it took about 70 years

to build. 

Over a thousand years later it was

completely dismantled, restored and

rebuilt. This work was done by an

international team in association with UNESCO. With over 1,000,000 stones, each weighing about

a hundred kg, this was a massive task.  

The Borobudur monument is constructed on a hillock, on a

plain, surrounded by volcanic mountains.  It is thought that the

monument may at one time have been surrounded by water, thus

representing a model of the cosmos – water, earth and sky.

The stupa is 113 metres wide at the base and 32 metres high.

The walls of the four lower galleries are covered in stone

carvings depicting the life of the Buddha and his quest for

wisdom. Walking around each gallery, rising with each circuit,

the carved panels lay out a story; starting with the world of

illusion and finishing with knowledge and enlightenment. 

To see all the panels in the correct

order means walking around the

stupa ten times. This is done in a

clockwise direction, entailing a

walking distance of over five

kilometres. The walkways are just

two metes wide and the walls of

the lower galleries close one off

from the outside world, bringing

attention to the carved panels.



The relief panels begin with cautionary tales

(Karmavibhanga) illustrating the punishments wrong-

doers will face and the rewards for those who follow a

dharmic (righteous) life.  Next come the Jatakas – stories

from the life of the historic Buddha, and Avadenas -

stories from the lives of Bodhisattvas.  The next series of

reliefs tell the story of the spiritual journey of the

merchant Sudhana.  In the last section he meets the

supremely wise Samanthabhadra.  

Thereafter one is led upwards onto

the three circular terraces where there

is a sudden clarity and spaciousness.

The uppermost terrace is crowned

with a huge central stupa – 72 smaller

stupas surround it.  

Stupas echo the form of a hill and

thus are said to represent Mount

Meru – the abode of the gods and the

centre of the universe. 

Having spent so much time ‘closed in’ and focussed on

the stories and teachings at lower levels, the open

spaces of the top three levels are quite a contrast. 

There is a view of the surrounding countryside and the

terraces are very plain, apart from the 72 stupas. These

smaller stupas are about 3½ metres high and are

hollow, each with a lifesize Buddha statue inside.  

The final. central and largest stupa has an empty

central cavity.  



left - view from top of

Borobudur at sunrise

below – the central huge stupa

(surmounted by a lightning

conductor)

In summary: 

The visualization and concretization of the mandala concept is one of the most significant

contributions of Buddhism to religious psychology. Mandalas are seen as sacred places which, by

their very presence in the world, remind a viewer of the immanence of sanctity in the universe and

its potential in himself. In the context of the Buddhist path the purpose of a mandala is to put an end

to human suffering, to attain enlightenment and to attain a correct view of Reality.  It is a means to

discover divinity by the realization that it resides within one's own self.
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