
Tibetan Buddhist Mandala 

KAREN HUMPHRIES SALLICK (Tibetan Buddhist Practitioner): The mandala is a teaching and 
meditation tool so that we can focus on evoking in ourselves the Buddha nature that we Buddhists 
believe you have inside you.

A sand mandala is made typically from precious stones that have been hand-ground and then 
hand-dyed. The sand goes in a funnel. They’ll rub it and the sand will come out. That’s how they 
put these layers of sand down to create these beautiful, spiritual forms of art.


One can use the mandala as an aid to meditation helping you through the process of eliminating 
emotions that are unhelpful to you so that you can then uncover and evoke what’s in the center.

There are thousands of mandalas, and, in fact, even for one type of mandala there are several 
ways to do it, depending on how much time the monks have. You can take five days. You can take 
a month to build a mandala. Every aspect of the mandala has meaning.

The very center is the representation of Chenrezig, the Buddha of compassion. Tibetan Buddhists 
actually believe that His Holiness the 14th Dalai Lama is the reincarnation of Chenrezig.

The next ring outside of the central figure of compassion are representations of four different 
Buddhas. The Buddha for eliminating hatred is represented by a thunderbolt. Then we have a jewel 
that represents the deity that can eliminate suffering. Then we have a wheel of knowledge or 
dharma, the deity that represents the elimination of ignorance. And then the last is a green sword 
that cuts through jealousy.

The next circle are lotus leaves. If you’ve ever seen a statue of a Buddha, they are often sitting on a 
lotus flower, so the family of Buddhas that are represented in the center are sitting in a ring of lotus.

Then outside of that is the vadra ring of protection from negative thoughts.

Finally, in the very outside ring — fire, and that fire is to burn through ignorance to enlightenment.

The dissolution is actually a very important part of the mandala process, because it really is 
showing the nature of impermanence. As Westerners, we get so attached to things. So here’s this 
beautiful mandala that these monks have worked five days on. And, with no emotion whatsoever, 
they reach their hand into the middle and just mess it up. And then they’ll sweep it up with 
brushes, and they’ll place it into a vase.

The mandala will be brought to the water. The deities in the mandala will then go into the water as 
a blessing, back to the Earth.

The Tibetans believe that anyone who watches the building and dissolution of a mandala actually 
accumulates merit and can begin to evoke that Buddha nature, being the most compassionate we 
can be.
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There are various forms of mandalas with distinct concepts and different purposes. The individual 
representations range from the so-called Cosmic Mandalas, which transmit the ancient knowledge of the 
development of the universe and the world-systems which represents a high point among Mandalas 
dedicated to meditation; to the Mandalas of the Medicine Buddha which demonstrates how the Buddha-
power radiates in all directions, portraying the healing power of the Buddha.  
The symbolism of meditation Mandalas has a rich tradition. The outer form of these so-called holy circles is 
a geometrical diagram, a Yantra, and each detail of its construction has symbolic meaning. The essence or 
purpose of the Mandala is concerned with the process of invocation, the calling in and realization of the 
spiritual force within the contemplator himself. All these different picture-tools have essentially the same 
inner meaning and purpose, but there are mandalas to suit all levels of consciousness: for the spiritually 
highly developed, for average people and for people not yet developed.  
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