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Abstract 

Therapists from all professions use mandalas commonly as a treatment intervention 

for a variety of client populations. However, there is a lack of scientifically solid evidence 

based in empirical research of its success in treatment related to anxiety, concentration, and 

self-reflection. Carl G. Jung was the first to deem the historical mandala an archetype found 

throughout many religious traditions with healing potential in its clinical application. In a 

review of the literature on the historical mandala, this study uncovers a universal principle 

found in this archetype. This principle, called “squaring of the circle,” has spiritual 

significance that may be an underlying reason for the mandala’s success as a treatment for 

reducing anxiety, promoting focus, and enhancing individuation. The relevance of this 

principle to clinical psychology may inspire more scientifically sound designs of empirical 

research proving the efficacy of the mandala as a therapeutic intervention. 
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CHAPTER] 

INTRODUCTION 

“Awareness of the mandala may have the potential of changing how we see 

ourselves, our planet, and perhaps even our own life purpose.” 

Cunningham, B. (2002). Mandala: Journey to the Center (p. 12) 

The investigator discovered the mandala, a sacred circular design, in the art therapy 

graduate program at St. Mary-of-the-Woods College. In her undergraduate studies in fine 

arts, she was not encouraged to create images in the format of a circle, with the exception of 

what could be thrown on the wheel in ceramics. Early in the art therapy program, the 

investigator created an entire series of drawings that were circular after being introduced to 

the concept of the mandala. She experienced insight and wholeness from both the process 

and in viewing the product that led her to believe there was something unique about working 

within a circle. 

Since then, the investigator has created countless mandalas alongside fellow students 

in graduate art therapy coursework. During one summer semester, students gathered in a 

group for a studio project where half created a mandala outdoors from natural objects and the 

other half made individual ones in the studio from mixed media and placed them within a 

larger circle for a composite mandala. In her personal experience, the investigator has noted 

that these visual exercises contained by the circle resonate with the creator in a profound way 

that is distinct from the experience of creating imagery without the circular format. 

The investigator considers the mandala to be a viable part of her life over the last 

several years. She has been using them for relaxation, focus, and self-discovery in numerous 

ways, such as working in mandala coloring books in doctors’ waiting rooms and 

embroidering her own mandala designs at night before going to sleep. In 2007, the  



investigator exhibited her mandala drawings in a cancer clinic along with those colored in 

group therapy sessions by clients who were breast cancer survivors. 

The investigator completed an internship at an agency for the prevention of family 

violence where she was also employed as a clinical social worker. Most of her experience in 

working with mandalas as an art therapy intervention was with groups of women who were 

victims of domestic violence. Mandalas did appear spontaneously in her individual sessions 

with children who witnessed violence between their parents or experienced abuse 

themselves. 

During this same period, the investigator conducted eleven mandala workshops for 

mental health professionals. These workshops were created for psychologists, counselors, 

social workers, play therapists, interns from various therapeutic fields and a session for the 

Tennessee Conference on Social Welfare. 

All of the investigator’s work with adult clients and professionals entailed coloring 

pre-designed mandalas found in mandala coloring books. The clients’ most frequent 

comments about their coloring mandalas fell into three categories: how they felt relaxed; how 

they seemed less distracted with random thoughts; and how they found revelations about 

themselves and patterns in their lives. These observations evolved informally and were 

offered spontaneously. 

Two counselors at this agency who were co-workers of the investigator were already 

using this method with women’s groups in shelters for victims of domestic violence, as they 

had discovered the efficacy of this type of mandala work on their own. They responded 

enthusiastically to the idea of taking workshops in which they could learn more about 

coloring the mandala as a therapeutic intervention from the perspective of an art therapist. 

Since there are so few art therapists in the city where she lives, the investigator believes it is  



practical to give all therapists a tool that involves creativity, but is also safe to use with 

clients even if one does not have an art therapy background. Ireland and Brekke (1980), a 

counseling psychologist and a social worker respectively, wrote about mandala work and 

intimacy relationships. They believed that “when the mandala is used primarily as a 

facilitative intervention, i.e. where images and symbols are not specifically interpreted, a 

formal background in these areas is less crucial than relevant therapeutic skills in enhancing 

individual or couple therapy” (p. 229). 

On another note, the mental health care professionals who participated in the 

investigator’s mandala workshop observed this technique as an effective vehicle for their 

own self-care. It became especially important for many of them as a stress management 

technique while working with trauma victims. The investigator believes that this population 

benefited from coloring mandalas. 

The investigator began to wonder, “What exactly about mandala work creates these 

seemingly universal effects?” She understood the mandala generally as an archetype, but 

started speculating that there was a more detailed explanation within the archetype. Are 

there particular attributes to this ancient symbol that speak across time and culture both 

within religious and therapeutic practices? 

There is an ample quantity of books written on the historical mandala since the 

phenomenon of this type of sacred circle is scattered throughout history and is found all over 

the world in many religious traditions. It is understandable why art therapy journals or books 

would not cover the topic in as great a depth as the historical literature does. The investigator 

hopes to create a resource for information on the historical mandalas that is concise, yet well 

developed, demonstrating a unified theme applicable to the clinical mandala that therapists 

use today.  



Statement of the Problem 

Many art therapists have incorporated the mandala as a standard intervention in their 

practices. The fact that the topic appeared four times among the presentations at the annual 

conference of the American Art Therapy Association in 2008 demonstrated a current viable 

interest in using this ancient symbol as a tool in psychotherapy. 

The probability exists that many art therapists are aware of the history of the mandala 

by virtue of the writings of Carl G. Jung or Joan Kellogg. However, it would be difficult for 

a clinician to have the opportunity or time to research thoroughly the original mandalas that 

appear in many ancient religious practices, such as those of the Hindus, Buddhists, Native 

Americans, and Christians. This knowledge could be important for art therapists and 

therapists from related fields to give them greater insight into the mandala as a tool for both 

therapy and self-care. 

Art therapy literature has addressed some of the rich therapeutic background of the 

mandala. The investigator noted that over the years some articles in Art Therapy: Journal of 

the American Art Therapy Association, the professional journal of the American Art Therapy 

Association, included information about historical mandalas. In addition to the research from 

the field of art therapy, there are those of related professions that have contributed to the 

understanding of the clinical mandala. Some of them have commented on the historical 

mandala in their journal publications. To date, a comprehensive literature review of these 

many contributions has not been found. 

The investigator believes that is appropriate and important to do this research from 

the perspective of an art therapist. Although the concept of the mandala is universal and does 

not belong to one field solely, a mandala is a visual, artistic expression. Art therapists are the  



visual artists of the therapeutic field and logically are at an advantage in using this technique 

that has become such a widely used tool in clinical practices. 

Basic Assumptions 

Important to the foundation of this research are the following basic assumptions: 

a) Mandalas of spiritual significance are considered timeless since they are present 

throughout history. b) Mandalas are considered cross-cultural since they appear in numerous 

parts of the world in different religions. c) Even if the populations using them do not use the 

term “mandala” as described in the literature, the principle of the mandala, as the circle or the 

center, is implied. d) Whenever a person colors a pre-designed mandala or creates a complete 

mandala, there are therapeutic effects on the psyche, as well as means for assessment. 

However, depending upon the context in which these two methods are used, they may 

achieve goals different from one another. These two activities will be identified as separate 

from one another when it is necessary to distinguish them. Otherwise, the phrase “mandala 

work” will include both of them. 

Hypotheses 

Firstly, one universal spiritual principle will be identified among examples of the 

historical mandala. 

Secondly, this one universal principle will be proven relevant to the effectiveness of 

the clinical mandala used in psychotherapy today. 

Operational Definitions 

The operational definitions for this research are as follows: 

Alchemy is a European medieval philosophy and practice having as its asserted aim 

the transmutation of base metals into gold. Alchemists extended their ideas of transformation 

into the mind as well, achieving ultimate wisdom and immortality through projecting their  



inner perceptions onto outer symbols, such as the mandala (Kleinedler, 2006; McLean, 

2002). 

Archetypes are primordial forms in the psyche that appear universally in images 

everywhere from archaic times to the present (Jung, 1968). 

Centering “is a con-centration—making con-concentric—of the organism’s out- 

flowing energies by turning them inward and focusing them through a central point...Any 

activity which achieves this effect is a form of centering —this is often true of handicrafts...” 

(Argiielles & Argiielles, 1972). 

Chaos is a condition or place of great disorder or confusion (Kleinedler, 2006). 

“Orderly chaos” is interpreted by Jung (1968) as the following: “...for in all chaos there is a 

cosmos, in all disorder a secret order, in all caprice a fixed law, for everything that works is 

grounded on its opposite” (p. 32). 

Clinical mandala is the investigator’s term for the mandala used in psychotherapy 

created or colored by a client or mental health care professionals for self-care. 

Collective unconscious is Carl G. Jung’s concept of a psychic system that is of an 

impersonal nature, or not individually acquired but inherited. It is identical in all individuals 

and consists of archetypes (Jung, 1968). 

Focus is close or narrow attention or concentration that allows something to be 

clearly perceived. (Kleinedler, 2006). 

Historical mandala is the investigator’s term for the mandala used throughout world 

history in a religious context for strictly spiritual purposes. 

Individuation is a concept created by Carl G. Jung. He described it as the “process 

by which a person becomes a psychological ‘in-dividual,’ ... a separate, indivisible unity or  



299 ‘whole.”” (Jung, 1968, p. 275). It is the gradual integration and unification of the self 

through the resolution of successive layers of psychological conflict (Kleinedler, 2006). 

Integration is a “coming to terms with the contents of the collective unconscious in 

general” (Jung, 1968, p. 31). 

Mandalas include any of the various ritualistic geometric designs symbolic of the 

universe, used in Eastern religions such as Hinduism and Buddhism as an aid to meditation 

(Kleinedler, 2006). This is the original context of this Sanskrit word. Circular designs from 

other religions and ones seen in psychotherapy will be called mandalas by the investigator 

and other authors. 

Medicine Wheels are circular stone structures thought to be cosmological clocks and 

calendars, in addition to being sacred places for ritual and ceremony in the Native American 

traditions (Gauding, 2005). 

Meditation is a devotional exercise of, or leading to, contemplation (Kleinedler, 

2006). 

Rose Windows are the interpretations of the scripture in stained glass to benefit the 

uneducated or illiterate Christians. They are typically seen in Gothic cathedrals in Europe 

(Gauding, 2005). 

Universal means relating to or extending to the entire world. Also in reference to the 

mandala, universal means relating to the universe or cosmos (Kleinedler, 2006). 

Yantra is a Hindu representation of the cosmic creation using a design of triangles 

signifying the union of Shiva and Shakti, the divine forces of male and female. It has a 

central point called the bindu, a symbol of the universe in its manifest form (Cunningham, 

2002).  



Purpose and Objectives 

The purpose of this study is to examine many historical mandala traditions with the 

goals of identifying at least one common principle within a spiritual context and determining 

its relevance to therapeutic practices that use mandala work for healing. One objective to 

achieve these goals will be to explore historical literature for the meanings of the mandala 

and gather images of mandalas from the selected religious cultures. From this information, it 

is expected that at least one universal principle will be revealed. Another objective will be to 

determine certain treatment goals achieved by the research on mandala work with clients 

documented in the psychotherapy literature. In the third objective, the theory will be proven 

that this universal principle can be relevant to the selected treatment goals in mandala 

therapy. 

 



CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

The Clinical Mandala 

The literature on the use of the clinical mandala is from the studies completed by 

professionals of many therapeutic fields. The studies reviewed include the foundational 

work by Carl G. Jung (1972) in Mandala Symbolism. His pioneering contributions will be 

discussed at length in a separate section, along with a review of the work of Joan Kellogg and 

Susanne Fincher. 

From the late 1970s, art therapists have been researching the efficacy of mandala 

work. Joan Kellogg, (1977, 1978, 1992) created the Mandala Assessment Research Institute 

(MARI) based on her concept called The Great Round. She and colleagues Bonny, McRae, 

and DiLeo (1977) wrote some of the first art therapy articles about their clients’ experiences 

with mandalas in a compilation called The Use of the Mandala in Psychological Evaluation 

and Treatment. 

Kellogg’s work became a link from Jung to future studies. Art therapy researchers 

have studied the mandala and its effects in a variety of populations with an array of different 

treatment needs. The first set of examples of research studies will be roughly in 

chronological order and these studies do not address the investigator’s selected treatment 

goals of reducing anxiety, promoting focus, and enhancing individuation. 

Lusebrink (1990) observed spontaneous mandala-like structures in the drawings of 

patients with acute reactive schizophrenia. For the patient with the nonparanoid type of 

schizophrenia, these mandalas, and other types of drawings, often expressed a positive 

experience during the acute stage that could be later remembered by the patient and then 

verbally shared with the therapist. Couch (1997) studied mandala drawings by patients  
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suffering from dementia. He then categorized the drawings using the MARI Card Test and 

was able to discern correlations to six of the MARI stages of the Great Round. Couch 

believed that the mandalas by the clients in dementia revealed their internal processes 

through their visual work. 

Frame (2000, 2002, 2006) also focused on the MARI Cards and has featured the use 

of them in three of her articles, in addition to her earlier work in 1982 on the usefulness of 

the mandala with the mentally disabled, presented at the American Art Therapy 

Association’s annual conference. In one of her studies (Frame 2006), she used the MARI 

Card Test and mandalas drawn by the clients to assess a couple’s compatibility. In this case 

study, Frame stated that the assessment involving mandalas revealed past, present, and future 

issues for the couple as well as strengths, weaknesses, and unrecognized emotions that 

impacted their relationship. 

Cox and Cohen (2000) applied Joan Kellogg’s work on The Great Round to their 

work with clients diagnosed with Dissociative Identity Disorder. Like Couch (1997), they 

found that patterns in the drawings of these clients correlated with certain stages in the Great 

Round, and they expressed the possibility of their observations helping other therapists 

understand the nonverbal communication of clients with this diagnosis. In her text on eating 

disorders, Hinz (2006) used mandalas as an intervention, which involved having clients 

create mandala paintings to gain insight about reconciling themselves with the feelings of 

ambiguity in their recovery from their eating disorders. 

Several art therapists have documented the use of the clinical mandala addressing the 

treatment goals identified by the investigator. The following researchers have used the 

mandala as an intervention for reducing anxiety, promoting focus, and enhancing  
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individuation. These studies below will be examined more in depth in Chapter III, which is 

on Methods. 

The investigator found two research papers addressing the treatment goal of reducing 

anxiety. Slegelis (1987) designed a study comparing the difference between the efficacies of 

drawing in a circular format to drawing in a square one to determine which technique had the 

more calming effect. In pursuit of the same topic, almost 20 year later, Curry and Kasser 

(2005) wrote about the effects of coloring mandalas on reducing anxiety. Although the 

article appeared in Art Therapy: Journal of the American Art Therapy Association, it is 

unclear if it was written from the approach of art therapy. Kasser is a psychologist and the 

other author, Curry, was an undergraduate in a field that was not identified. 

There are two articles that covered the treatment goal of promoting focus. In their 

study with children who have symptoms of Attention Deficit Disorder and hyper-activity, 

Smitheman-Brown and Church (1996) tested a group of clients that used mandala exercises 

to ascertain the mandala’s effect on focus and impulsivity. Gerteisen (2008) observed the 

possible meanings of mandala images in the artwork of a child she was treating who was 

suffering from Fetal Alcohol Syndrome (FAS) and trauma. 

Of particular interest are the studies of art therapists who worked with Native 

American clients. It is probable that these clients were already aware of the mandalic 

imagery from their cultural heritage. Rhinehart and Engelhorn (1987) and Moody (1995) 

wrote about the importance of using the mandala with Native American clients. These 

therapists drew on the power of this symbol in its original context and not necessarily from 

psychotherapy approaches. The treatment goals were broad in both studies, but they stressed 

the mandala’s positive effects on enhancing individuation and developing a sense of identity 

with these clients’ culture of origin.  
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There are many examples of mandala research in the related therapeutic fields that the 

investigator collected from the literature. The studies cover a wide range of populations and 

applications from the fields of counseling, social work, psychology, and play therapy. They 

are listed below in chronological order simply to give an idea of the extent of interest in the 

clinical mandala outside the field of art therapy. 

Ireland and Brekke (1980), counseling psychologist and social worker respectively, 

wrote about their clients using mandala work to understand intimate relationships. Chambers 

(1985), on the faculty of Wright State University’s Department of Psychology, mentioned 

Jung’s mandala work in his study of an individuation assessment tool. Sikelianos (1986) 

published an article in Art Therapy: Journal of the American Art Therapy Association 

describing a case study using mandala imagery with a child in extended play therapy. Bush 

(1988), a social worker, used mandala work with guided imagery and music and the MARI 

assessment to diagnose and assess progress in a particular case study. Tate (1989), a 

psychologist, addressed the appearance of mandala imagery in the art produced by children 

who were terminally ill. 

Using the Lowenfeld Mosaic Technique, Miller (2005), a transpersonal psychologist, 

studied mandala symbolism in the enhancement of the individuation process. In a study 

completed at Texas A & M University’s Department of Psychology, Henderson, Mascaro, 

Rosen, and Skillern (2007) examined the benefits of creating mandalas for clients who were 

suffering from Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. Jackson, Muro, Yueh-Ting, & DeOrnellas 

(2008) used mandala work in the supervision of interns in counseling. 

Since the days of Carl G. Jung’s pioneering therapeutic accomplishments, the 

mandala is still being used in therapy. For over five decades, after the first English 

translation of Mandala Symbolism appeared in 1950 (Jung, 1972), psychotherapists from a  



wide variety of fields have continued to incorporate the mandala as a therapeutic 

intervention. 

Mandalas in Assessment 

The use of the mandala as an intervention for treatment is the focus of this research. 

Mandalas used in assessment frequently involve the MARI instrument or extensive 

interpretations of color theory pioneered by Joan Kellogg (Cox, 2002; Fincher, 2000; Frame, 

2000, 2002, 2006; Kellogg, 1978, 1992). Addressing topics of this type of assessment could 

be a subject of a thesis in and of itself. However, mandala assessments are important and 

will be described here briefly. 

After her conception of the idea of The Great Round, Kellogg (1992) had modified 

her theory slightly. She explained “I have isolated 13 stages; 12 of them represent stages in 

an ongoing process of psychological maturation,...trying to perceive the order in which these 

stages should proceed in the natural flow, unhampered by severe neurosis, psychosis, or 

repression” (p. 139). On the official website of MARI Creative Resources, containing 

information about the Mandala Assessment Research Institute, it is explained that through 

Kellogg’s interpretation of the mandalas, she was able to apply the patterns of symbols into a 

system of assessment and align these symbols with specific stages comprising the system 

known as The Great Round (MARI Creative Resources, 2006.) 

The Mandala as an Archetype 

Found to date, there are four authors cited with frequency who can be considered 

primary sources on the mandala as an archetypal symbol across cultures. Many doing 

research on mandala work in psychotherapy refer to the publications of Carl G. Jung, co- 

authors José and Miriam Argiielles, Joan Kellogg, and Susanne Fincher. Authors who have  



written about the clinical mandala also cite Giuseppe Tucci for his study of the Tibetan 

Buddhist mandala. 

Carl G. Jung wrote about the mandala in numerous publications, but he focused on 

the topic exclusively in Mandala Symbolism (1972), which is still considered today a seminal 

work in the literature. In one of his discussions on individuation, Jung (1972) wrote: 

I was then able to convince myself, through my own studies, that mandalas 

were drawn, painted, carved in stone, and built, at all times and in all parts of 

the world, long before my patients discovered them...In view of the 

importance and significance of the mandala symbol, special precautions 

seemed to be necessary, seeing that this motif is one of the best examples of 

the universal operation of an archetype. (p. 68-69) 

José and Miriam Argiielles (1972) published Mandala as an overview of the topic 

within the disciplines of psychology, spirituality, and art. The way the book was compiled 

and illustrated seems somewhat dated now, but it has offered valuable insights pertinent to 

psychotherapy. The perception of the mandala as an archetype lies in their statement: 

No matter how civilized we become, we must still answer for ourselves the 

basic question of self-orientation, and in this respect, our condition today is 

not different than that of our first ancestors stepping out of the forest into the 

light. In this situation, the inherent healing power of the mandala begins to 

reassert itself. (p. 16) 

The first recognized professional art therapist to make a major contribution after 

Jung’s was Joan Kellogg (1978) when she wrote Mandala: Path of Beauty. Her invention of 

the Great Round became the groundwork for the MARI assessment, a tool using the mandala 

that has gained respect as a psychological instrument. She reviewed the meaning of the  
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sacred circle in many examples of culture and time periods. Having a thorough knowledge 

of Jung’s concept of the collective unconscious, Kellogg reflected: 

Modern man knows consciously that the sun is the center of this solar 

system, but his unconscious needs and feelings tell him something 

different. Not unlike his forebears, he must center himself at transitional 

times, with himself as the sun. Psychologically, he becomes a microcosm 

which replicates the return to the womb, a regression, a temporary respite. 

This permits one to draw on unconscious reservoirs of strength and permits 

re-orientation to the external world. Thus, he turns to the archetypal 

mandala in one form or another as replicated in primitive cultures via 

religious rites. (p. 1) 

~ Susanne Fincher, a Jungian psychotherapist, licensed professional counselor, and a 

registered art therapist, is known for her publications and her mandala certification program. 

She has studied Kellogg’s work extensively and has incorporated much of it in her own 

approaches. Fincher described the archetypal quality of this symbol by observing: “Within 

the mandala motifs from the shared past...all human beings and symbols of individual 

experience find expression” (Fincher, 2000, p. 20). 

One of the primary authors discussing the mandala as an archetype, Susanne Fincher 

(2000, 2004, 2006) published books that make the mandala more accessible by creating a 

series of mandala coloring books with line drawings that anyone may fill in with color. The 

mandala coloring books are a whole phenomenon unto themselves and people from an 

amazing array of backgrounds have invented designs and compiled books of them. Another 

coloring book worth noting is World Mandalas (Gauding, 2005); it offered renditions of  



mandalas that are from Hindu, Buddhist, Christian, Native American, and Celtic 

iconography. 

The investigator found two mandala publications that put ancient traditions into 

modern context, deeming the mandala as archetypal. Judith Cornell (1994) has offered 

workshops in creating mandalas, and her book combined the illustrations of historical 

mandalas with ones designed by living artists in Western culture. Bailey Cunningham 

(2002), the founder of the Mandala Project, a non-profit organization promoting mandala 

work, created an expansive survey of the world phenomenon of the mandala, both man-made 

and natural. In her extensive research documented in this book, she has found a connection 

between the mandalas found in nature to the ones expressed in man-made environments, 

architecture, ceremony, psychotherapy, and geometry. 

The Historical Mandala 

From prehistoric times, all over the world, we find circular imagery in two- 

dimensional and three-dimensional art, architecture, and environmental spaces, some 

covering massive land areas where the designs are seen only from an aerial view. These 

circles, constructed by human hands in an attempt to communicate with the divine, or invoke 

healing, echo all the circles seen and felt in our natural world from the earth to the sky. 

Many authors included in this literature called these images mandalas because they were 

created in the same spirit of this sacred circle (Argiielles & Argiielles, 1972; Cunningham, 

2002; Fincher, 2000). 

Examples of historical mandalas or the sacred circle are noted in numerous world 

religions, but some in particular have been researched more than other images. Hinduism, 

Buddhism, Christianity and Native American spiritual practices are the four religious  



traditions that are the best represented in the historical mandala literature, according to the 

investigator’s knowledge. 

The investigator noted that some of the oldest mandala images are found in Hinduism 

and are identified as yantras. Like the mandala, it is considered a vehicle of meditation. In 

the literature, Brauen (1992), Cunningham (2002), Jung (1972), Purce (1974), and Tucci 

(1961) contributed helpful information about the yantra. 

The investigator found more books and articles written exclusively on Buddhist 

mandalas than from any other religion. The investigator speculates that the reason for this 

scholarship is that the Buddhist’s mandala designs appear to be the most complex, and 

require more in depth explanation. Many of these publications concentrated on the Tibetan 

mandalas alone and quite specifically the Kalachakra Mandala. Probably the most well 

known publication on the topic is by Tucci (1961). Other authors worth mentioning are 

Brauen (1992), Bryant (1992), and Trungpa (1991). 

From the New World, the indigenous people of North, Central, and South America 

held the sacred circle as the source of life and incorporated it in many of their rituals. There 

are three examples of sacred circles in Native American culture that appear in mandala 

literature significantly. In their book on the Medicine Wheel, Sun Bear and Wabun (1972) 

provided detailed charts showing different aspects of life that are referenced in this circular 

design. Rhinehart and Engelhorn (1987) described the Sun Wheel, based on a similar 

premise. Sandpainting and wedding baskets are other manifestations of mandalas that are 

addressed in several texts, among them the comparative study of mandalas created by the 

Navajos and the Tibetans written by Peter Gold (1994). 

The most frequently referenced for their mandala imagery in the Christian tradition 

were the alchemists of Western Europe. A large collection of these images was compiled in  



McLean’s (1989) The Alchemical Mandala: A Survey of the Mandalas in the Western 

Esoteric Traditions. Jung (1959), Tucci (1961), and Hall (1988) discussed the meanings of 

these engravings in circular patterns, especially regarding the work of Jacob Boehme. Rose 

windows in the architecture of Gothic cathedrals throughout Europe are another category of a 

mandala from the Western tradition (Gauding, 2005; Huyser, 2002). The artwork of mystic 

St. Hildegard of Bingen (Fox, 1985) has been acclaimed as excellent examples of Christian 

mandalas. When Celtic imagery (Davis & Paterson, 1994) was assimilated into the 

iconography, their creative traditions augmented the examples of Christian mandala designs. 

 



CHAPTER III 

METHODS 

Research Design 

A historical research design will be employed in an attempt to determine if there are 

characteristics of the historical mandala that would be applicable to achieving certain 

treatment goals for therapy. Carolan (2001) explained that historical research focuses on the 

historical nature of a phenomenon as a means of understanding it in the present context, and 

that it involves locating, organizing and structuring information, then interpreting and 

presenting it. 

The Beneficial Effects of the Mandala: Three Treatment Goals Identified 

Before exploring the qualities of the historical mandala, the investigator identified 

what ameliorating effects clinical mandala work has, whether the subjects are coloring them 

or creating them. In the investigator’s experiences using mandalas, she had opportunities to 

work with clients who were experiencing problems with domestic violence, breast cancer, 

AIDS, or Alzheimer’s. In addition, she had trained mental health care professionals in 

approaches for using mandalas with clients and as a means of self-care. Almost all of this 

work was done through coloring pre-designed mandalas. 

The investigator chose the three effects that appeared repeatedly in the experiences of 

all the individuals doing the mandala work with her, judging by their non-solicited 

comments. Comments were made about how calming the process had been. Observations 

were noted about how focus and concentration were made possible. Finally, many of these 

individuals spontaneously interpreted meaning into their finished product that illuminated 

some aspect of self or how they related to others.  



These three effects of calming anxiety, promoting focus, and encouraging self- 

discovery became the targeted treatment goals to explore in this research on the healing 

power of the mandala. Consequently, the investigator gleaned from the literature review 

which studies covered how mandala work enabled clients to achieve these goals. Part of the 

research revealed that the benefits of the clinical mandala are inter-related. 

Three Treatment Goals Addressed in Psychotherapy Literature (1980s — present) 

Reducing anxiety 

The investigator found three studies that addressed reducing anxiety and stress as a 

result from clinical mandala work. Slegelis (1987) developed a study that explored a way to 

measure whether drawing in a circular format would be more conducive to relaxation than 

drawing in a square one. Slegelis hypothesized that “the number of angles drawn within 

circles will be fewer than the number of angles drawn in squares” (p. 306). She discussed 

evidence from the psychotherapy literature that angled lines denote frustration and anger 

while curved lines corroborated more with a relaxed state. 

Slegelis used a subject population of thirty-two college students enrolled in one class 

selected because of the ethnic diversity in its makeup. Using a ballpoint pen, half of the 

subjects drew inside a pre-drawn circle; half drew inside a square. The results of the study 

affirmed that more angles were made in the square format than in the circular one. Slegelis 

equated the power of the circle as the same as the mandala. The results imply that the 

mandala format as a container was responsible for the subjects being capable of reaching a 

calmer state. 

The study results could have been reinforced if the experiment had included a second 

test where each subject then drew within the opposite format of their first drawing. Slegelis 

acknowledged this limitation. An adaptation of this study could have been to repeat the  



experiment having the subjects drawing with colored media to lend a greater possibility of 

interpretation of feelings through color association. Most importantly, one might argue that 

the mental states these researchers attributed to the angles and the curved lines may not 

always be accurate, an observation that could make the conclusions of this study 

inconsequential. 

Curry and Kasser (2005) designed another study exploring how mandalas might 

reduce anxiety, specifically through coloring a pre-designed mandala. They hypothesized 

that subjects who colored a mandala for twenty minutes would experience a greater reduction 

in anxiety than those subjects who engaged in free-form coloring on a blank page. Eighty- 

four undergraduate students participated and began the experiment by completing the State 

Anxiety Inventory (SAI), then wrote for four minutes about any event they could recall when 

they felt extreme fear. Using colored pencils, all subjects were instructed to color the paper 

in front of them for twenty minutes and then re-took the SAI. One group colored a pre- 

designed mandala and the other group was given a blank piece of paper. 

The results proved the hypothesis that coloring the mandala was more effective in 

reducing anxiety than creating a free-form colored image. However, the researchers also 

tested a third group coloring a complex plaid design with no manifestation of anything 

circular and did not find any significant differences in the data results between the relaxing 

effects of the mandala and those of the plaid design. Although the researchers postulated 

reasons for the two activities being equally effective in decreasing anxiety, their contribution 

weakens the argument for why the nature of the circle, and therefore the mandala, has a 

unique potency in achieving this treatment goal. 

A third study by Henderson, et al. (2007) analyzed how drawing images within a 

circle reduces symptoms of Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) more effectively than  
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when subjects drew still life objects. The researchers were equating the circular format with 

the mandala. Thirty-six undergraduate students qualified to participate in this study after 

being screened by the Post Traumatic Stress Disorder Scale (PDS), along with five other 

assessments. This group had been selected because the researchers had already determined 

they had symptoms of PTSD. 

The subject group was instructed to recall a traumatic event and then draw a 

representation of it within a circle. The control group was instructed to do the same except to 

draw still life objects for the artwork. All participants completed the PDS immediately 

following the activity and in a one-month follow-up session. 

The scores of the PDS reported less severe symptoms of trauma for the experimental 

group immediately after the drawing activity and even greater decreases in the symptoms 

seen in the one-month follow-up in relation to the control group. The researchers remarked 

that it is possible that the mandala exercise facilitated increased gains over time, which 

suggested that there were deep changes within cognition, instead of exhibiting the 

diminishing gains that is more typical in these types of experiments. 

Although these results validate the impact of the mandala as an intervention, there 

was a perplexing result in this study. One of the five assessments used in addition to the PDS 

was the State-Trait Anxiety Inventory (STAI). There were no significant differences 

between the STAI scores shown by these two groups. According to the STAI, the mandala 

work did not decrease anxiety in the individuals tested, even though anxiety or excessive 

worrying is a symptom of PTSD (Henderson, et al, 2007). Unless one is familiar with the 

PDS, it is difficult to say how anxiety is addressed as a symptom of PTSD in this test and 

how it compares to the questioning on the STAI; therefore, these two assessments may 

contradict each other in this experiment regarding anxiety. Subsequently, in the opinion of  
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the investigator, this study analyzing the effect of the clinical mandala on PTSD appears not 

to be completely convincing evidence for how the clinical mandala calms anxiety. 

Although the investigator is critical of the strength of the results on anxiety reduction 

in the three experiments above, all the researchers came to the same conclusion about the 

efficacy of the mandala as probable. All three of these studies demonstrated the possibility 

that mandala work may alleviate anxiety. However, drawing within a circular format may or 

may not be equivalent to drawing a mandala. 

Promoting Focus 

Increasing focus or concentration through mandala work is the topic of a study 

completed by Smitheman-Brown and Church (1996). Children who were students at a 

special needs school participated in this study. Each of them had been diagnosed with 

Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD) or Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) with 

consistent impulsive behavior for more than one year. The subjects created an original 

mandala drawing within a pre-drawn circle for five minutes before continuing with the rest of 

an art therapy session. The control group had exposure to other art therapy techniques that 

were non-directive and did not produce mandalas before the art therapy session. These 

sessions were weekly over a period of twenty weeks and the students were assessed every 

two months. 

In this experiment, the baseline and comparative data were established by 

Smitheman-Brown and Church (1996) by using the Child Behavior Checklist. “During 

specified intervals of treatment, a drawing was requested, ‘Draw a Person Picking an Apple 

from a Tree,” and rated according to the guidelines of the Formal Elements Art Therapy 

Scale (FEATS)” (p. 252). The results indicated that drawing the mandala had the effect of 

increasing attention span and decreasing impulsive behavior over time, promoting  



improvements on decision-making, staying on task, developmental growth, and interest in 

personal aesthetics. 

The length of the longitudinal study is impressive; however, there were only eight 

subjects and four members of the control group. This investigator believes that the size of 

the population sample is a drawback and not big enough to confirm convincing 

generalizations; thus, the study exhibits only a small success. 

Gerteisen (2008) wrote about children suffering from Fetal Alcohol Spectrum 

Disorder (FADS) and described how she introduced the concept of the mandala to clients 

who had similar symptoms to those in the study on ADD/ADHD discussed above. These 

clients had mothers who were consuming alcohol during their pregnancy, resulting in the 

child’s physical and mental difficulties from birth, such as problems with attention and 

impulsivity. 

Gerteisen noted that the mandala work that these clients completed became a 

particularly beneficial exercise for them in the same manner that it had for the group studied 

by Smitheman-Brown and Church (1996). She noted that creating mandalas was the one 

activity of all art therapy interventions that she used over nine weeks that sustained the full 

attention of these children without disruption for fifteen minutes. This is another example of 

documenting the effectiveness of the mandala for increasing focus in the midst of chaotic 

thinking and impulsivity. However, Gerteisen’s observations are based on conclusions 

without scientific instruments measuring effects (admitted by the author) and on a group of 

only seven children. In the opinion of the investigator, this study cannot be classified as 

definite proof that mandala work increases the ability to focus. 

The researchers in both studies appear to have come to the same conclusion that the 

mandala may be able to address deficits in attention. Both sets of clients studied appeared to  
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have improved their abilities to concentrate and to devote sustained attention to a particular 

task after they had been creating mandalas. Therefore, these studies demonstrated the 

possibility that mandala work may promote focus. 

Enhancing Individuation 

Carl Jung (1972) published in his essay A Study in the Process of Individuation a 

study of an individual case in which he had a client produce mandalas throughout her 

treatment. Jung discussed his interpretations of each mandala and the progress the client 

made by gaining insight to her personality and life experiences through this imagery. His 

research through case studies has been the model and inspiration for other therapists assisting 

clients in the individuation process and a few are highlighted below. 

Cox (2003) found in her research that Kellogg had spent eight years collecting and 

examining thousands of patients’ mandala drawings, then classified them for her ultimate 

creation of the Archetypal Stages of the Great Round of the Mandala. Her model provides a 

method of mapping the stages of psychological growth in the life cycle, a process important 

to individuation. Her system incorporates psychosocial, physiological, and spiritual aspects 

of human development, which is probably why so many therapists have used the MARI Card 

Test to initiate the exploration into the concept of Self. 

In her book Creating Mandalas, Fincher (2000) featured four cases about participants 

in her introduction to the Great Round. Each of them wrote their own description of the 

insight mandala work gave them. Fincher summarized “Their experiences show how the 

mandala can be used for seeking one’s inner truth, for balancing energy, for personal growth, 

and for healing” (p. 170). 

Cox and Cohen (2000) examined hundreds of spontaneous and directed mandala 

drawings by people diagnosed with Dissociative Identity Disorder (DID) and discovered six  
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distinct groupings or types of drawings based on common structural and thematic elements. 

The researchers then related these six types to six of the stages of the Great Round (Kellogg, 

1978) that they felt were analogous. Then, they discussed a case study in which one of their 

patients was followed for four years. Throughout this period, the client was creating 

mandalas, many of them done spontaneously. Their description of the last image in the 

client’s series demonstrated how the clinical mandala work revealed her progress and may 

have helped ameliorate some of the symptoms of DID: 

We might infer from this picture that her system of part-selves had attained a 

level of homeostasis that was acceptable to the client and enabled her to 

function better in her daily life. It is important to note that her personal 

symbols are no longer disconnected but are an integral part of the entire 

gestalt, which is complex but overall a more successful synthesis than her 

previous mandalas. (p. 199) 

In a poster session at the 2008 annual conference for the American Art Therapy 

Association, Pat Bishop presented her observations made over a period of ten years using the 

mandala with clients in group therapy settings. Although her studies are not published, a 

brief explanation of Bishop’s work at the Rochester Rehabilitation Center is featured in 

Cunningham’s (2002) Mandala: Journey to the Center. The comments of Bishop and two of 

her clients, case examples from a group, are written beside the illustrations of three mandalas 

created by each of these clients. Bishop stated “Each mandala affirms personal experience, 

offering the maker an opportunity to recognize and act on their unlimited potential for 

imagination and creativity” (Cunningham, 2002, p. 83). 

These case studies on the effectiveness of the mandala as an intervention that may 

develop individuation are not conducive to an experimental design, and the investigator has  
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not found any such empirical research at this point. Perhaps, it is more appropriate to keep 

the study of individuation in the realm of individual case studies as it has been, beginning 

with Carl G. Jung’s research. Designing studies that could analyze a group of subjects using 

mandalas to promote individuation may not be very feasible. 

Summary of the Three Treatment Goals Addressed in Psychotherapy Literature 

After examining the results of the studies addressing the three treatment goals of 

reducing anxiety, promoting focus, and enhancing individuation, the investigator suggests 

that the evidence of the efficacy of the clinical mandala, whether it is the client creating or 

coloring them, is not as solid as one would expect. Almost thirty years ago, Ireland and 

Brekke (1980) wrote about the importance of the mandala as a vehicle of expression, 

assessment, and diagnosis and stated “however, its potential as a technique of intervention as 

yet remains largely unexplored” (p. 218). The investigator believes that this situation has not 

improved and would like to recommend the pursuit of more sophisticated clinical studies. 

Common Expressions about the Efficacy of the Mandala 

The investigator does not presume that the mandala consequently lacks healing 

power. The research studies explored thus far by the investigator do point to possible 

evidence that mandala work helps clients from a myriad of populations with a host of issues. 

The investigator believes that the evidence could be more empirically sound if the research 

designs were structured differently with larger samples and repeated to demonstrate better 

reliability. 

The next step the investigator of this study took was to review all the clinical research 

again in search of common words or expressions used by the researchers and the three 

pioneers to see what they all agreed upon in reference to the effectiveness of the mandala as a 

therapeutic intervention for the three identified treatment goals. The investigator found, in  



reference to the mandala, common expressions about order within chaos, centering, and 

securing a sense of self. 

When a person encounters conflict externally, the tension of the opposites can create 

anxious feelings. An individual may seem without direction in this state. Lusebrink (1990) 

observed that the ordered structure of a mandala might compensate for this disorder and 

confusion. Quoted in Curry and Kasser’s (2005) article, Grossman (1981) proposed: “If 

anxiety is a type of ‘inner chaos,’ it seems likely that a structured activity such as coloring a 

pre-determined, somewhat complex design would help organize the chaos” (p. 84). 

Jung (1972) wrote that mandalas were capable of “reducing the confusion to 

order...At all events they express order, balance, and wholeness” (p. 76-77). When one can 

reconcile the conflict of the opposites, order substitutes for chaos and reduces anxiety. 

Among the researchers in psychotherapy, the investigator discerned a consensus that the 

interventions using mandalas give the client a sense of order that is transmitted from the 

mandala to the psyche. 

Getting the clay centered on the wheel for throwing pottery, another process within a 

circle, can be a metaphor for becoming “centered” as a person. If the clay is not properly 

centered, the potter will have difficulty pulling the clay into a balanced vessel with sound 

construction. Jung (1972) explained that the mandala has a basic motif that “is the 

premonition of a centre of personality, a kind of central point within the psyche, to which 

everything is related, by which everything is arranged” (p. 73). Fincher (2000) elaborated on 

this need for a mental and emotional focal point. She wrote: 

...we modern Americans, like our ancient forebears, must center ourselves at 

times of transition. The need for orientation to a new reality causes us to 

focus inward on our selves temporarily. The mandala helps us draw on  



unconscious reservoirs of strength that make possible a reorientation to the 

external world. (p. 24) 

Smitheson-Brown and Church (1996) and Gerteisen (2008) credit the mandala as an 

effective centering device that enabled their clients to keep their concentration on one task. 

Through mandala work, attention to concerns of the external environment can be turned 

inward to an interior space of the mind (Jackson, et al, 2008). Keeping an individual 

centered and focused in thought gives the person a sense of being grounded. The investigator 

proposes, judging from the psychotherapy literature, that many clinicians agree that mandala 

work may achieve the centering of the psyche. 

Kellogg (1978) believed that the mandala might be used as a valid path or vehicle for 

self-discovery. Ireland and Brekke (1980) suggested that the mandala has the capability of 

“restoring an existing order of self” (p. 217). “The mandala circle mirrors the Self as the 

container for the psyche’s striving toward self-realization and wholeness” (Fincher, 2000, 

p- 20). Jung (1972) claimed that the energy generated from the central point of the mandala 

transmits to the viewer or creator “a compulsion and urge to become what one is...” (p. 73). 

The investigator believes that all of these psychotherapists deem the mandala a viable 

tool for self-ordering and self-centering from which self-reflection and insight might occur. 

Through the mandala, the individual can work towards integrating all aspects of personality. 

Based on the psychotherapy literature, the investigator proposes that many clinicians agree 

that the mandala as an intervention is successful in developing a strong sense of self. 

The investigator postulates that one reason the mandala is so beneficial in treatment is 

that the mandala in its original context was a form of meditation. The contemplative or 

meditative aspect of the historical mandala in various religions was one of its main functions. 

Kellogg (1978) noted that an almost hypnotic state occurs when doing mandala work because  
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of the intense focusing. She stated that the mandala “can be considered meditation in action 

(through doing it) and meditation on an object (while viewing it)” (p. 21-22). Jung 

concluded that the mandala created by his patients were “yantras in the Indian sense, 

instruments of meditation, concentration, and self-immersion for the purpose of realizing 

inner experience” (p. 100). Curry and Kasser (2005) discussed the application of meditation 

to clinical intervention in their exploration of the effect of mandala work on anxiety. 

Meditation is a bridge between the historic world of mandalas and the contemporary clinical 

mandala. 

All of the discussions of the mandala related to calming anxiety and centering, focus 

and order, the concept of Self and individuation seem to indicate how intertwined these ideas 

are. The concepts are significantly related to one another; they often overlap and can be 

difficult to separate from each other. The common element of meditation between the 

clinical mandala and the historical mandala may point to a connection between them. 

With this in mind, the investigator desired to discover at least one quality about the 

original mandala in its historical context that would encompass all of these aspects that are 

found in the clinical use of the mandala. The investigator further speculated that whatever 

this universal principle was it would be part of the contemplative or meditative process and 

visually evident in the historical mandalas themselves in addition to what would be described 

about them in all the literature reviewed. 

 



CHAPTER1V 

RESULTS 

A Universal Principle: “Squaring of the Circle” 

The investigator first discovered the phrase “squaring of the circle” in Jung’s (1972) 

writings. He mentioned this concept more than once in Mandala Symbolism. Jung (1972) 

stated: 

The “squaring of the circle” is one of the many archetypal motifs from the 

basic patterns of our dreams and fantasies. But it is distinguished by the fact 

that it is one of the most important of them from the functional point of view. 

Indeed, it could even be called the archetype of wholeness. 

(p- 4) 

Jung (1972) further presented the importance of “squaring of the circle” with the 

consideration that this archetype is the schema for all images of God. He then gives 

examples of how this “quaternity of one,” (another phrase he used for “squaring of the 

circle”) is seen in Old Testament visions, representations of Egyptian gods, such as Horus 

with his four sons, and in Christian iconography depicting the Virgin Mary (p. 4). 

Jung (1972) claimed that the phenomenon of “squaring of the circle” is seen in “the 

overwhelming majority” of the clinical mandalas he had studied (p. 52, p. 82). He cited 

examples of this specifically in the artwork of two of his patients (Figure 10, Figure 15). 

Jung (1972) identified nine formal elements he discerned in a comprehensive examination of 

all his patients’ mandala creations, regarding them as “disturbed totality” pictures (p. 77-78). 

Among these nine elements is squaring of the circle, the form of a circle in a square or vice 

versa.  
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Kellogg (1978) incorporated the “squaring of the circle” concept in the Great Round. 

It is Stage 7 out of the twelve stages that she originally conceived in 1978. Parts of 

Kellogg’s description of Stage 7 are as follows: 

This space is expansive. The Sun of self, as it were, is fully born; directions 

in this space are marked....Feelings of power and self-worth are enhanced.... 

At or after this seventh space, straight lines may begin to be incorporated, 

signaling the incorporation of the Logos, as a principle of self-direction and 

responsibility. (p. 75) 

Fincher (2000), who has built much of her work on Kellogg’s Great Round, further 

elaborated on the mandala of Stage 7. She noted that it is characterized by designs divided 

into quadrants. In this stage, she observed that there is autonomy. The clash of the opposites 

is resolved. In this moment, a person can stand up for his or her true values. Fincher (2000) 

believed that the “squaring of the circle” in the mandala “represents an attempt to balance the 

opposites through synthesis, thus producing something new from that which was 

diametrically opposed” (p. 134-35). 

All three of these pioneering therapists wrote about the idea of the “squaring of the 

circle” within the context of historical mandalas as well. Scholars of the historical mandalas 

also wrote about this phenomenon in their documentation of the significance of the mandala 

in the religious practices of Hinduism, Buddhism, Christianity, and Native American culture. 

The investigator concluded that the study of “squaring of the circle” within these religious 

traditions could reveal a relevance of this universal principle to the efficacy of the mandala as 

an intervention in clinical practice.  



Translations of the Word “Mandala” 

Before discussing the squaring of the circle seen in the historical mandala, the word 

“mandala” itself deserves examination. The most commonly seen translation of the Sanskrit 

word “mandala” is simply “circle” (Argiielles & Argiielles, 1972; Cirlot, 2002; Fincher, 

2000; Jung, 1972; Kellogg 1978). There are other English words or phrases equated with the 
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word “mandala” such as “holy circle,” “magic ring,” “wheel,” or “disk” (Husyer, 2002; 

Fincher, 2000). In a personal communication, Fincher (2006) quoted Sanskrit scholar Jared 

Klein (2005) on his translation of the word as “anything round, a cycle, a wheel, or a turning 

thing” (p. 6). 

One translation of this Sanskrit word stands out from the rest as a link to therapeutic 

work: “manda” means “essence” and “la” means “container.” (Fincher, 2004; Gauding, 

2005; Huyser, 2002). This translation is perhaps the most important to the potential 

amelioration of the psyche. The name of this archetypal image as “essence container” 

suggests the possibility of creating a safe space or containment in which the very core of a 

person may reside. Achieving this containment for the client is one of the primary goals for 

the therapist. 

Some religions have different names for the mandala. In the Navajo tradition, their 

brs 2 2 circular sandpaintings are called “iiddh,” meaning “where the chantway tutelary divinities 

come and go” (Gold, 1994). In Buddhism, the Tibetan word for mandala is “kyilkhor,” 

(Trungpa, 1991; Gold, 1994) which can be split into two parts: “kyil” means “center” and 
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“khor” refers to “fringe,” “gestalt,” and “area around” (Trungpa, 1991) or “wheel,” 

“circumference,” and “surroundings” (Gold, 1994). Trungpa (1991) also gave a translation 

for mandala according to his Buddhist traditions as “association” or “society.”  



Five Visual Qualities of the Squaring of the Circle in the Mandala 

There are five visual qualities seen in many mandalas created for both spiritual and 

therapeutic reasons that can be identified as the squaring of the circle. There are examples of 

the squaring of the circle whenever the square is shown in relation to the circle. A circle may 

be surrounded by a square or vice versa. Sometimes one of these shapes is obvious and the 

other 1s subtle or implied. Another creative solution is to divide the mandala into quadrants 

or to display a cross within the design. These images are sometimes referred to as 

“quaternity” (Jung, 1972). The cross itself is another visual component that has its own 

particular implications. Any design element that is repeated four times or any incorporation 

of the number “four” is another manifestation of this principle. The seasons and the elements 

are two of the most commonly illustrated entities of four. The use of the number “eight” or 

octagons is considered as four doubled. Finally, any display of the cardinal points (the 

directions of north, south, east, and west) is included as a manifestation of the squaring the 

circle. 

These five visual qualities of the squaring of the circle have spiritual connotations 

particular to each of the four religions chosen for this study. As each religious tradition is 

explored, these elements will be examined. 

Four Religions’ Traditions Using the Mandala 

Hinduism 

In Hinduism, there is a tool for meditation called a yantra that is a circular design 

with geometric patterns. Yantras are strictly part of the Hindu tradition, whereas mandalas 

exist in both Hindu and Buddhist religious symbolism (Fincher, 2006). Cunningham (2002) 

explained that, by 700 C.E., these abstract designs evolved from the mystic symbolism of the 

ancient Indian Vedic culture to become meditational diagrams used in Tantric Hinduism. 

Lh soods Sologe Leng  



She noted that in the translation of Sanskrit terms, yantra is derived from the word yam, 

which means “energy retention” (p. 14). 

Discussed frequently by mandala scholars is the Shri Yantra, considered the most 

powerful yantra because it depicts or represents all of creation (Cunningham, 2002). The 

Shri Yantra (Figure 1 and 2) requires a meditation process with prescribed rules for the 

practioner to construct mentally the entire image of the yantra from the center outward and 

then back to the center from the periphery (Cirlot, 2002; Cunningham, 2002). Cunningham 

(2002) discerned: 

Execution of the yantra requires the maker to become one with the art—to 

experience the bonds existing between self and the forces of the cosmos. The 

yantra’s value is realized in the experience gained by the creator while taking 

part in its creation (p. 60). 

Incorporated in the Shri Yantra are the deities of Shakti, the feminine, represented in the 

downward-pointing triangles, and Shiva, the masculine, represented in the upward-pointing 

triangles, as explained by Fincher (2006). She described the interlocking of all the triangles 

at the center of the design as a symbol for the creation of the cosmos. In this observation, 

there is a metaphor for wholeness. Even though Shakti and Shiva can appear to be in 

opposition, they balance each other and are undeniably inseparable. 

Purce (1974) described the Shri Yantra as follows: 

The world uncoiling is shown by the lotus petals around the edge unfolding 

through the four directions of space or four gates. Just as creation is the 

ordering of chaos, mandalas which represent this creation (seen as a 

simultaneous rather than a linear time process) are diagrams that order and 

integrate the mind (p. 92).  



 



Figure 1. The Shri Yantra  



 



Figure 2. The Shri Yantra on a plinth  



It is worth noting that some scholars claim that a distinction between a yantra 

and a mandala is necessary. The investigator noticed after studying numerous 

illustrations of yantras that anthropomorphic and zoomorphic characters rarely appear 

in them. This observation is not true of other Eastern mandalas. Braun (1997) 

believed they are different, even though their structures resemble one another, such as 

the square area with four gates surrounding the lotus flower circle. He described a 

yantra design as being intended for repeated use; the mandala design is often created 

to be used only once. Tucci (1961) acknowledged a distinction between them, but 

added that he believed they were the same in their “yearning to find out a way from 

time to eternity, to help the primeval consciousness, which is fundamentally one, to 

recover its integrity” (p. vii-viii). 

Thus, the Hindu philosophy of integration is encompassed in the yantra or mandala 

meditation. Within the sacred, opposing forces are truly in unison with one another. The 

creator and the created are one (Fincher, 2006). 

Buddhism 

The information explaining the Buddhist mandalas is extensive; more than one book 

has been written about the Tibetan Kalachakra mandala alone because the design, 

background, and rituals are so complex. Argiielles and Argiielles (1972) stated that the 

Tibetan mandala emphasizes cosmic integration. The center, the abode of the gods, is 

contained within the square, which is the palace of inner being, then surrounded by a circle, 

symbolizing a particular level of consciousness. 

According to Cunningham (2002), the first examples of the mandala pattern in 

Buddhist art appeared around 500 C. E. In her book on Japanese mandalas, ten Grotenbuis 

(1999) wrote that, beginning in the 8" century C.E., mandalas on paper or cloth were g y pap  
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spreading throughout Asia, and were established in Japan specifically in the 9" century. She 

explained that they were hung on temple walls for contemplation or spread out on altar tops 

for special ceremonies. In addition, ten Grotenbuis pointed out that the two-dimensional 

mandala is meant to be transformed into a three-dimensional realm, often a palace, by means 

of contemplation and through ritual. The mandala paintings or sand constructions look like 

architectural floor plans. 

Shikpo (2006) described the importance of the mandala’s external edge in controlling 

the power of the mandala flowing inside and outside its periphery. The positive energy 

flowing outward from the mandala can influence its surrounding environment, the place 

where the principle of the mandala does not exist. Chogyam Trungpa (1991) proclaimed that 

the idea of “orderly chaos” is the mandala principle. Chaos and confusion exist because 

things happen interdependently of one another, but through the meditative practices 

associated with the mandala principle, the tension of the opposites (such as confusion and 

enlightenment, conflict and harmony, focus and inattention) are revealed as inseparable parts 

of a total vision of reality. Then, there is a union of opposing elements. 

Probably the most well known Buddhist mandala is the Kalachakra or “The Wheel of 

Time” created in colored sand or powders by the Tibetan monks (Figures 3 and 4). Bryant 

(1992) explained that the Kalachakra Initiation is a ritual that lasts for eleven days, including 

the preparation of the participants and the creation of the mandala. It is then dismantled and 

the mandala design is swept away and the ingredients are poured into a nearby body of water. 

According to Tucci (1961), the drawing of a mandala is not simple; it demands the utmost 

attention. The whole operation is rendered useless if there are any mistakes or omissions. 

Any defect reveals the inattention on the part of the participant and indicates that he is not 

working with true concentration and absorption.  
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Figure 3. The Kalachakra Mandala  
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Crossman and Barou (1995) went into detail delineating the meanings of the five levels 

of the “divine palace” of the Kalachakra in which 722 deities live, represented in the five 

floors that can be seen in the series of squares inside the concentric circles (Figure 4). The 

outside square is considered the first level or bottom floor. The top floor or fifth level is in 

the smallest square in the center. Without quoting the complete explanation from Crossman 

& Barou’s lengthy description of the five levels, the investigator has summarized the 

characteristics that relate to the squaring of the circle as follows: 

The Body Mandala, at the first level, displays “L” shapes where the offering 

goddesses reside side by side with certain geometric shapes that are active. The circle 

pacifies, and the square increases energy. The Speech Mandala, on the second level, has 

deities representing pure sounds that can evoke truths that words cannot express. There are 

four trapezoids having four specific colors referring to the four faces of the god Kalachakra. 

The Mind Mandala exists at the third level and contains the four Noble Truths of Buddhism 

related to the experience of suffering. The fourth level houses the Pristine Consciousness, 

which holds sixteen black pillars surrounding sixteen chambers. At this stage, the disciple 

can achieve the pristine consciousness. The Great Bliss is the final or fifth level in the 

smallest square at the center where there is a lotus flower with eight petals. At this point, the 

disciple can become an empty, immutable form, or pure essence, a Buddha himself. 

In Byrant’s (1992) description of the Kalachakra mandala, it is notable how many 

entities of four are used, just as it is seen in Crossman and Barou’s description. The four 

faces of the deities filling the four quadrants have assignments of color, elements, and 

directions. The black east represents wind; the red south represents fire; the white north, 

water; and the yellow west, earth.  
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Thurman (1997) wrote about the concept of the body as a mandala in his description 

of what is called the “Creation Stage.” For the person meditating in this stage of the mandala 

ritual, the front, back, right, and left sides of the body become the mandala palace’s four 

corners. He stated “one visualizes one’s own body, even intestines and bones, as part of the 

building, and then again populating it with the thirty-two deities” (p. 138). 

In summary, the mandala in Buddhism provided a route to obtaining enlightenment 

by leading the person meditating through the palace or temple visualized as architecture or 

the human body. Tucci (1961), who concentrated on the Tibetan versions, stated about the 

Buddhist mandala: “It is, above all, a map of the cosmos. It is the whole universe in its 

essential plan...” (p. 23). 

Native American 

Sacred circles are intricately woven throughout Native American imagery. The 

Navajo wedding basket is an example of a Native American mandala. The patterns of the 

weaving use a circular design with the center representing the beginning of the world and the 

Navajo people. There is typically an opening in the mandala’s periphery at the east point of 

the design to let spirit and energy flow in and out of the mandala (Gauding, 2005). 

Some of the best examples of Native American art studied as mandalas are those of 

the Navajos, which date from as early as the 11" century (Gold, 1994). The shamanic healer 

is specially trained to create a sandpainting that is circular in nature as part of a ritual in 

which the patient sits or lies in the center, doing his part to absorb the psychic and spiritual 

energies. The healer takes the sand from the painting and applies it on the patient’s body, 

imparting the design’s curative nature. Similar to the Tibetan rituals, the painting is 

destroyed and the sand deposited at a designated site by special assistants (Cornell, 1994, 

Gauding, 2005; Gold, 1994; Huyser, 2002).  



Within the sandpainting design, the four elements of air, water, earth, and fire are 

usually present, along with the four directions of east, west, north, and south (Huyser, 2002). 

One example of a simple Navajo design features four snakes, each in a different solid color, 

with a larger black snake encircling them (Figure 5). There is a circuitous path to the center, 

like a labyrinth, delineated by the opposing serpents. The center is a fourfold circle 

symbolizing the integration of the constituent parts of the psyche (Purce, 1974). The head of 

each snake points in a direction, like the cardinal points on a compass. 

Gold (1994) explained that in the Navajo tradition, the four cardinal points represent 

different phases in a lifetime. The East is the dawn of awareness; the South is the noon of 

planning; the West is the sunset of harvesting actions; the North is the night of repose in 

security. Totality is understood through the four parts of the daily cycle and the metaphorical 

message is that a holistic experience is possible through the natural movement of the cosmos. 

Gold related the Navajo approach: 

...mind and matter are generally envisioned in a mandalic form. From the 

cycle of the day to the seasons of the year, to the energies and elements of the 

earth and sky, to the qualities of one’s bodymind —all move in a fourfold 

circle.... (p. 140) 

Another form of a mandala in Native American culture is the Medicine Wheel, 

(Figure 6), also constructed on the ground like the sandpaintings. It contains twelve stones in 

the configuration of a clock face with four large stones positioned at the cardinal points, and 

a center stone that can represent the Great Spirit (Rhinehart & Engelhorn, 1987; Sams & 

Carson, 1999). In Native American ceremonies, one moves around the perimeter of the 

circle that is considered sacred space. Bear and Wabun (1972) wrote about the purpose of 

the Medicine Wheel: “...we see that it is a way to teach people to change, to grow to be  



 



  

Figure 5. Navajo Sandpainting 
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open to all their relations on the earth” (p. 6). 

Each direction has significance and many associations attached to it. One enters the 

circle in the South at birth and childhood in the time of love, trust, family, and innocence. At 

the Western position, one is in the time of youth and introspection. At the Northern point, 

one is a mature adult with experience and in the place of wisdom. The direction of the East 

is for the last part of a person’s life, full of illumination and enlightenment (Fincher, 2000; 

Huyser, 2002; Rhinehart & Engelhorn, 1987; Sams & Carson, 1999). 

Rhinehart and Engelhorn (1987) wrote about the Sun Wheel, which is the same as the 

Medicine Wheel. They used the practice of this ceremonial tool in art therapy. They 

described the use of the wheel as an individuation process in which a person travels through 

the twelve positions to learn what each point has to teach through meditation. The purpose 

of the Sun Wheel is to provide a way of working toward oneness. 

Bear and Wabun (1972) stated that the essence of the Medicine Wheel is movement 

and change and advise not to stay at one point in the circle because it leads to becoming 

stagnant with no opportunity for growth. Different diagrams of the Medicine Wheel show 

the seasons, the times of day, and the elements connected to the four cardinal points, 

demonstrating how they mirror the sandpaintings. 

In Figure 6, one can observe in the diagram illustrated by Bear and Wabun (1972) the 

squaring of the circle. There are diagonals dividing this Medicine Wheel into four sections, 

with the elements matched to animals: the thunderbird, the turtle, the butterfly, and the frog. 

The center shape is a circle within a subtle impression of a square. 

All the mandala images in the Native American practices seem to include man’s 

orientation to the earth and its life cycles through the cardinal points. For the Native  
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American, the mandala became a vehicle of direction for the relationship a person has with 

others and with his environment. 

Christianity 

Mandalic imagery can be seen in Christian art that uses the circle. Celtic knotwork 

with its rhythmic symmetry in the Book of Kells is an example. Others are baptismal fonts, 

labyrinths, and the embellished halos on sacred figures. Most often noted for their large 

scale and dazzling colored stained glass are the rose windows in Gothic cathedrals, especially 

at the Chartres Cathedral in France. Huyser (2002) described them in general: 

(They) present an eternal truth, Logos, the word. Here, Christ stands in the 

middle as Logos. In many cases, a Madonna and child will also stand in the 

center as Mother Goddess. The rose is the symbol of love. Projected in the 

form of a window, it represents love for the Creator. In this way, rose 

windows are symbols of divine and cosmic unity. (p. 9) 

The Christian alchemists created images that had mandalic qualities. Their attempts 

to create gold and silver from base materials influenced their philosophical beliefs 

concerning the transmutation of the commonplace into the extraordinary (McLean, 1989). 

Carl G. Jung, Joan Kellogg, and Susanne Fincher demonstrated an interest in the alchemists’ 

work regarding the application of their ideas and drawings to modern psychology. Fincher 

(2000) correlated their chemical activities to the four elements. There is the activity of 

burning that is parallel to fire; dissolving to water; drying to earth, and evaporation to air. 

Jacob Boehme, a German alchemist, is important in the literature on mandalas, and 

his work is cited frequently by Jung (1972). Boehme, who lived from 1575 to 1624, 

experienced illuminations as an adolescent (Hall, 1988). His visions inspired his writings 

and imagery, such as the mandala described by McLean (1989) that appeared as an  
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illustration in Boehme’s Signatura Rerum (Figure 7). Around the periphery of the mandala 

are four flames representing the spiritual archetypes of the four elements and the central 

circle is divided into quadrants representing the Four Archangels of the Elements and the 

Directions of Space. The triangular elements can be equated with the Trinity. The alchemist 

was striving to unite the Three with the Four; he must bring the Trinity, which is spiritual, 

into the Four Elements that are of the material world. He sought “to place consciousness at 

the central still point...unite the above and the below, the spiritual and the material” 

(McLean, 1989, p. 96). 

Another Christian known for her mandala imagery is St. Hildegard of Bingen. She 

was a German mystic from the 12" century, a nobleman’s daughter, and a Benedictine 

Abbess, who had visions that she depicted in mystical diagrams (Hall, 1988). Many of these 

images are circular in their format and demonstrate a squaring of the circle. 

In Fox’s (1985) commentary on her mandala known as Man as the Centre of the 

Universe (Figure 8), he remarked on the importance of the four winds; Hildegard emphasized 

how the role of the winds coming from the four cardinal points played a part in promoting 

psychological balance. Hildegard understood that wind is metaphorical for breath and spirit. 

She saw the four winds of the earth ultimately as the breath of the world that could be inhaled 

by a human being and then alter the humors or the psyche of that person. 

In this mandala, the winds are illustrated on the concentric circles outside of the 

figure of the man and at the cardinal points. The human figure at the center can be 

interpreted as Christ, both human and divine. The position of the figure alludes to Christ’s 

crucifixion on the cross, adding another element of squaring the circle. 

The cross is possibly the most important symbol in Christianity. Cousins (1971) 

wrote about the mandala symbolism in the theology of St. Bonaventure, a Franciscan  
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Figure 7. Title Figure in Jacob Boehme’s Signature Rerum 

  
 
 

 
 

    
 
 

 
 

 



 



Figure 8. Man as the Centre of the Universe, Hildegard of Bingen  



Doctor of the Church, who was born forty-two years after the death of Hildegard. 

Bonaventure is quoted in Cousin’s article: “When the centre of a circle has been lost, it can 

be found only by two lines intersecting at right angles” (p.188). Bonaventure was not 

making the remark just for the sake of understanding the geometry of a mandala; he used it 

as a metaphor for the salvation brought by Jesus. He believed that Christ is the mathematical 

centre in this crucifixion, which restored man’s lost centre. The cross of destruction leads to 

resurrection and then from death to life, and “thus in Christ and his cross the opposites are 

reconciled” (p.188). 

What all these Christian mandalic images have in common is the utmost importance 

placed on the center of the mandala within the squaring of the circle composition. Important 

figures such as Mary, Jesus, the crucified body, and the cross are at the centers of the 

mandalas of Boehme, Hildegard, and the rose windows. The center is where one is closest to 

the divine. 

Interpretations of the Five Visual Qualities 

In examining the mandalas from all four religions presented, the visual qualities of 

the squaring of the circle are apparent. The mandalas illustrated in Figures 1 — 8 display at 

least one and sometimes all of the characteristics, which are the circle combined with the 

square, the cross, quadrants, entities of four, and cardinal points. 

There may be meanings behind these visual elements that are idiosyncratic to any one 

religion. However, the investigator has chosen to concentrate mainly on the meanings that 

seem common among all four of these religions, validating the universal quality of the 

mandala. 

The investigator looked at the meanings woven into the shape of the circle, the shape 

of the square, and the combination of the two. The meaning of the circle itself is the broadest  
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topic of these three. Circles are everywhere in man’s environment, both two-dimensionally 

and three-dimensionally. The earth, sun, moon, and other planets are examples, along with 

movements within the solar system, in water, and in air. There are countless circular growth 

patterns in nature, animal and plant life. They are found in non-living things as well. 

Within the human body itself, there are cells, the spirals of the double helix, and the 

womb where life begins, all of them circular. An important man-made invention was the 

wheel creating numerous possibilities in transportation. Conceptual circles are connected to 

cycles such as the seasons, the time of day, and certain human interaction, such as “round 

table” discussions and a circle of support. 

Thus, it should not be surprising that the circle has been given special significance 

universally since the beginning of civilization. A Native American elder, Black Elk said: 

“Everything the Power of the World does is done in a circle” (Fincher, 2002, p. 7). 

Cunningham (2002) explained that the circle is known also as “unity,” “single” (from the 

Greek word “monad”) and “one.” She interpreted these concepts further by stating that the 

circle is the parent of all shapes and the number one is the parent of all numbers, putting it 

into geometric terms. Fincher (2000) puts the circle into spiritual context: “The space within 

the ritual circle is changed from ordinary to sacred space. For peoples who perceive the 

circle as a reflection of the essence of life, creating a circle is a sacred action” (p. 10). 

Circular structures appear in architecture globally and many buildings can be 

considered three-dimensional mandalas. Argiielles and Argiielles (1972) stated that “all 

sacred religious structures partake in the mandala principle: the Egyptian and Mexican 

pyramids; the temples of India; Buddhist stupas; Islamic mosques; the pagodas of China and 

Japan; and the tipis and kivas of North America” (p. 191). The domes incorporated in the 

structures of Christian cathedrals all over Europe could also be considered mandalic.  



54 

Because the mandala is usually equated with the circle, so many entities are classified 

as mandalas. Jung remarked that the oldest mandala drawing known to him was a Paleolithic 

so called “sun wheel,” discovered in Rhodesia (Wilhem & Jung, 1962). As part of his 

definition of this circular symbol, Cirlot (2002) intimated that the breadth of the examples of 

mandalas is worldwide: 

Coinciding in essence with the mandala are such figures as the Wheel of the 

Universe, the Mexican “Great Calendar Stone,” the lotus flower, the mythic 

flower of gold, the rose... In a purely psychological sense it is feasible to 

identify the mandala with all figures composed of various elements enclosed 

in a square or circle — for instance, the horoscope, the labyrinth, the zodiacal 

circle, figures representing “The Year” and also the clock. (p. 191) 

Huyser (2002) and Fincher (2000) addressed the shape of the square and its many 

meanings. It symbolizes firmness, stability, order, and balance. The square is considered a 

man-made invention since it is not a form readily found in nature. Thus, it represents earthly 

matter as opposed to spiritual matter. In Western ideology, it alludes to rational thought and 

human accomplishment. Cirlot (2002) wrote that the square is an expression of quaternity. 

He added that it is considered a feminine symbol for the Chinese and Hindu cultures as well 

as a representation of the earth, also considered feminine by many cultures. He noted that if 

the square is drawn in the orientation of resting on a corner instead of the side, it is seen as 

expressing something dynamic, a sign of potential change. Huyser (2002) stated that this 

positioning of the square indicates movement. 

The circle has strength in its expression of endlessness; the square has strength in its 

solid predictability. Together they create a unique power. The circle is the symbol of 

eternity, heaven, or the cosmos, and the square is the symbol of the earth or mankind. With  



no top, bottom, left, or right, the circle can be constantly moving, possibly imperceptibly, 

while the square rests stationary on one side. A square combined with a circle brings 

balance, order, stability, and rationality to a world filled with the unknown (Fincher, 2000; 

Huyser, 2002). Together, these two harmonize the earthly and cosmic realms (Huyser, 

2002). 

Fincher (2000) and Cirlot (2002) suggested that the circle and the square are 

diametrical opposites and uniting the two produces something altogether new. Cirlot (2002) 

called it “the union of two opposites, not just juxtaposition, but the equation and canceling 

out of two components in a higher synthesis” (p. 308). 

The squaring of the circle imagery that is found in caves and rock formations also 

appears in the art of young children. Rhoda Kellogg (1970) researched the developmental 

stages of children’s drawings. The same line formations that appear in many historical 

mandalas occur spontaneously in children’s art. Kellogg observed that children create 

squaring of the circle imagery through the form of a circle or a square divided into quarters 

by a cross or into eighths by two crosses together. Fincher (2000) believed that this strong 

resemblance between children’s circular drawings to the ones seen in prehistoric art proves 

the mandala symbol is embedded in the collective unconscious. 

The cross becomes another visual expression of squaring the circle. Having a cross 

inside makes finding the center of the circle possible, with either two diagonal lines or a 

vertical one in conjunction with a horizontal one. The center of the circle is easily attainable 

or revealed at the intersection of the two lines. Fincher (2000) quoted Jung’s (1972) 

statement that the cross could be a symbol of the balance of the opposites within the whole 

person. Argiielles and Argiielles (1972) suggested that the cross is symbolic of the 

crossroads, a place in which entities meet and from which all things are possible.  
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The swastika, a version of the cross seen as early as 3,000 B.C.E. (Kellogg, 1978), is 

considered a cross in motion. It is a symbol of change, often connected to the four seasons, 

the sun, and its path of movement (Argiielles & Argiielles, 1972; Kellogg, 1978). Kellogg 

(1978) stated that this symbol could be interpreted as mankind’s increasing awareness of an 

intimate relationship with exterior processes that are going on in man’s environment. The 

Navajos and the Tibetans use the swastika frequently in their imagery showing the cross in 

movement, a symbol of life that represents balance and the eternal process of creating 

harmony (Gold, 1994). 

Jung (1972) coined the term “quaternity” to describe the division of the circle into 

quadrants by a cross or other means of creating four equal areas visually. He believed that it 

was a symbol of deities in numerous cultures. He wrote: 

The mandala, though a symbol of the self as the psychic totality, is at the same 

time a God-image, for the central point, circle and quaternity are well-known 

symbols for the deity. The impossibility of distinguishing empirically 

between “self” and “God” leads, in Indian philosophy, to the identity of the 

personal and superpersonal. (p. 40-41) 

Gold (1994) commented on the shared features of Tibetan and Navajo mandalas 

showing a large circle, the macrocosm, and a smaller circle inside, the microcosm. The 

space that exists between the two circles is divided into quadrants. These four quadrants 

represent the natural energies between the microcosm and the macrocosm, self and the 

universe, and matter and spirit in each of us and in the cosmos at large. He stated that the 

quadrants symbolize the way an individual’s thoughts, energy, and actions naturally manifest 

and move toward a state of equilibrium.  



“Four” is the number most important to squaring of the circle in combination with 

“one,” the number connected to the circle by itself. The bi-polar nature of “two” entities 

paired can demonstrate balance, but it can also lead to the clash of the opposites. If pairs are 

doubled, the push and pull, back and forth sensations are diminished. If one entity is 

exaggerated, there are three others to keep that one in check. This balance of the opposites 

within the cycles of life is another manifestation of the squaring of the circle. 

The naming of the four elements, a squaring of the circular forms of nature, is another 

way man imposes order on what may be at times chaotic and beyond his control. All four 

elements can destroy man and his handmade abodes. Man experiences destruction in air with 

tornadoes and other wind phenomena. Water is destructive in hurricanes, monsoons, floods, 

and whirlpools. Fire can be created by natural forces, such as lightening, and its destructive 

path is often unmanageable. Earth can crack open unexpectedly and reshape the landscape, 

destroying man-made dwellings. Cultures throughout the world have revered these four 

elements with fear and awe. There is no escaping their beauty and their power to give life or 

take it away. Mandalas often incorporate these four entities in both circular and square 

imagery. 

In the squaring of the circle with the cross, the four cardinal points are created, giving 

man a sense of control over land, sea, and sky. With the invention of a compass, he is able to 

divide space, an abstract concept, with the aid of these directional indicators. Man imposes 

order with this definition of space so that he does not feel swallowed up or overwhelmed by 

his surroundings. Without this system, a person will likely become lost in unfamiliar 

territory. Fincher (2000) theorized: 

When the imaginary mandala of the body and its four directions is oriented 

with reference to the constant position of the northern polestar, one has  



established the four cardinal directions. With this scheme our ancestors could 

have plotted a straight path from one place to another...Being able to plan 

one’s travels would have made possible return visits to water and sources of 

food. The usefulness of the classic mandala form as a reference establishing 

orientation in physical space no doubt added to its potency as a symbol. (p. 8) 

A sense of disorientation regarding a person’s experience within the physical 

environment is a metaphor for the experience of feeling lost emotionally or psychologically. 

Gold (1994) is another author who ascertained that the body is a mandala in general. Itis 

parallel to Thurman’s (1997) account of the Tibetan’s belief in which the four sides of the 

body become the four corners of the mandala palace. In his comparative study of the Tibetan 

and Navajo mandalas, Gold stated: 

The mandala worldview is best understood by visualizing a human figure. It 

has a front, a back, two sides, and a top and bottom (the spinal column being 

the axis of reference). Add to this visualization the dome of the sky and 

expanse of the earth, as they meet in a circular horizon, surrounding the 

‘universal horizon,” and one has the natural basis for the code of the mandala. 

(p. 291) 

Sacred Geometry: The Unsolved Problem of the Squaring of the Circle 

M. Esther Harding (1973), who studied with Jung, pointed out the relationship of the 

problem in geometry of the squaring of the circle to the same phenomenon in the mandala. 

She noted that the mathematical problem remains unsolved. 

Robert Lawlor (1982), an anthropologist who is known for his books on mathematics, 

wrote a text on sacred geometry. In his chapter on squaring of the circle, he explained that 

this is one of the three greatest problems of Euclidean geometry that  



...seeks, with only the usual compass and straightedge, to construct a square 

which is virtually equal in perimeter to the circumference of a given circle, or 

which is virtually equal in area to the area of a given circle. Because the 

circle is an incommensurable figure based on Pi, it is impossible to draw a 

square more than approximately equal to it. Nevertheless, the squaring of the 

circle is of great importance to the geometer-cosmologist because for him the 

circle represents pure, unmanifest spirit-space, while the square represents the 

manifest and comprehensible world. When a near equality is drawn between 

the circle and square, the infinite is able to express its dimensions or qualities 

through the finite. (p. 74) 

M. Esther Harding further concluded that there is a psychological connection between 

this geometrical mystery and the spiritual meaning of the mandala’s squaring of the circle: 

...we must conclude that the problem...bore a hidden psychological value. 

The unknown within the learned searcher after a truth that was hidden in 

darkness found a resting place in the objective problems of mathematics or of 

matter. This view is further supported by the fact that in many religious 

systems a figure formed by combining a circle with a square...is one of the 

symbols of the secret or esoteric teaching or dogma of the group, and is 

regarded as the revelation of a truth inexpressible in intellectual terms, for it 

represents the relation between the human and the divine. These figures are 

true mandalas. (p. 388-89) 

In summary, the squaring of the circle marries rational man to his mystical 

environment, the universe. This union creates a peaceful relationship between the human  



psyche and all that surrounds it. The relationship, initiated through squaring of the circle, 

gives the mandala its capacity to calm, to focus, and to mirror a person. 

One can experience this benefit of the mandala through creating, coloring, and 

looking at them. The effects can be long lasting within the practice of meditation, as in the 

religious traditions, or even momentary within the clinical setting. In the mandala’s process 

and its product of the squaring of the circle is the attainment of inner peace. 

In the investigator’s experience, the word peace is not commonly used in 

psychotherapy literature. Perhaps, the reason for this is that it is not considered a clinical 

term. Yet, inner peace is one of the ultimate goals of healing. Peace of mind is a state all 

humans seek whether they are psychologically ill or not. It is a concept that is highly valued 

for optimum well-being. 

 



CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS 

Relevance of the Squaring of the Circle to Treatment in Psychotherapy 

After reviewing the observations about the squaring of the circle in the historical and 

clinical literature, the investigator has made the following deductions about the possible 

relevance of this principle of the mandala to treatment in therapy. These deductions are 

based on the material from the psychotherapy field already presented in this research along 

with the information from the historians writing about mandalas. The investigator will 

examine how the phenomenon of the squaring of the circle may be incorporated into clinical 

interventions using the mandala to reduce anxiety, to promote focus, and to enhance 

individuation. 

Although anxiety may become pathological, it is an emotion commonly experienced. 

An anxious state of mind frequently may produce excessive worrying. A person may 

experience, within a short period of time, repetitive thoughts that dwell on past troubles or 

that anticipate future problems. Often, the average person has difficulty staying in the 

present moment, even when it is during a normal or pleasant experience. Contemplating the 

cycles of time for the day, the year, or the lifetime, may allow one to experience an 

unchanging order, and always in a rhythm or measure of four, a number symbolizing 

wholeness. This unchanging order of cycles creates a predictable stability, even in an ever- 

changing environment, which may allay fears based in the past or in the future and, therefore, 

makes it easier to concentrate on the present. 

When a person senses extreme chaos in his external environment, it may lead to 

anxiety that produces problems in cognition, such as a disordered state of mind, 

disorientation, and random thoughts appearing non-sequentially (Henderson, et. al., 2007).  



The disorganized psyche may be benefited by structure. The squaring of the circle may 

allow the patient or client to experience the solid structure of the square with its four 

identifiable points in the corners, superimposed on the circle, with its perimeter that has no 

beginning and no end. This illustration of the finite within the infinite gives structure and 

organization. Experiencing this structure visually may dissipate confusion and help 

minimize the effects of chaotic surroundings. 

Disorientation may be manifested physically and psychologically. A potential 

method of countering disorientation is to give a client a tool to create a sense of direction for 

a reorientation of the body or the mind. The squaring of the circle can feature the cardinal 

points that may be used as a literal and metaphorical compass. The feeling of being lost may 

be addressed so that the client establishes his place within his external and internal 

environments and how these interact. Possibly, he can better determine where he has been 

and where he is going in a metaphorical manner. 

Anxiety may lead to thought processes that become continuously non-sequential. 

A person overwhelmed with activities to do in one day may experience jumping from one 

idea to the next without task completion. In the squaring of the circle of the mandala, the 

natural cycles of time represented in four segments appear in an unchangeable sequence. 

The entities of four always come in the same order. The cycle of the four periods of the day 

is constant, likewise, the cycles of the year in the four seasons and the human lifetime in the 

four stages. Working visually with this consistent sequential order of these sets of four, as in 

the four corners of the square within the infinite nature of the circle, may allow the client to 

experience the rhythm of a logical sequence. 

Those who suffer from disorders that manifest in attention deficits and hyperactivity 

may have experiences of distraction and restlessness (Gerteisen, 2008; Smitheman-Brown &  



Church, 1996); however, to a certain extent, everyone in today’s society will have these 

problems on some level due to over-stimulation and the hailing of multi-tasking. Modern 

lifestyles can create a sense of chaos in one’s daily existence simply with a bombardment of 

visual and verbal information and excessive activity, making it difficult to be still and to 

devote unmitigated attention to any one focal point for any serious duration of time. 

To minimize distraction, one must acquire the ability to apply close mental 

application that will support sustained attention. Exercises in geometry using a compass and 

a straight edge can require a considerable degree of concentration to complete. An example 

is to start with a circle and place a square inside it, then keep repeating the square shape at 

even intervals as the circle is turned. The four apexes can become eight, sixteen, and even 

thirty-two. The design naturally becomes more complicated as squares are added, requiring 

extended concentration while the squares multiply, as tested by the investigator herself. The 

squares multiplied create a shape close to the one of the circle, a metaphor for the concept of 

squaring the circle, the union of two opposites. 

Working with the squaring of the circle has potential in reducing restlessness through 

its centering characteristic. If a person begins creating or coloring a mandala at the perimeter 

of the circle and works toward the center point, it may become an unconscious metaphor of 

pulling away from the chaos presented by the outside edge of the circle, in order to arrive at 

the center point. The centering process has the potential of stilling the person physically, 

psychologically, and spiritually, thus validating the body-mind-soul connection. One of the 

easiest ways to find the center of the circle is if the square is immediately inside or outside 

the edges of the circle. Diagonal lines can be then be drawn across the corners of the square 

like an “X” (or cross). The center is revealed at the intersection of the two lines.  
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The steps to the many possible visual projects incorporating the squaring of the circle 

can require deliberation. If actions are deliberated, one must concentrate and slow down the 

thought process as well as the pace of body movements. One definition of the word 

“deliberate” is a perfect description of what a person must do in the squaring of the circle of 

the mandala, especially exemplified in the Tibetan monks’ process of creating the 

Kalachakra Mandala: 

Done with or marked by full consciousness. ..intentional; arising from or 

marked by careful consideration; unhurried in action, movement, or manner, 

as if trying to avoid error; to think carefully and often slowly, as about a 

choice to be made; to balance. (Kleinedler, 2006, p. 430) 

Through deliberation needed for the squaring of the circle in the mandala, a person may 

experience less distraction and a greater ability to focus. 

Regarding another treatment goal, Jung (1968) theorized that individuation 

involves resolving inner conflict between the conscious (reason) and the unconscious 

(chaos). He wrote: 

Consciousness and unconsciousness do not make a whole person when one of 

them is suppressed and injured by the other...Both are aspects of life... This 

means open conflict and open collaboration at once. That, evidently, is the 

way human life should be. It is the old game of hammer and anvil; between 

them the patient iron is forged into an indestructible whole, an “individual”. 

(p. 288) 

This inner conflict may lead to disintegration and fragmentation of the personality. In 

general, language, disintegration and fragmentation have similar definitions. Disintegration 

is defined as a reduction into components, a loss of cohesion, or a destruction of wholeness  



or unity. Fragmentation is defined as the process of breaking into scattered detached parts 

(Kleinedler, 2006). Exposure to wholeness offers a way to counter the experiences of 

disintegration and fragmentation. 

Argiielles and Argiielles (1972) believed that reintegration is implicit in the very act 

of creating the mandala and their observations are applicable to therapy: 

Whatever psychophysical disturbance might have existed prior to the creation 

of the Mandala has been dissipated and transformed, so that the organism is 

able to experience itself as a seamless flow of energies. No longer is there a 

precise division between the inner and outer worlds. (p. 98) 

Kellogg (1978) and Cox and Cohen (2000) documented the imagery of the mandalas 

created by patients diagnosed with schizophrenia. They saw characteristics of fragmentation 

such as compositions that are disordered, unharmonious color combinations, or a lack of a 

central form. However, there are cases, such as the one cited previously in this paper, in 

which these patients can ultimately create mandalas that are more unified (Cox & Cohen, 

2000). 

The mandala can be divided into a quaternity, but there is a sense of totality or 

interdependence among the four components. The separate parts are honored, but they create 

a balanced symmetry that may counter the feeling of disorganized fragmentation. 

In addition to aiding with disintegration and fragmentation, the relationship of the 

opposites within the psyche is addressed in the mandala. Jung (1968, 1972), Kellogg (1978), 

Fincher (2000), Lusebrink (1990) and others wrote about the importance of this phenomenon 

and how tension or conflict often exists between two aspects of the mind, such as the 

conscious and the unconscious, the feminine and the masculine, and the shadow and the self. 

The investigator has pieced together from numerous references that, in the squaring of the  
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circle, the square represents the conscious, the feminine, the earth, or the shadow. The circle 

represents the unconscious, the masculine, the cosmos, or the self. 

Jung (1968) wrote about the importance of the analyst knowing the symbols (such as 

the mandala) when working with harmonizing the conscious and the unconscious. He called 

this union of the opposites the “transcendent function,” or rounding out of the personality 

into a whole (p. 289). 

Resolving conflict between the psychological opposites can decrease anxiety, 

attention deficits, and fragmentation of the self. These conflicts are frequently expressed as 

an experience of chaos; therefore, the investigator proposes a link between the tension of the 

opposites and chaos. The squaring of the circle creates a totality or unity of the two opposite 

shapes, synthesizing them into one new harmonious entity. This may achieve the concept of 

ordering chaos within the mind of the patient or client. When chaos and the tension of the 

opposites are addressed, all three treatment goals of reducing anxiety, promoting focus, and 

enhancing individuation are addressed and may even be accomplished simultaneously. 

Recommendations 

Directives Using Mandalas and the Squaring of the Circle as an Intervention 

The investigator believes it is important to put the visual qualities of the squaring of 

the circle from the historical mandalas into a clinical context for possible treatment. The 

investigator designed some strictly hypothetical directives for reducing anxiety and 

promoting focus to illustrate how the squaring of the circle may be a conscious contribution 

to mandala interventions in the clinical setting. The following directives are not suggestions 

for experimental research, but merely a visualization of the theoretical aspects to the squaring 

of the circle:  



To gain a sense of structure, the client can create a floor plan as if to create a three- 

dimensional temple within a circle, with the circle symbolizing the chaotic 

environment surrounding him. The temple can be constructed in the manner of the 

Kalachakra Mandala with several levels protecting the center, which represents the 

self in a calm state. 

To feel a sense of direction, the client may create a Medicine Wheel with pebbles 

marking the cardinal points symbolizing the four stages of a lifetime. Then, the client 

may create imagery about the direction his life takes at each point in the past, present, 

and future. 

To experience the natural order of cycles and the present moment, as seen in the 

Navajo and Christian mandalas, the client can draw a clock for the four phases of the 

day (morning, noon, evening, and night) or a circle divided into quadrants 

representing the four seasons. The client may create imagery about his associations 

with each time of day or season. 

To encourage concentration and centering, the client may be given a circle with a 

square immediately outside it. The client is asked to find the center of the square and 

the circle simultaneously by drawing diagonal lines across the square, then, continue 

to create marks that start at the circle’s perimeter and always lead back to the center. 

To allow the client to do an activity with deliberation, he may create a large-scale 

mandala on the floor by outlining it with natural objects and dividing it with a cross to 

ascertain the center. The client may also create a spiral that leads from the outer edge 

to the center. The client may circumambulate around it as a Medicine Wheel or 

through it like a labyrinth at a slow pace.  
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* To deal with both of the positive and negative aspects of chaos, the client can create 

two circles divided into quadrants and fill them with his symbols for the four 

elements of air, fire, water, and earth. One mandala can depict the destructive 

qualities of the elements; the other one can depict the beneficial aspects of them. 

For individuation, the pioneering therapists have proven that the most effective way 

to use the mandala as an intervention is to allow the client to create their own image in a 

circular design. As already noted by Jung (1972), Kellogg (1978) and Fincher (2000), the 

squaring of the circle naturally appears from the collective unconscious in the mandalas 

created by patients in psychotherapy. A way to use the squaring of the circle consciously 

may be to work with quadrants of the circle individually and then put them back together in 

the circle, looking at fragmentation and compartmentalization while seeking a cohesive 

design. 

In mandala coloring books, the artists often draw designs that have the inherent properties 

of the squaring of the circle. In the investigator’s experience of having clients color pre- 

designed mandalas, the client’s ascribed personal meanings to the designs were based on 

color associations and how the client covered certain components with these colors. This 

process is another means of individuation through the clinical mandala via the squaring of the 

circle. 

Future Research 

The investigator recommends that the historical mandala could be further explored 

for its relevance to the clinical mandala. Since the mandala is so complex, it is not likely that 

the squaring of the circle would be its only universal principle that could be applicable to the 

use of the mandala in treatment. Additional historical research may uncover other such  



principles that could give insight to clinicians who use the mandala as a therapeutic 

intervention. 

In her initial search, the investigator believed that there would be ample and 

convincing evidence for the two treatment goals of calming anxiety and increasing the ability 

to focus. However, it is the opinion of the investigator that her review of the psychotherapy 

literature has revealed the need for better empirical research on the mandala as a therapeutic 

intervention. The investigator recommends that art therapists take a primary role in 

accomplishing this goal. The investigator believes that art therapists are the appropriate 

researchers to produce more studies with tighter research designs and larger samples to prove 

scientifically that the mandala is beneficial to calming anxiety and promoting focus. 
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