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The Tradition of the Garbha-maṇḍala in Tibet
and Its Sand Maṇḍala Creation

TANAKA Kimiaki

Abstract: The Ryōkai Maṇḍalas ( 两界曼荼罗 ) that were transmitted to Japan from Tang China 

at the beginning of the ninth century not only constituted the core of Buddhist icons in Japan, but they 

also had an influence on the entire culture of Japan as well. Of the two Maṇḍalas, sources related to the 

Vajradhātu ( 金 刚 界 ) Maṇḍala are relatively abundant as its original form in India and documentary 

records and drawings in Nepal and China's Tibet, where the Maṇḍalas were inherited, have been 

preserved. However, as far as the Garbha ( 胎藏 ) Maṇḍala is concerned, there is very little documentation 

left today as esoteric Buddhism based on the Vairocanābhisambodhisūtra ( 大日经 ) waned in India quite 

early. Still, it is known that the Vairocanābhisambodhisūtra was transmitted from India to Tibet during 

the Tufan ( 吐蕃 ) era, and although they are very rare, there are still examples of the Garbha Maṇḍala in 

Tibet.

In this paper, I will attempt to shed light on the creation of sand Maṇḍalas of the Garbha Mandala in 

Amdo, making comparisons with the Sino-Japanese tradition of the Garbha Mandala and outlining their 

characteristics, mainly on the basis of fieldwork undertaken in 2014 and 2015 at Rwa rgya and Bya kyung 

monasteries.
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I. Introduction: 

I previously surveyed the tradition and extant examples of the Garbha-maṇḍala in Tibet on the 
occasion of an international symposium held at the International Research Center for Japanese 
Studies ( 国际日本文化研究中心 ), Kyoto, in 20011 (in Japanese) and at the 10th seminar 
of the International Association for Tibetan Studies held in Oxford in 20032 (in English). 
However, at that time, due to poor road access, I had been unable to visit Rwa rgya ( 拉加寺 ) 
and Bya khyung ( 夏琼寺 ) monasteries in Amdo, both of which still create sand maṇḍalas of 
the Garbha-maṇḍala nearly every year, although I had already acquired several source materials 
on the Garbha-maṇḍala originating in Bla brang and Rwa rgya monasteries for the restoration 
of the Tibetan version of the Ryōkai Maṇḍalas that was undertaken between 1994 and 1996 at 
Toga ( 利贺 ) Meditation Museum3 in Toyama Prefecture, Japan, where I was working as the 
chief curator. However, the greatly improved road access in Amdo in recent years has made it 
possible for a foreign scholar like myself to visit and undertake fieldwork at these monasteries.

In this paper, I will attempt to shed light on the creation of sand maṇḍalas of the Garbha-
maṇḍala in Amdo, making comparisons with the Sino-Japanese tradition of the Garbha-
maṇḍala and outlining their characteristics, mainly on the basis of fieldwork undertaken in 
2014 and 2015 at Rwa rgya and Bya khyung monasteries.

II. Rwa rgya Monastery: 

Rwa rgya monastery lies in Rgyun mgo county ( 军功县 ), Mgo log Tibetan autonomous 
prefecture ( 果洛藏族自治州 ), in Qinghai province. On the opposite shore of the Yellow river 
is the town of Rgyun-mgo, and it takes 6-7 hours from Xining to Rgyun mgo by bus.

According to the Yul mgo-logs lo rgyus deb ther padma dkar po'i chun po,4 this monastery 

1	 Tanaka, "Chibetto ni okeru Taizō Dainichi nyorai to Taizō mandara no denshō to sakurei ni tsuite" チベットにお

ける胎蔵大日如来と胎蔵曼荼羅の伝承と作例について [Materials concerning the Vairocanābhisambodhisūtra 
(Dainichikyō) and the Garbha (Taizō) maṇḍala in Tibet]. In Seinaru mono no katachi to ba 聖なるものの形と

場 [Figures and places of the sacred], Kyoto: Kokusai Nihon Bunka Kenkyū Sentā 国際日本文化研究センター 

(International Research Center for Japanese Studies), 2003: 39-52.
2	 Tanaka, "On the Tradition of the Vairocanābhisambodhi-sūtra and the Garbhamaṇḍala in Tibet." In Proceedings of 

the Tenth Seminar of the IATS, 2003. Volume 13: Art in Tibet. Leiden: Brill, 2011: 193-201.
3	 The Toga Meditation Museum 瞑想の郷 is the unique theme park focussed on Tibeto-Nepalese Buddhist art 

inaugurated by local goverment in Japan. Now this museum is managed by a quasi-public corporation named Toga 
Furusato Foundation.

4	 Don grub dbang rgyal & Nor sde, Yul mgo logs lo rgyus deb ther padma dkar po'i chun po 果洛史要 ,  Zi ling: 
Tsho sngon mi rigs dpe skrun khang 西宁：青海民族出版社 , 1992.
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was established in 1769 by A rig dge bshes, Rgyal mtshan 'od zer. He later entrusted the 
monastery to Shing bza' paṇḍita, Blo bzang dar rgyas rgya mtsho. Shing bza' paṇḍita enlarged 
the monastery, and his incarnations, known as Shing bza' rin po che, have been extremely 
influential lamas not only in this monastery but also among the Dge lugs pas in Amdo.

In March to April 2014, I visited Rwa rgya monastery for the first time. The monastery is 
said to transmit 17 kinds of sand maṇḍalas. These are: 1. Kāyavākcitta-pariniṣpanna-Kālacakra-
maṇḍala, 2. Vairocanābhisambodhi-maṇḍala, 3. 13-deity Vajrabhairava-maṇḍala, 4. Sarvavid-
Vairocana-maṇḍala, 5. Ṣoḍaśabindu-maṇḍala, 6. Mahācakra-Vajrapāṇi-maṇḍala, 7. Sitātapatrā-
maṇḍala, 8. 13-deity Akṣobhya-maṇḍala, 9. 9-deity Amitāyus-maṇḍala, 10. Hayagrīva (Rta-
mgrin yang gsang) maṇḍala, 11. Guhyasamāja-Akṣobhya-maṇḍala, 12. 62-deity Cakrasaṃvara-
maṇḍala, 13. 9-deity Hevajra-maṇḍala, 14. Vajradhātu-maṇḍala, 15. Jinasāgara-maṇḍala, 16. 
Single-deity Vajrabhairava-maṇḍala, and 17. Maṇḍala of Bhaiṣajyaguru-sūtra rite.

At the maṇḍala festival (dkyil 'khor sgrub mchod chen mo), 15 of the 17 maṇḍalas 
were created concurrently at the three colleges, the assembly hall (tshogs chen), and the 
Hayagrīva chapel. According to Rev. Dge 'dun bsod pa, the superintendent lama (dbu mdzad) 
of the Medical College (Sman pa gra tshang), the two remaining maṇḍalas (16. Single-deity 
Vajrabhairava-maṇḍala and 17. Maṇḍala of Bhaiṣajyaguru sūtra rite) are created on the 
occasion of the New Year ceremony (see Table 1).

Table 1  Rwa rgya Monastery’s 17 Repertoires of Sand Maṇḍala

VA Mitra Ngor

Kālacakra-college 
1 F 1. Kāyavākcitta-pariniṣpanna-Kālacakra-maṇḍala 36 97

2 F 2. Garbha-maṇḍala 20

 Assembly Hall

1 F

3. 13-deity Vajrabhairava-maṇḍala 139

4. Sarvavid-Vairocana-maṇḍala 23 27

5. Ṣoḍaśabindu-maṇḍala 127

6. Mahācakra-Vajrapāṇi-maṇḍala 46 46

7. Sitātapatrā-maṇḍala 3

2 F
8. 13-deity Akṣobhya-maṇḍala 21 (14)

9. 9-deity Amitāyus-maṇḍala 10

Hayagrīva chapel 10. Rta mgrin yang gsang maṇḍala
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Tantric college
1 F

11. Guhyasamāja-Akṣobhya-maṇḍala 2 137

12. 62-deity Cakrasaṃvara-maṇḍala 19 138

2 F 13. 9-deity Hevajra-maṇḍala 5 99

Medical college
14. Vajradhātu-maṇḍala 37 22

15. Jinasāgara-maṇḍala 62

Not created
16. Single-deity Vajrabhairava-maṇḍala (59)

17. Maṇḍala of Bhaiṣajyaguru-sūtra rite

*VA: Vajrāvalī;  Mitra: Mitrayogin's 108 Maṇḍalas; Ngor: The Ngor Maṇḍalas of Tibet.

It was difficult to investigate the creation of all the sand maṇḍalas at the same time, and so 
I focused mainly on the Garbha-maṇḍala created on the second floor of the Kālacakra College. 
However, when I arrived at Rwa rgya in 2014, the sand maṇḍala creation had already started, 
and I was unable to witness the preliminary practice and the measuring of the maṇḍala by 
means of a marking thread (thig gdab pa), which is important for the study of the iconometry 
of the maṇḍala.

Therefore, I revisited Rwa rgya in April 2015 and investigated the measuring of the 
Garbha-maṇḍala and Vajradhātu-maṇḍala because the iconometry of the Guhyasamāja-
Akṣobhya-, Vajrabhairava-, and Cakrasaṃvara-maṇḍalas and other maṇḍalas has already been 
surveyed in several previous studies.5 

III. Garbha-maṇḍala of Rwa rgya Monastery: 

As I have made clear in previous studies,6 most examples of the Tibetan Garbha-maṇḍala 
consist of 122 deities. This is about one-third of the deities in the Garbha-maṇḍala of the Sino-
Japanese tradition, which depicts about 414 deities. The number and arrangement of the deities 
of the sand maṇḍala created at Rwa rgya monastery coincide with the norms of the Garbha-
maṇḍala in Tibetan Buddhism (Fig. 1).

Vairocanābhisambodhi, the main deity of the maṇḍala, and Śākyamuni, the principal deity 

5	 Regarding the iconometry of three major maṇḍalas of Dge lugs pa order, see The Creation of Maṇḍalas, Tibetan 
texts detailing the techinques for laying out and executing tantric Buddhist psychocosmograms by Rong tha Blo 
bzang dam chos rgya mtsho, 3 vols. New Delhi, 1971-73.

6	 Tanaka, Indo Chibetto mandara no kenkyū インド·チベット曼荼羅の研究 [Studies in the Indo-Tibetan 
maṇḍala]. Kyoto: Hōzōkan 法藏館 , 1996: 46-65.
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of the second square, are depicted in human form, whereas the other deities are all represented 
by symbols (samaya-mudrā).

Generally speaking, in Tibet the four buddhas and four bodhisattvas of the Garbha-
maṇḍala are not depicted on the eight lotus petals of the central lotus. However, the Rwa rgya 
version depicts the four buddhas of the Garbha-maṇḍala on both sides of the maṇḍala gates 
between the wish-fulfilling trees (kalpatarus) sprouting from vases and banners placed on 
the roof of the maṇḍala pavilion. Their iconography is as follows: Ratnaketu (red) in the east 
displays the dhyāna-mudrā, Saṃkusumitarājendra (yellow) in the south displays the varada-
mudrā, Amitābha (green) in the west displays the abhaya-mudrā, and Dundubhisvara (blue) in 
the north displays the bhūmisparśa-mudrā. In this case, the mudrās of the four buddhas seem 
to have been determined in accordance with their body colour and the colour scheme of the 
courtyard of the maṇḍala.7 

Deities who do not have any attributes in their hands are represented only by their seats and 

7	 Regarding the body colour of the four Buddhas and the colour scheme of the courtyard of the Garbha-maṇḍala, 
see Tanaka, Indo ni okeru mandara no seiritsu to hatten インドにおける曼荼羅の成立と発展 [Genesis and 
development of the maṇḍala in India]. Tokyo: Shunjūsha 春秋社 , 2010: 448-455.

Fig.1	 Garbha-maṇḍala in Rwa rgya monastery (2014).



300

circles, whereas the Sino-Japanese Garbha-maṇḍala depicts their hand gestures (mudrā) as their 
symbols. In the sand maṇḍala of Rwa rgya the twelve vajradharas, attendant deities of Vajrapāṇi 
who are depicted in the western sector of the first square in the Ngor, Lokesh Chandra, Rossi and 
Rossi,8 and Bla brang (Fig. 2) versions, are arranged in the southern sector, namely, in the sector 
of the Vajra family. This coincides with a thang-ka in the possession of Tateyama Museum ( 立山

8	 Rossi, Anna Maria, and Fabio Rossi, Tibetan Painted Maṇḍalas. London: Rossi & Rossi, 1993, plate 
"Abhisaṃbodhi Vairocana Mandala."

Fig. 2	 Thangka of the Garbha-maṇḍala in Bla brang monastery.
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博物館 ) and a maṇḍala drawn on cotton cloth at Rwa rgya monastery (Fig. 3). 
One of the characteristics of the Garbha-maṇḍala of Rwa rgya monastery is its size. Since 

the exhibition "Mandara no shutsugen to shōmetsu" (Maṇḍala: Now You See, Now You Don’t) 
held at Seibu Museum in 1980, where a Tibetan sand maṇḍala was publicly shown in Japan 
for the first time, many Tibetan refugees have been invited to Japan to create sand maṇḍalas 
on the occasion of exhibitions on Tibet or lectures by Tibetan lamas. However, the size of the 
maṇḍalas created on such occasions is about 1-1.2 m in diameter because the number of people 

Fig.3	 Maṇḍala drawn on cotton cloth at Rwa rgya monastery.


