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Few  symbols  in  the
h i s to ry  o f  human
consciousness  are  as
u n i v e r s a l ,  a s
geometrically  perfect,
and as deeply resonant
as the mandala. While
these  circular  designs
have  been  sacred  in
Eastern  traditions  for
m i l l e n n i a ,  t h e i r
profound  significance
in  modern  psychology
was largely illuminated
by the pioneering work

of Carl Gustav Jung. For
Jung, the mandala was
not  merely  an  artistic
motif  or  a  religious
icon;  it  was  a  living
representation  of  the
psyche, a window into
the  deepest  layers  of
the unconscious. When
we  explore  mandala
symbol ism  Jung
introduced to the West,
we uncover a powerful
tool  for  self-discovery,
h e a l i n g ,  a n d
p s y c h o l o g i c a l
integration. This article
delves  into  the  rich
relationship  between
Jungian  psychology
and  the  manda la ,
exploring  how  this
a n c i e n t  s y m b o l
became a cornerstone
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for  understanding  the
human soul.

WHAT IS A
MANDALA
ACCORDING TO
JUNG?

In its simplest form, a
mandala is a geometric
configuration  of
symbols,  typical ly
arranged  in  a  circular
pa t te rn  a round  a
central point. The word
i tse l f  comes  f rom
Sanskrit ,  meaning
"c i rc le"  or  "d isc ."
H o w e v e r ,  J u n g
e x p a n d e d  t h i s
definition  significantly.
He saw the mandala as
an archetypal image, a
universal  pattern  that
a p p e a r s  a c r o s s
cultures, religions, and
individual psyches. For
Jung,  the  spontaneous
c r e a t i o n  o f
mandalas—whether  in
dreams,  art,  or  active
imagination—indicated
a  powerful  movement

of  the  psyche  toward
wholeness.
Jung’s encounters with
mandalas began during
h i s  own  pe r i od  o f
intense  self-analysis
after  his  break  with
F r e u d .  H e  b e g a n
drawing circular figures
and geometrical forms
in his notebooks, which
he later recognized as
s y m b o l i c
representations  of  his
inner  state.  These
drawings  gave  him  a
sense  of  ca lm  and
orientation  during  a
c h a o t i c  t i m e .  H e
concluded  that  the
mandala image was a
natural  expression  of
the self, the totality of
t h e  p s y c h e  t h a t
encompasses  both
c o n s c i o u s  a n d
unconscious elements.
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The
Mandala
as an
Archetyp
e of
Wholenes

s
In  Jungian  theory,
archetypes  are  the
innate ,  un iversa l
psychic structures that
reside in the collective
unconscious.  Mandala
symbol ism  Jung
identified  as  belonging
to the archetype of the
Se l f—the  cen t ra l
organizing  principle  of
the personality.  Unlike
the  ego,  which  is  the
conscious  center  of
identity, the Self is the

whole  psychic  entity.
The mandala’s circular
f o r m  p e r f e c t l y
expresses this concept:
i t  s u g g e s t s
completeness,  unity,
and the integration of
all parts of the psyche.
Jung  observed  that
mandalas  frequently
appear during times of
psychological  distress,
disorientation, or crisis.
When  the  ego  feels
f r a g m e n t e d  o r
t h r e a t e n e d ,  t h e
unconscious  often
produces  mandala
imagery  as  a  form of
psychological  self-
regulation. The circular
structure  acts  as  a
protective container, a
temenos  (a  sacred,
enclosed  space)  that
holds  the  tension  of
opposing forces within
t h e  p s y c h e .  T h i s
process  is  central  to
the  healing  journey
J u n g  c a l l e d
i n d i v i d u a t i o n — t h e
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l i felong  process  of
becoming  one's  true,
whole  self.

HISTORICAL AND
CROSS-CULTURAL
ROOTS OF
MANDALA
SYMBOLISM

While Jung’s work gave
t h e  m a n d a l a  a
p s y c h o l o g i c a l
framework,  he  was
deeply  aware  of  its
a n c i e n t  a n d
widespread  use.  To
understand  the  full
depth  of  mandala
symbol ism  Jung
explored, it is helpful to
see  how  different
c u l t u r e s  h a v e
employed  this  symbol
for centuries.

Hinduism and
Buddhism: In
these traditions,
mandalas are
used as
meditative aids
and ritual

diagrams. The
Tibetan Buddhist
sand mandala,
for example, is a
painstakingly
constructed
design
representing the
cosmos and the
enlightened
mind. Meditating
on a mandala is
believed to help
the practitioner
move toward
spiritual
awakening and
union with the
divine.
Native
American Sand
Paintings: Many
Indigenous
cultures,
especially the
Navajo, create
sand paintings
within a circular
frame. These are
used in healing
ceremonies to
restore balance
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and harmony in
the patient's life.
The sick person
is placed at the
center of the
painting,
symbolically
drawing the
healing power of
the cosmos into
their being.
Christianity:
The rose
windows of
Gothic cathedrals
are classic
examples of
mandala-like
structures. Their
intricate circular
designs depict
saints, biblical
scenes, and the
divine order of
the universe.
Similarly, the
Celtic cross often
incorporates a
circular ring,
symbolizing
eternity and the
cyclical nature of

life.
Medieval
Alchemy: Jung
saw alchemy as
a precursor to
depth
psychology.
Alchemical texts
contain countless
circular
diagrams—their
rotundum (the
round vessel)
and the
philosopher's
stone—that
symbolically
depict the
unification of
opposites, a
process Jung
equated with
individuation.

Jung  argued  that  the
perennial recurrence of
the  mandala  pattern
across  these  diverse
traditions  was  strong
e v i d e n c e  f o r  t h e
e x i s t e n c e  o f  t h e
collective unconscious.
The  symbo l  i s  not
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something  learned;  it
e m e r g e s
spontaneously  from
the  psyche’s  innate
tendency  to  organize
e x p e r i e n c e  i n t o
meaningful  wholes.

JUNG’S DISCOVERY
OF MANDALAS IN
HIS OWN PSYCHE

O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
compelling chapters in
the story  of  mandala
symbolism  Jung  is
how  he  personal ly
e n c o u n t e r e d  t h e
symbol. Between 1913
a n d  1 9 1 7 ,  J u n g
underwent a period of
profound inner turmoil,
w h i c h  h e  l a t e r
d e s c r i b e d  a s  a
“confrontation with the
unconsc ious . ”  To
navigate this turbulent
inner world,  he began
to record his fantasies
and visions in a series
of  notebooks,  later
known  as  The  Red
Book .

In these luminous and
often  terrifying  pages,
Jung drew hundreds of
m a n d a l a s .  H e
described  the  process
as  a  way  of  bringing
order  to  the  chaos  of
h i s  p s y c h e .  E a c h
mandala  seemed  to
express  a  particular
state of  his  inner  life.
Over  time,  he noticed
that  these  drawings
were not random; they
were coherent symbols
that  pointed toward a
central  purpose—the
integrat ion  o f  h is
p e r s o n a l i t y .  H e
famously  wrote:

“ I  k n e w
t h a t  i n
finding  the
mandala as
a n
expression
of the self,
I  h a d
a t t a i n e d
what  was
for me the
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ultimate.”

T h i s  p e r s o n a l
experience  gave  Jung
a n  e x p e r i e n t i a l
foundation for his later
theoretical  work.  It
convinced him that the
mandala is not merely
a product of culture or
r e l i g i o n  b u t  a
f u n d a m e n t a l
express ion  o f  the
psyche’s  drive  toward
wholeness.  His  own
d r a w i n g s ,  n o w
published  in  The  Red
Book,  are a testament
to the healing power of
this symbolic process.

THE
PSYCHOLOGICAL
MEANING OF
MANDALA
DRAWINGS

When  Jung  asked  his
p a t i e n t s  t o  d r a w
mandalas ,  he  was
never  seek ing  an
artistic  masterpiece.

Instead,  he  used  the
m a n d a l a  a s  a
d i a g n o s t i c  a n d
therapeutic  tool.  The
way a patient drew the
circle—the  colors,
shapes,  and  symbols
t h e y
inc luded—revea led
vital information about
t h e i r  c u r r e n t
psychological state.

Order in
Chaos
People in the midst of
emotional turmoil often
produce mandalas that
a r e  f r a g m e n t e d ,
asymmetrical,  or  filled
with aggressive colors.
As  therapy progresses
and the patient moves
toward  psychological
b a l a n c e ,  t h e i r
manda las  tend  to
b e c o m e  m o r e
symmetrical, balanced,
and  harmonious.  Jung
saw this  change  as  a
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d i r e c t  v i s u a l
representation  of  the
individuation  process.
The mandala becomes
a mirror of the psyche,
showing the movement
from fragmentation  to
integration.

Protectio
n and
Centering
Many patients reported
feeling  calmer  and
more  grounded  after
drawing  a  mandala.
Jung explained this by
noting that the circular
f o r m  c r e a t e s  a
protective boundary. It
enc loses  the  se l f ,
separating it  from the
chaotic  influences  of
the outside world  and
the  unconscious.  This
is  why  mandalas  are
o f t e n  u s e d  i n
meditation  and  ritual:

t h e y  h e l p  t h e
pract i t ioner  focus
attention  inward  and
find  a  center  of  calm
within  themselves.

The
Quaternit
y
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
common  structural
features  in  Jungian
m a n d a l a s  i s  t h e
q u a t e r n i t y — t h e
division  of  the  circle
into  four  quadrants,
often  by  a  cross,  a
square,  or  four  paths
radiat ing  from  the
center. Jung considered
the number four to be
a symbol of wholeness,
representing  the  four
f u n c t i o n s  o f
c o n s c i o u s n e s s
(thinking,  feel ing,
s e n s a t i o n ,  a n d
intuition)  or  the  four
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elements.  A  balanced
q u a t e r n i t y  i n  a
mandala  suggests  a
p s y c h e  t h a t  i s
h a r m o n i o u s l y
integrating  its  different
parts.

MANDALA
SYMBOLISM AND
THE
INDIVIDUATION
PROCESS

T h e  c o n c e p t  o f
individuation is central
to Jungian psychology,
and the mandala is its
p e r f e c t  s y m b o l .
Individuation  is  not
about  becoming  an
isolated individual; it is
about  realizing  one’s
unique,  whole  self  in
relationship  to  the
collective. The process
involves  integrating
t h e  s h a d o w  ( t h e
r e p r e s s e d ,  d a r k
a s p e c t s  o f  t h e
persona l i t y ) ,  the
anima/animus  (the
inner  femin ine  or

masculine),  and  other
archetypal  figures  into
a  coherent  psyche.
Mandala  symbolism
Jung linked directly to
this process. He wrote:

“ T h e
mandala  is
the path of
individuati
on. It is the
road to the
center,  to
the  self.”

Each  time  a  person
draws or contemplates
a  mandala,  they  are
engaging in a symbolic
act of  centering.  They
a r e  a l i g n i n g
themselves  with  the
organizing  principle  of
the psyche. This is why
mandalas  appear  so
frequently  in  dreams
during  transitional
pe r i ods—such  as
puberty, midlife crises,
a n d  s p i r i t u a l
convers ions .  The
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unconscious  uses  the
mandala  to  indicate
that  a  new  level  of
integration  is  possible
or necessary.
For  Jung,  the  goal  of
life is to move from the
e g o - c e n t e r e d ,
f ragmented  s tate
t o w a r d  t h e  S e l f -
centered,  whole  state.
The  mandala  is  both
t h e  m a p  a n d  t h e
destination  on  this
journey.  By  studying
the mandala, we study
the architecture of the
soul.

APPLICATIONS OF
MANDALA WORK
IN MODERN
THERAPY

Jung’s  insights  into
mandala  symbolism
Jung  have found their
way into contemporary
therapeutic  practices.
A r t  t h e r a p y ,  i n
particular,  frequently
uses mandala creation

as  a  too l  f o r  se l f -
exploration,  stress
r e d u c t i o n ,  a n d
emotional  regulation.
Modern  research  has
supported  many  of
Jung’s claims, showing
t h a t  c o l o r i n g  o r
drawing mandalas can
reduce  anxiety  and
improve  focus.

Art Therapy:
Clients are
invited to create
personal
mandalas as a
way to express
non-verbal
feelings, explore
inner conflicts, or
simply find a
sense of peace.
The therapist
observes the
choices of color,
shape, and
symmetry to
guide the
therapeutic
conversation.
Mindfulness
and
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Meditation:
Coloring pre-
drawn mandalas
has become a
popular
mindfulness
practice. The
repetitive,
focused action
helps quiet the
mind and can
induce a state
similar to
meditation. Jung
would have
recognized this
as a form of
active
imagination.
Dream
Analysis:
Dreamers who
report seeing
circles, wheels,
or mandala-like
structures are
often
experiencing a
powerful symbol
from the
collective
unconscious.

Therapists can
help them work
with such
imagery to
understand its
relevance to
their personal
development.
Self-Help: Many
people now keep
mandala
journals, drawing
or coloring a
mandala each
day as a way to
check in with
their inner state.
This practice
echoes Jung’s
own daily
mandala
drawings during
his period of
deep self-
analysis.

T h e s e  m o d e r n
applications show that
J u n g ’ s  w o r k  o n
mandalas  is  not  an
esoteric  relic  but  a
l i v i n g ,  p r a c t i c a l
approach  to  mental
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health.  The  mandala
remains a versatile and
accessible  tool  for
a n y o n e  s e e k i n g
greater  self-awareness
and  psychological
balance.

COMMON
SYMBOLS AND
MOTIFS IN
JUNGIAN
MANDALAS

While  every  personal
mandala  is  unique,
Jung noted that certain
symbols repeat across
c u l t u r e s  a n d
i n d i v i d u a l s .
Understanding  these
common  mot i f s  i s
e s s e n t i a l  f o r
interpreting  mandala
symbol ism  Jung
described.

Symbol
/ Motif

Psychological
Meaning in

Jungian
Terms

Circle

Wholeness,
unity, the Self,
the psyche’s
natural
boundary.

Center
Point

The core of the
Self, the
source of life
and
consciousness,
the “God
within.”

Square
or Cross

The
quaternity,
balance of
opposites, four
functions of
consciousness,
integration of
earth and
spirit.

Spiral

Growth,
evolution,
movement
toward the
center, cyclical
journey.

Yantra
or Lotus

Spiritual
unfolding,
purity, the
expansion of
consciousness
from the
center.
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Stars or
Sun

Illumination,
enlightenment,
the conscious
mind, the
divine spark.

Animals
(Polar
Bear,
Serpent,
etc.)

Archetypal
energies from
the
unconscious,
instinctual
forces needing
integration.

These symbols are not
arbitrary. They emerge
from  the  collective
unconscious and carry

deep meaning  for  the
i n d i v i d u a l  w h o
encounters  them.  In
J ung ian  the rapy ,
analyzing these motifs
he lps  the  pat ien t
understand the deeper
dynamics  at  play  in
their psyche.

CRITICISM AND
LIMITATIONS OF
JUNG’S MANDALA
THEORY

While


