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Is Mandala in Tibetan Buddhism a material religion?
Characters: 2602

Introduction 
The aim of essay is to answer the question whether Mandala in Tibetan Buddhism is a material religion. Along with Tantric Buddhis, originally from India, was introduced into the Tubo around 1027[footnoteRef:1] and has been infused with the Ben religion, it gradually infiltrated into the Tibetan cultural system and had a profound influence on the Tibetan culture. In terms of its cosmology, it obviously retains the traces of Indian Buddhism, and vividly expresses the appearance of the material world, space and time.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  Mingxin Huang（ed）, ‘时轮经传入吐蕃，第一个胜生周开始’，Tibetan Kalacakra calendar, (Beijing: China Tibetology Publish ,2002), P.154]  [2:  Erdan Hua, ‘The Interpretation of Time and Space in Tibetan Buddhism’, Journal of Northwest university for nationalities, (Beijing: Philosophy and Social Science, 2008,) Vol,6, p.83] 

In Tibetan Buddhism, the void, wind, fire, water and earth are the five essence of elements which formed the universe. The shape of universe model is a cycle, which linked to the beginning and ending timing in the closed cycle. Coming along with void, wind, fire, water and earth, four wheels are interlocked one by one and keep running as a cycle, formed the basic cosmos model in Tibetan Buddhism[footnoteRef:3]. The contents of the Buddhist cosmic model were explained in the ABHIDHARMA, ancient text written by Vasubanhu in the fourth to fifth century A.D.[footnoteRef:4] The essay will demonstrate that the cosmic model in Tibetan Buddhist is a part of its religion.  [3:  Jamyang Loter Wangpo（ed）, Commentary of the treasury of ABHIDHARMA, (Beijing: Tibetan Ancient Books Publishing House, 2019), p.182]  [4:  Ping Xu, ‘The Mandala as a cosmic model used to systematically structure the Tibetan Buddhist landscape’, Journal of Architectural and Planning Research, Vol. 27, No. 3,（Chicago: Locke Science Publishing Company, 2010), p. 181] 

Meanwhile, mandala is a specific miniature of cosmos in Tibetan Buddhism, which shows the universe as centered around dwelling place.[footnoteRef:5] The sharp of Mandala is a square with four directions, which means four big continents surrounding the Sumeru mountain in the center, where lays the temple for the Buddhas. In the space of Sumeru mountain, it contains seven golden mountain walls, and each one is lower than the inside one. Outside the Sumeru mountain, there is a great outer ocean of saltwater, which is circular around the central mountain. And twelve smaller continents float on the ocean, which was inhabited by human beings. [footnoteRef:6]  [5:  Ping Xu, ‘The Mandala as a cosmic model used to systematically structure the Tibetan Buddhist landscape’, p. 183]  [6:  Ping Xu, ‘The Mandala as a cosmic model used to systematically structure the Tibetan Buddhist landscape’, p. 184] 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK1][bookmark: OLE_LINK2]‘Material Religion (is) a new project in the study of religious images, objects, spaces, and material practices.… Material Religion sets out to consider religion through the lens of its material forms and their use in religious practice.’[footnoteRef:7] The mandala is a symbol of cosmos in the Tibetan Buddhism and a sacred archetype involving the related ritual and painting, as well as the architecture. The essay will investigate whether the mandala in Tibetan Buddhism fit the definition of material religion, which including the image of cosmos model of Tibetan Buddhism, the painting of mandala as the sacred object, and the ritual of mandala as the materials practices.  [7:  The Editors, ‘Editorial Statement’, Material Religion, March 2005, Vol. 1 Issue 1, pp. 4-8 (p. 4).] 


The cosmos model in Tibetan Buddhism is a part of religion? 

Although the definition of religion continues to be a matter of dispute among scholars, scholar William Herbrechtsmeier argued that ‘It seems to me that even such a cursory examination of the evidence would definitively exclude theistic definitions of religion, because the existence of certain non- theistic Buddhist sects should be sufficient to demonstrate that the concept "religion" is not necessarily linked with a reverence for superhuman.’[footnoteRef:8] According to Buddhist ancient book Abhidharmakosa-sastra, the material world was created in the void, then, the winds from ten directions fighting each other formed wind wheel.[footnoteRef:9] The wind wheel holds the fire wheel, and it is the water wheel inside the fire wheel. While inside the water wheel, it is the earth wheel. [footnoteRef:10] These fire, water, and earth wheels are as thick as the wind wheel and those four wheels are all in the round shape on the same plane.[footnoteRef:11] The wind keeps them together and stirs them, thus forming the valleys and valleys of the mountains. [footnoteRef:12] [8:  William Herbrechtsmeier, ‘Buddhism and the Definition of Religion: One More Time’, Journal for
the Scientific Study of Religion, 32/1 (Michigan: Society for the Scientific Study of Religion,1993), p. 3.]  [9:  Jamyang Loter Wangpo（ed）, Commentary of the treasury of ABHIDHARMA, (Beijing: Tibetan Ancient Books Publishing House, 2019), p.183]  [10:  Jamyang Loter Wangpo（ed）, Commentary of the treasury of ABHIDHARMA, p.183]  [11:  Jamyang Loter Wangpo（ed）, Commentary of the treasury of ABHIDHARMA, p.183]  [12:  Jamyang Loter Wangpo（ed）, Commentary of the treasury of ABHIDHARMA, p.184] 

It is the basic cosmology model in the Buddhism. The void, wind, fire, water and earth are the five essence of elements which formed the universe. The shape of universe model is a cycle, which linked to the beginning and ending timing in the closed cycle. Those 4 wheels are interlocked one by one and keep running as a cycle. The earth wheel is the central wheel among four wheels. The center of earth wheel is the Sumeru mountain, is the central of the world and constructed the world landscape basing on it.[footnoteRef:13] Due to the movement of different wheels, Sumeru mountain was made by exquisite essence and linked the Desire Realm.[footnoteRef:14] All the beings are born and dead, then rebirth and dead again as the process of reincarnation in the Desire Realm.  [13:  Jamyang Loter Wangpo（ed）, Commentary of the treasury of ABHIDHARMA, p.185]  [14:  Jamyang Loter Wangpo（ed）, Commentary of the treasury of ABHIDHARMA, p.185] 


[bookmark: OLE_LINK7][bookmark: OLE_LINK8]Scholar Clifford Greetz claimed that ‘A religion is a system of symbols which acts to establish powerful, pervasive, and long-lasting moods and motivations in men by formulating conceptions of a general order of existence and clothing these conceptions with such an aura of factuality that the moods and motivations seem uniquely realistic’.[footnoteRef:15] It appears that the cosmos model of Tibetan Buddhism is an order of existence which provide the long-lasting and pervasive believes to the Tibetan Buddhist. According to Shurangama Sutra, there are six tracks in the Desire Realm, including Heaven, Asura, human being, ghost, animal and hell.[footnoteRef:16] Around the six tracks, they are surrounded by Sumeru mountain, there are seven perfume sea and seven golden mountains. Outside the Sumeru mountain, it is the water wheel, which named salty sea with four major continents, each located in east, south, west and north directions.[footnoteRef:17] Human beings live on four continents with Sun, Moon and stars. Those planetary motivations are surrounding with the Sumeru mountain and bring the energy and light to human being’s track.[footnoteRef:18]  [15:  Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures,( New York: Basic Books, 1973), p. 90.]  [16:  Yong Ge Chen(translator and composer), Dirghagama-sutra, (Beijing: Orientation Press, 2020), p.249]  [17:  Yong Ge Chen (translator and composer), Dirghagama-sutra, (Beijing: Orientation Press, 2020), p.250]  [18:  Yong Ge Chen (translator and composer), Dirghagama-sutra, (Beijing: Orientation Press, 2020), p.250] 


The idea of incarnation among six tracks exactly matched the view of J. Milton Yinger, regarding to the reason why the religion was found. He claimed that religion is found wherever ‘one finds awareness of an interest in the continuing, recurrent, "permanent" problems of human existence - the human condition itself, as contrasted with specific problems’ [footnoteRef:19] Along with the model of cosmos in Tibetan Buddhism, there is a theory named Kalacakra, wheel of Time, which operate at external and internal levels.[footnoteRef:20] ‘External Kalacakra’ [footnoteRef:21] deals with the world and external phenomena, including the elements of the universe in their dynamic relations, and their transformation in time. ‘Internal Kalacakra’ [footnoteRef:22]deals with internal phenomena, namely, the subtle composition of the body of the yogi, such as the subtle channels, the wheels or energy centers and the internal winds that circulated in them, and the essential drops of energy, which links to the cosmic energy of the stars and the planets.  [19:  J. Milton Yinger, 'A Structural Examination of Religion', Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, Vol. 8, (Michigan: Society for the Scientific Study of Religion,1969), p. 91.]  [20:  Philippe Cornu, Tibetan Astrology, translated from the French by Hamish Gregor, (Boston & London, SHAMBHALA, 2002), P.25.]  [21:  Philippe Cornu, Tibetan Astrology, P.25.]  [22:  Philippe Cornu, Tibetan Astrology, P.25.] 


[bookmark: OLE_LINK5][bookmark: OLE_LINK6]Mandala as the symbol of material region in Tibetan Buddhism

Mandala in Sanskrit is transliterated as Ji Kuo in Tibetan.[footnoteRef:23] It is an object that must be worshipped in the Tantric practice of Tibetan Buddhism, symbolizing the physical object or image model of the central of universe, the Sumeru mountain. Regarding to the power of symbol, Iamblichus states that ‘It is the power of ineffable symbols comprehended by the gods alone that establishes theurgical union. Thus, we don’t perform these acts intellectually...In fact, these very symbols, by themselves, perform their own work, and the ineffable power of the Gods with which these symbols are charged, itself, recognizes, by itself, its own images. It is not awakened to this by our thinking’[footnoteRef:24] The worship of Mandala is based on its archetype of Sumeru mountain, the central of world.[footnoteRef:25] And the ritual of Tibetan Buddhism with offering Mandala is the highest ritual of offering[footnoteRef:26], which deliver the concept of the cosmos, including space and time through concrete images.  [23:  Erdan Hua, ‘The Interpretation of Time and Space in Tibetan Buddhism’, Journal of Northwest university for nationalities, (Beijing: Philosophy and Social Science, 2008,) Vol,6, p.84]  [24:  Iamblichus, De mysteriis, 96:13–97.9, in Gregory Shaw, Theurgy and the Soul: The Neoplatonism of Iamblichus (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1995), p.84.]  [25:  Erdan Hua, ‘The Interpretation of Time and Space in Tibetan Buddhism’, p.85]  [26:  Erdan Hua, ‘The Interpretation of Time and Space in Tibetan Buddhism’, p.85] 


As the sacred object, the forms of Mandala can be the flat one, such as Thangka, fresco and colored sand, and three-dimensional ones, which made of metals such as gold, silver and copper, and even made of wood, earth and stone. The color of flat Mandala is depicted in five colors, such as green, yellow, red, white and black, representing the earth, fire, water, wind and the void respectively. The complete version of flat Mandala is divided into four layers of circles, as the metaphor of the wind, water, fire and earth wheel of Buddhism cosmos model. Meanwhile, there is a square inside the third circle, which equal to the water wheel, dividing the world to four different continents. In the central of Mandala, there are three generations of buddhas, including the pass, present and future buddhas as the time line, and the ten directions buddhas as the space line, completely idealizing and patterning the material universe of Tantric Buddhism.[footnoteRef:27] The flat painting mandala, named Thangkas, which painted with maps of the movement of the sun, moon and celestial bodies, which reflect the cosmology and the origin of life in the Time Wheel Calendar. In the center of the earth is Sumeru mountain with four continents in the periphery, such as the east, south, west and north one, followed by twelve small continents, and surrounding with twelve zodiac signs and the twenty-eight or twenty-seven lunar mansions.[footnoteRef:28] The Sun, the Moon, and Mars, Venus, Mercury, Jupiter, Saturn five celestial bodies with Rahu and Ketu, and twelve zodiac signs, and the twenty-eight lunar mansions move in staggered motion according to a certain track and speed.[footnoteRef:29] The five colors of red, yellow, blue, white and black represent fire, wind, water, earth and void respectively. They interact in motion to not only form the universe, but also give birth of life. It consisted with the view of material religion from the Editorial Statement of Material Religion, that ‘Material Religion sets out to consider religion through the lens of its material forms and their use in religious practice.’ Thangka as one form of mandala is a form of material religion in Tibetan Buddhism.  [27:  Ping Xu, ‘The Mandala as a cosmic model used to systematically structure the Tibetan Buddhist landscape’, p. 191]  [28:  Mingxin Huang（ed），Tibetan Kalacakra calendar, (Beijing: China Tibetology Publish ,2002), P.270]  [29:  Mingxin Huang（ed），Tibetan Kalacakra calendar, (Beijing: China Tibetology Publish ,2002), P.270] 


The three-dimensional structure of mandala is also known as the Karma altar building in Tibet. For example, Samye temple built up one thousand two hundred years before, and it is the classic mandala building in the world, which demonstrate the whole universe in Tibetan Buddhism.[footnoteRef:30] Mandala appeared as an influenced symbol in the Tibetan temples, and religion landscapes, such as Buddhist pagodas, stone landmarks, named mani dui, and even the Potala Palace.[footnoteRef:31] Scholar Victor Turner defines symbol as ‘the smallest unit of ritual’ which retains all the ‘properties of ritual behaviour.’[footnoteRef:32] The ritual of mandala when it appears as a landscape, is that Tibetan Buddhist would go around the pagodas or temple at least three times, which forms a cycle which is a part of mandala and symbolized the circling time and space. It is also a container which demonstrate that mandala is the symbol of material region in Tibetan Buddhism. Essentially, along with the walking, the meditation on mandala is a ritual to reflect and connect the macro-universe on the micro-cosmos. [footnoteRef:33]  [30:  Erdan Hua, ‘The Interpretation of Time and Space in Tibetan Buddhism’ , p.85]  [31:  Ping Xu, ‘The Mandala as a cosmic model used to systematically structure the Tibetan Buddhist landscape’, p. 192]  [32:  Victor Turner. The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-Structure (Oxford/New York, Routledge Publishers, 2017 [1969]) p. 1-2 ]  [33:  Zangjia Duo, Religion in the land of Snow, (Beijing: Religion and culture press,2003),p.54] 


Regards to the ritual of painting mandala, the practitioner of mandala paints it by colored sand, which requires a long time to make it patiently and meticulously, and then destroy the mandala immediately after completion.[footnoteRef:34] The practices of mandala reflect the view by scholar Victor Turner, that ‘Rituals are vehicles or containers which consist of meaningful symbols by which information about the underpinning values or beliefs of a culture or community is outwardly divulged.’[footnoteRef:35] The process of making and destroying is exactly the behavior expression of the tantric philosophy, which is becoming, living, bad and empty. The emptiness is the origin of world and also the ending point of world. All the colorful cycles and square will be vanished, which is the same as the real world in the thought of Buddhism.  [34:  Erdan Hua, ‘The Interpretation of Time and Space in Tibetan Buddhism’, p.86.]  [35:  Victor Turner, The Forest of Symbols: Aspects of Ndembu Ritual (Ithaca/London: Cornell University Press, 1970 [1967]) p.19;] 


Conclusion 
The unique cosmos model in Tibetan Buddhism is a part of religion, with the eternal central mountain and four wheels as the cycle of time and space. Its structure contains the permanent problems of human existence, which includes the time, the pass, present and further, as well as the space, the outer universe and inner personal universe. Mandala is a symbolic image of the cosmos model in Tibetan Buddhism, which acts to establish the powerful ritual and scared objects, and also inform the Tibetan landscape’s archetype. Mandala in Tibetan Buddhism is a form of Material religion. 
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