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Abstract 

 

The overall goal of this research project and associated creative work is to assist the 

general public in reading the Kālachakra maṇḍala. A prominent type of Tibetan 

Buddhist art, it has been employed by the Fourteenth Dalai Lama as a means of 

promoting Tibetan culture. Understanding the Kālachakra maṇḍala is a means of 

understanding Tibetan Buddhism, which can assist in transmitting and preserving the 

related culture. 

 

Despite years of disseminating the Kālachakra maṇḍala, a lack of understanding still 

surrounds it, which is due to three main reasons: the complexity of related academic 

resources; occasional incorrect information given on the maṇḍala; and commonly held 

misconceptions in the West. These factors have not only prevented people from 

gaining a correct understanding of the Kālachakra maṇḍala but also generated 

negative influences on the transmission of Tibetan Buddhism and its associated 

culture. Therefore, I use the concept of the five elements (earth, water, fire, air, and 

the void) to provide an interpretive ‘bridge’ or ‘path’ towards a better understanding 

of the Kālachakra maṇḍala. This innovative method is inspired by and references 

fundamental conventions of Tibetan Buddhism, which are beliefs that are reflected in 

the execution of the Buddhist arts. The concept of the five elements is universal 

throughout the convention, which also shares the same cosmic notion with the 

Kālachakra maṇḍala and is embodied by the corresponding symbols. The five 

elements are not unfamiliar to the West. Although the implications are not completely 

the same due to different lineages in Buddhism, the general concept of the five 

elements enhances a sense of commonality to some extent and establishes a basis for 

understanding and reading the Kālachakra maṇḍala.  

 

The primary outcome of this project is a series of wall charts, comprising posters and 

instructions. The materials employed for this project were analysed and collected 
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from academic research, and key symbols were then arranged on five posters, one for 

each element. The relevant symbols of each element are grouped together in an 

organised sequence. The associated descriptions on each poster indicate the 

relationship as well as the meaning of the symbols and explain the corresponding 

implication within the Kālachakra maṇḍala.  

 

In this way, the symbols are no longer perceived individually, as in most books on 

maṇḍalas; instead, they are perceived in the organised context of the five elements. 

The posters are stylised with a secular twist; they are used as ‘visual texts’ in the wall 

charts so that a wider range of viewers (from both Western and Eastern backgrounds) 

will be able to identify these esoteric symbols. Consequently, the integration of the 

above processes not only reveals the relationship between every single symbol that 

can lead to an accessible understanding, but also ensures the correct reading of the 

Kālachakra maṇḍala within a Tibetan context. This method can be extended to the 

reading of other types of maṇḍalas as well as the interpretation of wider range of 

Tibetan Buddhist artworks. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



5 

 

Acknowledgements  

 

I would like to acknowledge my dear parents primarily for encouraging my interests 

and financially supporting me. The only way I can repay and reduce your financial 

burden is to study as hard as I can and work efficiently so that I can complete my 

studies more quickly. I would like to thank Shandong University of Arts and 

Queensland College of Art, Griffith University, for giving me the opportunity to 

participate in the Doctorate co-operation program. 

 

I wish to express my deepest gratitude to my supervisors and tutors, in particular 

Professor Paul Cleveland, Dr Peter Hall, Mr Donald Welch, and Dr Eleni Kalantidou. 

Your great support motivated me to overcome challenging circumstances. Your 

constructive suggestions and continual encouragement have changed my perspective 

from that of a designer playing with design skills to an academic researcher who 

settled down and studied in an organised manner. 

 

I sincerely thank Nicholas Egan (author of The five elements in Tibetan Buddhism), 

Mark Jeffrey (author of Many paths: Searching for old Tibet in new China), Brian 

Mackness of the Engaged Buddhist Institute, and Ray Furminger of the Chenrezig 

Institute for teaching me the background knowledge of Tibetan Buddhism and the 

thangka of maṇḍala art. Also many thanks for your feedbacks on my work to date. 

 

I would like to thank Evie Franzidis from GUPSA who helped in proofreading my 

exegesis; your patience towards a non–English speaking international student like me 

is very much appreciated.  

 

I thank everyone who has shown interest in my project for your kind comments that 

acknowledge my passion for sharing my ideals with more people. 



6 

 

List of Plates  

Plate                                                                                                                   Page 

 Introduction  

1 Kālachakra thangka maṇḍala from commercial website.  

(http://item.taobao.com/item.htm?spm=a230r.1.14.97.tqmGqL&id=16

913449787&_u=510l7lecd08b) 

14 

2 Kālachakra maṇḍala thangka,Tibet, 1600-1699, Museum of Fine Art, 

Boston (Leidy and Thurman 1997, 148). 

22 

3 Kālachakra Sand maṇḍalas 23 

4 The alternatives of the water and the vajra circle. 23 

   

 Literature Review  

5 The area distribution of the idealised drawing of the Kālachakra 

maṇḍala (adopted from Tang 2009, 281)  

36 

   

 Methodology  

6 Symbols summarised for this project  52 

7 The five elements matching parts of the Vairocana’s body  

(Sugiura 1999) 

53 

   

 Discussion  

8 Tibetan Buddhist symbols representing the five elements (Beer, 2003) 63 

9 The five Buddha maṇḍala (Beer 1999, 91) 64 

10 Typical symbols represented on the Kālachakra maṇḍala 74 

   

 Creative Work  

11 Comparison of traditional and contemporary painting 77 

12 The layout of the wall charts 77 

13 Typical layout of Tibetan thangka showing how the space is equates 

to three separate realms 

78 

14 First draft layout of the earth poster, showing mountains and cube 79 

15 Second draft layout of earth poster, with addition of turtle, seed 

syllable and mudrâ 

79 

16 Kālachakra Sand maṇḍala, Qing dynasty (1644–1912).  

(Bryant 2003, 195) 

81 

17 Third draft layout of earth poster, featuring addition of lions and 

human figure 

82 

18 Fourth draft layout of earth poster, featuring the addition of jewel and 

gongs 

82 

19 Human figure and Buddha shadow experiments  

(left: draft figure, middle: digitised figure, right: coloured figure with 

environmental effects) 

85 

20 Lions experiments (left: draft lion, middle: digitised lion, right: 

coloured lion with environmental effects) 

85 

21 Jewels experiments (top: draft jewels, middle: digitised jewels, bottom: 

coloured jewels with environmental effects) 

86 

22 Mountain experiments (left: draft mountain, middle: digitised 

mountain, right: coloured mountain with environmental effects) 

86 



7 

 

23 Gongs experiments (left: draft gongs, right: digitised gongs, bottom: 

coloured gongs with environmental effects) 

87 

24 Turtle experiments (left: draft turtle, middle: digitised turtle, right: 

coloured turtle with environmental effects) 

88 

25 Early digitised version of the entire poster (left) and (right) 89 

26 Cosmos according to Kālachakra Tantra (Brauen 1997, 38) 90 

27 Anonymous Tibetan hand drawing thangka 

(http://amigosdeldharma.org/?p=179)  

and contemporary digital thangka by Fred van der Zee  

(https://www.facebook.com/fred.vanderzee) 

91 

28 Hand drawing thangka by Andy Weber (left) and digitalised version  

by Fred van der Zee (right) 

92 

29 Comparing symmetrical imaging (above: Fred van der Zee,  

below: Lan Zhang) 

92 

30 Comparing backgrounds (above: Fred van der Zee, below: Lan Zhang) 93 

31 Comparing of brush strokes (above: Fred van der Zee;  

below: Lan Zhang) 

94 

32 Comparing of gradient imaging (above: Fred van der Zee;  

below: Lan Zhang) 

95 

33 Correspondence between a nature scene and my poster 96 

34 Final coloured version of the earth poster (Lan Zhang workbook) 97 

35 First draft layout of ‘water’ poster   100 

36 Second draft layout of ‘water’ poster 100 

37 Third draft layout of water poster   101 

38 Fourth draft layout of water poster 101 

39 Dragons experiments (left: draft dragon, middle: digitised dragon, 

right: coloured dragon with environmental effects 

102 

40 Wheel experiments (left: draft wheel, middle: digitised wheel, right: 

coloured wheel with environmental effects) 

102 

41 Ripple experiments (left: draft ripple, right: digitised ripple) 103 

42 Coloured ripple with environmental effects 103 

43 Coloured lake with environmental effects 103 

44 Waves experiments (left: draft waves, middle: digitised waves, right: 

coloured waves with environmental effects) 

103 

45 Coloured waves with environmental effects 104 

46 Offering experiments (left: draft offering, middle: digitised offering, 

right: coloured offering with environmental effects) 

104 

47 Early digitised versions of the entire poster (left) and (right) 105 

48 Final coloured version (Lan Zhang workbook) 106 

49 First draft layout of fire poster   107 

50 Second draft layout of fire poster 107 

51 Third draft layout of ‘fire’ poster   108 

52 Fourth draft layout of ‘fire’ poster 108 

53 Peacock experiments (left: draft peacock, middle: digitised peacock, 

right: coloured peacock with environmental effects) 

110 

54 Lotus flower experiments (left: draft lotus flower, middle: digitised 

lotus flower, right: coloured lotus flower with environmental effects) 

110 

55 Leaf experiments (left: draft leaf, right: digitised leaf, bottom: coloured 

leaf with environmental effects) 

110 

56 Flames experiments (left: draft flames, middle: digitised flames, right: 111 



8 

 

coloured flames with environmental effects) 

57 Incense experiments (left: draft incense, middle: digitised incense, 

right: coloured incense with environmental effects) 

111 

58 Overlapped images of the smoke, the stem and the flame 112 

59 Early digitised version of the entire poster (left) and (right) 113 

60 The final version of the poster (Lan Zhang workbook) 114 

61 First draft layout of air poster   115 

62 Second draft layout of air poster 115 

63 Third draft layout of ‘air’ poster   116 

64 Fourth draft layout of ‘air’ poster 116 

65 Garuda experiments (left: draft garuda, middle: digitised garuda, right: 

coloured garuda with environmental effects) 

118 

66 Sword experiments (left: draft sword, middle: digitised sword, right: 

coloured sword 

118 

67 Cloud experiments (left: draft cloud, middle: digitised cloud, right: 

coloured cloud with environmental effects) 

119 

68 Clouds experiments (left: draft clouds, middle: digitised clouds, right: 

coloured clouds with environmental effects) 

119 

69 Experimentation of offering (left: draft offering, middle:  

digitised offering, right: coloured offering with environmental effects) 

119 

70 Early digitised version of the entire air poster (left) and (right) 120 

71 The final version of the air poster (Lan Zhang workbook) 121 

72 First draft layout of void poster   122 

73 Second draft layout of void poster 122 

74 Third draft layout of void poster     123 

75 Fourth draft layout of void poster 123 

76 Elephant experiments (left: draft elephant, middle: digitised elephant, 

right: coloured elephant with environmental effects) 

125 

77 Crossed vajra experiments (left: draft crossed vajra, middle: digitised 

crossed vajra, right: coloured crossed vajra with environmental effects) 

126 

78 Aura experiments (left: draft aura, middle: digitised aura, right: 

coloured aura with environmental effects) 

126 

79 Silk cloth experiments (left: draft silk cloth, right: digitised silk cloth, 

bottom: coloured silk cloth with environmental effects) 

126 

80 Radiations experiments (left: draft radiations, middle: digitised 

radiations, right: coloured radiations with environmental effects) 

127 

81 Early digitised version of the entire poster (left) and (right) 127 

82 The final version of the void poster. (Lan Zhang workbook) 128 

83 Tibetan Prayer Flags  

(http://www.nepalguideinfo.comeverest-base-camp-trek) 

130 

84 Example of the flat design  

(http://www.hongkiat.com/blog/flat-ui-design-showcase/) 

131 

85 The wall chart of the earth element 131 

86 The wall chart of the water element 132 

87 The wall chart of the fire element 132 

88 The wall chart of the air element 133 

89 The wall chart of the void element 133 

90 The wall chart of the Kālachakra maṇḍala 135 

91 The wall chart of the five elements 136 

 



9 

 

Table of Contents 

 

Ⅰ Abstract………………………………………………………….. 3 

Ⅱ Acknowledgements…………………………………………….... 5 

Ⅲ List of Plates…………………………………………………….. 6 

1. Introduction……………………………………………………... 11 

2. Literature Review………………………………………………..  28 

3. Methodology………………………………………….…………. 42 

  3.1. Identification…………………………….……………… 49 

  3.2. Contextualisation……………………………………… 51 

  3.3. Translation……………………………………………… 54 

  3.4. Explication……………………………………………… 58 

4. Discussion……………………………………………………….. 61 

  4.1.The Five Elements……………………………………… 61 

  4.2. Analysis of the Matrices……………………………… 65 

5. Creative Work………………………………………………….... 75 

  5.1.The Wall Charts………………………………………… 76 

  5.2.The Earth Poster………………………………………… 79 

  5.3.The Water Poster……………………………………… 98 

  5.4.The Fire Poster………………………………………… 107 

  5.5.The Air/Wind Poster…………………………………… 115 

  5.6.The Void/Space Poster………………………………… 122 

  5.7.The Wall Charts of Each Element……………………… 129 

  5.8.The Wall Chart of the Kālachakra Maṇḍala…………… 134 

  5.9.The Wall Chart of the Five Elements…………………… 134 

      5.10.The Audience………………………………………… 137 

6. Conclusion…………………………………………………….… 140 

    6.1.Key Points……………………………………………… 140 

      6.2.Contribution of The Work……………………………… 143 

  6.3.Limitations of This Work……………………………… 145 

       6.4.Recommendations for Further Research……………… 146 



10 

 

7. References…………………………………………………….…. 149 

8. Bibliography…………………………………………………….. 153 

9. Appendix……………………………………………………….... 164 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



11 

 

1. Introduction  

 

The maṇḍala is fundamentally something secret. If you are interested in it in 

order to acquire reputation, and feel pride in showing what you have worked 

out to others, you do not have the right attitude. If however your work springs 

from efforts to offer help to other people, that is the right attitude of mind, 

which will contribute to the liberation of yourself and others. 

(Thubten, cited in Brauen 1997, 9) 

 

This research is a continuation of the Tibetan symbolic research undertaken in my 

Master of Arts in Visual Arts (MAVA) and MVA (Honours) projects. I am interested 

in the iconography of Tibetan Buddhism, not only because these symbols share some 

notions with Chinese traditions with which I am familiar, but also because of the way 

they make visible the invisible. Specifically, these symbols translate profound 

Buddhism doctrines into manifold visual icons that reflect the wisdom and unique 

world view of Tibetan Buddhism, which is a precious cultural legacy that needs to be 

preserved and communicated. However, as this exegesis will detail, this is a complex 

task. 

 

As a secular Chinese person, my early impression of Tibet was the same as many 

people’s: the Land of Snows, a strange, mysterious place cut off from the outside 

world (Robertson 2011). However, after many years of studying Tibet, I found that it 

is less of a country with its own history and socio-cultural arrangements, and more of 

a construction, “a mythical hyper-reality created by and for Westerners” (Lopez 1998, 

10).1 Today, an outdated mystical view of Tibet still infiltrates popular perceptions of 

the country (Heimsath 2005). In a way, Tibet has now been Tibetanized,2 with 

                                                 
1 While the dominant discourse of the construction of Tibet is related to Western conceptions, there is 

also a parallel engagement of Chinese romantic views of Tibet (Kolås 2008). 
2 This follows on from Edward Said’s notion of the Orient being constructed: an object represented and 

controlled by the West, the foil against which the West can identify itself as different and intrinsically 

superior (Said 1978, 5). 
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Buddhism and the Fourteenth Dalai Lama central to this construction of Tibetaness 

(Landaw and Weber 1993). Tibet is the subject of Western fantasies and romantic 

visions played out on movie screens, in public rallies and in shopping malls.3  

 

There has been a concomitant rise in the interest in Tibetan culture including religious 

art such as thangkas4 and maṇḍalas, with traditional artefacts (pre-19505) now 

fetching high prices at international art auctions and taking pride of place in museums 

and galleries. According to Heimsath (2005), their value is based on their authenticity 

as a cultural artefact. 

 

These sacred arts reflect Tibetan history and culture as well as their conception of 

world and universe, which embodies Tibetan ideology. Tibetan sacred arts are thus a 

channel for Westerners to know Tibet. As a result of Tibetan’s violent occupation by 

the Chinese in 1950, and the influence of modern Western values and globalisation 

Tibetan émigrés believe they have an urgent mission to preserve and transmit Tibetan 

culture (Bentor, 1993). 

 

Hence, Tibetan Buddhism is transmitted to the West in order to preserve Tibetan 

culture (Bentor 1993). As a world-famous form of representing Tibet, “painting is 

perhaps the most vivid and accessible form of Tibetan sacred art” (Given 1999, 637).  

 

In particular, thangka of the maṇḍalas “are among the best known Buddhist icons in 

the world today, the brightly coloured and complex paintings of Tibet are most 

familiar to contemporary viewers” (Leidy and Thurman 1997, 17). Westerners’ 

interest in thangkas is conceived as an encouraging start in promoting Tibetan culture 

(Bentor 1993). 

                                                 
3 For example, the Loot home-wares stores located in shopping malls, which stock Tibetan ornaments, 

such as paintings, prayer flags, jewellery etc.  
4 Thangkas are scroll paintings, while maṇḍalas are ritual Buddhist symbols that represent the universe. 

Maṇḍalas have many forms, including the common thangka maṇḍala. 
5 This date marks the time that China annexed Tibet. 
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The high degree of Tibetan identification with these maṇḍalas occupies a striking 

position in the transmitting of Tibetan culture. Originally, they were used to keep 

religious teaching secret from outsiders, while nowadays they are open to those who 

intend to and are able to preserve them (Bentor 1993). However, their dissemination 

is problematic because of their complex symbology that some people incorrectly use. 

 

According to Thurman, “Maṇḍalas are not yet well understood because of an 

underlying modern and Western prejudice” (2006, 9). The prejudice mainly refers to 

an impression of the spiritual tradition of the East as isolated and introverted. This 

view hinders the access to the inherent meaning of maṇḍalas. Furthermore, there are 

other circumstances leading to misunderstanding and insufficient understanding of 

maṇḍalas. 

 

Maṇḍalas are mainly distributed or viewed through commercial markets, museums, 

libraries or online stores. The huge amount of maṇḍala trade in commercial markets, 

especially in tourist sites, is a serious problem since many maṇḍalas are neither 

genuine nor made by Tibetans. The retailers have no Tibetan religious background 

and pass on incorrect information to customers. A survey of Taobao, a Chinese web 

site similar to e-Bay, revealed literally thousands of thangka maṇḍala artworks for 

sale. Key to the selling pitch for such items was claims that they were authentic or 

that they had come from Tibet. Fig. 1 is a typical style from the tourist sites of Nepal, 

but it was said to be from Tibet on its website. The difficulty in judging the fidelity of 

claims for Tibetan authorship is made all the more critical when comparing similar 

looking pieces. Very fine details of the mandala have to be scrutinized to establish 

authorship and authenticity. However, most customers are tourists who cannot tell the 

differences between genuine and ‘fake’ maṇḍalas. From a Tibetan perspective, 

inappropriately made or used Buddhist artefacts may cause bad karma to their 

producers and users. Anything that distorts Buddha’s original teaching becomes 
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meaningless and cannot guide or even does harm to practicing behaviours (Bentor 

1993). Moreover, this misuse of maṇḍalas contravenes the intent to preserve and 

transmit authentic Tibetan culture. 

 

 

Fig. 1 Kālachakra thangka maṇḍala from commercial website.  

(http://item.taobao.com/item.htm?spm=a230r.1.14.97.tqmGqL&id=16913449787&_u=510l7lecd08b) 

 

Another platform through which the maṇḍala has become popular is through sand 

maṇḍala exhibitions held at Western museums under the theme of cultural exchange. 

Such live exhibitions are presented by Tibetan monks with traditional maṇḍalas; 

however, the ritual is only a fragment of an entire religious initiation, and pertinent 

knowledge is typically quite limited during these exhibitions and might be obscure to 

many.  

As the Dalai Lama has commented: 

 

Many speculative and mistaken interpretations [of maṇḍalas] have been 

published by people who viewed them simply as works of arts or had no access 

to reliable explanations. Because the severe misunderstandings that can then 
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arise are more harmful than a partial lifting of secrecy, I have often encouraged 

the writing of more accurate accounts. 

(cited in Brauen 1997, 7)  

 

All of the issues listed above have led to a situation where many maṇḍalas, rather than 

inheriting or preserving Tibetan tradition, cause harm to the appropriate 

understanding of them. As evidenced in John Newman’s6 work (1987), the source of 

the problem is not only a lack of authentic resources, but also the limited accounts that 

cannot be truly utilised and disseminated. Academic resources on maṇḍalas are highly 

complex, and only suitable for researchers, rather than an appropriate way to transmit 

Tibetan tradition to the general public. It is therefore appropriate that the public is 

made aware of what constitutes correct imagery through accessible material—which 

is the aim of my research and creative work. Before discussing my research question 

and providing a chapter outline, I will briefly introduce maṇḍalas. 

 

Maṇḍala Background 

Ever since the first sand maṇḍala was presented as a cultural offering at the American 

Museum of Natural History in New York in 1988 for a cultural exchange event, this 

sacred religious art has undertaken a new role. This was inspired by His Holiness the 

Dalai Lama’s instruction to share the treasures of maṇḍala7 (Bryant 2003). From the 

20th century, maṇḍalas have obtained a reputation in Western society as being 

representative of Tibetan tradition. 

 

The meaning of the maṇḍala is still not well understood by Westerners and other 

members of the public. In personal conversations with Western Tibetan Buddhism 

devotees, I have noticed that even they are unclear on maṇḍalas. One of the devotees8 

even made a recommendation to “keep away from maṇḍalas” as they are too 

                                                 
6 At the time of writing, Newman was Professor of Asian Religions in New College of Florida. 
7 The Sanskrit word Kālachakra (alternative spelling Kalacakra) literally means “the wheel (chakra) of 

time (Kāla)”; by extension it means a given revolution of time, a cycle, also the entire universe of 

temporal existence (Newman 1987). 
8 Ray Furminger, conversation with the author, Chenrezig Institute, Australia, 26 May 2012. 

https://www.ncf.edu/john-newman
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“complicated and confusing”. This assessment from an internal practitioner9 makes 

one consider the effectiveness of centuries of effort of preserving and transmitting 

Tibetan Buddhism art. More disconcerting is the existence of fake Tibetan thangkas 

in the commercial market, which are of inferior quality and feature incorrect 

symbolism. This is also associated with inappropriate understanding of the thangka of 

maṇḍala. For example, genuine thangka of maṇḍala paintings are unlike other 

thangkas in Tibet. They are seldom managed in a portable size and decorated with 

brocade frames, as they are normally supposed to be painted on ceilings or murals of 

temple/monasteries rather than hanging in individual Tibetan homes. Some maṇḍala 

paintings are seen as a substitute for the sand maṇḍala in rituals, which can be kept 

and reused without being erased at the end (Bentor 1993).  

 

Since most Westerners consider the consumption and understanding of the maṇḍala 

artefacts to be a way of supporting the Tibetan tradition, it is worth being aware that 

the canards or ambiguous impressions mentioned above can impede audiences from 

the correct comprehension of these artworks. Consequently, these circumstances may 

lead to inappropriate usage that will generate negative influences on the original 

intention of Tibetan promotion of beliefs and culture. 

 

What Is a Maṇḍala? 

 

From the 20th century, there are many descriptions related to maṇḍalas, the most 

common of which concern their appearance, such as “a round ritual-geometric”, 

“symbolic diagram”, “typically a circle which surrounds a square with a central 

symbol”, or their function, such as “symbols of the cosmic elements, used as an aid to 

meditation”, “an aid to self-discovery or to meditation on the transcendental” (Brauen 

1997, 11). On one hand, these explanations offer an overview of information; on the 

other hand, the general public do not gain any firm ideas on what a maṇḍala is, and 

                                                 
9 The internal practitioners of thangkas are Tibetan private householders and individual monks, as well 

as monasteries as a whole (Bentor 1993, 109). 
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therefore are unable to make sense of all the options. The best way to understand 

Tibetan art is from a Tibetan perspective. As mentioned previously, the maṇḍala was 

born to serve religious purposes, rather than simply pursuing an aesthetic one. 

Nevertheless, its beauty is in fact a form of offering that manifests devotees’ esteem 

and sincerity. This sacred art needs to be appealing enough to house the deities 

believed to dwell within and through it (Heather and Elgood 1999).  

 

There are strict rules from pertinent scriptures to conduct and support the symbols as 

well as produce the maṇḍalas. Every maṇḍala is a map showing the practicing process 

that is transformed from the spiritual consciousness. Under the guidance of this 

visible form, the devotees are able to practice toward building the same construction 

in their visualisation, and eventually ensure the appropriate comprehension from the 

internal maṇḍala (Lauf 1976). Therefore, the destroyable materials (which include 

painting and 3D models) of the maṇḍala represent the step before the more advanced, 

indestructible eternal existence of enlightenment (Bentor 1993). 

 

Approaching a maṇḍala with a Tibetan perspective can set a more objective 

foundation that is conducive to greater understanding. The Dalai Lama has given the 

following definition of a maṇḍala from the Tibetan view:  

 

Maṇḍalas (dkyil ‘khor) are an aspect of Tantric Buddhism that, due to their 

colourful complexity, have attracted a great deal of interest. Taking a variety of 

forms, from simple diagrams and more elaborate paintings on cloth to 

complicated patterns of colour sand and large three-dimensional carved 

structures, maṇḍalas have a profoundly symbolic value. We Tibetans regard 

them as sacred. (cited in Brauen 1997, 7) 

 

This interpretation offers a general impression for audiences to start with, while 

Stoddard offers a more detailed definition: 

 

Without going into the debate on the meaning of maṇḍala and its translations 

into other languages, it will be useful to recall that the Tibetan term for maṇḍa-
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la, corresponding to one of the given Sanskrit acceptances, is made up of two 

syllables: dkyil' khor, literally meaning “middle and surroundings”, or “centre” 

and “entourage”. (Stoddard 1999, 172) 

 

The disyllabic10 implicates the interacted relationship between the macrocosmic and 

microcosmic concept. It is often represented by the “hub and wheel”, as this reflects 

the rule of “the stable base and its fixed or mobile surroundings”, “central space of the 

palace surrounded by the outer chambers”, or “axis mundi surrounded by the world 

and space” (Stoddard 1999, 173; Fabio 2013, 71). In some Chinese and Japanese 

interpretations of the corpus, it refers to “perfect circle”, “gathering”, “ritual 

platform”, and “peerless flavour” (Stoddard 1999, 173; Fabio 2013, 71).  

 

Historical Framework of the Maṇḍala 

 

The following historical framework will assist in forming a comprehensive insight 

into maṇḍalas. Certain writers (Zhu 2011; Leidy and Thurman 1997; Sopa and Geshe 

Lhundub 1991) agree that maṇḍalas originated from India, in the form of earth 

altars,11 initially used for religious rituals. According to Tantra Gists: 

 

Firstly pile up earth and flatten the top, paint the surface with cattle dung to 

strengthen the altar. Then invite deities from all directions, Buddhas of the past, 

present and future to witness the rituals hold on this altar. (Zhu 2011, 46) 

 

Therefore, deities and Buddha figures are essential to maṇḍalas, and are depicted in 

images; sometimes, their ritual instruments, seed syllables,12 are painted instead, 

fulfilling the purpose of rites. According to official procedures, such altars must be 

removed after rituals, so there are hardly any existing relics of such altars, which 

makes it difficult to verify their time periods and configurations. The Japanese scholar 

                                                 
10 A word consisting of two syllables. 
11 A platform buckled up by earth, which is used for ritual ceremony (Zhu 2011). 
12 For a detailed definition of a seed syllable, please refer to the section on the earth poster.  



19 

 

Musashi Tachikawa 13 holds an alternative opinion, assuming that yi-dam (personal 

divinity) placed in the middle of the image with Buddha around four corners might be 

the most basic and earliest construction of maṇḍalas, which appeared in India around 

the fourth century (Huo 1998).  

 

According to Tibetan documents, in the fifth century, Buddhism was introduced into 

Tibet by two Indian monks who brought several Tantric utensils, but there are no 

explicit records of maṇḍala paintings in these documents. 

 

In the sixth and seventh centuries, Buddhism became the essential religion in Tibetan 

society. The painting of maṇḍalas appeared and their construction gradually became 

complex, with their structures similar to Indian yantras.14 

 

Between the seventh and ninth centuries, a number of famous Indian Buddhists were 

invited to spread Buddhism in Tibet. After centuries of development, the forms of 

maṇḍalas became richer, and such Tibetan features as layout, colour palette, image 

style and symbols were increased. The Samye monastery (Tib.bsam yas gtsug lag 

khang), built in the eighth century, is famous for its sacred maṇḍala design. The 

founding of the Samye monastery reflected the popularisation of maṇḍalas and its 

significance in Tibet as it reflected the three-dimensional interpretation of the 

maṇḍala. 

 

In the tenth century, the Glandar-ma Persecution of Buddhism ceased the 

development of Buddhism in Tibet, while many lamas15 escaped to India and the 

Kang area (Qinghai, Chengdu and Sichuan region of China). Despite maṇḍalas being 

                                                 
13 He received his PhD in Sanskrit and Indian Studies from Harvard University. 
14Yantras often act as substitutes for the image of a deity. They are also used as ground plans for the 

conceptual foundation of Hindu temples. Yantras are also placed in the foundation of temple sanctums 

and are used as compositional diagrams in the execution of sculptural images adorning temple walls 

(Elgood 1999). 
15 Lama (bla ma) is equivalent to guru, which means teacher (Brauen 1997, 147). 
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destroyed in domestic Tibet, some were preserved by fleeing lamas outside Tibet. 

This resulted in maṇḍalas absorbing some features from other regions. 

 

Over the eleventh and twelfth centuries, Buddhism gradually recovered in Tibet. In 

this period, Vairochana Buddha and the associated five Buddha families become a 

very popular theme in maṇḍalas painting, which embodied the boom of Tantric 

Buddhism. In the thirteenth century, Tantric Buddhism maṇḍalas gradually replaced 

maṇḍalas of other religions. The associated sutra as well as theories on maṇḍalas 

became more systematic. Tantric Buddhism maṇḍalas eventually became the 

mainstream and orthodox school in Tibet (Zhu 2011). 

 

The Kālachakra Maṇḍala 

 

As the last and most profound lineage of Tantric Buddhism, Vajrayana Buddhism has 

become familiar to Westerners from the 19th century (Bentor 1993). Kālachakra, 

which refers to the doctrines and conventions that underlie Tantric Buddhism, means 

the ‘wheel of time’. In Buddhism conception, ‘time’ moves like a circular wheel 

rather than straight line, while ‘wheel’ does not simply reflect the circulation of time 

but indicates the energy centre within the time circle (Tang 2009). The Kālachakra 

system of Vajrayana Buddhism is employed as a teaching for our time according to 

the Dalai Lama, because the Kālachakra ritual is unlike other rituals conducted with 

limited numbers of devotees. It is supposed to disseminate the message to 

multitudinous devotees. Since there are Tibetan communities throughout the world 

today, the Kālachakra system has expanded through various mediums of 

communication. In 1989, the Fourteenth Dalai Lama strongly recommended the 

Kālachakra maṇḍala as a vehicle to connect Tibet with the world (Bryant 2003). He 

stated, 
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“As various lamas have given the Kālachakra initiation to a large group of people, I 

myself have given it several times in Western countries as well as in India” (Dalai 

Lama, cited in Brauen 1997, 7). When Kālachakra maṇḍalas are looked at on a 

general level, it can be noted that they all try to convey the same content. However, if 

we look at them individually, there are differences, and for the purposes of this 

exegesis I will be using the Kālachakra Sand maṇḍala found in Bryant (2003, 195) 

book as my example. This is a sand-created maṇḍala that differs slightly from a 

painted thangka. Firstly, an initial intent of my project is to assist the general public to 

understand the Kālachakra initiation, and the sand maṇḍala is the genuine form of the 

initiation.Secondly, because of the time, size and material differences between the 

sand maṇḍala and the thangka maṇḍala, the painted thangka can depict detailed 

images while the sand form engages with more general and geometric shapes. The 

choice of a sand maṇḍala echoes with a significant aim of my project, which is to 

provide general ideas of the basic symbols to the public. Meanwhile, the painted form 

of the Kālachakra maṇḍala follows the fundamental layout of thangka, which contains 

additional deities at both the top and the bottom area of the painting (fig. 2). The 

presence of such deities is not a concern in focus as the Kālachakra sand maṇḍala, 

since the sand form only depicts the area of the wheel; in addition, the deities outside 

the wheel may divert the attention of the audience, or cause more confusion in 

understanding the Kālachakra maṇḍala. 
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Fig. 2 Kālachakra maṇḍala thangka,Tibet, 1600-1699, Museum of Fine Art, Boston (Leidy and 

Thurman 1997, 148). 

 

Thirdly, according to the records of (Bryant 2003) and (Ji and Yang 2006), the images 

of the Kālachakra sand maṇḍalas have manifested a strong consistency from the Qing 

dynasty (Bryant 2003) to modern times (Ji and Yang 2006). Moreover, the modern 

version is the one whose construction the 14th Dalai Lama supported as a cultural 

offering at the American Museum of National History in New York in 1988 (Ji and 

Yang 2006). Among the five Kālachakra sand maṇḍala books at hand (Bryant 2003, 

Tang 2009, Ji and Yang 2006, Leidy and Thurman 1997, Brauen 1997), three of the 

authors (Bryant 2003, Tang 2009, Ji and Yang 2006) use the same version (fig. 3 left), 
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while two (Leidy and Thurman 1997, Brauen 1997) of the five use another similar 

version (fig. 3 right).  

Since their symbolic presentation shares the basic doctrines of associated scriptures 

(Tang 2009), there are no essential differences and the core elements remain the same 

(fig. 4)16. 

 

  
Bryant 2003, 195 Brauen 1997, 94 

Fig. 3 Kālachakra Sand maṇḍalas. 

 

  

Fig. 4 The alternatives of the water and the vajra circle. 

 

                                                 
16 These are the two versions of the Kālachakra Sand maṇḍala, which been commonly employed in 

modern books. As indicated in fig. 4, the most distinct alternatives are normally showcased at the water 

and vajra circles, which are the parts that allow some creative expressions of the creators (Bentor 1993). 
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From the 20th century, the Kālachakra system has obtained a remarkable reputation in 

the West under the diligent promotion of the Dalai Lama (Bryant 2003). It has not 

only become a vehicle of communicating with the world, but also an approach of 

preserving, inheriting as well as supporting Tibetan culture (Bentor 1993). According 

to different purposes, the Kālachakra maṇḍala can be presented through certain kinds 

of forms, such as sand maṇḍalas, maṇḍala scrolls and metal sculptures (Ji and Yang 

2006).This project will put emphasis on the samaya17 symbolic representation; that is, 

the sand maṇḍala. Its painted form is regarded as a reusable supplement version of the 

sand form, which is supposed to be erased at the end of a ritual ceremony. Some 

differences exist between the sand Kālachakra maṇḍala and the painted Kālachakra 

maṇḍala, such as the medium used and its part of an entire initiation, which, in the 

case of the sand maṇḍala, has limited time, size and material qualities in its 

corresponding initiation. In the sand version, some symbols are simplified by dots, 

while the painted version possesses different proportions with more focus on the 

deities’ figures and more detailed rendering. However, their symbolic presentation 

shares the basic doctrines of associate scriptures (Tang 2009). 

 

Outside Tibet, there has been a rising interest in Tibetan Kālachakra for more than 

150 years. Numerous Western scholars have devoted their studies to different 

branches of Tibetan Buddhism. As a system of Vajrayāna Buddhism, the Kālachakra 

was initially developed in India during the early eleventh century. This tradition 

migrated to the Himalayan area and flourished in Tibet not long after. However, 

Tibetans have developed an original interpretation rather than simply adopting it from 

India (Newman 1987).  

 

Since the bright colours and intricate compositions have caught the public’s attention, 

consequent curiosities have given impetus to literature that addresses the symbolic 

meanings of the Kālachakra maṇḍala. Explanations of the Kālachakra maṇḍala can be 

                                                 
17 This is one style of representation of maṇḍala, the ‘pledge seal’ of mind, in which only the emblems 

of the relevant deities are painted (Brauen 1997, 104). 
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categorised into two types. One type is constituted mainly by coffee-table books, 

which normally provide concise interpretations but do not supply accurate meanings 

of the symbols, while some books feature inaccurate symbols as well. Such texts may 

be highly misleading for audiences. The other type is composed of academic books 

and articles, which provide advanced knowledge from relatively reliable sources. This 

specialty knowledge assists researchers rather than the public, since the explanations 

provided are almost as complicated as the symbols of the maṇḍalas themselves. Thus, 

these texts are of little use to beginners who have limited knowledge. This situation 

has created a gap between existing academic knowledge and public audiences. There 

is a need to redress this situation. 

 

Tantric Buddhism is famous for its ‘picture-friendliness’ (Brauen 1997). To be 

specific, Tantric Buddhism uses pictorial mediums to expound its profound doctrines 

effectively (Brauen 1997). In this way, many scriptures are transformed into artworks, 

and serve as graphical interpretations to fulfil a better understanding (Brauen 1997). 

These artworks are composed of numerous motifs with pertinent symbolic meanings. 

My project thus references the graphical interpreting tradition, which is created by 

employing the symbols as fundamental components and constructing the creative 

work upon a fine art basis. 

 

Consequently, the work of my project is a ‘visual text’ based interpretation of the 

maṇḍala. Due to the intricate nature of maṇḍalas, it is essential to perceive them in 

relation to Tibetan Buddhists’ perspective of the universe. Tibetan Buddhists see the 

universe and the physical world as a quinary entirety; for instance, five elements, five 

colours and five objects of the senses. Such concepts are represented in maṇḍalas 

(Adkinson 1995). In maṇḍala paintings, the principle of five is commonly reflected by 

the Dhyani Buddhas (the five Buddha families), who represent purified perceptions 

and are expanded into symbolic entities with respective colours, directions, seed 

syllables etc. (Beer 1999). 
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My argument is that the five elements have the potential of providing a 'path', which 

can lead to a better interpretation and understanding of the Kālachakra maṇḍala. It is 

difficult for the general public to recognise the symbols of the five elements because 

they are mixed with other complex symbols of the Kālachakra maṇḍala. My approach, 

however provides a "reading method" using the implicit potential of the five elements. 

In this way, the five elements as a 'path' is revealed in the Kālachakra maṇḍala. If the 

maṇḍala is conceived as the ‘visual text’ of the original scripture, and the symbols as 

the alphabet, then the five elements are the grammar with which to organise the 

symbols of the maṇḍala. This will lead to a developed perspective and understanding, 

and employed as an approach to decoding the secret paintings it will eventually 

support development of an appropriate understanding. 

 

This study takes an outsider position to try and present the five elements as part of the 

Tibetan worldview. While it is envisioned that mostly Chinese and English-speaking 

Buddhists will benefit from the creative outcomes, secular people who have an 

interest in Tibet might also find it helpful. It is grounded in a symbolic analysis of the 

five elements and tests the authenticity of their representation over time. As I will 

detail in my methodology, symbols utilised in the creative work were selected and 

summarised according to their relations with the five elements. They were then 

reproduced or reorganised in a secular way so that they become more accessible while 

still referencing their Tibetan sources to ensure authenticity. By using the five 

elements as a path to penetrate the complicated maṇḍala symbols realm, the 

correspondences between these symbols will be shown. 

 

As such, the study is based on the following research question: 
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How can the Tibetan cosmic iconography of the five elements (earth, water, fire, 

air and void) assist in the reading, understanding and graphic translation of the 

Kālachakra maṇḍala of Tibetan Tantric Buddhism? 

 

Key to answering this question is the need to identify several essential features. First, 

the work is situated within an existing framework of the Buddhist art tradition that has 

a pedigree of hundreds of years. While new insights will be sought to provide a novel 

answer to this question, it will be done in the context of existing teachings. Second, 

Buddhism does not exist as a single monotheistic entity but continually engages the 

practitioner with his or her own practice and those of others. Consequently, Buddhism 

needs to be seen as an open-ended discourse. Third, Buddhism has its own art 

tradition that needs to be referenced if it is to be truly relevant. Finally, there needs to 

be a clear understanding that the work will speak to a range of audiences from those 

interested in deeper Buddhist practices to those who have had little exposure to such 

an ideology. Therefore, the artwork needs to be accessible to a wide audience while 

retaining a core system of meaning and imagery. 

 

The primary objective of this project is to employ some fundamental symbols that are 

commonly used in Tantric maṇḍalas. However, maṇḍalas vary according to different 

schools or regions, and it is beyond the scope of this research to cover all the varieties 

of symbols within Tibetan culture. A comparison will be made with distinguishing 

features and their possible differences as well as seeking to identify common features 

of the pertinent symbols on the five elements used in a specialised popular type of 

maṇḍala in this project.  

 

To this end, the creative work comprises an interrelated collection of large-format 

wall charts composed of posters and pertinent instructions that reference original 

Tibetan maṇḍalas and transform them into a more easily understood format. To make 

maṇḍalas more readable in the 21th century, the selected maṇḍala will be applied to 
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the five elements in the series of five posters by means of designed matrices based on 

relevant design simplicity, authenticity and reliability. A more explicit description 

about how these matrices work is presented in the discussion part. 

 

This project is designed as an introduction to the thangka of maṇḍala through a 

representative case (the Kālachakra maṇḍala). Considering the particularity of such a 

religious topic, limitations do exist.  

 

As I will show, the five elements that permeate Tibetan Buddhism provide a path of 

discovery into the maṇḍala’s meanings.18 Their composition may vary according to 

different contexts, and this flexibility becomes a distinct characteristic of the five 

elements. Therefore, due to the changeability of the representations, symbols in the 

fundamental association of five elements cannot assume one-to-one correspondence 

with the alternative symbols of the Kālachakra maṇḍala, or the other types of 

maṇḍalas. The method and the associated outcomes of this project serve as guidance 

to introduce the general meanings of the maṇḍala. It not only establishes basic 

understanding, but also provides a path and direction towards the further perusing of 

the in-depth knowledge. After all, the comprehension of Tibetan Buddhism is a long 

process which requires enlightened consciousness to be able to truly approach the 

profound meaning. 

 

Outline of the Exegesis 

 

Having introduced the research topic and questions, the following will briefly outline 

the remaining chapters. In Chapter 2, Literature Review, the academic resources are 

described and analysed, outlining the relevance of the five elements to the Kālachakra 

maṇḍala, and also the relationship to my study. These resources are again referred to 

                                                 
18 It is believed that the five elements are the substance of all things and the interaction between the 

elements is a pertinent process in Tibetan thought (Brauen 1997).  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kalachakra#Text_of_the_K.C4.81lachakra_Tantra
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in Chapter 4, when I use them to create matrices of symbols. 

 

Chapter 3, Methodology, comprises four parts: identification; contextualisation; 

translation; and explication. Through these four processes, the history, context, and 

certain meanings of the Kālachakra maṇḍala are explained. 

 

In Chapter 4, Discussion, gives a highly detailed breakdown of the five elements in 

relation to the Kālachakra maṇḍala. I use a selection of authors’ texts to do this, and 

create matrices of meaning for each of the five elements, identifying where authors 

agree and disagree on symbols.  

 

Chapter 5, Creative Work, discusses the studio output of this research. I give a 

detailed overview of the steps I undertook to create the finished visual work of this 

research project. Significant moments and breakthroughs are also identified. I 

conclude with a discussion of the potential audiences of this work and several ways it 

can be distributed. 

 

Finally, the Conclusion summarises the overall achievements of this project, 

acknowledges its limitations, and makes recommendations for future research in this 

area. 
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2. Literature Review  

 

While much has been written about Tibetan iconography (Lauf 1976; Gordon 1988; 

Leidy and Thurman 1997), very little has been recorded concerning the specific 

conventions of representing the five elements in Buddhist art. This is unsurprising 

given that such conventions were normally passed on orally from master to apprentice 

in thangka schools, monasteries or families of thangka painters (Bentor 1997). While 

there may be Sanskrit and Tibetan texts outlining the various traditions that govern 

the execution of Buddhist art, these are beyond the scope of this work (as I am not 

familiar with either language). This study instead draws on a range of primary and 

secondary sources that, where possible, have been informed by Tibetans, Buddhist 

scholars and/or practitioners of Buddhist art. I will briefly outline a number of key 

texts and how they inform the study before detailing their themes that comprise the 

matrices that inform the design of the creative work.  

 

Nicholas Egan’s (2011) “The Five Elements of Tibetan Buddhism: Cosmology, 

Meditation and Enlightenment”, a doctoral thesis from the Faculty of the California 

Institute of Integral Studies in San Francisco, is the most comprehensive and recent 

account of the five elements available. Although highly academic and specialised in 

Tibetan Buddhist physiology and practices, it provides a detailed understanding of 

elemental theory and how it relates to Tibetan Buddhism. Egan begins by outlining 

the cosmology of the five elements, and then proceeds to follow the tantric path with 

regard to their practice. This is followed by a deeper understanding of the esoteric 

aspects of the five elements and how they can lead to enlightenment. In the 

conclusion he addresses that, since Buddhism is influenced by contemporary thought 

from both the West and the East, there is a need for a new direction of research that 

emphasises the function of the elements in current Buddhism traditions. This 

corresponds with my research of the five elements. Egan’s work grounds this 

proposed study with an understanding of elemental theory and a detailed exposition of 
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how the elements are to be expressed in visual form. It provides an understanding of 

the range of variation that exists with the expression of the five elements and therefore 

helps identify the conventions that are followed. 

 

Tenzin Wangyal’s (2002) book “Healing with Form, Energy, and Light” details 

practices centred on healing in shamanistic, tantric, and dzogchen traditions. It 

demonstrates the pervasiveness of elemental theory on all levels of Tibetan spiritual 

practice. “Healing with Form, Energy, and Light” is a manual for practitioners 

wishing to more deeply understand elemental theory in terms of Tibetan religious 

practice. It is not an academic work and is centred on the Bonpo exegesis that, despite 

later reforms, remains distinct from Buddhist practice and theory and is not grounded 

in the Indic traditions of tantric Buddhism. Nevertheless, it informs this study by 

providing an alternative, more personal, account than Egan’s, and includes 

visualisations of each element. 

 

As its name suggests, Robert Beer’s (2003) “The Encyclopedia of Tibetan Symbols 

and Motifs” is a huge compendium of Tibetan iconography and associated 

commentary. Beer is a self-taught British artist who has spent over three decades 

documenting the origins, meanings and functions of symbols derived from India, 

China and Tibet. Five years of that time was spent studying under the tutelage of 

masters who helped Beer refine his style and learn the correct isometric proportions 

for deities. His book outlines the various meanings behind each symbol from different 

traditions, allowing readers to fully appreciate the complex world of Tibetan 

iconography. It informs this work in that it makes authentic Tibetan illustrations 

available for use in my creative work while at the same time placing their meaning in 

its correct context. While there are other iconographic sources available, the sheer 

scope of Beer’s work makes it the most important work to this study. 
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Bu Ji and Dian Yang’s 2006 “The Maṇḍala Thangka” is a Chinese text that is part of 

Library of Tibetan Buddhism series published by the Shanxi Normal University Press. 

The content covers diverse perspectives of maṇḍalas, such as the cosmos, chakras, 

sand maṇḍala initiation, and so forth. It is useful in its comparison between maṇḍalas, 

Chinese Taoism and other cultural forms on religious ideology, and an aesthetic point 

of view. Ji and Yang provide a detailed understanding of the structure and meaning of 

maṇḍalas as well as both its Tibetan and non-Tibetan heritage. Part of their 

description includes the usage of the five elements in the astronomical calendar, and 

its close relationship with many aspects of Tibetans’ lives. It informs the project by 

being a major source of traditional maṇḍala paintings, the associated iconographic 

meaning as well as general Buddhist philosophy. It enables a comparison between 

traditional authentic versions and modern copies in order to showcase the differences 

and examine whether the modern copies follow the traditional convention properly. It 

is also important as it details the type of information that is available to Chinese and 

Western people interested in maṇḍalas.  

 

Yi Tang’s “Maṇḍala Schemes” (2009) is another Chinese text published by the 

Shanxi Normal University Press. It explores the origins and uses of maṇḍalas. It 

correlates the five elements with different parts of the maṇḍala and provides a 

comprehensive account of the different meanings behind each element. Compared 

with the other maṇḍala book published by the same press, this book focuses more on 

Buddhist practices by employing schemes to explain the processes during these 

practices. It is useful since it combines elemental theory with visual representations in 

two- and three-dimensional realms. It informs this work in that it provides a 

systematic analysis of maṇḍalas from an elemental point of view, which indicates a 

relatively comprehensive symbolic relationship within the five Buddha family and the 

five elements. This text forms the basis for judging the fidelity of such 

representations.  
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John Newman’s “The Outer Wheel of Time: Vajrayāna Buddhist Cosmology in the 

Kālachakra Tantra” (1987) is a doctoral thesis from the University of Wisconsin that 

provides a translation of the relevant chapters of the Kālachakra root tantra as well as 

historically locating the Kālachakra lineage in India. Kālachakra literature and 

influence is so vast that it is important to have a good source in order to cross-check 

interpretations. Newman’s work is valuable because it consistently compares 

Kālachakra theories to other tantras, pointing out divergences as well as similarities 

that are simply hidden in different vocabulary. 

 

Vesna Acimovic Wallace’s “The Inner ‘Kālacakra Tantra’: A Buddhist Tantric View 

of the Individual” (1995) details the crucial points of Kālacakra worldview in terms of 

visualisation, and connects tantric physiology with meditation techniques. Although 

the Kālacakra system differs on key points from the other major Sarma tantras, this 

book clarifies certain points that all of the systems have in common. Wallace’s work, 

while not focused specifically on the elements, highlights the importance and ubiquity 

of elemental theory, as well as illustrating the necessity of understanding elemental 

energies in the advanced stages of Buddhist tantric practice. 

 

Martin Brauen’s book “The Maṇḍala: Sacred Circle in Tibetan Buddhism” (1997) is a 

clear and concise introduction to the maṇḍala that focuses on the Kālachakra tradition. 

Brauen heads the Department of Tibet, Himalayas and the Far East at the University 

of Zurich’s Ethnographic Museum, and has used authentic sources to compile his 

work. The book details the structure of the maṇḍala and also includes a section on the 

influence of maṇḍala on Western thought. It provides a useful view of the five 

elements’ symbolic visualisation in relation to the Kālachakra tradition and highlights 

the specific usages of pertinent symbols. This book has been helpful to the project by 

showcasing the connectedness of symbols to the Kālachakra maṇḍala initiation; the 

integrating of the three-dimensional models supplies an intuitional impression of the 
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structure, which can contribute to develop the understanding of the Kālachakra 

maṇḍala step by step. 

 

In her essay, “Tibetan Tourist Thangkas in the Kathmandu Valley” (1993) published 

in the Annals of Tourism Research, Yael Bentor focuses on Tibetan tourist thangkas 

in the Kathmandu Valley. This case study looks at sacred art against its historical and 

cultural context, especially the influence of audiences on the development of the 

tourist thangka market. This work is important to the project as it addresses the 

existing issues in the tourist market whereby non-Tibetans produce thangkas. Both 

these non-Tibetans and their thangkas pretend to be authentically ‘Tibetan’, and even 

create ‘new styles’ for tourists, which leads to a corruption of sacred artefacts. 

Therefore, effective initiatives are required to ameliorate such situations. Meanwhile, 

the demands from an ‘intermediate audience’ (which includes various Buddhist 

groups of Asia, and non-Tibetans who have some knowledge on Tibetan Buddhism 

and culture) have enhanced the quality of sacred art. Such a positive tendency 

indicates the high possibility of the project achieving its main aim by informing 

authentic meanings of Tibetan Buddhism symbols, to cultivate more discerning minds 

on sacred arts. In this way, the differences between Tibetan and non-Tibetan art can 

be distinguished to some extent. At the same time, their respected roles played in the 

tourist market will be less confused.  

 

Subhash Kak’s “Greek and Indian Cosmology: Review of Early History” (2005) 

compares the early history of Greek and Indian cosmology. It discusses the two 

cosmology traditions that are reflected in various directions, such as mathematics, 

medicine and the belief of the physical elements. Parallel notions on the elements 

could be found in both histories. As evidence has revealed, there were frequent 

transactions between Greece and India during the Harappan era. The trading activities 

were not only an exchange of needed goods, but also a channel of cultural exchange. 

They communicated and generated some consensus, such as elementary cosmology. 

http://arxiv.org/find/physics/1/au:+Kak_S/0/1/0/all/0/1
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Although this notion was prevalent in both cultures, its compositions and emphases 

were distinct in respective cultures. Eurocentric historians tend to conceive of Greek 

culture as the source of Western traditions while Indian culture appears to be a typical 

representation of Asian traditions. Kak’s work indicates the Asiatic influences on the 

ancient Greek science and philosophy, which reveals a basis of mutual understanding 

between the East and the West. Such an origin of mutual understanding has 

potentially been transmitted through successive generations and can be evoked 

through notions that they were used to share in common. Therefore, as an interpreting 

method, the five elements of Tibetan Buddhism are able to be accepted by Westerners 

for an effective reading of the Kālachakra maṇḍala. 

 

The literature review suggests that the idea of micro-cosmos and macro-cosmos is an 

essential belief among the traditions of Tantric Buddhism. It embodies an integrated 

cognitive view of the universe and the relationship between the individual and the 

environment. In Tantric Buddhism, an original law runs throughout everything, 

shared by the individual (micro-cosmos) and the environment (macro-cosmos) 

(Wangyal 2002). The five elements influence, interact with, and reflect each other, so 

the macro-cosmos can represent the micro-cosmos as an epitome. In Tibetan 

Buddhism, such a concept is showcased in the form of the Kālachakra maṇḍala.  

 

A common tendency noticed in the writings of Beer, Tang, Ji and Yang, Leidy and 

Thurman, Brauen, and Bryant is that symbols in the Kālachakra maṇḍala are normally 

arranged in groups with associated meanings, which transmit the integral meanings. 

For instance, as seen in figure 5, the six outermost concentric circles represent the five 

elements and wisdom; the four fan-shaped partitions represent the four directions 

(plus one direction in the middle); and the three inner progressive squares represent 

the three principal regions (body, mind, speech) (Leidy and Thurman 1997).   
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Fig. 5 The area distribution of the idealised drawing of the Kālachakra maṇḍala 

(adapted from Tang 2009, 281) 

 

Notably, symbols organised by five elements frequently appear, such as the five outer 

circles, the five geometric shapes in the square palace, and the five-layer wall. Leidy 

and Thurman (1997) states the five-layer wall represents the five wisdoms while, in Ji 

and Yang’s book (2006), the five-layer wall not only represents the five wisdoms but 

also relates to the five Buddhas, which could be seen as an extension of Leidy and 

Thurman’s interpretation. Compared with the other maṇḍalas, the Kālachakra 

maṇḍala features a stronger relationship with the five elements (Brauen 1997). 

According to Leidy and Thurman, of the eighty-six main symbols shown on the 

Kālachakra maṇḍala, forty-eight (56 per cent) are related to the five elements. Even 

the six characters mantra19 of the Kālachakra maṇḍala comprises the four substance 

elements (the void element sometimes is regarded as supporting the four elements 

                                                 
19 A mantra is a creative sound expressing the deepest essence of things and understandings (Leidy and 

Thurman 1997). 
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without showing it directly) (Bryant 2003). This confirms that the five elements can 

be used as a connection or path that leads audiences into the maṇḍala symbolic realm.  

 

As Kak (2005) has suggested, elemental theory has a long history and exists in both 

Western and Eastern traditions. There are diverging concepts of the elements in terms 

of colour, quality and composition, which influenced the arrangements of the 

associated maṇḍalas. However, the five elements of Pythagoreans share similarities 

with Indian tradition, as well as the Tibetan Buddhism tradition, which can be traced 

back to Indian Vedic.20 For instance, the water element is described as white and 

moist in both Pythagoreans’ and Tibetan cosmology, and is depicted in concise 

geometric representations, whereas different forms of shapes were utilized in 

respective cultures during the late first millennium BC (Subhash 2005).  

 

The notion of five elements brought over from India evolved in its neighbour Tibet. 

Being localised, it became a general concept that permeated all things and processes 

(Wangyal 2002). Therefore, the easiest way to approach and explain Tibetan 

traditions is through an elemental perspective. However, the selected texts in the 

literature review each focus on different aspects of the elements in the maṇḍalas. 

Some texts indicate the pertinent colours and shapes (Beer 1999); some only 

introduce limited symbols with a focus on practice or tradition (Brauen 1997); some 

texts on elements are separated in chapters without coherence (Ji and Yang 2006). 

Most of these texts do not show the associated symbol images for the five elements, 

which indicates a lack of intuitional guidance that might be assisted by this project. 

For the purpose of obtaining a better understanding of Tibetan Buddhism, simply 

continuously producing new books/articles may not help, as there are already many 

new printed versions with similar or duplicated information. The real need is for 

approaches that can give access to the reliable knowledge of existing work, which will 

give viewers new comprehension. 

                                                 
20 Vedic (Skt.vaidika): the Vedic period (circa 2000–900 BCE) was superseded by the Sutra or 

Brahmanic period, the latter part of which coincided with the time of Shakyamuni Buddha (Beer 2003). 

http://arxiv.org/find/physics/1/au:+Kak_S/0/1/0/all/0/1
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Research published in academic resources has proved that there are strict principles in 

Buddhist iconography (Lauf 1976). Such a system was initially developed in India 

and then brought to Tibet, where it was handed down from masters to apprentices in 

iconographic textbooks. Several scriptures are highlighted in Zhu’s (2011) book, 

including the Mahāvairocana Tantra, the Vajraśekhara-sūtra, the Kālachakra Mūla 

Tantra and the Vajràvalã. This indicates that there is more than one tantra to follow, 

which might explain the divergent symbols and arrangements of the five elements that 

emerged from the research. Within all the varieties, such as shapes, colours, seed 

syllables, and directions, the most obvious discrepancy lies between the colour and 

position of Vairocana Buddha and Akshobya Buddha. Of the authors listed in the 

literature review, most (Egan , Landaw and Weber, Beer, Tang, Leidy and Thurman, 

Lauf, Ji and Yang, Brauen) share the same opinion on the colour of water for 

Vairocana Buddha, while three(Beer ⅱ, Tangⅱ, Lauf) authors believe that Akshobya 

Buddha represents the water element, while others hold still different opinions on this 

factor. For example, Ji and Yang believe that Rathasambhava Buddha represents 

water; Gordon believes that Amoghasiddhi Buddha does; and Wangyal has no 

opinion. Such a discrepancy indicates varieties between different genres of Tantric 

Buddhism, as Egan has recorded.21 The composition in Ji and Yang’s book is unusual 

as there is no explanation of the arrangement. It concerns the information of the five 

Buddhas and the five elements, while the emphasis is more about practicing. 

Considering its description is ‘Converting Knowledge into Wisdom’, this might 

explain the reason of inconformity. A different definition found from Gordon (1988) 

is more conspicuous since his record is based on the Trikāya system,22 which belongs 

to the Mahāyāna23 system instead of the Vajrayāna system (i.e., Tantric Buddhism). 

Beer (1999) and Tang (2009) share the same views on both Vairocana Buddha and 

                                                 
21 Please refer to the quote of “The five elements” in the discussion chapter (Egan 2011, 38–39). 
22 The Trikāya, or Three Bodies of a Buddha, is one of the chief doctrines of the Mahāyāna systerm. 

(Gordon 1988). 
23. Mahāyāna or Messianic Buddhism of the post-Ashokan period is centered on emptiness and great 

compassion and all beings’ freedom and enlightenment (Leidy and Thurman 1997). 
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Akshobya Buddha; according to Beer, different tantric traditions allow interchange 

between the two Buddhas as well as their associated symbols. Considering that 

divergences always existed in Tantric Buddhism, the lineage of the Vajrayana 

indicates a consistency in the composition of the five elements, which will be the 

symbolic basis of this project. A more detailed comparison will be discussed in the 

following chapter. 

 

Since the five elements work as an entirety, each element possesses a relatively 

independent property while they interact, improve in sequences, and act in 

cooperation with every component of the entire universe to form an endless 

circulating succession (Wangyal 2002). Thus, it is necessary to comprehend the 

elements as a whole rather than as separate pieces; if not, audiences will be confused 

by the hundreds of symbols within a maṇḍala. Sometimes, even scholars make 

mistakes. For instance, in The Wheel of Time Sand Maṇḍala (Bryant 2003), there are 

two images on different pages with explanatory text that introduces symbols in the 

Kālachakra maṇḍala. One image on page 212 points out a circle next to a crescent 

representing space (void) element, while page 215 presents a detail of the previous 

image at an enlarged scale. The same circle has different explanations, symbolising 

the water element. In accordance with the Kālachakra tradition, this circle is a symbol 

for the void element as the author has explained on page 212. Nevertheless, when 

looking at those symbols separately, there is a high possibility of confusion. The 

purpose of this project is to relay correct information. In this way, relevant symbols 

will be gathered together, and classified in groups, which are easier to memorise, and 

also can reduce possible confusion, such as this instance. 

 

As a typical Tibetan symbol, the Kālachakra maṇḍala embodies ‘fusion’ in various 

ways. According to the cosmos essence of the Kālachakra maṇḍala, it is an 

aggregation of timelessness (past, present and future) and infinity of the universe 

(cardinal compass directions, including an upward direction, and encompassing the 
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centre) (Jia 2008). Therefore, ‘fusion’ here could be comprehended as gathering all 

the interrelated elements into a united reflection of the universe.  

 

With regard to representing a fusion of cultures, the style of the Kālachakra maṇḍala 

is influenced by different sources, such as regions near Nepal, indicated by multiple 

colour palettes and shading styles. Regions close to mainland China are indicated by a 

green-blue nature background, a reference from Chinese landscape painting (Kang 

2004). Moreover, the famous three-dimensional model of the Kālachakra maṇḍala—

the Samye Gompa monastery—constitutes three floors that combine Indian, Chinese 

and Tibetan styles together (Zhu 2011). 

 

There are hundreds of symbols applied on the Kālachakra maṇḍala according to Leidy 

and Thurman (1997), which Egan (2011) suggests comprise layers of meanings; for 

example, laymen may believe that the lotus symbol is a beautiful or even a sacred 

flower, while some who have certain understandings of Tibetan Buddhism may regard 

it as symbolising discriminating wisdom. A practicing monk, however, will reflect on 

the symbol in a specific context, experiencing the development of both body and 

mind, until finally attaining the expected goal of practicing.  

 

Compositionally, a Kālachakra maṇḍala incorporates a plan view (the palace) and 

horizontal view (the symbols and motifs in the palace) together (fig. 16), which is a 

fusion tradition that is unfamiliar in Western aesthetics and needs to be considered 

and clarified in this project. 

 

The above examples of ‘fusion’ reveal the great inclusiveness of Tibetan culture. 

Influences from abroad have been adopted by Tibetan artists and interwoven with 

native tradition to form ‘Tibetan’ features. These features have a universal quality and 

also an illuminating attraction for Westerners. However, these Westerners who try to 

pursue the Tibetan tradition through maṇḍalas or other channels need to view Tibet 
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from a Tibetan perspective rather than through Western eyes. Tibetan Buddhism art is 

basically the outcome of merit-accumulating conduct;24 symbols in the artworks are 

not realistically copied from nature (Zhu 2011) and the so-called ‘artwork’ is 

collaborative and anonymous. The creation of artworks is aimed to benefit or bless 

others, as visualising a symbol in the mind can lead to a more profound metaphor 

(Lauf 1976). It is a vehicle made in order to fulfil religious purpose rather than a 

signed art work as defined in the West (Bentor 1993). 

 

As Kress and van Leeuwen (2006) have claimed, the imagery language is normally 

coded during a visual communication such as in the form of religious art. This ‘visual 

language’ is readable for people who are familiar with the secret signals of such 

language, while those who were not born in the related cultures can only see some 

esoteric paintings with hidden meanings, which closes the door on a possible 

communication—both visually and ideologically. Reading the Kālachakra maṇḍala 

through the pathway of the five elements can ensure a Tibetan direction. Meanwhile, 

as an interpretive vehicle, it decodes the intricate construction of the Kālachakra 

maṇḍala into fundamental units. In this way, viewers are able to access the symbols 

from the superficial to the fundamental composition, realising the connection between 

each other, as well as the possibilities of approaching a further meaning. Seen this 

way, the symbols in the Kālachakra maṇḍala can be understood within an entire 

context, and can be appreciated for both its aesthetic and spiritual values.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
24 Merit is generally accumulated through helpful behaviour and rituals; the person who is diligent in 

doing so can be rewarded with good karma in the current and the following life (Cai 2009). 
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3. Methodology  

 

Finding an appropriate method for this study has been challenging given the nature of 

the subject matter and the location of original source materials in Tibet and other parts 

of the Himalayas. Furthermore, “There exists no established method of discourse 

analysis particularly for images” (Christmann 2008, 3). There are texts that show how 

to read images; for example, the “visual grammar” principle used by Kress and van 

Leeuwen (2006, 1), which is meant to take into account local, cultural and historical 

perspectives. As the authors claim: 

 

We would say that ‘our’ grammar is a quite general grammar of 

contemporary visual design in ‘Western’ cultures, an account of the 

explicit and implicit knowledge and practices around a resource, 

consisting of the elements and rules underlying a culture-specific form of 

visual communication. (Kress and van Leeuwen 2006, 3) 

 

Such an approach is biased towards contemporary Western culture and does not take 

account of a Tibetan perspective. Thus, it is inappropriate for this project unless in its 

most superficial application to non-Western art. Therefore, it is more appropriate to 

interpret Tibetan art by employing Tibetan concepts (such as the concept of visual 

text and incarnation. Detailed writing of these corresponding Tibetan concepts is in 

the steps of my method). 

  

Given that a maṇḍala is in fact constructed strictly according to the scriptures, it 

becomes a pictorial representation of the text of scripture, which is therefore not 

‘created’ but ‘exists’ in a text form already (Bryant 2003). Developing a way of 

‘reading’ Tibetan art according to existing cultural mores would seem like an 

impossible task, but the use of the five elements and their symbology provides a type 
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of Rosetta Stone25 for the task at hand. Using the iconographic conventions recorded 

by selected sources who themselves have used Tibetan informants, it is possible to 

understand the ‘grammar’ of Tibetan design. 

 

My methodology arose in response to the following three key problems: incorrect 

information about maṇḍalas being circulated in the commercial market; esoteric 

knowledge of maṇḍalas; and the persistence of a Western point of view in relation to 

maṇḍalas. 

 

Incorrect information exists in the commercial market (e.g. tourist market), both the 

painters and the retailers of thangka souvenirs are mostly foreign nationals. Such 

dealers have a lack of appropriate knowledge and have become a channel of releasing 

incorrect information to their customers. The question of the execution of thangka art 

by non-Tibetans is a vexed one, especially considering that many have not received 

traditional training and are merely copying artwork with no apparent knowledge of its 

true meaning. The bulk of the thangkas produced for tourists in places such as Nepal 

is being produced by non-Tibetans who are pretending to be Tibetan (Bentor 1993). 

While such variations in non-Tibetan thangkas may not even be evident to the end 

purchasers, they are certainly recognisable to Tibetans who characterise such 

examples as having no cultural or spiritual value. Furthermore, if the art in question is 

not consecrated, the perceived value of the thangka is also diminished (Bentor 1993). 

 

The esoteric knowledge of maṇḍalas is difficult to understand for most people in 

today’s society (Leidy and Thurman 2006). One reason is due to the long historical 

legacy and remote regional location of Tibet, which is too distant for the general 

public to access; another reason is that academic interpretations of the maṇḍalas are 

produced for researchers and are unsuitable for wide dissemination. In particular, 

                                                 
25 The Rosetta stone was created in Egypt in 196 BC, and recorded the updated laws of the new king. It 

has three types of scripts; by comparing the readable scripts, the unknown script can be speculated and 

decoded. 
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most corpuses on Tibetan iconography emphasise deities. However, pertinent 

interpretation of deities in these corpuses is quite isolated. There tends to be a lack of 

introducing the relationship of relevant deities in an integral context, and the detached 

explanations with intricate data are likely to generate more confusion rather than 

assisting in a better understanding. Meanwhile, the good quality thangkas (including 

thangka of maṇḍalas) in the commercial market are normally sold individually, with 

no associated text of introduction or interpretation (Bentor 1993). It cannot assist in 

the direction of the correct information.   

 

As mentioned previously, different cultural backgrounds influence modes of thinking 

and reading, and the Kālachakra maṇḍala requires a Tibetan perspective to discover 

its accurate meaning. A typical example of the Western view is the sand maṇḍala 

exhibitions that are increasingly held in Western countries. Western audiences are 

attracted by the colourful patterns but unanimously puzzled by the fact that the sand 

maṇḍala is erased as part of the ritual. The explanation offered by a monk who has 

participated in the creating performance is apparently not convincing: “Just as foreign 

as it is to you to think of not preserving the sand maṇḍala, so it is equally unthinkable 

to us to keep it. The best way of preserving this tradition is to dismantle it and come 

again to make another one” (Bryant 2003, 252). Audiences tend to conceive of 

material maṇḍalas as the real religious outcome and regard the maṇḍalas as artefacts, 

which should be preserved and pursued for their material value rather than erased at 

the end of the initiation (Bentor 1993). In fact, Tibetans believe: 

 

Sacred images bring the essence of the deities to these holy places and in 

private meditation practice, thangkas [including maṇḍalas] paintings are 

both the expressions and tools of devotion . . . all sacred images are 

supports for religious practice.  

 

(Given 1999, 637) 

 

Therefore, the Kālachakra initiation is conducted for qualified participants to develop 

their understanding of Buddhist teaching, and the ultimate goal is obtaining 
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enlightenment. That is, keeping the essence of the maṇḍala in the mind, which is 

considered eternal, rather than maintaining the sand maṇḍala a subsidiary product that 

can be erased. Moreover, dismantling the sand maṇḍala is an important part of the 

entire process: it spreads merits obtained from the initiation to benefit other sentient 

beings to achieve the perfection (Bryant 2003). By contrast, when it is exhibited in 

Western countries, it merely showcases a fragment of the process that is separated 

from its original context. Additionally, without adequate interpretation, the general 

public is only able to approach the external representation and perceive it at face 

value. Western opinion eventually leads to misunderstanding, and information 

provided by some reputable publishing houses is lacking sufficient interpretation, 

which will influence the effect of its dissemination.  

 

The above issues tend to cause misunderstandings that thwart audiences from reading 

the Kālachakra maṇḍala correctly. My project seeks to provide a more secular, 

accessible and contemporary transitional medium. As has been noted, the Kālachakra 

maṇḍala is an epitomised reflection of the cosmos, which (in Tibetan culture) is 

mainly embodied through the symbols of the five elements. In this way, the 

superiority of the five elements as an interpretive vehicle is again confirmed.   

 

In order to assist in the appropriate ‘reading’ of the Kālachakra maṇḍala, the 

innovative methodology of this project is based on the associated Tibetan 

Buddhist concepts, which exist within a sound epistemological framework, also 

supported by Western visual analysis methods from Rose (2007) and Ware 

(2008). Rose surveys an array of methods on visual analysis that allow for 

meaning to be created in social contexts and for differences to be valid. 

Conversely, Ware takes the scientific positivist view of the way people respond 

to visualisation; he tends to assume that there are universal responses to visual 

stimuli. The problem with both these approaches is there are limitations in the 

case of my project, and I take what is useful from each of them. 
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In the process of understanding the Kālachakra maṇḍala, Rose’s ‘meaning in 

context’ and Ware’s ‘universal understanding’ are not separate or even opposite 

opinions, but can be seen as two sides of the same coin. To progress an 

understanding of human responses, a universalist argument is needed. However, 

this argument must continually be checked and modified by local or contextual 

interpretations. They complement each other at different levels of understanding. 

The symbols of the Kālachakra maṇḍala possess specific meanings, which form 

obstacles to understanding for the contemporary/Western public. Compared with 

the Kālachakra maṇḍala, the concept of the five elements is relatively widely 

understood, which echoes the ‘universal understanding’ of Ware. It can provide 

a common ground that allows the symbols of the Kālachakra maṇḍala more 

access to a wide range of viewers. Meanwhile, the specific implication of 

Tibetan five elements serves as a path towards an in-depth meaning in the 

context of the Kālachakra maṇḍala, which echoes the ‘meaning in context’ of 

Rose.  

 

Through employing the five elements as a transitional medium, a synthetic 

methodology is generated. It comprises four steps that correspond to the above 

issues, which also provides key insights into the nature and use of the five 

elements and their respective representations on a ‘visual text’26 basis. 

 

Step one is Identification, which responds to the wrong information issue. A 

method that plays a translational role, it is inspired by the Rosetta Stone. By 

acknowledging their origin and background, the related symbols function as an 

                                                 
26 The ‘visual text’ in my method is referenced from the convention of Tibetan Buddhist art. The 

symbols and other images are showcased as the physical patterns from the enlightened status of Tantric 

Buddhism. They can lead inexperienced devotees to an easier understanding. According to the ancient 

scripture Goshōrai mokuroku (translation: Catalogue Submitted by Imperial Request), “Tantras of 

tantric Buddhism are too profound, which are difficult to understand or pass on without draw support 

from images” (Tang 2009, 118). In this way, Buddhist paintings reflect the corresponding doctrines, 

which function as texts in the form of images. 
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interpretive framework. The relevant symbols of the Kālachakra maṇḍala are 

therefore readable and their meaning can be deciphered within an overarching 

symbolic methodology.  

 

This step is completed using a comparative method, which involves tables, 

matrices and diagrams with data comparisons. First, information on the Tibetan 

five elements is collected. Although available corpuses on the five elements are 

quite limited, resources like journal articles and books from the authors listed 

above (p33) are selected due to the symbolic relationship with Tibetan 

Buddhism and authenticity of pertinent research background. In order to confirm 

the nature of the five elements in their original lineage, this information is then 

organised in five metrics (Appendix 1, tables 1–5), one for each element (this 

step is more fully explained below). After comparison and analysis, an 

appropriate result is generated for the following step. 

 

Step two, Contextualisation, mainly responds to the esoteric knowledge issue. 

Context is essential to some images, especially when they are related with 

themes such as religion, history and mythology (Rose 2007). As the context will 

influence viewers recognising an image, concentration on an appropriate context 

can help with avoiding distorted comprehension (an example of the lotus to 

demonstrate this will be given below).   

 

In order to remove the primary obstacles and make the esoteric maṇḍala 

readable, the method of this step is inspired from the substitute incarnation 

notion of the Tibetan Buddhism, which can be referenced as method of 

induction.  

 

The main outcome of this step is manifested by a concise matrix. After 

generalising from the last matrices, the fundamental composition of the five 

http://research-methodology.net/research-methods/quantitative-research/
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elements is represented by the matrix, which is executed for interpreting the 

associated symbols in the context of the Kālachakra maṇḍala. It reveals the 

symbolic correspondences between the five elements and the Kālachakra 

maṇḍala. It also showcases several alternatives of the elementary symbols in the 

Kālachakra maṇḍala, which verifies the application of the five elements, 

showing flexibility arising from different traditions. 

 

Step three, Translation, mainly responds to the Western/foreign viewpoint issue. 

It is inspired from the conventions of Tibetan Buddhism, which imparts the 

scriptures through a collaborative approach of pictorial forms, such as the 

thangka maṇḍalas. It refers to a method that unscrambles text with ‘visual 

language’. Since symbols possess the equivalent effect with the text, particularly 

some religious symbols that have a certain level of common cognitive view, 

their associated concept can be reminiscent of when viewing them (Ware 2008, 

123–24). In the case of this translation step, information from the concise matrix 

is transformed into graphics. According to Tufte (2001), appropriate data 

graphics can be the most straightforward and powerful representation when 

comparing different forms of information. Contemporary data graphics are not 

merely an accessory decoration but carriers of information. Compared with text, 

they are superior in manifesting data observations (Tufte 2001, 87). Therefore, 

the function of the symbolic graphics in my method is further developed from 

Tufte’s, also fusing with the ‘visual text’ convention of Tibetan Buddhism. The 

graphic symbols are not assistants but generators of information. They represent 

corresponding knowledge in the five element posters by means of visual 

matrices. 

 

Step four, Explication, derives from the translation step, which mainly refers to 

the wall charts. The symbols and their associated interpretations are manifested 

in the wall charts. In order to echo the ‘visual text’ feature of my entire project, 
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diagrams (fig. 6) are produced to demonstrate the usage of my five elements 

posters. There are diagrams matched with each poster, which reveal the 

symbolic relationship of the five elements and the Kālachakra maṇḍala. It is 

designed for the instruction part of the wall charts; more specific interpretations 

on each element are provided to examine the correspondence between the 

Kālachakra maṇḍala and the five elements posters. In this way, the various 

representations of each elements as well as associated instructions are brought 

together to form a comprehensive understanding of the Kālachakra maṇḍala. 

 

3.1. Identification 

This step is commenced with tracing the source of symbols. According to the 

historical resources, the maṇḍala is conceived as the pictorial version of the 

tantra. This is because the symbols and motifs in the maṇḍala represent pertinent 

doctrines, which can be read and studied as text (Bryant 2003). Understanding 

the symbolic background of both the five elements and the Kālachakra maṇḍala 

will build up a sound basis of their meanings. Moreover, it demonstrates the 

influences from other cultures, the development of these symbols and their 

stylised Tibetan forms. This will ensure the ‘bilingual’ translation of the five 

elements. 

 

Reliable knowledge is condensed from the academic resources and is presented 

concisely through matrices. Thus, the origins of the five elements symbols are directly 

perceived and the fidelity of the symbols can also be tested through the matrices 

(Appendix 1, tables 1–5). Such a process not only supplies simplified knowledge 

(focusing on how the symbols relate to the five elements), but also reveals the relation 

and communication between Western and Eastern cultures dating back to ancient 

times. Despite different interpretations (Subhash 2005), the concept of the elements is 

shared among many cultures in history, and thus shifts the points of view from 

divergent cultures to a relatively unified consensus. According to Ware (2008), there 
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is a fundamentally shared attribute of the human brain that responds to images in the 

same way. Therefore, in the case of reading the Kālachakra maṇḍala, the five 

elements undertake a role that is parallel with the Rosetta Stone. The general concept 

of the five elements diminishes the cultural obstacles that are the result of various 

perspectives, while raising a possibility of mutual understanding in the West and the 

East for this project.  

 

However, simply decoding the Kālachakra maṇḍala through the commonly shared 

idea of the five elements is not sufficient in itself. Since visual images do not work in 

a vacuum and should not be viewed individually, their interpretations are supported 

by the associated social practices (Rose 2007, 39). As established, the appropriate 

meaning of the Tibetan five elements, as well as their usage in the Kālachakra 

maṇḍala, is based on Tibetan perspective. Moreover, the meanings of some Tibetan 

symbols may vary due to particular contexts. For instance, the jewel is a commonly 

used motif for deities’ adornments, as offerings, on sacred plants and buildings (Beer 

1999). In the convention of the five elements, the mani jewel (‘wish-fulfilling gem’) 

is the emblem of the Rathasambhava Buddha, which symbolises equanimity and 

wisdom and corresponds with the earth element (Weber 2006). In the context of the 

Kālachakra maṇḍala, the jewels are surrounded on buildings as garlands and arranged 

in the gardens as offerings. In the form of offerings, they not only represent the 

associated Buddha, but also manifest the devoutness of practitioners towards the deity 

(Ji and Yang 2009). This shows that the symbol of jewels contains multiple meanings, 

which might change in various contexts. However, these meanings share the original 

implication, a metaphor that emphasises on the precious jewel-like quality of 

Buddhism. 

 

In order to ‘read’ the Kālachakra maṇḍala, a more specific understanding of the five 

elements is required. Therefore, it is essential to locate the relevant symbols in a 

certain scope and to reveal their connection between the five elements and the 
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Kālachakra maṇḍala. The contents of the matrices are based on the symbolic 

composition of the Kālachakra maṇḍala. Symbols that relate to the five elements are 

classified into several categories, which indicate different visual representations of the 

associated elements, such as colours, seed syllables and directions. In this way, the 

most commonly used symbols are highlighted and the relations of the symbols are 

manifested for the following step. 

 

3.2. Contextualisation  

A concise matrix (fig. 6) that summarises the previous five matrices indicates 

more specific items corresponding to the five elements in the Kālachakra 

maṇḍala context. As Rose (2007) explains, the way people look at things is 

structured by history and social conventions, which will change over time and 

vary between cultures. For example, the lotus flower is a well-known symbol in 

both Eastern and Western cultures (Cirlot 1983), having been widely employed 

by ancient Egyptians, Aryans, Indian and Chinese. The lotus is paralleled with 

the rose or lis in the West (Cirlot 1983), while in representations of Buddhism, it 

symbolises purity and supramundane mind.27 Various representations can be 

derived from the original shape, and these depend on their application in 

different contexts (Beer 1999). The lotus flower is a frequently employed 

symbol in the Kālachakra maṇḍala. The most significant one is an eight-petaled 

lotus symbolising the purified spirits; it is the dwelling place of the Kālachakra, 

located in the centre of the maṇḍala, and each petal has an associated meaning. 

More lotuses can be discovered in the offering gardens as offerings, representing 

Buddhas and the qualities of Buddhas. At the same time, they function as seats 

to support other symbols and deities, which are depicted in a compressed 

appearance. Therefore, using the symbols of the five elements as an interpretive 

device, this method not only defines the reading from a Tibetan perspective, but 

                                                 
27 The supramundane mind or renunciation (nges-'byung) is to be free from sufferings, as well as from 

the associated causes (Ji and Yang 2006, 166). 
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also facilitates an appropriate understanding in the context of the Kālachakra 

maṇḍala. 

 

 Earth Water Fire Air Void 

Colour Yellow White Red Green Blue 

Shape Square Circle Triangle Half-sphere Water drop 

Direction West North South East Centre 

Seed syllable Lam Vam Ram Yam Hum 

Image Rock 

formations, 

caves, meadows, 

mountains, and 

simulacra in 

landscape 

Lakes, 

rivers, 

waterfalls 

Flame 

motifs, 

aureole 

flames 

Cloud 

formations 

Sky, aura 

lines, 

rainbows 

Emblem  Jewel Wheel Lotus Sword Vajra 

Senses/ 

Offerings 

Sound/ 

Cymbals 

Sight/ 

Mirror 

Smell/ 

Incense 

Taste/ 

Fruit 

Touch/ 

Silk cloth 

Animal throne Lion Dragon Peacock Garuda Elephant 

Mudrâ Granting 

blessings 

Teaching Meditation Dispelling fear Touching 

the earth 

Precious 

substance 

Gold Diamond Ruby Emerald Sapphire 

 

Fig. 6 Symbols summarised for this project. 

 

After acknowledging the specific meanings of the five elements, the next 

implementation process refers to the way that employs the five elements as an outline 

to manage the symbols of the Kālachakra maṇḍala. In Bryant’s record, there are 722 

deities as well as thousands of other symbols in the Kālachakra maṇḍala (Bryant 

2003). As these symbols appear complex to the general public, there is a need to 

design a method of identifying them, which will enable an organised experience of 

reading the Kālachakra maṇḍala. The employed method is a universal Buddhism belief 

that is referenced from Tibetan Tantric Buddhism, namely ‘incarnation’. This concept 

refers to the anthropomorphic view of the cosmos. It is believed that Vairocana 

Buddha (fig. 7.) is the essential deity of Tantra. All the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas of 
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Tantra are derived from him.28 Moreover, the substances of the universe that are 

represented by the five physical elements (earth, water, fire, air and void), as well as 

the consciousness, are conceived as the embodiments of Vairocana Buddha. That is to 

say, the universe is a phenomenal representation as well as a projection of this Buddha 

(Tang 2009). As such, this concept can be utilised as a reading method, in which the 

five elements stand for the substitute incarnation, while the Kālachakra maṇḍala 

represents the universe. In this way, pertinent symbols of the Kālachakra maṇḍala can 

be parsed by using the shortcut of the five elements. 

 

 

 

VOID 

AIR 

FIRE 

WATER 

EARTH 

Fig. 7 The five elements matching parts of the Vairocana’s body (Sugiura 1999) 

 

From the previous step, it is understood that the representations of the five 

elements are not only five symbols. In Tantric Buddhism, they integrate the five 

Buddha families. The Vairocana is the original Buddha and the other four 

Buddhas are derived from him. From the five Buddha families, more categories 

                                                 
28 According to Buddhism corpus Bodhi Heart theory (translated by Amoghavajra in Tang dynasty), 

Vairocana Buddha Differentiate his five wisdoms into five Buddhas in order to enlightenment sentient 

beings. More representations are derived from these five Buddhas (Tang 2009). 
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of represented symbols are expanded (Beer 1999), which is similar to the 

process of cell division.  

 

By referencing this concept as a method, the complex symbols with regular 

distribution in the Kālachakra maṇḍala can be identified through the five 

elements, which serve as a simplified path to accessing the hundreds of symbols, 

and reading through categories that have been classified in the previous step. 

 

3.3. Translation  

Inconsistent opinions are likely to appear when reading the Kālachakra maṇḍala, due 

to its esoteric nature and distinct perspectives of viewers. This project is created to 

provide a transitional bridge to connect traditional and contemporary understandings 

as well as to produce a platform of commonality on the Kālachakra maṇḍala. Symbols 

used in this translation step are manifested by the five elements posters. These 

symbols are based on traditional Tibetan origins and reference them in the premise of 

assuring their appropriate reproduction. The process is executed with my 

interpretation of the visual arrangement, which is achieved through the organisation of 

the layout and the implementation of secular styles to demonstrate an accessible way 

for the general public to understand the iconography. Additionally, the associated 

extension activities of my outcomes echo the “adaptable nature of Buddhism” (Bentor 

1993, 129), which is flexible and able to adapt with times and surroundings. Similarly 

adaptive was the Fourteenth Dalai Lama’s decision to impart the Kālachakra teaching 

to foreign devotees in the twentieth century for the purpose of preserving the Tibetan 

tradition (Bryant 2003). This adaptability encourages the feasibility of integrating 

graphic design software (Illustrator) in the creating process as long as the artwork is 

correctly executed and follows the pertinent rules.29 The employment of a digital tool 

opens diverse possibilities of circulation in the 21th century society. Since digital 

                                                 
29 To produce genuine thangkas, qualified monks need to follow the traditional proportion from sutras 

like the ‘Sutra of Statue Making in Tibetan Buddhism’, which already existed in the fourteenth century. 

This sutra includes principles of measurement for each part of the different deities, as well as relevant 

colours and shapes (Willemen 2010). 
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images are widely applied in the mass communication, it is synchronous with the 

acceptance of the contemporary general public. There are vector thangkas available 

on the internet; some are anonymous and can be freely downloaded, others are 

delicate digital thangka that are created by trained artists (non-Tibetan), which are for 

sale in online stores. 

 

The translation process is again consistent with the ‘visual text’ theme. It is 

mainly achieved by turning the matrices from the first step into pictorial form. 

Relevant information is selected from the matrices, which generated a matrix 

(fig. 6) that features the corresponding symbols between the five elements and 

the Kālachakra maṇḍala. This condensed matrix is used as textual guidance for 

the posters. Therefore, the constitutions of the principal symbols in each poster 

are established. The posters function as imagery matrices, and will be combined 

with the associated instructions in the wall charts to convey Tibetan Buddhism 

notions to the general public. 

 

The primary translation is embodied through the posters of the creative work. It 

responds to the two obstacles that face people in understanding the Kālachakra 

maṇḍala: its esoteric nature and its aesthetic acceptance in the 21th century. 

Identifying these obstacles helps with concentrating on the targeted solutions, and also 

establishes a sound base for the associated creative works. 

 

The general public tends to perceive maṇḍalas as remote and esoteric artworks—

‘remote’ because of maṇḍalas’ ancient traditions and their geographic location, and 

‘esoteric’ because of the perceived cultural and religious differences. Since maṇḍalas 

were created initially by and for devotees in ancient times, they may seem obscure 

today. Therefore, I have incorporated several transitional approaches when creating 

my creative work, which I will describe below.  
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Firstly, I have transformed maṇḍala’s layout, since this is one of the factors that 

causes confusion among viewers. Unlike certain moments in history, the common 

way to read an image today is in a vertical track from top to bottom or from bottom to 

top (Ware 2008). Hence, the plan view of the Kālachakra maṇḍala is transformed to 

the vertical view in my posters, which is presented in a longitudinal format. 

 

Secondly, the posters manifest a particular spatial organization, since the Kālachakra 

maṇḍala is the model of the universe, which is supposed to be a three-dimensional 

existence. This process has referenced the geometrical perspective method in Western 

art, as it can depict a three-dimensional effect with two-dimensional images (Rose 

2007, 42). In this way, the approach not only transforms the angle of vision, but also 

becomes more accessible for Western or contemporary viewers. Additionally, the 

layout is kept in axial symmetry, which echoes the typical cosmic organisation of the 

maṇḍala. As Tibetans believe that the maṇḍala is the epitome of the universe, Mount 

Meru30 is at the centre and the other substances are distributed around it. Such a 

notion is reflected on the maṇḍala painting, symbols with respective roles are 

positioned in order from the internal area to the external area. To transform this 

format to a vertical scale, the posters are symmetrically balanced with an array of seed 

syllables and texts on each poster. 

 

Thirdly, symbols in the same categories have consistent positions in each poster. For 

example, offerings are always placed at the bottom of the maṇḍala. Such placement 

forms a ‘grammar’ that enables the viewers to pick out targeted symbols easily 

according to their consistent locations.  

Fourthly, aesthetic aspects are also modified and adjusted for the mostly secular 

contemporary audiences who will encounter them. The geometric patterning symbols 

from the Kālachakra maṇḍala are converted into a more realistic style and rendered in 

natural scenery. It is not only a projection of the physical environment that is shared 

                                                 
30 Please refer to the interpretation of the earth poster. 
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by both ancient and contemporary time, Eastern and Western region, but also 

metaphors of the five elements concept. Everything in the physical world/universe is 

composed of the five elements and reflected through various representations. They are 

correlated with respective roles rather than isolated from them. 

 

Colour also plays a significant role in my creative work. As a component of an image, 

colour serves a symbolic function in both Tibetan Buddhism and Western semiology. 

Colour is used to demonstrate categories of information (Ware 2008, 77). This can be 

reflected through the Kālachakra maṇḍala. The concept of the five elements in the 

Kālachakra maṇḍala is represented by their associated colours, and such usage of 

colour is embodied in my creative work. In the execution of the five posters, the 

overall tone of each poster is determined by their corresponding colours. 

 

Furthermore, contemporary motifs are introduced into the designs to avoid the use of 

arcane symbols that may be unclear to contemporary audiences. In this way, some 

contemporary motifs that viewers are familiar with can assist in the reading of an 

unfamiliar maṇḍala.  

 

Finally, the posters employ text in various languages, which references the influence 

of the Rosetta Stone on my work. Utilising text from Sanskrit, Tibetan, English and 

Chinese indicates the associated element for the targeted audience (Chinese and 

English-speaking devotees). 

 

At this stage, the posters are manipulated through graphic software as a contemporary 

vehicle. In this way, an aesthetic balance is achieved between traditional and 

contemporary acceptance. However, the design of the posters is not aimed to change 

the original maṇḍala art. Rather, they serve as a preparatory platform for viewers 

before they approach the esoteric maṇḍala world. The works provide an adaption of 

the traditional Tibetan symbols rather than a new form of Tibetan maṇḍala/thangka. 
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3.4. Explication 

The final step of the methodology in this project is explication, which will be 

accomplished by a series of wall charts. The wall charts are composed of posters and 

diagrams from the previous steps with associated instructions.  

 

According to Brauen, it is difficult to recognise and understand the maṇḍala paintings 

at first glance. This is because their constitutions are very complex and the symbols 

are not directly copied from the physical world, but are extracted representations that 

project the images that are meant to appear in the contemplation process of 

practitioners (Brauen 1997). Moreover, the interpretation of symbols may vary, since 

each symbol possesses multiple levels of meaning (Bryant 2003). Pertinent 

explanations of such paintings can assist viewers enhance their level of recognition 

(Brauen 1997).  

 

Emphasising the context of the Kālachakra maṇḍala can ensure an accurate 

interpretation of the symbols. Moreover, symbols and their associated meanings can 

restrict each other, which will ensure the clarity and efficiency of the expression 

(Kress and van Leeuwen 2006, 18). For example, an isolated image of a mirror can 

possess more than one meaning. As an everyday object, it reminds viewers of 

meanings like observation, reflection and imitation. In Tibetan Buddhism, a mirror 

could represent the Judgement of the Dead, since it reflects all the karmas of sentient 

beings (Beer 1999). In the context of the five elements, a mirror symbolises the water 

element, which is manifest in the form of a sensory offering. In my creative work, I 

place it in the corresponding poster (the water poster), situated in the bottom area of 

the poster, which is the conventional position for placing offerings in Tibetan 

thangka, and provide an explanation in the wall chart to ensure the specific 

implication of mirror. In this way, the mirror becomes a symbolised image that 

expresses a certain meaning. As mentioned above, the maṇḍalas/thangkas in the 

commercial trading sector today have few instructions. Bentor claims that 
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explanations of the Tibetan maṇḍala/thangka increase the interest of customers in the 

marketplaces (Bentor 1993, 126–27). This is because explanations enable access to 

background information. They not only enliven and enrich the graphics, but also 

provide an overall insight of the entire content, which makes the visual material more 

attractive to the viewers (Tufte 2003, 180). Therefore, in order to avoid inappropriate 

speculation or associations, and to promote more interest in the Kālachakra maṇḍala, 

the instructions are a key element in the wall chart. 

 

The wall charts in this project are designed to fulfil two purposes. The first is to 

present a brief background knowledge of pertinent symbols to indicate the 

relationship between the five elements and the Kālachakra maṇḍala. The second is to 

impart the instructional help of the creative work. Under the guidance of the 

instructions, the posters and the diagrams are used as interpretive devices; they 

indicate their ‘visual text’ role in assisting the reading of the Kālachakra maṇḍala. 

 

To summarise, the method of this project is divided into four steps, where the discrete 

aims of each of them are mutually overlaid. They are interrelated and form a complete 

narrative that should be conceived and utilised as a united whole.   

 

An example is presented to explain the practical process of this methodology.  

Every symbol from the matrix (fig. 6) possesses associated knowledge. Accordingly, 

the wheel is a symbol or emblem for the water element. It originated from a powerful 

weapon in ancient India, which generally serves as a metaphor for Buddha’s teaching 

in Tibetan Buddhism and corresponds with the emblem of Vairochana Buddha. 

Detailed background information can be found in the writing of the water poster. The 

viewers who read the poster will be made familiar with the Tibetan concept of the 

wheel (sample symbol). A more specific inference is highlighted in the context of the 

Kālachakra maṇḍala. It provides a targeted impression of the wheel and showcases 

the symbolic relationship between the poster of the water element and the Kālachakra 
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maṇḍala, which is indicated through the table of the wall chart (fig. 12). The table 

reveals the symbol in three forms: the drawing of the individual symbol; the 

application of the symbol in my poster; and the corresponding category of the symbol 

in the Kālachakra maṇḍala. Through the individual symbol, viewers can obtain an 

impression of the basic construction, while the rendered form of my poster provides 

the practical usage of the symbol. After the viewers are made familiar with the 

symbol, they will find it easier to identify the corresponding category of symbols in 

the Kālachakra maṇḍala. The associated information also assists with a 

comprehensive understanding. 

 

The accessible representation of my poster serves as a transitional bridge. The 

translated style of the wheel not only assists in the identifying the corresponding 

emblem of the Kālachakra maṇḍala, it also establishes a visible experience of the 

internal image. Normally, such an experience could only be approached through 

contemplation. The inductive diagram, on the one hand, embodies a straightforward 

relationship between the wheel from the poster and the emblem of the Kālachakra 

maṇḍala; on the other hand, it confirms the validity of the poster for water. Finally, 

instructive text is supplied to explain the brief account of the water element, the 

poster, the table and the diagram. For example, the text below the title is the 

summarised guidance of the wall chart. The first paragraph contains the physical 

feature of the water element, the symbolic representations in Tibetan Buddhism and 

its relationship with the five elements tradition. The second paragraph is the general 

idea of the poster. The third paragraph depicts the function of the table. The fourth 

paragraph is the annotation of the diagram below. For those who wish to explore 

further than the wall charts, more detailed information can be found online in the 

published form of this exegesis. 
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4. Discussion   

 

As the epitome of the cosmos and the abode of the Kālachakra deity, the Kālachakra 

maṇḍala consists of symbolic metaphors. For example, there is a cardinal arrangement 

(including the innermost centre) inside the maṇḍala that symbolises the areas of the 

five Buddha families, which are manifested by their corresponding colours, 

directions, seed syllables, etc. (Beer 1999). The outside circles also showcase rings 

that are associated with the five elements (fig. 10). Compared with other maṇḍalas, 

the Kālachakra maṇḍala has the most symbols that are relevant to the five elements 

(Brauen 1997). This strengthens its ability to be interpreted through these elements. 

Therefore, this work reveals the hidden role of the five elements in the Kālachakra 

maṇḍala, and thus provides a path towards understanding its symbology. 

 

4.1. The Five Elements 

 

Parallel with the Kālachakra maṇḍala, the five primary elements are the foundation of 

Tibetan Buddhism cosmology (Wangyal 2002). The interplay of the five elements is 

not only generated through the foundation of the universe but also through the 

fundamental constitution that permeates the substance of all things. Therefore, it 

provides an intuitive means of interpretation that corresponds to the process of 

Tibetan thought (Brauen 1997). For example, the five elements are figuratively 

manifested on the tantric deity Kālachakra. The four heads of the Kālachakra 

represent four of the five elements (black = air, red = fire, yellow = earth, white = 

water), and even the five fingers are imbued with significance: 

 

     … the yellow outer part of the thumb corresponds to the element earth, the white 

of the index finger to water, the red of the middle finger to fire, the black of the 

ring finger to air, and the green of the little finger to space…(Brauen 1997, 63)  
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The five elements can be seen as an essential core, and expanded to an array of 

complementary qualities, which are manifested by relevant symbols as showcased in 

the example of the Kālachakra. 

 

There is a rich legacy of symbolism in Tibetan Buddhism (Beer 1999). The creation 

of these symbols is not only drawn from real life materials but is also inspired from 

dreams or visualisation of the enlightened status, which has formed a great variety of 

visual expression for the ideal realm of Buddhism (Lauf 1976). However, from the 

20th century, specific graphic investigation of the five elements is scant; I found only 

two works, published almost a decade apart, concerning the five elements and their 

use (Wangyal 2002; Egan 2011). This lack of publications that deal with the visual 

aspects of the five elements should not been interpreted as a lack of importance; rather 

that the five elements are an implicit part of all Buddhist thought and cosmology 

(Egan 2011). 

 

The iconography in use today was stabilised in the fourteenth century when there was 

a growing systematisation and adherence to selected practiced rules (Bue 1990). This 

means that Tibetan art and Buddhist art in particular are informed by a rich heritage. 

The organisation of Tibetan Buddhism has developed since the post-Philip period,31  

with the associated Buddhist arts becoming prosperous since then. Qualified Tibetan 

monks were appointed abroad to pursue Dharma (Buddhist teaching). They brought 

back numerous scriptures as well as materials of related Buddhist arts, which 

appeared in the maṇḍala paintings. During this period, Tibetan Buddhism arts had 

absorbed diverse styles from external regions, such as East India, Mid Asia, Nepal 

and China. These styles were fused with native features and formed a Tibetan system 

of Buddhism arts (Changhong 2009). 

 

                                                 
31 Buddhism in Tibet's historical development is composed of the ‘Sakihiro period’ or ‘the first 

development period’, and the ‘post-Philip period’ or ‘the late development period’. The former spans 

the 7th century to 838; the latter (841–978) marks the start of quite a number of differences that, 

according to Jones Lang Doumba, started in 978 and lasted until the millennium (Ang 2011). 
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Elements may be represented pictographically, with waves for water, and a cloud for 

air and a tongue, or ball of flame for fire (Wilson and Brauen 2000). At its most basic 

level of representation, the five elements can be simple coloured shapes; for example   

 

. . . earth is represented by a yellow square, water by a white circle, fire by a 

red triangle, air by a green semi-circle or crescent, and space by a dissolving 

blue point or ‘drop’... (Beer 2003, 82)  

 

Wangyal (2002, 123) also confirms a coloured/ geometric system:  

 

There are specific shapes and colours associated with each element as it begins 

to manifest in its purer form: square yellow shapes for earth; circular blue 

shapes for water; triangular red shapes for fire; green rectangular shapes for air; 

and white semicircular shapes for space.  

 

The five elements are also represented in three-dimensional forms (fig. 8) with the 

earth a tiered yellow cube, water as a white sphere, fire as a red conical pyramid, air 

as a green hemisphere and space as an ethereal dissolving drop. Beer also records that 

earth is commonly represented 

 

. . . by a spotted frog, which is impaled upon a wooden pole through its anus. 

This represents the specific ‘spirit of the earth’ (Tib. gnyan), which is described 

as a golden frog with turquoise spots, and its impalement symbolizes the 

stabilizing or pinning down of the earth element. (2003, 82) 

 

 

Fig. 8 Tibetan Buddhist symbols representing the five elements (Beer 2003) 
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Further metaphors are manifested through purified Buddha families specifically 

associated with various perceptions, including alternatives in different Tantric 

traditions (Beer 2003). While innovation and variation (fig.9) is an essential part of 

Tibetan art, it is normally carried out within traditions that have been passed from 

generation to generation. Confusion arises partly because of non-traditional 

interpretations (Leidy and Thurman 1997). 

 

Fig. 9 The five Buddha maṇḍala. These two diagrams showcase a common 

interchange between Vairocana and Akshobya. The diagram on the left shows 

Vairocana positioned at the centre of the maṇḍala and Akshobya in the east. The 

diagram on the right shows Akshobya at the centre and Vairocana in the east (Beer 

1999, 91). 

 

Recognising the fundamental properties of the elements (e.g. mudrâ, emblem and seed 

syllable) is important as these in turn aid in the visualisation of deities and associated 

practice. If the wrong mudrâ or seed syllable is used, it may result in confusion about 

the deity for that element. However, Egan states that one needs to be cautious about 

being too prescriptive in reading the five elements’ symbology: 

 

. . . there are many differences in each system, which has likely caused 

considerable confusion among modern students. The Tibetan meditation 

and yogic tradition is actually made up of an amalgam of many different 

streams of teaching, spanning from the ninth century to present day 

discoveries by tertöns. Colours, elemental properties, resultant wisdoms, 
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even locations of the chakras, can all vary depending on the emphasis and 

lineage of a given text or practice. (Egan 2011, 27) 

 

With such variations dependent on the emphasis or lineage of a given practice, it is 

acceptable to maintain such traditions if they do not influence the very nature of the 

five element principle. The matter can be made even more complicated by other 

factors affecting the positioning or expression of the five elements. Egan suggests 

 

. . . it is not uncommon to have the central colour of, say, a maṇḍala 

changed with one of the outside colours in order to emphasize that aspect 

of the practice, creating endless variations. . . . while each element is 

discrete it can be combined with another to make a new, different 

property. Thus there is fire, and also the subcategory of the wind of fire, 

the earth of wind/fire, ad infinitum. (2011, 38–39) 

 

With so much variation apparently permissible and even expected, it is difficult for 

the ordinary public to formulate criteria by which the fidelity of representations can 

be judged. 

 

 

4.2. Analysis of the Matrices 

In order to test the fidelity of the symbols used to represent the five elements, as well 

as establish a sound symbolic foundation for the following creative work, I organised 

and analysed information collected information from the literature review by means 

of a matrix. Such an approach not only provides a clear insight of the relevant 

information, but also echoes the nature of the maṇḍalas. According to Leidy and 

Thurman (1997, 130), the maṇḍala functions as “a matrix of embodiment”. This is 

because the imagery is displayed in sequences, which enables practitioners to generate 

corresponding perceptions from it (Appendix 1; tables 1–5). 

 

The matrices created in my project integrate symbols to fulfil a similar effect. The 

pertinent symbols were selected mainly based on the literature review, since they 
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were seen as the most important and commonly used symbols by the authors (Lauf 

1976; Beer 1999; Tang 2009). These were compared with each other, with sources 

that had more than one representational formula being listed as either (i) or (ii) 

(Appendix 1; tables 1–5). Where possible, variations based on different traditions 

(e.g. Brauen’s five elements based in the Kālachakra tradition) were also noted. 

 

Some authors concentrate on particular aspects of symbols as their focused theme. For 

example, Brauen’s (1997) book is based on the sand maṇḍala ritual ceremony rather 

than the historical record of the five elements. Some authors have mentioned the 

symbols in a general way without discussing each in detail, such as Beer (1999) and 

Egan (2011). Information was collected from ten works by scholars in the field,32 

ranging from 1976 (Lauf) to 2011 (Egan), showcasing some divergences in an overall 

consistency. 

 

As seen in the matrices, the treatment of shapes was fairly consistent across the texts; 

of the ten selected, seven provide information on shape. Sometimes three-dimensional 

versions substitute for two-dimensional shapes. Across the earth, water and fire 

matrices, all the shapes are square for earth, circle for water, and triangle for fire; Beer 

(1999) also recorded their three-dimensional aspects as cube (earth), sphere (water) 

and conical pyramid (fire). Only slight differences on the word used were found in 

Leidy and Thurman’s (1997) book, which uses ‘disc’ to represent water. In the air 

matrix, the shape is a semi-circle; however, a further explanation appears in other 

authors’ books. Lauf (1976), Ji and Yang (2006), and Landaw and Weber (2006) refer 

to air as a half-sphere, while Beer (1999) again provides a three-dimensional form as 

the hemisphere. In Beer (1999), the two-dimensional form is a semi-circle (crescent), 

which is the same as Leidy and Thurman (1997) and Tang (2009). Wangyal (2002) 

provides a distinct shape as a rectangle, which is from an internal visualisation 

                                                 
32. Egan (2011), Beer (1999), Tang (2009), Leidy and Thurman (1997), Lauf (1976), Brauen(1997), 

Gordon(1988),Wangyal(2002). Co-authors: Landaw and Weber (2006), Ji and Yang (2006). 
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process that belongs to Dzogchen.33 In the void matrix, the shape of a drop is 

dominantly used; either on its own (Tang 2009; Leidy and Thurman 1997), or by 

matching it with a different adjective such as ‘water’ (i.e., ‘water drop; Landaw and 

Weber 2006) or ‘dissolving’ (i.e., ‘dissolving drop’; Beer 1999) as a three-

dimensional form. Lauf (1976) and Tang (2009) express the same information, using 

an irregular shape. Beer’s (1999) two-dimensional form is quite similar to Ji and 

Yang’s (2006) record; they take the form of a vanishing point and a dissolving spot. 

The only apparent differences again come from Wangyal (2002), who uses a semi-

circle for the void element, which can be traced back to its Dzogchen origin.  

 

Colour is more variable in certain elements than others. All the authors have provided 

associated information on this aspect. Within the five matrices, seven authors hold the 

same opinion on the elements and their associated symbols, with a slight deviation 

where Egan (2011) lists earth as golden rather than yellow. While water is white in 

most authors’ books, it appears as luminous blue in Wangyal’s (2002) book, and 

green in Gordon (1988); other apparent distinctions are observed in the air and void 

matrices, which can be explained by different lineages. Brauen (1997) provides the 

same record as most of the other authors on the earth, water and fire elements; he also 

indicates overt differences in the air and void elements, which reflects the Kālachakra 

origin.  

 

The deities that are represented by the five elements show a high degree of fidelity 

among the authors (Wangyal has no record of deities in his book), with 

Rathasambhava equating to earth; Vairocāna, water; Amitābha, fire; Amoghasiddhi, 

wind; and Akshobya, space. There are a couple of alternative representations of 

deities mainly showcased in the water, air and void matrices; e.g., Vairocāna is 

replaced by Akshobya in the water matrix, while Akshobya is replaced by Vairocāna 

in the void matrix (Lauf 1976; Beer 1999; Tang 2009). Although compositions of the 

                                                 
33 Tib: rdzogs chen. The great perfection or the great completion. Dzogchen is considered the highest 

teaching and practice in both Bön and the Nyingma school of Tibetan Buddhism (Wangyal 2002, 140). 
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symbols indicate alternatives within these two groups, there appeared to be regular 

alternatives on particular symbols (such as Vairocāna and Akshobya being 

interchangeable between the water and the void element; Beer 1999; Lauf 1976). 

Gordon’s (1988) information is relatively diverse and lists the deity of water as 

Amoghasiddhi and the deity of air as Akshobya, but these can again be accounted for 

as originating from different lineages. 

 

Significant variations exist among the assignment of directions to the five elements, 

with the direction of earth and fire being the most consistent. Gordon (1988) posits 

the direction of the air element as being east while other authors have it as north. East, 

centre and north have all been recorded as the direction for the water element (east: 

Egan 2011; Landaw and Weber 2006; Leidy and Thurman 1997; Ji and Yang 2006; 

Lauf 1976; Beer (ii) 1999; centre: Tang 2009; north: Brauen 1997; Gordon 1988). 

North is the most common direction for air, although east has also been reported. 

Finally, centre and east are the two directions most frequently recorded for the void. 

Brauen’s (1997) records demonstrate a distinct difference, which is somewhat 

surprising considering the conventions surrounding the reading of maṇḍalas, with the 

top representing west and the right hand side representing north, and so on. Such 

reverses in direction reflect the common alternatives and the unique feature of the 

Kālachakra tradition. According to Beer, the position of the five elements is the 

geometric foundation of the Kālachakra maṇḍala, which reflects the void nature of the 

elementary space and corresponds to the direction of Mount Meru (Beer 1999).    

 

Differences in the rendering of the seed syllable for each element are minor. Five 

authors (Egan 2011; Beer 1999; Tang 2009; Lauf 1976; Brauen 1997) have provided 

information on this symbol, and they hold similar opinions that as ‘la’ or ‘lam’ for 

earth, ‘va’ or ‘vam’ for water, ‘ra’ and ‘ram’ or fire, ‘ya’ or ‘yam’ for air, ‘hum’ or 

‘kham’ for void, which is likely to be a result of the mixing of traditions or just 

onomatopoeic variations.  
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The alternative animal motifs for the throne, however, have a different legacy, being 

linked more closely with the geographical origin of the representation of the element. 

Five authors have provided similar information for the fire element, while all the other 

elements indicate distinct differences. The animal throne more commonly recorded 

for earth is the horse (Beer 1999b; Tang 2009; Gordon 1988; Lauf 1976), although the 

lion is also listed (Beer 1999a, Brauen 1997). In the water element, Beer (1999) and 

Brauen (1997) agree on dragon; Tang (2009) and Lauf (1976) agree on elephant; 

Gordon (1988) records it as a dwarf or garuḍa.34 While garuḍa is recorded as the 

animal throne of the air by most authors, Gordon (1988) lists it as an elephant. In the 

void element, there are two records respectively that belong to Beer (1999) and 

Brauen (1997) as elephant, and Tang (2009), Gordon (1988) and Lauf (1976) as a 

lion. Most of the diversities seemingly point to the influence of India and China on 

these traditions, since certain animals were more common in these countries. For 

example, a dragon showcases an apparent impact from China, while lion and elephant 

indicate the Indian origin (Beer 1999).  

 

While there is great fidelity for some of the emblems that represent the five elements 

(for example, all of them list the earth element as jewel, and all but Gordon [1988] list 

fire as lotus—he lists it as a bowl), the other elements are represented by a number of 

ritual instruments. For example, Leidy and Thurman (1997), Brauen (1997), Beer 

(1999), Landaw and Weber (2006), and Egan (2011) list the water element as wheel, 

while Lauf (1976), Gordon (1988) Ji and Yang (2006), and Tang (2009) list it as 

vajra.35 The air element is listed as vajra (Lauf 1976; Gordon 1988; Beer 1999; Tang 

2009 and 2009; Egan 2011), and sword (Brauen 1997; Leidy and Thurman 1997; Beer 

1999; Ji and Yang 2006; Landaw and Weber 2006). Beer (1999) claims these two 

symbols are interchangeable in the air element, which is another embodiment of the 

alternatives. The void element has been attributed to vajra (Landaw and Weber 2006; 

                                                 
34 For a detailed description of a garuda, please refer to the section on the air poster. 
35 For a detailed definition on vajra, please refer to the section on the void poster. 
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Beer 1999; Leidy and Thurman 1997; Brauen 1997) and wheel (Tang 2009; Ji and 

Yang 2006; Gordon 1988; Lauf 1976). Leidy and Thurman (1997) lists void as 

‘thunderbolt’, which is another name for vajra.  

 

Mudrâs are hand gestures that are used in ritual practice. There is a corresponding 

mudrâ for each element. Egan (2011), Tang (2009) and Lauf (1976) have provided 

explicit records on these, which are fairly consistent. The only disparities occur in 

water and void; Egan (2011) and Tang (2009) attribute water as dharmachakra 

(teaching), while Lauf (1976) attributes it as bhûmisparśa (touching the earth). Egan 

(2011) and Tang (2009) attribute void as bhumyanakramana (touching the earth), 

while Lauf (1976) attributes it as dharmachakra (teaching), which can be seen as 

another reflection of the two exchangeable symbols of water and void elements. 

For the sake of a more comprehensive pictorial translation of the Kālachakra maṇḍala, 

three more types of symbols are included in the matrices: sense offering, substance 

image, and precious stone. Both Beer (1999) and Tang (2009) have provided records 

on the symbols of sense offerings, which are the entity representations of the five 

senses. Egan (2011), Beer (1999) and Wangyal (2002) list the substantive existences 

of the five elements. These motifs are depicted to imitate the real scene, which can 

assist the viewers in generating realistic associations of each element. In the category 

of the precious substance, Egan (2011), Leidy and Thurman (1997) share the same 

opinion on both the fire and the air elements (Tables 3 and 4). Egan (2011) lists the 

earth element as topaz,36 while Leidy and Thurman (1997) list it as gold. Although 

they are different in materials, their colours are quite similar. Inconsistency also 

appears in the water element; in Egan’s (2011) record, it is blue beryl (gemstone), 

while in Leidy and Thurman’s (1997) record, it is diamond. For the void element, 

Egan (2011), Leidy and Thurman (1997) identify a crystal and a sapphire 

respectively. These materials can be used to support the design of element panels in 

the proposed creative work. 

                                                 
36 Topaz is usually conceived as blue in contemporary world, but there is an orange version in the 

Buddhism tradition. 
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As seen in Tables 1 to 5, not every author provides information on each of the eleven 

types of symbols. The reason rests on previous traditions that have now been 

incorporated into the general representational pattern of the five elements. This again 

shows that the fundamental status of the five elements is deeply permeated in the 

spiritual traditions of tantra, shamanism and Dzogchen (Wangyal 2002). 

 

Several authors (Egan 2011, Landaw and Weber 2006, Beer 1999, Tang 2009, Leidy 

and Thurman 1997, Lauf 1976, Ji and Yang 2006, Brauen 1997, Gordon 1988) follow 

the Tantric Buddhism path, while pertinent symbols are recorded from the shamanism 

and Dzogchen tradition in Wangyal’s (2002) book. Among the nine authors who 

follow the Tantric tradition, single symbols indicate a high degree of similarity while 

slight differences appear due to the embodiment of doctrines from various traditions. 

Symbols from Brauen’s (1997) record share a high level of consistency with the 

others. However, there are several divergent arrangements on the symbolic 

composition, which is a result of its Kālachakra origin. 

 

According to Beer (1999), although the practice of Kālachakra is known as the 

general category of Tantric Buddhism (Vajrayana), it is a very late tradition, which 

has some differences compared with the early Tantric stage, and there are also 

influences from late Indian religious traditions as well. More apparent differences are 

observed in Gordon’s (1988) records, which can be explained by the Trikaya37 

lineage. The highest inconsistency appears in Wangyal’s (2002) records. This is 

because his dates on the five elements are found from the shamanism38 and Dzogchen 

traditions.39 Wangyal’s literature is focused on meditation. For instance, he records 

                                                 
37 The system of the three bodies of Buddha (Gordon 1988, 32). 
38 Refers to practices meant to harmonize the relationship between the individual and the environment 

through working with non-physical beings and the sacred energies underlying nature (Wangyal 2002, 
33). 
39 From a practicing perspective, shamanism was originally conceived as an aid to remove or conquer 

obstacles in consciousness, rather than obtaining enlightenment like the Tantric or Dzogchen tradition 

(Wangyal 2002). However, it is beyond the scope of this project. 
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the colour for the water element as luminous blue instead of the white reported by all 

other authors. 

 

The above analysis confirms the widespread appearance of the five elements concept 

in Tibetan religion (Wangyal 2002) and thus its strength for interpreting the symbols 

of the Kālachakra maṇḍala. Even with some alternatives, there is an overwhelming 

consistency of the five element symbols used in Tantric Buddhism. On one hand, it 

manifests a coherent inheritance of the original representation; on the other, it is also 

open to some variations based on associated doctrines.  

 

Considering that the sequence of the five elements is the embodiment of the deities as 

they are iconographically depicted in maṇḍalas (Wangyal 2002), we can see why 

changes were made when producing a maṇḍala, such as swapping of the outside 

colour with the centre one in order to manifest the emphasis of their respective 

practicing (Egan 2011).40 Therefore, it is unsurprising that, as the manifestation of the 

latest and highest tradition of Tantric Buddhism, a Kālachakra maṇḍala presents some 

different arrangements from other typical maṇḍalas. However, they remain essentially 

the same despite some obvious changes. For example, alternative colours of the five 

elements (yellow for earth, white for water, red for fire, black for air, and green for 

void ) are showcased in the Kālachakra maṇḍala (Brauen 1997), which are embodied 

on the directions, seed syllables and the outside concentric circles. Other symbols, 

like the crossed vajra on each corner of the cardinal palace and the pattern of the five 

                                                 
40 For instance, there are five areas (the centre part of the Kā lachakra maṇḍala) 

distinguished by their elementary colours. Each element leads to a specific status of 

consciousness when one meditates on it (Philip 1973). In Tantric lineages, the 

composition and other specific symbols of the Five Buddhas possess certain 

variations (fig. 4). In the late Kā lachakra Tantra, some of the arrangements are 

distinct from the early Tantra traditions (Beer 1999). For example, the color in the 

east is black instead of white (or blue). This is because Kā lachakra is the Yidam 

(chief deity) of the Kā lachakra maṇḍala. The directions and their associated colours 

represent the four colourful faces (each face refers to a physical elements, namely 

earth, water, fire and air) of Kā lachakra (Ji and Yang 2006). 
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layer walls still remain coherent with the five elements. Such phenomena demonstrate 

that the changes in the Kālachakra maṇḍala are based on the original principle of five 

elements and have developed partial alternatives for fulfilling specific purposes of the 

Kālachakra doctrine.  

 

On one hand, there are explicit doctrines on the symbols of the five elements; on the 

other hand, those symbols are open to variations sometimes according to particular 

traditions and practices (Egan 2011). This may cause confusion in contemporary 

viewers. These symbols originally served as visual texts and were created to help with 

a better understanding of the profound scriptures. Since the primary symbols were 

developed from ordinary motifs during the lifetime of Buddha, they were normally 

well-known objects for Indian people (Sopa and Geshe Lhundub 1991). However, 

these symbols have gradually changed after being transmitted to Tibet and other 

regions. They, thus convey extended meanings that are derived from the 

representative function but with transcended implication, which can be more 

universally accepted. The symbols of Buddhism are vehicles of significance. They are 

created for a better understanding rather than becoming obstacles of identification.  

 

It is the same case for the five elements. Although strict rules are adhered to for the 

composition of the symbols, their use is not aimed at casting a limitation on, or 

narrowing peoples’ minds, but at establishing a fundamental concept for consultation. 

As has been noted, the five elements of the Kālachakra maṇḍala reveal alternatives by 

referencing their original composition. The doctrine of the five elements in this 

project serves as a general method, which is aimed at providing an organised pathway 

of understanding the Kālachakra maṇḍala. Therefore, it is not a customised approach 

only suitable for the Kālachakra maṇḍala but may also be used on other maṇḍalas. 
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Fig. 10 Typical symbols represented on the Kālachakra maṇḍala 

 

According to symbols used in the Kālachakra maṇḍala (fig. 10), the following matrix 

is generated from the previous matrices (Appendix 1, tables 1–5), which comprises 

ten types of symbols that are based on the common convention of the five elements in 

Tantric Buddhism and it will be the symbolic ground for the creative work. 
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5. Creative Work   

 

While much has been written about the five elements, very little imagery exists that 

specifically focuses on them. This is surprising given the role that graphics play in 

Tibetan Buddhism. There is a strong tradition of representation and symbology that 

extends from deity recognition to teaching maṇḍalas on a variety of subjects. Tibetan 

texts are primarily visual texts, with devotees being taught from an early age how to 

read and interpret their symbology. Consequently, a universal graphic language 

underpins much of Tibetan Buddhism. 

 

In considering the research question of how to represent the five elements in a way 

that assists the understanding of the Kālachakra maṇḍala, the solution became a 

graphic one. A matrix of appropriate symbology was assembled from existing sources 

to ensure that they were appropriate to Buddhist texts (fig. 6). By using the matrix, a 

series of symbols was categorised into areas, such as shape, colour, animal, offering, 

and so forth. These provided the basis for the selection of iconography on each poster. 

Because the creative work does not feature any overt deity images, there is no strict 

limitation to the measurement of these symbols. 41 They can thus be used in a more 

free and innovative way, at the same time being influenced by the traditions so 

dominant in Tibetan art. 

 

The outcome42 is a series of map-format wall charts featuring information of the five 

elements on posters. They form a guide on how to use the five elements to read the 

Kālachakra maṇḍala. 

 

                                                 
41 There are explicit texts on how to depict deities in the Tibetan Buddhism, with fine 

grids to maintain their coherent proportions. Symbols of offerings, emblems and other 

decorations also follow the traditional convention but there are no limitations on 

proportions which allows for some innovation by their painters (Ji and Yang 2006). 
42 The outcomes of my creative work are large printed/digital versions; smaller ones 

will be depicted here. 
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5.1. The Wall Charts 

The wall charts consist of two parts: five original posters and pertinent instructions. 

These have been modelled on translating the Kālachakra maṇḍala and collecting all 

the relevant symbology pertaining to each element in one place.  

 

Their essence is the visual matrices of the five element symbols (based on the text 

matrices Appendix 1; table 1–5), which are created in a cohesive context of Tibetan 

art and displayed in poster form. They are designed to help order how people see the 

Tibetan elementary world by first identifying individual components and then linking 

them together as a unified whole.  

 

It is hoped that once the viewer has become familiar with the virtual landscape laid 

out in each poster, they will be able to change the way they view the external world. 

The posters in the creative work function as transitionary vehicles. Although they 

employ Tibetan symbols and reference the thangka style, they are transitional 

mediums for translating the thangka of maṇḍala rather than contemporary Tibetan 

thangka paintings. These posters work in conjunction with the associated instructions 

of how to read the Kālachakra maṇḍala, which is achieved through the graphic design. 

The following table (fig. 11) reveals the comparison between traditional Tibetan 

Buddhism artworks and design works, identifying key features, such as scale, 

material, production time, and so forth. The cost and time of manufacturing digital 

copies are less than that incurred by producing traditional Tibetan painting, while the 

dimension and copies of the images can still remain highly accurate. Therefore, the 

digital copies offer a more practical option to transmitting Buddhist tenets to 

contemporary society. 

 

On the whole, components in the wall chart are designed to convey brief instructions 

on how to read the Kālachakra maṇḍala according to the five elements. The posters 

present a more realistic visual experience for viewers. Symbols on the posters are 
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easier to identify when compared with the iconic Tibetan style. In order to provide a 

targeted interpretation of the symbols, a table is created (fig. 12). It contains the 

original figures of Tibetan symbols, the associated implications, the categories and the 

corresponding symbols from the Kālachakra maṇḍala. This table functions as a 

connection to manifest the relationship between the poster and the Kālachakra 

maṇḍala, which has been further confirmed by the diagram (below the texts). The 

texts next to the table provide brief background knowledge of the associated elements, 

and instructions for the posters, the table and the diagram. In this way, the viewers 

will be able to view maṇḍalas in a way closer to how Tibetans view it and not just see 

it purely in terms of its aesthetic qualities.   

 

 Traditional Digital 

Format Large size Variable size 

Creative 

Approach  

Hand painted Digitally produced 

Tool  Brush Digital pen 

Colour Paint/Pigment Digital ink 

Production Individual copies Multiple copies 

Material  Cloth/Silk Paper/Print Material 

Manufacturing 

period 

Slow reproduction time Rapid reproduction 

Cost  High cost Relatively cheap 

Flexibility  Cannot change Easy to change 

Fig. 11 Comparison of traditional painting and contemporary digital painting 
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Fig. 12 Layout of the wall charts. 

 

The first step in designing each poster is to understand the underlying layout of 

maṇḍala painting, which is unlike other thangkas because the maṇḍala depicts the 

three-dimensional abode of deities in a two-dimensional plan view (Bryant 2003). 

Contemporary Western audiences tend to view images in a frontal, horizontal way. 

This is how the common traditional Tibetan thangka format is referenced (fig. 13). 

They are normally divided into three realms: the underworld at the base of the 

thangka, the earth in the middle, and heaven at the top. This is then translated into a 

spatial plan for the poster of base, centre and top. Similarly, the concentric circular 

symmetry style of the maṇḍala is turned into nearly an axial symmetrical vertical 

layout. 
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Fig. 13 Typical layout of Tibetan thangka showing how the space is equates to three separate realms. 

 

My decisions on where to place symbols in each of the five elementary posters were 

not random. According to the basic thangka arrangement, especially those with a 

religious theme, offerings and guardians of Buddhism are normally placed at the base; 

deities are depicted at the centre and top; and the background is filled with landscape 

materials that act as a metaphor for the Tibetan notion of the five elements—i.e., that 

these elements originated from nature. Everything within this environment is related 

and possesses the nature of the elements. Other empty space is filled with decorative 

motifs that relate to the associated element. In this way, the symbols of the five 

elements play a leading role in the design, which present a striking visual impact of 

each poster. I will now describe the process I employed to make each poster. 

 

5.2.The Earth Poster 

Given the matrices described above, the first draft of the earth poster featured strong 

solid elements such as a cube and mountains (fig. 14). 
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Fig. 14 First draft layout of the 

earth poster, showing mountains 

and cube. 

Fig. 15 Second draft layout of earth poster,   

with addition of turtle, seed syllable and mudrâ 

 

On reflection, however, the cube looked too artificial, and over-emphasised the 

element’s shape, without considering other symbols. So, a second, more organic, draft 

was sought (fig. 15). The solution came in the form of a landscape that approximated 

the natural environment that contemporary audiences would be familiar with. When 

considering a wide range of audience acceptance, the image expression of the cosmos 

concept of the turtle that could hold the whole world on its back was selected. The 

roots of this worldwide folktale are in North America and Asia (Köngäs 1960). When 

the myth was transposed into Tibetan culture, the turtle images showed its multiple 

influences from India, Nepal and China (Beer 1999).  
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The generic mountains were replaced with a depiction of Mount Meru (Tib. ri rab), a 

central icon in Buddhist cosmology, which is conceived as the great ‘world mountain’ 

and represents the axial centre of the universe (Beer 2003). It is a four-sided mountain 

and has the distinctive shape of an inverted pyramid. Each of the four faces 

corresponds to a different direction and jewel: the eastern face is composed of white 

crystal; the southern face, the blue of lapis lazuli or sapphire; the western, red from 

ruby; and the northern face, yellow of pure gold (Beer 2003). This structure is placed 

into a floor plan that is equivalent to the four equally divided forms of the Kālachakra 

maṇḍala painting (fig. 16). The inclusion of a mudrâ, defined below, is designed to 

manage proper spatial distribution.   

 

Mudrâ (Tib. Phyag rgya) is a Sanskrit term that comprises a range of meanings. In 

Indian yogic practice, mudrâ transmits profound meanings through body gestures, 

breathing practices, and even looks or gazes. In fact, it is more universally known as 

hand gestures. These hand gestures act as languages (body language) and convey 

implied messages throughout ancient cultures such as in Egyptian hieroglyphs, in 

early Christian art and in Native American traditions. Around the third century BC, 

mudrâ began to be represented in Indian art. The early Buddhist hand mudrâs are 

simple expressions with mainly five forms, which consequently become the mudrâs of 

the five Buddha families. 
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Fig. 16 Kālachakra Sand maṇḍala, Qing dynasty (1644–1912). (Bryant 2003, 195). 

 

In Vajrayana Buddhism, mudrâs have been transformed into an iconographic 

manifestation to contain extensive symbolic meaning. For instance, the right and left 

hand represent masculine compassion and feminine wisdom respectively. Moreover, 

the fingers on each hand correspond with the five Buddhas, as well as their associated 

elementary symbols (colours, directions, seed syllables, etc.). Thus, by arranging 

fingers in a particular way, a maṇḍala of hand gestures can be formed (Beer 1999). In 

the earth poster of this project, the mudrâ is from Ratnasambhava, one of the five 

Buddhas that correspond to the earth element, namely the ‘granting blessings’ mudrâ. 
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A seed syllable (Sanskrit: bīja) is a set of Sanskrit letters, essentially a form of 

thought that represents deities or cosmic powers, which exert an influence through 

sound vibrations (Leidy and Thurman 1997). The most well-known one is ‘Om’ of 

early Indian religious origin. Tibetan Buddhism has absorbed seed words from India; 

each Buddha and/or deity comprises a seed syllable, which is the first letter of a 

Buddha or deity’s name. These seed syllables are depicted with elementary colours in 

the limited Kālachakra maṇḍala image as a substitution for the complex figures of 

Buddha and deities. It is the same case for the five elements; the seed syllable of Lam 

is involved in this earth poster (Tang 2009). 

 

  

Fig. 17 Third draft layout of earth poster, 

featuring addition of lions and human figure. 

Fig. 18 Fourth draft layout of earth poster, 

featuring the addition of jewel and gongs. 
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In the third draft (fig. 17), I added symbols to reinforce the earth theme; perhaps the 

greatest addition is what sits atop Mount Meru. While originally this area featured a 

square background with mudrâ in the centre, I replaced this with a human holding the 

mudrâ posture. This was further enhanced by transforming the background into a 

meditation setting that is guarded by two lions. On the one hand, the purpose of 

including a human is to explicate that human beings also comply with the rule of the 

five elements principle; on the other hand, it is to inform audiences that all the 

symbols are functioning as methods to assist with human practice. The lion is not only 

the animal symbol of the earth element but also a national symbol of Tibet; in Tibetan 

legends, snow lions watch over and secure the snow mountain regions. However, 

lions are not native to Tibet; they have appeared in many other ancient cultures like 

Mesopotamia, Egypt, Greece, Italy and other European countries. The Tibetan lion’s 

closest gene comes from the lion of Indian Buddhism, and generated its mythological 

feature as being immeasurable, depicting renunciation and freedom. In relating with 

the five Buddha families, the lion is the animal throne for Ratnasambhava. There are 

other animal symbols in the Kālachakra maṇḍala; however, not all of them are 

compatible with the five elements, while functioning closely with the tradition of the 

Kālachakra maṇḍala. 

 

Behind this arrangement is a circular shape representing an earth disc, which works in 

conjunction with the square background (behind the human) to imply a typical square 

and circle structure of the Kālachakra maṇḍala. On either side are astrological 

components of the Sun and the Moon, and below this a number of shapes to represent 

a compass with the five elements as cardinal points. 

 

In the fourth draft (fig. 18), more symbols and further refinements were made to 

increase the potency of the symbology.43 A silhouette of a Buddha was added behind 

the human. This is meant to represent an essential aspect of the maṇḍala; i.e., that, by 

                                                 
43 Tibetans believe that combining many powerful elements results in a much stronger force (Zhu 

2011). 
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following the symbolic guidance manifested in the maṇḍala, any human is able to 

achieve the same enlightened state as Buddha. This figure was placed in an ornate 

‘frame’ that developed from the previous square background, which mimics the 

aureole that emanated from deities’ hearts. The aureole frame was supported on a 

lotus throne, with a seed syllable placed on top, and emblems (jewels) on each side. 

According to thangka convention, the lotus throne is a basic object for this setting. In 

Buddhism, the lotus is a significant symbol that represents purity and also symbolises 

the combined wisdom and compassion in Vajrayana Buddhism. The lotus throne/seat 

is normally assigned for standing or seated enlightened beings, which represents their 

innate purity. Its plan view forms a simple maṇḍala that is surrounded by multi-

coloured petals that correspond to the wisdoms of the five Buddhas (Beer 1999). The 

emblem of earth is the jewel, which belongs to the associated Buddha, 

Ratnasambhava. Beside its emblematic role, the jewel has multiple applications in 

Tibetan art. Jewels are prevalent and employed as offerings and ornaments for deities 

or adornments on ritual objects, plants, and buildings to enhance the divine 

atmosphere. 

 

Jewels generally represent the jewel-like quality of Tibetan Buddhism, especially 

ones featuring a triple pattern, which is endowed with symbolic metaphors that refer 

to Buddha, dharma and sangha respectively. For this poster, I employed hanging 

loops of jewels (i.e., necklaces/chains) (fig. 21) since contemporary audiences are 

familiar with these. 

 

The lions (fig. 20) were posed between the turtle (fig. 24) and Mount Meru (fig. 22), 

and more mountains were developed so that they could effectively fit in the entire 

space allocation. Three further embellishments were added to support the entire 

placement: a silk scarf offering, draped under the ornate aureole frame to enhance its 

dignity; clouds, which indicate the altitude of this heavenly area, and also work with 
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the lotus throne to offset the human; and snow-melted rivers that symbolise the four 

rivers that encircle Mount Meru (Beer 1999).  

 

Having organised the basic elements into their positions on the poster, I rendered 

individual elements in colour. The human (fig. 19) was the first to be rendered. I 

commenced the process by digitising the image, then colouring it, followed by adding 

texture after finally placing it in an environmental context. Obviously, this latter stage 

was completed simultaneously for all the elements once they were in place so that 

colours could be balanced and shadows and shading finessed. 

 

 

Fig. 19 Human figure and Buddha shadow experiments (left: draft figure, middle: digitised figure, 

right: coloured figure with environmental effects). 

 

 
Fig. 20 Lions experiments (left: draft lion, middle: digitised lion, right: coloured lion with 

environmental effects). 
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Fig. 21 Jewels experiments (top: draft jewels, middle: digitised jewels, bottom: coloured jewels with 

environmental effects). 

 

 
Fig. 22 Mountain experiments (left: draft mountain, middle: digitised mountain, right: coloured 

mountain with environmental effects). 

 

Further elements were added, such as a sense offering, which was placed at the 

bottom of the poster near the base of Mount Meru (fig. 22). As already mentioned, 

this is where offerings are normally placed in traditional thangka designs. Sense 

offerings in this project are known as the five offerings of sensory enjoyment. There 

are five senses corresponding to an offering and correlated to the five Buddha 
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families. In the earth poster, the associated sense is sound; as a representing faculty of 

Ratnasambhava, it takes the form of gongs or a lute (Beer 1999). As the sense 

offering of the earth element, a pair of gongs was included in this poster to balance 

the entire symmetry of the layout. Other elements, such as the throne, waterfalls and 

astronomy components were also processed in the same way as the displayed 

symbols. 

 

In order for the wall charts to be more intelligible to contemporary audiences, I made 

two modifications. One is the star compass inspired by the pole star indicator, which 

shows four stars under a moon, representing the astrological object. Its four-pointed 

structure is parallel with the cardinal distribution of the maṇḍala; therefore, one more 

star is added in the centre of this motif. In this way, it is developed into a compass 

style, which corresponds to the five detections of elements. The other modification is 

the seed syllable. The original single Sanskrit seed syllable is now expanded to more 

languages, including the Sanskrit English spelling of the original seed syllable, 

Chinese, and English. These words are arranged in squares to echo the element shape, 

and arrayed in an axis line to align with the symmetrical layout. 
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Fig. 23 Gongs experiments (left: draft gongs, right: digitised gongs, bottom: coloured gongs with 

environmental effects). 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 24 Turtle experiments (left: draft turtle, middle: digitised turtle, right: coloured turtle with 

environmental effects). 
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Fig. 25 Early digitised version of the entire poster (left) and (right) 

 

The entire poster was digitised to check layout and balance (fig. 25 left). I also 

consulted a traditional Tibetan thangka for the colouring inspiration of the relevant 

motifs (fig. 25 right, the upper part of fig. 26 depicts Mount Meru).  
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Fig. 26 Cosmos according to Kālachakra Tantra (Brauen 1997, 38). 

 

By reflecting on the contemporary digital painting of thangka, I noticed distinct 

effects between the hand drawing and the digital pen work (fig. 27). The image on the 

left is a traditional Tibetan thangka of a white Tara44with rich shading and details; the 

image on the right is a simplified version of a white Tara that was produced by Dutch 

digital artist Fred van der Zee. His thangka follows a simplified style from his master 

                                                 
44 The archangelic and archetype-deity bodhisattva representing the miraculous activities of all 

Buddhas (Leidy and Thurman 1997, 170). 
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Andy Weber45 (fig. 28), and is created by using Illustrator, which seems artificial and 

flat after the digital conversion. In order to maintain the spirit of the traditional 

thangka, I needed to use the digital tools appropriately. For example, I used Illustrator 

for its ability to produce a completely symmetrical image, yet I did not want it to 

seem artificial and flat, so my aim was to still have realistic shading and contrast in 

the background behind the icons (fig. 29).   

 

 
 

Fig. 27 Anonymous Tibetan hand drawing thangka (http://amigosdeldharma.org/?p=179) and 

contemporary digital thangka by Fred van der Zee (https://www.facebook.com/fred.vanderzee). 

 

 

                                                 
45 Andy Weber is an artist from Britain who produces non-digital contemporary images based on 

Tibetan Buddhism. He is the co-author of the Image of Enlightenment. 
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Fig. 28 Hand drawn thangka by Andy Weber (left) and digitised version by Fred van der Zee (right). 

 

 

 
Fig. 29 Comparing symmetrical imaging (above: Fred van der Zee, below: Lan Zhang). 
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Fig. 30 Comparing backgrounds (above: Fred van der Zee; below: Lan Zhang). 

 

I explored more naturalistic effects through Illustrator to produce more detailed 

landscapes instead of plain backgrounds. Also, through Illustrator, one can mimic 

Tibetan hand drawing brush styles and avoid uniform pen work (figs. 30–31).  
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Fig. 31 Comparing of brush strokes (above: Fred van der Zee; below: Lan Zhang). 
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Fig. 32 Comparing of gradient imaging (above: Fred van der Zee; below: Lan Zhang). 

 

In my work, gradients are managed with more details to avoid a digitally coloured 

appearance (fig. 32). Consequently, the natural world is held up as a mirror to reflect 

the environment (fig. 33). In previous times, traditional Tibetan artwork was produced 

in accordance with people’s taste. Contemporary tastes have changed, and thus, my 

style is a transition to connect cross-cultural tastes with traditional artwork by using 

landscape as a medium, since it is a genre with which people have long been familiar. 
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It remains consistent so long as the symbols remain stable. Moreover, landscape is 

also the common factor binding the five elements together.  

 

1 

 

2 

3 

 

Fig. 33 Correspondence between a nature scene and my poster. 

(1 Tang, zi. “Shigao Mantain International Photo Contest.” xinmin.cn, accessed 23 

September 2013. http://news.xinmin.cn/shehui/2013/07/25/21215752.html 

2 Anonymous. “Yulong Snow Mountain Photography.” ido Community, accessed 23 

September 2013. http://ido.3mt.com.cn/Article/200904/show1440417c33p1.html. 

3 Hurry, Huang. “Datun Mountain sunset.” Flickriver, 

http://www.flickriver.com/photos/tags/大屯山日落/interesting/.) 

http://news.xinmin.cn/shehui/2013/07/25/21215752.html
http://ido.3mt.com.cn/Article/200904/show1440417c33p1.html
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Fig. 34 Final coloured version of the earth poster (Lan Zhang workbook). 
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The final version of the poster (fig. 34) incorporates all the symbology of the earth 

element into a complete landscape. The translating function of the poster is not only 

embodied by the rendering of the symbols, but also their overall arrangement. A 

distinct translation is reflected by the viewing angle, which is converted from the plan 

view of the Kālachakra maṇḍala to a vertical view. It is illustrated in the top of the 

thumbnail (fig. 34, right) by bold black lines. The marked circle, square and icon in 

the centre represent the fundamental structure of the Kālachakra maṇḍala, whereas in 

my poster, they are transformed into a perspective distribution. Such organisation 

converts the traditional observation style to a contemporary aesthetic. It also implies 

the subtle relationship between my poster and the Kālachakra maṇḍala, as they both 

feature a round outside and square inside structure. Additionally, the layout of the 

symbols and motifs in my poster is encoded to form the relevant shape (fig. 34, right, 

highlighted by white lines), which echoes the associated theme of the earth element.  

 

Another design feature is the composition of the poster, which is simplified and 

accessible. It is created to assist viewers in adapting to the complex organisation of 

the Kālachakra maṇḍala, while becoming aware that there is a sequence underneath 

the intricate appearance that can be effectively decoded by appropriate pathways, such 

as the five elements. 

 

The earth poster established the fundamental positioning and arrangement for the 

whole series of the elementary posters. In order to maintain a consistent reading 

experience, all of the following four posters use the same layout. Viewers can learn 

the background to all of the symbology by consulting the annotations written 

especially for this purpose.  

 

5.3. The Water Poster  

In order to be consistent with the earth poster, the first fundamental draft of the water 

poster was established by following the same base, centre and top layout. In this way, 
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audiences can form a coherent impression of the basic imagery distribution, and be 

able to speculate on symbolic categories through certain positions. The water poster 

features liquid elements, such as storm clouds, rain and lake surface (fig. 35).  

 

Astrological motifs (i.e. sun and moon, stars), seed syllables, and a human and lotus 

throne in the aureole frame setting are uniform symbols throughout the five posters. 

They are rendered in different environments according to the specific elements; for 

example, in the water poster, the human is rendered in white, while in the fire poster, 

he/she is rendered in red, with corresponding mûdras. Aside from these symbols, the 

dragon (animal throne), wheel (emblem) and mirror (sense offering) are the most 

striking symbolic representations of the water element.  

 

In Tibet, dragon (Tib.ˊbrug) is the sound of thunder. While it is well-known for 

being an oriental symbol, the dragon is not limited to the orient alone. In the religious 

tradition of the Middle East and Europe, the dragon is viewed in a negative light. The 

Tibetan dragon has absorbed its representation from ancient Chinese origin. I Ching 

(Book of Changes) is recorded as the earliest resource of the description of dragons, in 

which the dragon represents the masculine Yang features. This legendary creature is 

believed to consist of a combination of pig (head), snake (body) and horse (mane) that 

possess a close relationship to the rainy weather, especially associated with 

thunderclouds and electric storms. In Tibetan Buddhism, the dragon is the animal 

throne of Vairochana and corresponds to the water element (Beer 1999). 

 

The emblem symbols that are placed above the dragons form the wheels. This symbol 

is originally developed from an ancient Indian weapon. As a symbolised motif, it 

represents creation, sovereignty, protection and the sun in Indian tradition. Buddhism 

has used this symbol for reference and linked it to Buddha’s teaching. The aggressive 

nature of the wheel is turned to a parabolic message, which refers to defeating 

obstacles and illusions. In Tibetan Buddhism, every component on the wheel has an 
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associated meaning; for example, the centre hub represents moral discipline, the 

spokes symbolise meditative concentration in general, while more specific meanings 

will vary depending on the number of the spokes. In the five Buddha families, it is the 

emblem of Vairochana (Beer 1999). 

 

The mirror is the offering of water, which belongs to the faculty of sense and 

corresponds to Vairochana. In the oriental tradition, mirrors are normally made of 

polished metals, such as bronze or silver (Beer 1999). The notion of the mirror 

prevails in Mahāyāna Buddhism, which represents the reflection of actual phenomena. 

Furthermore, the ‘mirror-like’ wisdom not only contains a metaphor meaning but also 

is used as divination in rituals (Bentor 1993). 

 

  

  Fig. 35 First draft layout of ‘water’ poster.  Fig. 36 Second draft layout of ‘water’ poster. 
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In the second draft (fig. 36), I converted the calm surface of the lake into waves in 

order to embody more fluid characteristics, while storm clouds and dragons were 

reshaped to match the waves.  

 

  

 Fig. 37 Third draft layout of water poster.  Fig. 38 Fourth draft layout of water poster. 

 

By reflecting on the matrix (fig. 6), I realised that clouds symbolise air; therefore, an 

alternative image was sought in the third draft (fig. 37). Since circles or spheres are 

the elementary shapes of water, something that is round and related to water would be 

an ideal substitution easily accepted by viewers. Therefore, I replaced the clouds with 

a giant water bubble, which can effectively support the above symbols. 
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The major change in the fourth draft (fig. 38) also relates to the bubble image. The 

bubble in the third draft met the basic standard of the water element as it was 

constructed of water and appeared round in shape. However, according to the 

traditional Tibetan style, the bubble creates disharmony; so, I employed another motif, 

rippled lines, which appear more environmentally harmonious while still being suited 

to the water theme.  

 

Having resolved the arrangement of the poster, the next step was to experiment with 

individual elements, which was achieved mainly through adjusting format, position 

and rendering colours (figs. 39–46). 

 

   
Fig. 39 Dragons experiments (left: draft dragon, middle: digitised dragon, right: coloured dragon 

with environmental effects). 

 

   

Fig. 40 Wheel experiments (left: draft wheel, middle: digitised wheel, right: coloured wheel with 

environmental effects). 
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Fig. 41 Ripple experiments (left: draft ripple, right: digitised ripple). 

  

Fig. 42 Coloured ripple with environmental effects. Fig. 43 Coloured lake with environmental effects. 

 

The rippled lines were rendered to convey environmental effects (fig. 42), but they 

appeared too weak to stand out from the background. According to the matrix (fig. 6), 

the lake is the image of the water element. There are thousands of lakes across the 

Tibetan Plateau, including the 'Heavenly Lake' Namtso, which is a sacred lake for 

Tibetan Buddhist pilgrims as well as being a tourist destination. Thus, I felt a lake was 

an ideal replacement for the rippled lines, since it could represent the high altitude of 

Lake Namtso (fig. 43). 

 

 
Fig. 45 Waves experiments (left: draft waves, middle: digitised waves, right: coloured waves with 

environmental effects). 
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Fig. 44 Coloured waves with environmental effects. 

 

The giant wave was another motif that required adjustment. In the practical 

composition, the giant wave created too much empty space on the left-hand side (fig. 

45). Compared with the single wave, the double is more substantial in content. 

Meanwhile, the symmetrical mirror image echoes and highlights the nature of sensory 

offering (mirror) in this poster as well (fig. 46). 

 

 

Fig. 46 Offering experiments (left: draft offering, middle: digitised offering, right: coloured offering 

with environmental effects). 
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Fig. 47 Early digitised versions of the entire poster (left) and (right). 

 

In fig. 47, the image on the left is a digitised line drawing of the water poster, showing 

all the relevant elements. The image on the right is a preliminary draft of the revised 

layout. Fig. 48 is the final colour version using those colours that match the water 

element.  
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Fig. 48 Final coloured version (Lan Zhang workbook). 
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5.4. Fire Poster 

The fire poster built on the previous two posters; the positions of symbols from 

different categories were kept consistent, and each draft became more enriched, while 

adjusting the size, position and shapes of individual symbols (figs. 49–52).  

 

  

  Fig. 49 First draft layout of fire poster.  Fig. 50 Second draft layout of fire poster. 
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 Fig. 51 Third draft layout of ‘fire’ poster.  Fig. 52 Fourth draft layout of ‘fire’ poster. 

 

In this poster, the major associated symbols are the peacock, the lotus flower and 

incense, which respectively represent the animal throne, emblem and sensory offering 

faculties.   

 

The peacock’s symbolism can be traced back to ancient Greece, where people 

conceived of peacocks as being a representation of the resurrection of Jesus. Early 

Christian belief adopted this concept and applied peacock symbols on church art all 

over Eastern and Western countries (Reimer and Margaret 2000). In the East, the 

peacock is a symbolic representative of Indian art and culture. The colourful plumage 

and ‘wisdom eye’ pattern of its tail feathers endows people with mystical imagination, 
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like passion (lotus), love, summer and fire. According to its heliacal quality (relating 

to the sun), the peacock can also be recognised as a phoenix in China and garuda46 in 

India, which, again, has influenced Tibetan Buddhism. In Buddhism, the most general 

and significant symbolism of the peacock is its transformation of poison into nectar. 

Moreover, their feathers are widely used on fans and parasols in divergent rituals. In 

the case of Tibetan Buddhism, the peacock functions as the animal throne of 

Amitabha, the Buddha that corresponds to the fire element. 

 

As previously mentioned, in the lotus throne of the earth poster, the lotus symbolises 

absolute purity and is expounded in various ways. The most well-known significance 

is the spotless metaphor that exists between an enlightened spirit and a lotus flower, 

since the nature of a lotus flower is that it is grown from muddy water while the 

flower remains clean (Sugiura 1999). The lotus flower has been extensively adopted 

as a divine symbol across Egypt, Persia, India, China, Tibet and central Asia. Its 

distinct colours are matched with pertinent deities and comprise divergent meanings. 

As seen in this poster, the lotus is the emblem of Amitabha, who possesses a fiery 

sunset colour and is related to fire (Beer 1999).  

 

In Tibetan Buddhism, both incense and the conch shell can stand for the fire element 

as an underlying sensory offering. In order to constitute a congruous context, I 

selected the symbol of incense for this poster since its usage possesses an intimate 

connection with fire (Beer 1999). Unlike traditional Indian incense, Tibetan incense is 

more well-known for its medical qualities; hand-rolled from natural medical herb 

materials, the incense is often applied in Tibetan therapy systems (Pandey 2006). 

 

Various colour palettes of the peacock (fig. 53), the lotus flower (fig. 54), the lotus 

leaf (fig. 55), the flames (fig. 56), and the incense (fig. 57) were tried with the 

symbols.  

                                                 
46 For a detailed definition of a garuda, please refer to the section on the air poster. 
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Fig. 53 Peacock experiments (left: draft peacock, middle: digitised peacock, right: coloured peacock 

with environmental effects). 

 

   
Fig. 54 Lotus flower experiments (left: draft lotus flower, middle: digitised lotus flower, right: coloured 

lotus flower with environmental effects). 

 

    

 

Fig. 55 Leaf experiments (left: draft leaf, right: digitised leaf, bottom: coloured leaf with environmental 

effects). 
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Fig. 56 Flames experiments (left: draft flames, middle: digitised flames, right: coloured flames with 

environmental effects). 

 

 

   

Fig. 57 Incense experiments (left: draft incense, middle: digitised incense, right: coloured incense with 

environmental effects). 
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Fig. 58 Overlapped images of the smoke, the stem and the flame. 

 

Extensive experimentation went into portraying the smoking incense symbol. The 

main challenge was how to manage the triple overlapped images of the smoke, the 

stem and the flame. The first version showcased the basic arrangement of the three 

images, which is mixed and disordered (fig. 58 left). The next version (fig. 58 middle) 

embodied a clearer foreground and background. However, the shapes and colours 

lacked coherence. Therefore, the solution is seen in the last experiment (fig. 58 right), 

where the smoke is revised into curved lines and serves as the stem to support the 

lotus leaf at the same time. 

 

Fig. 59 includes a digitised line drawing (left) and an early full colour draft (right) of 

the poster. The final version manifests all the elements with environmental effects and 

in the consistent places (fig. 60). 
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Fig. 59 Early digitised version of the entire poster (left) and (right). 
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Fig. 60 The final version of the poster (Lan Zhang workbook). 
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5.5. The Air/Wind Poster 

 

Although it is hard to tell the virtual form of air or wind when compared with earth, 

water and fire, it can be indirectly conceived through the visible medium of clouds. 

However, the shape of clouds is still difficult to capture. Tornados are a typical cloud 

shape caused by wind that can easily be recognised by contemporary audiences. 

Furthermore, the shape of a tornado fits with the format of a long poster. 

 

  

 Fig. 61 First draft layout of air poster.  Fig. 62 Second draft layout of air poster. 
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As seen, the first draft layout of the air poster showing the tornado (fig. 61) was not 

well suited for the Tibetan scene, so the second draft (fig. 62) referenced Tibetan style 

clouds. However, I felt that this draft still lacked integrity.   

 

  

 Fig. 63 Third draft layout of air poster.  Fig. 64 Fourth draft layout of air poster. 

 

In the third draft, I depicted the clouds in a more realistic environment (fig. 63). I 

introduced mountain peaks into the image, and the pointing summit echoed the shape 

of the sword (emblem) and feather of garuda (animal throne). In this way, 

components became united in a comprehensive style. The fourth draft (fig. 64) further 

updated the image; more clouds were added while mountains were reduced to 
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highlight the air/wind theme. The full colour version manifests the arrangement in 

space (figs. 65– 69). 

 

As discussed previously, there are mainly three symbols that correspond to the air 

element: garuda, sword and fruits (sensory offering). Garuda (fig. 65) is regarded as 

the ‘Lord of Birds’ in both Hindu and Buddhist mythology. The original Indian 

garuda was developed into a half-eagle/half-man creature, which has a human’s torso 

and arms, while the rest of the features are a bird with a snake biting in his beak. More 

variations are generated throughout South and East Asia, and it is believed to be a 

guardian to resist all manners of animal bites and poisons. The Tibet version of 

garuda amalgamates the idea from India with the Bön47 bird king. A group of five 

garudas in Tibetan Buddhism symbolises the wisdom and associated qualities of the 

five Buddhas. Different colours of garuda correspond to the pertinent Buddha 

element. This is the case of a single multi-coloured garuda, with each part of the body 

representing the underlying aspect of the five elements (Beer 1999). In this poster, the 

colour of garuda is the most frequently depicted gold or yellow in Tibetan art. The 

figures in this poster have more bird features rather than appearing as four limbs. This 

is because in Tibetan Buddhist arts, male garudas hold snakes and female garudas 

hold ritual instruments (Beer 1999). This air poster manages to extract the most basic 

form that is relevant to the corresponding element without creating a distraction. 

 

The sword (fig. 66) is a well-known weapon across the East and the West, which has 

been described in many legends. In Tibetan Buddhism, the sword can be held by 

either peaceful (Manjushri48) or wrathful and semi-wrathful49 deities. The extended 

meaning of the sword is cutting off misunderstandings, obstacles and irritations of the 

practicing process. These swords are normally depicted with curved single-edged or 

                                                 
47 Bön (Tib. bon) is the indigenous spiritual tradition of Tibet (Wangyal 1999, p.139). 
48 The Bodhisattva of wisdom, who holds a sutra in his right hand and the sword of awareness in his 

left hand (Beer 1999). 
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straight double-edged blades, and some of them are also associated with flames and 

divergent hilt ornaments (Beer 1999). 

 

As a category of offerings, fruits are representative of fecundity, satisfactoriness and 

ripeness (fig. 69). They are commonly depicted in a group of three, which symbolises 

the Three Jewels (Buddha, dharma and sangha). The shape of fruits can be classified 

into several shapes; for example, apples, oranges and apricots have a round shape, and 

lemons and mangoes have oval shapes. Different types of fruit possess auspicious 

meanings, like happiness, longevity and wealth. 

 

   

Fig. 65 Garuda experiments (left: draft garuda, middle: digitised garuda, right: coloured garuda with 

environmental effects). 

 

   

Fig. 66 Sword experiments (left: draft sword, middle: digitised sword, right: coloured sword with 

environmental effects). 

                                                                                                                                            
49 “There are peaceful, semi-peaceful, wrathful and semi-wrathful yidams (deities) in Tantric 

iconography … the semi-wrathful and wrathful yidams work more directly and forcefully with passion, 

aggression and delusion—conquering and trampling them on the spot” (Trungpa 2010, 132). 
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Fig. 67 Cloud experiments (left: draft cloud, middle: digitised cloud, right: coloured cloud with 

environmental effects). 

 

 

 
Fig. 68 Clouds experiments (left: draft clouds, middle: digitised clouds, right: coloured clouds with 

environmental effects). 

 

 

Fig. 69 Offering experiments (left: draft offering, middle: digitised offering, right: coloured offering 

with environmental effects). 

 

Fig. 70 shows the development of the air/wind plate. On the left is a line drawing; on 

the right is an early colour draft. The final version (fig. 71) shows all the elements in 

place and in relationship to each other. 

 



121 

 

 

Fig. 70 Early digitised version of the entire air poster (left) and (right). 
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Fig. 71 The final version of the air poster (Lan Zhang workbook). 
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5.6. The Void/Space Poster 

 

Of the five elements, the void was the most challenging to represent in a poster. 

Fortunately, the creative nature of Tibetan symbols and motifs turns the ‘invisible’ 

scene from contemplation into ‘visible’ figures. The associated images and symbols 

provided in the previous matrices served as visual guidance and saved this poster 

from ending up with a ‘void’ (empty) plate. According to Beer (1999), sky, aura lines 

and rainbows represent space in Tibetan art. Aura lines are depicted in straight or 

curved (waving) lines. When one reflects on the early stages of thangka painting, the 

aura lines are painted as curved lines over straight rays to symbolise the natural 

radiance of wisdom and compassion. 

 

  

  Fig. 72 First draft layout of void poster.  Fig. 73 Second draft layout of void poster. 

http://www.iciba.com/delegate
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 Fig. 74 Third draft layout of void poster.  Fig. 75 Fourth draft layout of void poster. 

 

As such, in the first, second and third drafts, I experimented with different types of 

aura lines and rays (figs. 72–74). 

 

In order to avoid an empty appearance in this poster, substantial auras were employed 

to fill the whole scene. However, I found that the distribution of the curved auras cut 

the image into disconnected segments, rather than working together to form a 

cohesive vision. After reflecting on the nature of the void element, I realised that 

space is an essential feature of the void, and should be presented. Therefore, I made 
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the poster less crowded, and a silhouette of a planet and aerial clouds were added to 

imply the universe (fig. 75). Upward radiations were applied to produce a uniform 

motion trend. Their waved shapes are a metaphor for the energy and fluctuations that 

occur in space. The illuminated and transparent effects of aura and radiations are 

manifested in the full colour versions (figs. 78, 80). 

 

The major symbols used in this poster are elephant (fig. 76), crossed vajra (fig. 77) 

and silk cloth (fig. 79). The etymology of the elephant is from the first letter of the 

Hebrew alphabet, Aleph, which refers to ox. Its strong constitution is described by 

Tibetan as ‘Snow Mountain’, while the elephant is depicted as being smaller than its 

actual proportions in Tibetan art, considering the artistic representation. Their relation 

with humans is made closer through domestication or taming of the wild elephants, 

which can be traced to the first millennium BC. Clay images of elephants in ancient 

Harappan civilization sites, ancient Egyptian relief carvings and relics found in 

Chinese Yangtse valley have proved their existence and artistic representations in 

those cultural traditions. Both their figure and qualities have been adopted by 

Buddhism. In Tibetan Buddhism, the elephant is the animal throne corresponding to 

Akshobhya, who is associated with the void/space element. Since the elephant 

symbolises endurance, self-control and patience, these qualities exemplify the 

‘immutable’ and ‘unshakeable’ nature of Akshobhya (Beer 1999). 

 

Vajra is a Sanskrit term meaning ‘the hard or mighty one’, which implies an all-

conquering and indestructible nature. As a form of weapon, the vajra was derived 

from the symbol of a thunderbolt (or lighting) that appeared in many ancient 

civilizations including those in Central Asia, Near and Middle East, and even 

Occidental cultures like the Ancient Greeks and Romans. Legends and artworks in 

India have indicated the most relevant origin of the Tibetan vajra, which refers to ‘the 

lord of stones’ in Tibetan term. It symbolises the masculine basis of method, and is 

held in the right hand of the deity (the concomitant representation of this style is a bell 

https://www.google.com.au/search?biw=1358&bih=562&q=tibet+crossed+vajra&spell=1&sa=X&ei=7h-tU6mVO8LVkwXTiIDQCw&ved=0CBkQBSgA
http://www.iciba.com/all-conquering
http://www.iciba.com/all-conquering
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symbol held in the left hand of the deity, which means the feminine basis of wisdom). 

In the Tibetan Buddhist Vajrayana tradition, the vajra is depicted with different 

numbers of prongs to indicate pertinent meanings, in which both the five-pointed 

vajra (five prongs representing the five Buddhas’ wisdoms) and the crossed vajra have 

a close connection with the five Buddhas. 

 

The ‘crossed vajra’ (Skt. vishvavajra) is the crossed or ‘universal’ style of the vajra, 

which symbolises the absolute stability and indestructible mind of Buddha. The 

crossed vajra is commonly painted in a five-colour composition. In Tibet, such a 

scheme forms a vajra version of the five Buddhas maṇḍala with associated colours on 

each part. For example, the central hub is coloured blue to represent Akshobhya, 

while the other four groups of prongs indicate the four Buddhas in their respective 

directions. Moreover, a giant crossed vajra is placed underneath the maṇḍala palace in 

the typical type of a maṇḍala painting (Beer 1999). 

 

In Tibetan Buddhism, the silk cloth or scarf represents the offering of a genuine mind, 

heart and motivation. It is presented to a lama or teacher as an auspicious offering. 

There are no particular rules on depicting this symbol, but it is normally painted in a 

floating style using conventional colours like white, yellow or red. Some silk clothes 

are specifically dyed in corresponding colours, which are employed as offerings to the 

five Buddhas. In this poster, the silk cloth is a sensory offering for touch that is 

associated with the void element (Beer 1999). 

   
Fig. 76 Elephant experiments (left: draft elephant, middle: digitised elephant, right: coloured elephant 

with environmental effects). 
 

https://www.google.com.au/search?biw=1358&bih=562&q=tibet+crossed+vajra&spell=1&sa=X&ei=7h-tU6mVO8LVkwXTiIDQCw&ved=0CBkQBSgA
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Fig. 77 Crossed vajra experiments (left: draft crossed vajra, middle: digitised crossed vajra, right: 

coloured crossed vajra with environmental effects). 

 

   

Fig. 78 Aura experiments (left: draft aura, middle: digitised aura, right: coloured aura with 

environmental effects). 
 

    

 

Fig. 79 Silk cloth experiments (left: draft silk cloth, right: digitised silk cloth, bottom: coloured silk 

cloth with environmental effects). 
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Fig. 80 Radiations experiments (left: draft radiations, middle: digitised radiations, right: coloured 

radiations with environmental effects). 

 

In fig. 81 below, a digitised line drawing of the void poster is shown on the left, while 

an early draft rendered with environmental colour is shown on the right. Fig. 82 is a 

final version of the same layout. In this plate, all the symbols are organised as a 

unified whole rather than sum of the parts. Each element is grouped in proximity to 

each other, thereby capturing their collective totality. 

  
Fig. 81 Early digitised version of the entire poster (left) and (right). 
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Fig. 82 The final version of the void poster. (Lan Zhang workbook). 
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Thus, the five diagrammatic posters that feature each element have been 

accomplished. The major symbols and motifs applied on these posters are extracted 

from the five elements concept, which can find their equivalent symbols (or 

categories) in the Kālachakra maṇḍala. Then they are translated and arranged in a 

more vibrant and unified natural environment, which indicates the connection among 

each individual symbol, which also reduces the distance between the maṇḍala and 

contemporary audiences. 

 

Compared with the very iconic and complex style of the maṇḍala painting, the posters 

offer an easy approach to navigating the symbols of the Kālachakra maṇḍala. As chief 

components of the wall charts, the five posters will collaborate with pertinent 

instructions and diagrams to explain how to use the five elements as a vehicle to 

understand the Kālachakra maṇḍala. 

 

5.7. The Wall Charts of Each Element 

The series of wall charts (fig. 85–89) seek to provide close explanations of each 

element. Each wall chart is composed of an elementary poster (left); a table of the 

main symbols associated with each element, featuring line drawings of symbols, 

colour rendered symbols from the poster, corresponding symbols of the Kālachakra 

maṇḍala and a brief introduction of each symbol (middle); synopsis text of each 

element (top right); and a reciprocal diagram (bottom right). 

 

The design of these five wall charts is inspired by Tibetan prayer flags50 (fig. 83), 

which are another embodiment of the concept of the five elements. Their colours and 

animal patterns distributed on each direction of the flags all correspond to the symbols 

of the five elements (Lin 2013). Additionally, the function of the prayer flags echoes a 

                                                 
50 Tibetan prayer flags are religious objects in Tibet. There are two kinds of prayer flags: the horizontal 

and the vertical ones. Each group of them is composed of five colourful flags (yellow, white, red, 

green, and blue), which are made from cotton cloth and are printed with sacred images, mantras, and 

prayers (Lin, 2013). 
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purpose of my project, which is to spread the meaning of the Kālachakra maṇḍala to a 

broader public.51 

 

Two main features of the flag influenced my posters. One is the pure and bright 

colours, which are not only strong in visual impact, but also symbolise genuine belief 

(Jia 2008). The other is the flat style of the flags, which is due to the wood-block print 

technique. These features can be integrated with a current design style, namely flat 

design or flat UI design (fig. 84). It refers to a style of interface design, which 

removes the stylistic characters and concentrates on the simplified main elements. 

Either contrasting colours or soft tones can fit in this style (Fichter and Wisniewski 

2014). Therefore, both the bright colours and the flat form of the Tibetan prayer flags 

are adapted into the current design style, which enables easy visual readings. 

 

 

Fig. 83 Tibetan Prayer Flags (http://www.nepalguideinfo.comeverest-base-camp-trek). 

                                                 
51 Tibetans believe the prayer flags will be blown by the wind to spread the auspicious wills, which can 

bring benefit to all (Lin, 2013). 
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Fig. 84 Example of flat design (http://www.hongkiat.com/blog/flat-ui-design-showcase/). 

 

 

Fig. 85 The wall chart of the earth element. 
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Fig. 86 The wall chart of the water element. 

 

 

Fig. 87 The wall chart of the fire element. 
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Fig. 88 The wall chart of the air element. 

 

 

Fig. 89 The wall chart of the void element. 
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5.8. The Wall Chart of the Kālachakra Maṇḍala  

 

The wall charts of the Kālachakra maṇḍala (fig. 90) and the five elements (fig. 91) 

follow a consistent flat style. They are divided into four parts; the top section includes 

the painting (left) and the synopsis (right) of the Kālachakra maṇḍala. In the middle 

section, there is a diagram emphasising one quarter of the Kālachakra maṇḍala, which 

depicts the type of the symbols that are shared in the other three quarters. The 

associated explanations of these symbols are listed on the right. On the left of the 

bottom section is a reciprocal diagram, which showcases the main types of symbols 

that correspond to the five elements. A reduced graph on the right indicates the 

sequences of reading the Kālachakra maṇḍala. 

 

5.9. The Wall Chart of the Five Elements 

This wall chart (fig. 91) consists of a table with associated interpretations of the five 

elements. The table is expanded from the previous matrix with line drawings, so that 

the audiences are able to obtain the fundamental idea of the symbols, which forms a 

structural basis of understanding for the full-colour version in the following step. 
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Fig. 90 The wall chart of the Kālachakra maṇḍala. 
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Fig. 91 The wall chart of the five elements. 
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5.10.The Audience 

The first viewers of Tibetan maṇḍalas were qualified devotees, since these maṇḍalas 

were supposed to be kept secret. While the circumstances of Tibet have changed due 

to the influence of China, there is a danger of Tibet losing its cultural traditions. 

Meanwhile, Tibetan Buddhism has gained growing interest in Western countries since 

the 1950s. In the 1980s, such trends have spread more widely to non-communist 

Chinese communities in Asia, Japan, Eastern Europe, Latin America and Australia. 

Increasing interests have strongly developed in both East and West, some people even 

committing themselves by becoming Tibetan Buddhist monks and nuns (Bentor 

1993). 

 

In order to pass on their religious heritage, Tibetans (refugees) are willing to open 

some of the secret doctrines to these who able to preserve the Buddhist traditions. 

Tibetan refugees are also aware that there is incorrect information concerning Tibetan 

Buddhism on the tourist market in Nepal, which requires correction (Bentor 1993).   

 

As a result of the above situations, this project is aimed to provide appropriate 

information on the Tibetan sacred art (focused on the Kālachakra maṇḍala). In this 

way, the religious, regional and historical barriers can be reduced by the creative work 

(which is innovated as a transitionary medium) to make it more approachable to a 

wider range of viewers. 

 

The potential audience for the project is a combination of Chinese and non-Chinese 

people. They may or may not be Tibetan Buddhists, but it is imagined that they are 

aware that when reading a maṇḍala it is essential to take the Tibetan view into 

consideration. According to Bentor (1993), such a group of viewers is defined as the 

‘intermediate audience’. Their interests have promoted the prevalence of sacred 

Buddhist arts through a background of understanding the knowledge, which forms the 

quality and authenticity of the sacred art. This has saved the quality decline in the 
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contemporary commercial market (especially in the tourist market) to some extent. 

Moreover, these audiences are not only purchasing sacred art works but also 

popularising the correct information to the general public (Bentor 1993). This group 

of audiences is capable of identifying the meanings of the Kālachakra maṇḍala and 

also sharing their knowledge with others. 

 

Estimates for the number (Thearda.com, Sept 2013) of Buddhists in China vary from 

between 250 million and 300 million, with 4 per cent of these identifying with the 

Tibetan tradition. Add to this a further 10 million followers of Tibetan Buddhism 

world-wide and a potential audience of 20 million is reached. That is not to say, 

however, that such a potential audience would all be responsive to a package of 

artwork focused on the five elements. Each follower has their own interests and level 

of engagement with the faith that predicates what stage of practice, if any, they have 

reached. The five elements are a fundamental core belief in the cosmology of Tibetan 

Buddhism, so it is highly likely that a large proportion would be interested in the 

project if marketed correctly. Fortunately, there are a number of networks and 

marketing outlets that will allow for the dissemination of material about this project. 

For example, Shambhala Publications, which publishes books on Eastern religions, 

has a website that provides images and text reviews as well.  

 

My project is open to a wide range of viewers who have all levels of interest. It is not 

limited to any specific group, such as tourists or artists, since a person can have 

multiple roles and will often belong to a number of groups. For example, when a 

Buddhist travels to a tourist site, he/she will then belong to the tourist group as well.  

 

The digitally based artworks from my project can be reproduced at various sizes. 

Moreover, they can be released by both hypostatic stores and the internet (for 

example, the website of Shambhala Publications). The above features ensure my work 
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can adapt well for circulating in contemporary society. Thereby, it enables the 

purpose of spreading the outcome of my project to a wider range of viewers. 

 

Because of the mysterious and advanced nature of the Kālachakra maṇḍala, it requires 

a person with a trained background to understand the relevant meanings, while my 

work lays particular emphasis on the breadth rather than depth. This classifies my 

work as mainly functioning as enlightening fundamental knowledge for those who 

have shown interest in maṇḍalas. For people who are willing to know more but have 

no idea where to begin, or hesitate to learn because of the esoteric appearance, my 

work provides guidance on comprehension of the subject. The selected symbols in my 

posters are equal to keywords, while the five elements theory corresponds to an 

outline, and assists in the reading of the Kālachakra maṇḍala. 
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6. Conclusion   

 

6.1. Key Points 

The Tibetan maṇḍala is a pivotal embodiment of Tibetan Buddhism and culture. Once 

the symbolic meaning of the maṇḍala is understood, the remaining Buddhist 

knowledge which follows the principles of consistency can easily be comprehended 

through parallel symbolic representations as well as implications (Ji and Yang 2006). 

In this way, The Kālachakra maṇḍala is not only the most advanced knowledge of 

Tibetan Tantric Buddhism, but is also a typical representation of Tibet in the world 

today. Since the Kālachakra maṇḍala and the five elements are all widespread 

concepts in Tibetan Buddhism that share the same cosmic theme, collaboration can 

thus be established. Knowing the Kālachakra maṇḍala is like opening a door to 

Tibetan culture, while perceiving it through the symbols of the five elements is like a 

path towards further understanding. 

 

The purpose of this project is to provide a transitional medium for the dissemination 

and protection of the Kālachakra maṇḍala. It is based on the Tibetan cosmic 

iconography of the five elements and achieved through both visual and knowledge 

perspectives. 

 

In line with the promotion of Tibetan Buddhism art in the world, especially the 

understanding of the maṇḍalas, the methodology of this project used four steps to 

assist in solving the corresponding issues. They functioned as guidelines for the 

achievement of the creative work. 

 

The first step was an account of the background of the keywords, namely the 

Kālachakra maṇḍala and the five elements. I discussed their historical evolution, 

usage from several lineages, and then compared and interpreted the meaning of the 
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pertinent symbols in a matrix form. This step not only manifested the meaning of 

symbols in an intuitive and concise way, but also established a knowledge basis for 

the following steps. 

 

The second step was a further process to target the scope, which indicated symbolic 

relationships. It interpreted the corresponding symbols between the Kālachakra 

maṇḍala and the five elements. By employing the five elements as a transitional 

concept, the Kālachakra maṇḍala did not appear too unfamiliar to the general public. 

As this project has demonstrated, the five elements can be utilised as a path to access 

the esoteric symbols of the Kālachakra maṇḍala. 

 

However, there are a few alternatives among the five elements, such as the colour, 

direction and animal. While on the one hand, this opens the possibility for further 

improvement; on the other hand, such inconsistencies remind the audience of the 

nature of the five elements’ symbols, which possess flexibility in the actual 

application that depends on different traditions in Tibetan Buddhism. 

 

The third step showcased the ‘visual text’ role of the relevant symbols. It was 

accomplished through organising the image composition, the entire layout and 

collaboration of graphic software in order to create a universal presentation for 

contemporary society. The outcome of this step was from the resources of the first 

step, which is the imagery embodiment of the previous symbolic matrices. 

  

The fourth step presented complementary instructions for the symbols and diagrams. 

In the interpretation of a symbol, both its visual appearance and the textual 

explanation are essential, neither can do without the other. By employing these two 

aspects together, speculation about the symbol can be eliminated. In this way, it 

ensures the accuracy and the understandability of meanings.  
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Through the process of making the works, I found that the idea of adding secular 

motifs on the posters proved to be inappropriate and invalid. This invalid idea was 

originally conceived to meet the acceptance of a contemporary audience. For 

example, in the draft of the water poster, I added a big water bubble to the image, 

which could support the symbols located above it (fig. 37). But within Tibetan 

iconography, this would not make sense as the bubble equates to disharmony. I 

resolved this issue by replacing the bubble with the motif of a lake. As described, 

lakes commonly appear in thangka, and are also familiar to contemporary viewers. 

 

It has been noticed that, there is a parallel trend in the contemporary commercial 

market for a great number of thangkas to be translated into a modern style to meet a 

Western aesthetic. This trend has influenced the authenticity and quality of the 

artworks, which has led to a corruption of Tibetan Buddhism art in the market place 

(Bentor, 1993).  

 

Although my artworks are not reproduced thangkas, the purpose of my translation 

method is clarified by reflecting on this problem. During the process of creating my 

posters, I realised that my initial attempt of adding contemporary motifs in the Tibetan 

visual context focused too much on contemporary acceptance, while it overlooked the 

original symbolic background. The translation step of my project is aimed at assisting 

the understanding of Tibetan symbols, which is supported by a comprehensive 

knowledge of their meaning. The outcome should emphasise the presentation of 

visualised key points that form Tibetan meanings rather than producing a pointless 

mixture of Tibetan symbols and contemporary motifs, which is isolated from the 

entire context. 

 

After experimentation with the methods of creating my poster, an overall solution is 

drawn from the unsuccessful experimentations. I explored the universal quality that is 
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potentially possessed by Tibetan symbols, expanding it and adapting it to an 

intelligible style.  

 

Later, this idea was tested in the creating of the wall charts of the five elements. By 

referencing the style of Tibetan prayer flags, the flat characteristic of wood-block 

printing and the strong colour palette are employed. These effects are integrated in a 

flat design, which is a design trend shared by the flags and contemporary society. In 

this way, the specific features of the prayer flags are maintained in the wall charts, 

meanwhile the effect of the wall charts also speaks to contemporary aesthetic, which 

supports the validity of this reflection.  

 

6.2. Contribution of The Work 

The outcome of this project is designed as a transitional medium, which is based on 

existing academic resources. It can be applied in the assistance of approaching, 

organising and memorising the pertinent knowledge in a more efficient way and 

eventually lead to a better understanding of the Kālachakra maṇḍala. From the 20th 

century, there is no lack of academic resources of the Kālachakra maṇḍala, but there 

is nothing in place that can build a connection between appropriate information and 

the general public relatively easily and quickly. 

 

Since various meanings of Tibetan Buddhist symbols share essential significance, a 

general idea of symbolic meaning can supply associated knowledge. Employing the 

Tibetan cosmic five elements as a starting point can not only ensure a Tibetan 

perspective while reducing foreign preconceptions when first reading the Kālachakra 

maṇḍala, but it can also help with building fundamental understanding of the 

relationship between the five elements and the Kālachakra maṇḍala for laypeople. 

 

This project creates a method of learning and memorising by extracting the cosmic 

essence of the Kālachakra maṇḍala. When the Kālachakra maṇḍala is perceived 
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through such an elementary path, the large number of symbols in the Kālachakra 

maṇḍala is generalised into five groups. They are perceived as a related congregation 

instead of isolated symbols. The five elements function as a ‘grid origin’. Thus, the 

pertinent symbols are extracted from the complex Kālachakra maṇḍala. The same 

approach can also be applied in organising relevant knowledge from the existing 

corpus resources more efficiently. In so doing, most of the symbols in the Kālachakra 

maṇḍala are recognisable. 

 

The emphasis of this project is focused on the transmitting nature of Tibetan symbols 

in the communication environment of contemporary society. As the symbols are 

conceived as visual text or language, they can be understood by a wide range of 

audiences. Moreover, compared with text, visuals are more feasible. My creative 

work ensured the symbols had a secular familiarity while referencing the traditional 

Tibetan style. Meanwhile, the use of software can assist with the understanding, 

learning and disseminating in a secular, contemporary and worldwide basis. 

 

This project provides an option for people who are interested in the knowledge 

contained in the Kālachakra maṇḍala, and raises the interest of potential audiences. 

The role of the Kālachakra maṇḍala is like a door to Tibetan Buddhism as well as 

traditional Tibetan culture, which can lead to the pursuit of deeper and wider range of 

knowledge without focusing only on this specific type of maṇḍala. Additionally, it 

leads to the possibility of further exploration, which can link up with existing 

profound resources in an efficient way. 

 

The outcome of this project can assist in the enhancement of Kālachakra maṇḍala 

painting, particularly in commercial markets. By providing concise knowledge based 

on academic resources, the project provides an audience with the opportunity to 

access the appropriate information, and form their own judgment rather than simply 

rely on retailers. The creative works not only serve as appropriate models, but also 
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can distinguish alternative styles from unprofessional representations in the 

commercial market to some extent.  

 

In this way, more understanding and less incorrect information will ensure a 

favourable environment for the transmitting and inheritance of Tibetan culture as well 

as Tibetan Buddhism. 

 

6.3. Limitations of This Work 

Although this project focuses on the interpretation of the Kālachakra maṇḍala through 

the five elements, it is not a customised method designed only for the Kālachakra 

maṇḍala. The Kālachakra maṇḍala is the imagery scripture of Tantric Buddhism, 

which has specific emphasis on the Kālachakra tantra. Therefore, symbols in the 

Kālachakra maṇḍala cannot be mechanically matched with the original pattern of 

symbols in the five elements. 

 

Additionally, even though the five elements is a widely understood concept in Tibet, 

there exist alternatives due to various lineages and practicing specialties. Therefore, 

the five elements cannot be mechanically applied to decode any maṇḍalas as a static 

formula. Consequently, it provides a general understanding for beginners in this area 

rather than an in-depth initiation for devotees. 

 

The interpretation of this project is kept on a basic level to ensure popularisation 

among the general public. As mentioned previously, the nature of Tibetan symbols 

comprises layers of meanings. Those people able to perceive the corresponding 

implications may have clear cognition on the truth of both themselves and the cosmos, 

which is usually obtained through long and patient apprenticeship (Adkinson 1995). 

Only native devotees have the biggest chance of approaching the most profound 

meaning.  
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6.4. Recommendations for Further Research 

This project provides an option of reading the Kālachakra maṇḍala through the five 

elements that is based on a Tibetan perspective. The resulting general understanding 

can be used as a starting point for further in-depth interpretation. 

 

As the concept of the five elements cannot be applied on the Kālachakra maṇḍala 

mechanically, more accurate explanations can be achieved through combining 

specific doctrines from the Kālachakra lineage.  

 

Since the Kālachakra maṇḍala painting is conceived as the blueprint of a palace, the 

image interpretation of a maṇḍala painting could be developed in a three-dimensional 

format, which could lead to a more comprehensive understanding. 

 

Nevertheless, diverse methods can suit an array of distinct demands. Just as maṇḍalas 

are image implements to support meditation practices, the concept of the five 

elements is a method which assists in learning the Kālachakra maṇḍala symbolically 

and systematically. Due to dissimilar comprehension, the degree of understanding the 

Kālachakra maṇḍala will vary among different viewers. 

 

As mentioned, there is no shortage of written works about the Kālachakra maṇḍala. 

However, the viewers and people who are interested in it may read something from 

here or there, but these are separate pieces of knowledge. They are isolated and not 

comprehensive, and do not work together as a systematic whole; some are even 

incorrect, often confusing the audience. There is a missing link between this esoteric 

information and the understanding by the general public, suggesting that a method of 

improving this understanding is needed. 

 

My method employs the concept of the five elements, which can assist viewers in 

reaching the essential spirit of the Kālachakra maṇḍala straight away, which is about 
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connection, aggregation and collaboration. This concept unites all the knowledge of 

Tibetan Buddhism. It organises scattered knowledge into a coherent sequence of 

thought. Through such thought, viewers will be able to recognise the Kālachakra 

maṇḍala from a relatively Tibetan perspective, and get to understand what the 

Kālachakra maṇḍala is truly about. 

 

By interpreting the Kālachakra maṇḍala as an example, it opens the possibility of 

expanding similar methods such as the ‘visual text’52 and ‘induction method’53 

inspired from the conventions of Tibetan Buddhism; the ‘double translation’54 

inspired from the Rosetta Stone to other maṇḍalas and more religious art forms, which 

not only proceeds from the symbols and gets beyond the image surface, but also 

enables more accessible comprehension of Tibetan art and pertinent background 

knowledge. 

 

The methodology I have used also corresponds to the three key issues facing the 

comprehension of Tibetan maṇḍalas; the complexity of related academic resources; 

occasional incorrect information given on the maṇḍala; and commonly held 

misconceptions in the West. Disseminating the visual language of the Kālachakra 

maṇḍala can form a path towards a further communication, which assists the 

generalising of Tibetan culture as well as its religion. My project cannot completely 

eliminate these issues, but opens up a way of understanding by providing a method of 

reading and comprehending the Tibetan visual language. It enables the public to 

perceive the Kālachakra maṇḍala from a perspective closer to a Tibetan one. This 

                                                 
52 The ‘visual text’ is step three of the methodology. It is a convention of Tibetan Tantric Buddhism, 

which employs the pictorial representations (e.g. maṇḍalas) to manifest the meaning of the profound 

scriptures (Ji and Yang 2009). 
53 The ‘induction method’ is step two of the methodology. It is inspired from Tibetans view of the 

universe, they perceive it in an elementary way. All the components in the universe can be classified 

into five groups, one for each element. Additionally, every individuality is composed of the five 

elements as well (Wangyal, 2002).  
54

 The ‘double translation’ is step one of the methodology. The definition is available in the section on 

the Rosetta Stone.  
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method offers the general public a simplified while authentic channel of information, 

without being overwhelmed by the complexity of reading traditional maṇḍalas. 
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Kenkyū Sentā. 1991. The Ngor Maṇḍalas of Tibet. Listings of the Maṇḍala deities. 

http://www.amazon.com/Barry-Bryant/e/B000AQ0QIU/ref=dp_byline_cont_book_1


155 

 

Tokyo, Japan: Centre for East Asian Cultural Studies. 

 

Bu, Ji, and Yang Dian Zhu. 2006. Thangka Maṇḍala. Shanxi, China: Shanxi Normal 

University Press. 

 

Bue, Erberto Lo. 1990. “Iconographic Sources and Iconometric Literature in Tibetan 

and Himalayan Art.” Indo–Tibetan Studies: 171–97.  

 

———. 1995. The Ngor Maṇḍalas of Tibet: Listings of the Maṇḍala Deities. UK: 

Cambridge University Press.  

 

———. 1996. “Tibetan Literature on Art.” Tibetan Literature: Studies in Genre: 470–

84. 

 

Burnett, Katharine P. 2011. “Tibetan Buddhist Art in a Globalized World of Illusion: 

The Contemporary Art of Ang Tsherin Sherpa.” Modern China Studies 18 (2): 5–24. 

 

Bunker, Katherine M., Margaret F. Farr, and Maura C. Rogan. 2001. “The Four 

Elements: Air, Earth, Fire, and Water in Art.” National Art Education Association 5 

(September): 25–32. 

 

Cammann, Schuyler. 1948. “The ‘TLV’ Pattern on Cosmic Mirrors of the Han 

Dynasty.” Journal of the American Oriental Society 68 (4): 159–67. 

 

Changhong, Zhang. 2009. “Absorption and Innovation: The Process of the Formation 

of Tibetan Buddhist Art.” China Tibetology (4): 147–52. 

 

Chikuba, S.Rogers. n.d. “Kohei Sugiura: Multi-Sensory Book Designs that Pulse with 

the Beat of Asia.” Focus, accessed 29 August 2013. 

http://www.dnp.co.jp/artscape/eng/focus/1111_02.html. 

 

Chogyen, P. Losang. 1998. “Exploring the Maṇḍala.” Jean Stein (Winter): 58–61. 

 

Christmann, Gabriela B. 2008. “The Power of Photographs of Buildings in the 

Dresden Urban Discourse: Towards a Visual Discourse Analysis.” Qualitative Social 

Research 9 (3), http:/nbn– resolving.de/urn:nbn:de:0114–fqs0803115.  

 

Chuang, Rueyling. 2006. “Tibetan Buddhism, Symbolism, and Communication 

Implications.” Intercultural Communication Studies 15 (1): 12–23. 

 

Cingcade, Mary L. 1998. “Tourism and the Many Tibets: The Manufacture of Tibetan 

‘Tradition’.” China Information 13 (1): 1–24. 

 

Cook, Francis H. 1972. “The Meaning of Vairocana in Hua-yen Buddhism.” 



156 

 

Philosophy East and West 22 (4): 403–415. 

 

Cressman, Darryl. n.d.“A Brief overview of actor–network theory: punctualization, 

heterogeneous engineering and translation.” Simon Fraser University, accessed 16 

March 2013. http://blogs.sfu.ca/departments/cprost/wp–

content/uploads/2012/08/0901. 

 

Culler, Jonathan D. 2011. Literary Theory: A Very Short Introduction. Oxford, UK: 

Oxford University Press.  

 

Cupchik, Jeffrey W. 2013. “The Tibetan gCod Ḍamaru—A Reprise: Symbolism, 

Function, and Difference in a Tibetan Adept's Interpretive Community.” Asian Music, 

(1: 113–39.  

 

Dalai Lama, H.H. n.d. “A Buddhist Concept of Nature.” His Holiness the 14th Dalai 

Lama of Tibet, accessed 17 May 2012. 

http://dalailama.com/messages/environment/buddhist–concept–of–nature. 

 

———. 2012. Beyond Religion: Ethics for a Whole World. New York: Mariner 

Books. 

 

Dreyfus, Georges. 2005. “Are We Prisoners of Shangrila? Orientalism, Nationalism, 

and the Study of Tibet.” Journal of the International Association of Tibetan Studies, 1 

(1): 1–21. 

 

Drillick, Anne. 2004. “Sacred Circles in Science: The Maṇḍala and Astronomy.” 

Psychological Perspectives 47 (1): 90–107. 

 

Eco, Umberto. 1984. Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language. London: The 

Macmillan Press. 

 

Egan, Nicholas B. 2011. “The Five Elements of Tibetan Buddhism: Cosmology, 

Meditation and Enlightenment.” PhD diss., California Institute of Integral Studies, 

San Francisco, California. 

 

Elgood, Heather. 1999. Hinduism and the Religious Arts. New York; London: 

Cassell. 

 

Engler, Steven, and Irene Naested. 2002. “Reading Images in the Religious Studies 

Classroom.” Teaching Theology and Religion 5 (3): 161–68. 

 

Fenton, William N. 1962. “This Island: The World on the Turtle's Back.” The Journal 

of American Folklore 75 (298): 283–300. 

 

http://www.google.com.au/search?hl=zh-CN&tbo=p&tbm=bks&q=inauthor:%22Heather+Elgood%22
https://www.google.com.au/search?hl=zh-CN&tbm=bks&tbm=bks&q=inauthor:%22Heather+Elgood%22&sa=X&ei=HOcTVfWOOIK6mAXrooGICw&ved=0CCIQ9AgwAA


157 

 

Ford, Lewis S. 1983. “An Alternative to Creatio Ex Nihilo.” Religious Studies 19 (2): 

205–213.  

 

French, R. Redwood. 1995. “The Cosmology of Law in Buddhist Tibet.” Journal of 

the International Association of Buddhist Studies 1 (8): 97–116. 

 

Gardiner, David L. 1996. “Maṇḍala, Maṇḍala on the Wall: Variations of Usage in the 

Shingon School.” Journal of the International Association of Buddhist Studies 19 (2): 

245–79. 

 

———. 2008. “Metaphor and Maṇḍala in Shingon Buddhist Theology.” Sophia 47 

(1): 43–55. 

 

Gega, Lama. 1983. Principles of Tibetan Art: Illustrations and Explanations of 

Buddhist Iconography and Iconometry According to the Karma Gardri School. 

Jamyang: Singe. 

 

Given, Brian J. 1999. “Tsundu: Becoming a Lama/Mystic Vision, Sacred Art: Tibetan 

Thangka Painting in Kathmandu Valley.” American Anthropologist 101 (3): 635–39. 

 

Gold, Peter. 1981. “Researching Traditional Tibetan Arts in India.” College Art 

Association (2): 166–67. 

 

Gordon, Antoinette K. 1988. The Iconography of Tibetan Lamaism. New York: 

Hacker Art Books. 

 

Graham, Patricia Jane. 2007 Faith and Power in Japanese Buddhist Art. Honolulu: 
University of Hawaii Press. 

 

Halliday, M. A. K. An Introduction to Functional Grammar. London: Arnold, 2004. 

 

Harris, Clare E. 1999. In the Image of Tibet: Tibetan Painting after 1959. London: 

Reaction Books. 

 

———. 2006. “The Buddha Goes Global: Some Thoughts Towards A Transnational 

Art History.” Art History 29 (4): 698–720. 

 

Heimsath, Kabir Mansingh. 2005. “Untitled Identities. Contemporary Art in Lhasa, 

Tibet.” Asianart, accessed 18 March 2013. 

http://www.asianart.com/articles/heimsath/index.html. 

 

Hepburn Sharon J. 2002. “Touristic forms of life in Nepal.” Annals of Tourism 

Research 29 (3): 611–30.  

 

https://librarycatalogue.griffith.edu.au:2443/search~S0?/aGordon%2C+Antoinette+K./agordon+antoinette+k/-3,-1,0,B/browse
http://www.asianart.com/index.html


158 

 

Holloway, K. 2005. “‘The Five Aspects of Conduct’: Introduction and Translation.” 

Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society 15 (2): 179–98. 

 

Huh, Jung A. 2003. “Maṇḍala as Melematic design.” Technoetic Arts: A Journal of 

Speculative Research 12 (2–3): 19–30. 

 

Huntington, John C. 1986. “Notes on the Iconography and Iconology of the. Paro 

Tsechu Festival Giant Thang-ka.” Orientations 17 (7): 51–57. 

 

Jackson, David P. 1984. Tibetan Thangka Painting: Methods and Materials. New 

York: Snow Lion Publications. 

 

———. 2005. “Lineages and Structure in Tibetan Buddhist Painting.” Journal of the 

International Association of Tibetan Studies (1): 1–40. 

 

Jackson, Roger. 1991. The Wheel of Time: The Kalachakra in Context. Boston, MA: 

Shambhala Publications.  

 

Jia, Pu. 2008. “Tibetan Buddhist Maṇḍala Characteristics of the Art Graphics.” MA 

diss., Xi'an University of Technology, Xi'an, China.  

 

Kak, Subhash. 2005. “Greek and Indian Cosmology: Review of Early History.” 

History of Science, Philosophy and Culture in Indian Civilization 1, part 4: 871–94. 

 

Kang, Gesangyixi. 2004. “The Maṇḍala Art of Tantric in Tibetan Buddhism.” Tibetan 

Studies (1): 49–59. 

 

Khanna, Madhu. 1981. Yantra: The Tantric Symbol of Cosmic Unity. London: 

Thames and Hudson.  

 

King, Mike. 2005. “Art and the Postsecular.” Journal of Visual Art Practice 4 (1): 3–

17. 

 

Klein, Carolyn A. 1994. “Oral Genres and the Art of Reading in Tibet.” Oral 

Tradition 9 (2): 281–314.  

 

Kolas, Ashild. 2008. Tourism and Tibetan Culture in Transition: A Place Called 

Shangrila. New York; London: Routledge. 

 

Köngäs, E. Kaija. 1960. “The Earth–Diver.” Ethnohistory 7: 151–80. 

Kongtrul Lodro Taye, Jamgon. 2005. The Treasury of Knowledge: Systems of 

Buddhist Tantra. New York: Snow Lion.  

 

http://arxiv.org/find/physics/1/au:+Kak_S/0/1/0/all/0/1


159 

 

Kress, Gunther, and Theo Van Leeuwen. 2006. Reading Images: The Grammar of 

Visual Design. New York: Routledge. 

 

Krippner, Stanley.1997. “The Role Played by Maṇḍalas in Navajo and Tibetan 

Rituals.” Anthropology of Consciousness 8 (1): 22–31. 

 

LaFleur, William R. 1973. “Saigyō and the Buddhist Value of Nature.” History of 

Religions 13 (2): 93–128. 

 

Lake, David. n.d. “The Art of Karma Phuntsok.” Karma art, accessed 31 August 

2013. http://www.karmaart.com/about.htm. 

 

———. n.d. “Living Maṇḍalas.” Craft Arts International, accessed 31 August 2013. 

http://www.karmaart.com/about1.htm. 

 

Landaw, Jonathan, and Andy Weber. 2006. Images of Enlightenment: Tibetan Art in 

Practice. Ithaca, NY : Snow Lion Publications. 

 

Levenson, Claude B. 1996. Symbols of Tibetan Buddhism. Paris: Perseus Distribution 

Services.  

 

Lauf, Ingo D. 1976. Tibetan Sacred Art. The Heritage of Tantra. London: Shambhala.  

 

Leidy, Denise Patry. 2008. The Art of Buddhism: An Introduction to Its History and 

Meaning. Boston, MA: Shambhala. 

 

Leidy, Denise Patry, and Robert A. F. Thurman. 1997. Maṇḍala: The Architecture of 

Enlightenment. London: Thames and Hudson in association with Asia Society 

Galleries and Tibet House. 

 

Lerner, Martin. 1971. “An ‘International Style’ Wooden Maṇḍala.” Cleveland 

Museum of Art 58 (9): 269–75. 

 

Lodge, David. 1972. Twentieth Century Literary Criticism: A Reader. London: 

Routledge. 

 

Lobsang, Ph. Lhalungpa. 1969. “Tibetan Music: Sacred and Secular.” Studies in 

Comparative Religion (2): 83–90. 

 

Lin, Cong. 2013. Encounter Tibet. Gansu, China: Gansu National Press. 

 

Longrigg James. 1976. “The ‘Roots of All Things’.” Isis 67: 420–438. 

 



160 

 

Lopez, Donald S. 1998. Prisoners of Shangrila: Tibetan Buddhism and the West. 

Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

 

Lopez Jr., Donald S. 1996. “‘Lamaism’ and the Disappearance of Tibet.” 

Comparative Studies in Society and History 38 (1): 3–25. 

 

Ma, Chunzuo. 2010. “The Study of the Bon Religion and Tibetan Buddhism on 

Tibetan Plateau Eco–cultural Influences.” PhD diss., Lanzhou: Northwest Normal 

University, China. 

 

Makkuni, Ranjit. 1989. “The Electronic Sketch Book of Tibetan Thangka Painting.” 

The Visual Computer (4): 227–42. 

 

Menzies, Jackie, and Chandrasekhar Chaya. 2006. Goddess: Divine Energy. Sydney: 

Art Gallery of New South Wales. 

 

Menzies Jackie, ed. 2001. Buddha: Radiant Awakening. Sydney: Art Gallery of New 

South Wales. 

 

Moran, Peter. 2004. Buddhism Observed: Travellers, Exiles and Tibetan Dharma in 

Kathmandu. London: Routledge. 

 

Morphy, Howard. 1991. Ancestral Connections: Art and an Aboriginal System of 

Knowledge. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

 

Murai, Joushin. 1995. “Diffusion Processes on Maṇḍala.” Osaka Journal of 

Mathematics 32: 887–917. 

 

Newman, John R. 1987. “Vajrayāna Buddhist Cosmology in the Kālacakra Tantra.” 

PhD diss., University of Wisconsin, Madison. 

 

Nor-bzaṅ-rgya-mtsho. 2004. Ornament of Stainless Light. Somerville, MA: Wisdom 

Publications.  

 

O'Neill Tom. 2005. “Ethnic Identity and Instrumentality in Tibeto-Nepalese Carpet 

Production.” Asian Studies Review 29: 275–86. 

 

Anja-Karina Pahl and Linda B. Newnes. 2007. “Maṇḍalas for Engineering Design.” 

Informing Science: the International Journal of an Emerging Transdiscipline 10: 

171– 83. 

 

Pal, Pratapaditya. 1973. “A Note on the Maṇḍala of the Eight Bodhisattvas.” Archives 

of Asian Art 26: 71–73. 

 



161 

 

———. 2007. Buddhist Art: Form and Meaning. Los Angeles: Marg Foundation.  

Pandey, Manish Raj. 2007. “Use of Medicinal Plants in Traditional Tibetan Therapy 

System in Upper Mustang, Nepal.” Our Nature (6): 69–82. 

Rawson, Philip S.1973. The Art of Tantra. London: Thames and Hudson. 

 

Parris, Jill Marion. 2008. “The Maṇḍala as a Visual 'Third Space' for Work with 

Trauma Survivors.” Creative Approaches to Research 1 (2): 71–86.  

 

Pasztory, Esther. 2005. Thinking with Things: Toward A New Vision of Art. Austin: 

University of Texas Press.  

 

Peirce, C. Sanders. 1902. “Logic as Semiotic.” London: Dover Publications.  

 

Pilgrim, Richard B. 1989. “The Buddhist Maṇḍala.” Literature and Medicine 8: 36–

41. 

 

Powers, John. 1995. Introduction to Tibetan Buddhism. New York: Snow Lion 

Publications.  

 

Rambelli, Fabio. 2013. A Buddhist Theory of Semiotics: Signs, Ontology, and 

Salvation in Japanese Esoteric Buddhism. London: Bloomsbury Academic. 

 

Rawson, Philip S. 1978. The Art of Tantra. London: Thames and Hudson. 

 

Reimer, Margaret L. 2000. “Symbols of Resurrection.” Canadian Mennonite, 15 May, 

8. 

 

Rhie, Marylin M., David Jackson, and Robert A. F. Thurman. 1999. Words of 

Transformation. Tibetan Art of Wisdom and Compassion. New York: Tibetan House. 

 

Robertson, John. 2011. “Semiotics, Habitus and Music in the Transmission of Tibetan 

Culture in Toronto.” MA diss. in Ethnomusicology, Liberty University, Toronto. 

 

Rose, Gillian. 2007. Visual Methodologies: An Introduction to the Interpretation of 

Visual Materials. London: Sage Publications. 

 

Sahney, Puja. 2006. “In the Midst of a Monastery: Filming the Making of a Buddhist 

Sand Maṇḍala.” Journal of New York Folklore 32: 19–23. 

 

Said, Edward W. 1978. Orientalism: Western Conceptions of the Orient. London: 

Penguin. 

 

Schaeffer, Kurtis R. 2000. “The Religious Career of Vairocanavajra: A Twelfth-

http://www.researchgate.net/profile/Manish_Pandey16
http://philpapers.org/s/Charles%20Sanders%20Peirce
http://www.highbeam.com/doc/1P3-384771771.html


162 

 

Century Indian Buddhist Master from Daksina Kośala.” Journal of Indian Philosophy 

(4): 361–84. 

 

Schell, Orville. 2000. Virtual Tibet: Searching for Shangri–La from the Himalayas to 

Hollywood. New York: Metropolitan Books. 

 

Schmithausen, Lambert. 1997. “The Early Buddhist Tradition and Ecological Ethics.” 

Journal of Buddhist Ethics 74 (1): 1–55. 

 

Sen, Tansen. 1999. “Astronomical Tomb Paintings from Xuanhua– Maṇḍalas?.” 

Freer Gallery of Art 29: 29–54. 

 

Shaftel, Ann. 1986. “Notes on the Technique of Tibetan Thangkas.” Journal for the 

American Institute for Conservation 25 (2): 97–103. 

 

———. 1991. “Conservation Treatment of Tibetan Thangkas.” Journal for the 

American Institute for Conservation 30 (1): 3–11. 

 

Shuichi, Yamamoto. 2002. “Environmental Ethics in Mahayana Buddhism: The 

Significance of Keeping Precepts.” The Institute of Oriental Philosophy 12: 137–155. 

 

Sinclair Brian R. 1998. “Turning the Wheel in the West.” The Canadian Architect 43 

(6): 30–32.  

 

Smith, Warren W. 1997.Tibetan Nation: A History of Tibetan Nationalism and Sino-

Tibetan Relations. Boulder, CO: Westview Press.  

 

Stevenson, Mark J. 2005. Many Paths: Searching for Old Tibet in New China. 

Victoria: Lothian Books. 

 

———. 2009. Many Paths: Remarkable Encounters in a Tibetan Valley. Sydney: 

Lothian Books. 

 

Stoddard, Heather. 1999. “Dynamic Structures in Buddhist Maṇḍalas: Apradakṣina 

and Mystic Heat in the Mother Tantra Section of the Anuttarayoga Tantras.”Artibus 

Asiae 58 (3/4): 169–213. 

 

Sugiura, Kohei. 1999. Life and Modelling. Beijing: China Youth Publishing House. 

 

Swearer, Donald K. 1972. “Two Types of Saving Knowledge in the Pāli Suttas.” 

Philosophy East and West 22 (4): 355–371.  

 

Tang, Yi. 2009. Diagrammatize Maṇḍala. Shanxi, China: Shanxi Normal University 

Press. 

http://link.springer.com/journal/10781
http://link.springer.com/journal/10781/28/4/page/1
https://librarycatalogue.griffith.edu.au:2443/search~S0?/aStevenson%2C+Mark+J.+%28Mark+Jeffrey%29/astevenson+mark+j+mark+jeffrey/-3,-1,0,B/browse


163 

 

 

Tao, Chen, and Ye Yuan. n.d. “Traditional Wisdom.” News China, accessed 30 

August 2013. http://www.newschinamag.com/magazine/traditional-wisdom. 

Ten Grotenhuis, Elizabeth. 1999. Japanese Maṇḍalas: Representations of Sacred 

Geography. Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press. 

 

Tetreault, Michael J. 2011. “A Single Glance: The Maṇḍala of the Two Realms and 

the Upāya of Awakening.” PhD diss., San Diego State University. 

 

Thierry, Dodin and Heinz Räther, eds. 1996. Imagining Tibet: Perceptions, 

Projections, and Fantasies. Somerville, MA: Wisdom Publications  

 

Thurman, R. A. F. 2006. Inside Tibetan Buddhism: Rituals and Symbols Revealed.  

San Francisco: Collins Publishers.  

 

Tufte, Edward R. 2001. The Visual Display of Quantitative Information. Cheshire, 

Connecticut: Graphics Press.  

 

Vinšćak, Tomo. 1994. “Religious observances among the Buddhists in Mustang 

distinct, Nepal.” Studies in Ethnology Croatia 6: 49–63.  

 

Waddell, L. A. 1972. Tibetan Buddhism: With Its Mystic Cults, Symbolism and 

Mythology, and in Its Relation to Indian Buddhism. New York: Dover Publications. 

 

Walcott, Susan M. 2006. “Mapping from a Different Direction– Maṇḍala as Sacred 

Spatial Visualization.” Journal of Cultural Geography (2): 71–88. 

 

Wallace, Vesna. 1995. The Inner “Kālacakra Tantra”: A Buddhist Tantric View of 

the Individual. New York: Oxford University Press. 

 

Wang, Sen. 2010. Brief History of Tibetan Buddhism. Beijing: China Social Sciences 

Press. 

 

Wangyal, Tenzin. 2002. Healing with Form, Energy and Light: The Five Elements in 

Tibetan. New York: Snow Lion. 

 

Ware, Colin. 2008. Visual Thinking for Design. Cambridge, MA: Morgan Kaufmann.  

Wayman Alex. “Female Energy and Symbolism in the Buddhist Tantras.” History of 

Religions, (1 (1962): 73–111. 

 

Weibel, Peter, and Latour Bruno, eds. 2002. Iconoclash: Beyond the Image Wars in 

Science, Religion and Art. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 

 

White, Leslie A. 1940. “The Symbol: The Origin and Basis of Human Behavior.” 

http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=dp_byline_sr_book_1?ie=UTF8&field-author=Tenzin+W.+Rinpoche&search-alias=books&text=Tenzin+W.+Rinpoche&sort=relevancerank


164 

 

Philosophy of Science 7 (4): 451– 463.  

 

Wilson, Martin, Martin Brauen, and Robert Beer. 2000. Deities of Tibetan Buddhism: 

The Zurich Paintings of the Icons Worthwhile to See. Boston, MA: Wisdom 

Publications. 

 

Wind, Edgar. 2000. The Religious Symbolism of Michelangelo: The Sistine Ceiling. 

Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press. 

 

Xu, Ping. 2006. “The Maṇḍala Cultural Model Can Play a Significant Role in 

Sustainable Tourism: Interweaving Tibetan.” Interamerican Journal of Environment 

and Tourism 2 (1): 60–75. 

 

Yin Lu. Wang Weilan and Yang Danchun. 2010. “Study on How to Distinguish 

Thangka and Non-Thangka Image.” In Proceedings of the International 

MultiConference of Engineers and Computer Scientists (2): 17–19. 

 

Yixi, Gesang. 2007. “Sutra of Statue Making in Tibetan Buddhism.” Religious Studies 

1–13. 

 

Yongneng, C. Cheong. 2012. “In a Borrowed Garden: A Rhizomatic Theory of 

Transnational Tibetan Art.” Honours diss., Wesleyan University, Middletown, 

Connecticut. 

 

Zhang, Lan. 2010. “Spiritual Branding.” MVA diss., Griffith University, Brisbane.  

 

———. 2011. “Between Heaven and Earth – The magical dZi Beads of Tibet and a 

System of Authentication.” Honours diss., Griffith University, Brisbane. 

 

———. 2013. “Iconographic Representations of the Five Elements.” The Tibet 

Journal (3–4): 21–34. 

 

Zhu, Ang Ba. 2011. Tantric Buddhism and Tibetan Maṇḍala Art. Beijing: People's 

Publishing House. 

 

Zimmer, Heinrich. 1984. Artistic Form and Yoga in the Sacred Images of India. 

Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press. 

 

Zinn, Grover A. 1973. “Maṇḍala Symbolism and Use in the Mysticism of Hugh of St. 

Victor.” History of Religions 12 (4): 317–341. 

 

http://translate.googleusercontent.com/translate_c?depth=1&hl=en&prev=/search%3Fq%3D%25E8%2597%258F%25E4%25BC%25A0%25E4%25BD%259B%25E6%2595%2599%25E5%25AF%2586%25E5%25AE%2597%25E4%25B8%258E%25E6%259B%25BC%25E8%258D%25BC%25E7%25BD%2597%25E8%2589%25BA%25E6%259C%25AF%26sa%3DX%26biw%3D1366%26bih%3D577&rurl=translate.google.com.au&sl=zh-CN&u=http://www.baike.com/wiki/%25E4%25BA%25BA%25E6%25B0%2591%25E5%2587%25BA%25E7%2589%2588%25E7%25A4%25BE&usg=ALkJrhg4yUpqt1NW0x-jQw9FGtlfMAHxww
http://translate.googleusercontent.com/translate_c?depth=1&hl=en&prev=/search%3Fq%3D%25E8%2597%258F%25E4%25BC%25A0%25E4%25BD%259B%25E6%2595%2599%25E5%25AF%2586%25E5%25AE%2597%25E4%25B8%258E%25E6%259B%25BC%25E8%258D%25BC%25E7%25BD%2597%25E8%2589%25BA%25E6%259C%25AF%26sa%3DX%26biw%3D1366%26bih%3D577&rurl=translate.google.com.au&sl=zh-CN&u=http://www.baike.com/wiki/%25E4%25BA%25BA%25E6%25B0%2591%25E5%2587%25BA%25E7%2589%2588%25E7%25A4%25BE&usg=ALkJrhg4yUpqt1NW0x-jQw9FGtlfMAHxww


165 

 

9. Appendix 1－Matrices of the five elements 

 

Element Earth 

 

Author Egan 
Landaw and  

Weber 
Beer (i)  Beer (ii) Tang (i) Tang (ii) 

Leidy and 

Thurman 
Lauf Ji and Yang Brauen Gordon Wangyal 

Shape 
 Square Square Cube  Square Square Square Square   Square 

Colour 
Golden Yellow Yellow Yellow Yellow Yellow Yellow Yellow Yellow Radiant 

yellow- 

gold 

Deity 
Rathasambhava Rathasambhava Rathasambhava Rathasambhava Rathasambhava Rathasambhava Rathasambhava Rathasambhava Rathasambhava  

Direction 
South South (left) South South South South South West South  

Seed syllable 
La  Lam Lam  Laṃ  Lam   

Animal throne 
  Lion Horse Horse  Horse  Lion Horse  

Emblem 
Jewel Jewel Jewel Jewel Jewel Jewel Jewel Jewel Ratna(Jewel)  

Mudrā 
Granting blessings 

Skt. varada 

  Granting blessings 

 

 Varada     

Sense offering 
  Sound/lute or cymbals Sound/lute or cymbals       

Image 
Impaled frog/ 

Tiered rectangular 

structure 

 Rock formations, caves, 

meadows, mountains, 

simulacra in landscape  

      Powerful, 

solid 

mountains 

Precious 

substance 
Topaz 

   
Gold 

     

Table 1 Matrix of Earth element symbology 
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Element Water 

 

Author Egan 
Landaw and 

Weber 
Beer (i)  Beer (ii) Tang (i) Tang (ii) 

Leidy and 

Thurman 
Lauf Ji and Yang Brauen Gordon Wangyal 

Shape 
 Circle Circle Sphere Circle Disc Circle Circle   Circle 

Colour 
White White White White White White White White Green Luminous blue 

Deity 
Vairocana Vairocana Vairocana Akshobya Vairocana Akshobya Vairocana Akshobya Vairocana Vairocana Amoghasiddhi  

Direction 
East East (bottom) Centre East Centre East East East North North  

Seed syllable 
Va  Vam Vam  Vaṃ  Vam   

Animal throne 
  Dragon Elephant  Elephant  Dragon Dwarf or Garuḍa  

Emblem 
Wheel Wheel Wheel Vajra Eight-Fold 

Wheel 

Diamond 

sceptre (Skr.: 

Vajra) 

Vajra Wheel Viśvavajra (Crossed 

Vajra) 

 

Mudrā 
Teaching 

Skt. 

dharmachakra 

  Teaching 

 

 Bhûmisparśa     

Sense offering 
  Sight/mirror Sight/mirror       

Image 
Curving wave  Lakes, rivers, waterfalls       Vast, calm lake 

Precious 

substance 

Blue beryl    Diamond      

Table 2 Matrix of Water element symbology 
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Element Fire 

 

Author Egan 
Landaw and 

Weber 
Beer (i)  Beer (ii) Tang (i) Tang (ii) 

Leidy and 

Thurman 
Lauf Ji and Yang Brauen Gordon Wangyal 

Shape 
 Triangle Triangle Conical 

pyramid 

Triangle Triangle Triangle Triangle   Triangle 

Colour 
Red Red Red Red Red Red Red Red Red Luminous red 

Deity 
Amitabha Amitabha Amitabha Amitabha Amitabha Amitabha Amitabha Amitabha Amitabha  

Direction 
West West (top) West West West West West South West  

Seed syllable 
Ra  Ram Ram  Raṃ  Ram   

Animal throne 
  Peacock Peacock  Peacock  Peacock Peacock  

Emblem 
Lotus Lotus Lotus Lotus Lotus Lotus Lotus Lotus Pātra (Bowl)  

Mudrā 
Meditation 

Skt. dhyana 

  Meditation 

 

 Dhyâna     

Sense offering 
  Smell/incense or conch Smell/incense or conch       

Image 
A tongue or 

ball of 

flame 

 Flame motifs, aureole 

flames 

      Fiery volcano 

Precious 

substance 

Ruby    Ruby      

Table 3 Matrix of Fire element symbology 
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Element Air/Wind 

 

Author Egan 
Landaw and 

Weber 
Beer (i)  Beer (ii) Tang (i) Tang (ii) 

Leidy and 

Thurman 
Lauf Ji and Yang Brauen Gordon Wangyal 

Shape 
 Half-sphere Semi-circle/ 

crescent 

Hemisphere Semi-circle Semicircle Half-sphere Half-sphere   Rectangle 

Colour 
Green Green Green Green Green Green Green Black Blue Luminous green 

Deity 
Amoghasiddhi Amoghasiddhi Amoghasiddhi Amoghasiddhi Amoghasiddhi Amoghasiddhi Amoghasiddhi Amoghasiddhi Akshobya  

Direction 
North North (right) North North North North North East East  

Seed syllable 
Ya  Yam Yam  Yaṃ  Yam   

Animal throne 
  Garuda Garuda  Garuda  Garuda Elephant  

Emblem 
Crossed Vajra Sword Crossed Vajra Sword Crossed Vajra Sword Crossed Vajra Sword Sword Vajra  

Mudrā 
Dispelling fear 

Skt. abhaya 

   Dispelling fear 

 

 Abhaya     

Sense offering 
  Taste/fruit Taste/fruit       

Image 
Cloud  Cloud formations       Fresh wind through the 

valley/across the 

mountains 

Precious 

substance 

Emerald    Emerald      

Table 4 Matrix of Air element symbology 
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Element Void/Space/Ether 

 

Author Egan 
Landaw and 

Weber 
Beer (i)  Beer (ii) Tang (i) Tang (ii) 

Leidy and 

Thurman 
Lauf Ji and Yang Brauen Gordon Wangyal 

Shape 
 Water drop Dissolving 

drop 

Vanishing 

point 

Drop  irregular 

shape 

Drop Irregular shape Dissolving spot   Semicircle 

Colour 
Blue Blue Blue Blue Blue White Blue Green White Luminous white or 

clear 

Deity 
Akshobya Akshobya Akshobya Vairocana Akshobya Vairocana Akshobya Vairocana Akshobya Akshobya Vairocana  

Direction 
Centre Totality Centre East Centre East Centre Centre Centre Centre Centre  

Seed syllable 
Hum  Hum Kham  Khaṃ  Hum   

Animal throne 
  Elephant Lion  Lion  Elephant Lion  

Emblem  Vajra Vajra Wheel Thunderbolt Wheel of 

Doctrine 

Wheel Vajra Chakra 

(Wheel) 

 

Mudrā Touching the earth 

Skt.bhumyanakramana 

  Touching the earth 

 

 Dharmachakra     

Sense offering   Touch/silk cloth Touch/silk cloth       

Image 
  Sky, aura lines, rainbows       Vast open sky over the 

desert or plains 

Precious 

substance 

Crystal    Sapphire      

Table 5 Matrix of Space element symbology 



 

 

Appendix 2－Article published at The Tibet Journal 

___________________________________________________________ 

 

Iconographic representations of the five elements 
 

Library of Tibetan Works and Archives, Gangchen Kyishong, Dharamsala 

176215 HP, India 

Vol. XXXVIII No. 3 and 4 Autum-Winter 2013 P21-34 

 
Lan Zhang 

Queensland College of Art 

Griffith University, Brisbane, Australia 

 

Summary 

The five elements are one of the prime organising principles of Tibetan Buddhism, 

being represented by a range of colours, shapes and symbols. Strict conventions 

govern their use and expression and these are passed down from generation to 

generation. The relevant symbology is expressed in many forms from painted 

maṇḍalas and thangkas to monuments such as stupas. Thangkas are now being 

painted by non-Tibetans who are either not familiar with the conventions surrounding 

the use of such representations or who choose to ignore them. This paper examines 

the fidelity of such usage in the context of maintaining a tradition hundreds if not 

thousands of years old while exploring the role that innovation can play in this art 

form.  

 

 

 

 


