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Mandala Symbolism Bollingen Series By Carl
Gustav Jung

The Sacred Circle: Understanding Mandala Symbolism in the
Bollingen Series by Carl Gustav Jung

For many, the word "mandala" conjures images of intricate, circular patterns found in Tibetan
Buddhist  art  or  Hindu ritual.  Yet,  for  the  pioneering  psychologist  Carl  Gustav  Jung,  the
mandala represented something far more profound: a universal  archetype of  the Self,  a
blueprint  for  wholeness  that  emerges  spontaneously  from the  human psyche.  His  deep
exploration of this phenomenon culminated in one of the most significant works of analytical
psychology, a volume simply titled Mandala Symbolism, published as part of the esteemed
Bollingen Series. This article delves into the rich intersection of Eastern mysticism, Western
psychology,  and  personal  transformation  as  illuminated  by  Jung’s  seminal  work  on  the
mandala.

To truly appreciate the magnitude of Jung’s contribution, we must first step back and consider
the canvas upon which he painted his theories. The Mandala Symbolism Bollingen Series
by Carl Gustav Jung is not merely a book of pretty pictures; it is a profound psychological
document. It represents Jung’s meticulous analysis of hundreds of mandalas drawn by his
patients, by himself, and by historical and cultural figures across the globe. Through this work,
Jung argued that the mandala is a direct visual representation of the psyche’s striving for
unity, a process he termed individuation.

The Bollingen Series: A Legacy of Depth

Before examining the mandala itself, it is essential to understand the context of the Bollingen
Series. Founded in 1944 by the Bollingen Foundation, this prestigious series of books was
dedicated to publishing seminal works in psychology, anthropology, mythology, religion, and
art. The name itself is deeply significant to Jung. He built a stone tower, his personal retreat,
in the village of Bollingen on Lake Zurich. For Jung, Bollingen was not just a home; it was a
physical manifestation of his psyche, a place where he could connect with the elemental
forces of the unconscious. Thus, the Bollingen Series carries the weight of this personal and
professional  legacy,  signifying  a  commitment  to  exploring  the  deepest  layers  of  human
experience.

The volume Mandala  Symbolism  (originally  published in  1959 and later  included in  The
Collected  Works  of  C.G.  Jung,  Volume  9,  Part  I,  as  The  Archetypes  and  the  Collective
Unconscious)  stands as a cornerstone of  this  series.  It  made Jung’s  complex,  and often
esoteric, ideas about the mandala accessible to a wider audience. The book is a treasure
trove of full-color plates, each mandala carefully annotated by Jung to reveal its symbolic
meaning and its place in the individual’s psychological journey.



What is a Mandala? More Than a Geometric Pattern

The word "mandala" comes from the ancient  Sanskrit  language,  meaning "circle."  In  its
simplest form, a mandala is a geometric design that is usually concentric, featuring a central
point surrounded by circles, squares, and other organized shapes. However, for Jung, the
mandala’s  form  was  merely  the  surface  of  a  much  deeper  reality.  He  saw  it  as  an
archetype—a primordial, universal image that resides in the collective unconscious of all
humanity.

Jung observed that mandalas appear spontaneously in the dreams, fantasies, and artwork of
his patients, regardless of their cultural background or religious beliefs.  He himself drew
mandalas daily during a period of intense psychological turmoil, using the act of creation to
center  himself  and  integrate  the  chaotic  images  rising  from his  unconscious.  He  wrote
extensively  about  these  experiences  in  his  famous  Red  Book,  which  is  itself  a  magnificent
example of mandala symbolism in practice.

Key characteristics of a psychological mandala, as defined by Jung, include:

Central Point: The origin of life and the seat of the Self.
Circular Form: Wholeness, completeness, and the natural cycle of life.
Quadripartite Structure: The division into four quadrants, often representing the four
functions of consciousness (thinking, feeling, sensation, intuition) or the four elements.
Protective Boundary: The outer circle serves as a sacred space, a temenos (a Greek
word for a sacred, enclosed area) that protects the inner self from external chaos.

The Symbolism of the Self: Jung’s Central Thesis

The core argument of the Mandala Symbolism Bollingen Series by Carl Gustav Jung is
that the mandala is a symbolic representation of the Self. In Jungian psychology, the Self is
not the ego (the conscious "I"). Rather, the Self is the totality of the psyche, encompassing
both the conscious and the unconscious. It  is  the central  archetype of order,  unity,  and
wholeness. The process of individuation is the lifelong journey of becoming aware of and
integrating all parts of ourselves to realize the Self.

When a person draws a mandala, they are, according to Jung, unknowingly giving form to this
inner drive toward wholeness. The act of creating a mandala is a therapeutic and centering
practice. It brings order to chaos, allowing the disparate parts of the psyche to find their place
within a harmonious whole. Jung observed that his patients often produced mandalas at
crucial turning points in their therapy, especially when they were confronting great internal
conflict or nearing a breakthrough in their individuation process.

Decoding the Mandala: Common Symbols and Their Meanings

Within the pages of Mandala Symbolism, Jung provides a detailed analysis of the recurring
symbols found within mandalas. Understanding these symbols is key to unlocking the deeper
psychological  messages  they convey.  The Bollingen Series  edition  is  richly  illustrated,
allowing the reader to see these symbols in context.
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The Center: The Point of Origin

The central point of a mandala, often a dot, a star, a flower, or a precious jewel, represents
the origin of all things. It is the unwavering source from which all life emerges and to which it
returns. In a psychological sense, it signifies the unshakeable core of the personality.

The Circle: Wholeness and Protection

The outer  circles  of  a  mandala  serve  to  contain  and  protect  the  inner  structure.  They
represent the boundary of the psyche, creating a safe, sacred space for transformation. This
is the temenos—a protected psychological space where healing can occur.

The Square: Earthly Reality and Stability

Many mandalas feature a square within the outer circles. The square represents the material
world, the body, and the practical, grounded aspects of life. It is the foundation upon which
the spiritual life is built. The square is often associated with the number four (quaternity),
which Jung saw as a symbol of psychological and cosmic order.

The Cross or Star: Opposites and Integration

Crosses, stars (such as the Star of David), and other intersecting lines within the mandala
symbolize the meeting of  opposites.  This is  a central  theme in Jungian psychology.  The
tension between conscious and unconscious, light and dark, masculine and feminine, must be
held  and  ultimately  transcended  to  achieve  wholeness.  The  mandala  provides  a  visual
container for this dynamic process.

Flowers and Lotuses: Spiritual Unfolding

Floral motifs, particularly the lotus, are common in Eastern mandalas. They symbolize the
unfolding of the soul, spiritual awakening, and the blossoming of inner potential. The lotus,
which grows from muddy water to bloom in the sun, is a potent metaphor for the individuation
process:  emerging  from  the  darkness  of  the  unconscious  into  the  light  of  conscious
awareness.

Jung’s Personal Mandala Practice: The Bollingen Tower

Jung did not simply study mandalas from an analytical distance. He lived them. His personal
retreat,  the  Bollingen  Tower,  is  perhaps  the  most  profound  expression  of  his  mandala
symbolism. Built over several decades without formal plans, the tower complex is a three-
dimensional mandala. Jung described it as a representation of the psyche, a concrete place
where he could "become what I was."

The  tower’s  central  courtyard,  its  circular  walls,  and  its  gradual  addition  of  a  second  floor
(representing the Self) all echo the concentric structure of a mandala. Jung carved stone
reliefs and painted murals within the tower, many of which are direct mandala images. The
Bollingen Series carries this intimate, lived connection to the symbol, making it not just a
theoretical exploration but a testament to the power of direct experience.



The Role of Eastern Philosophy and Western Alchemy

Jung’s  work  on  the  mandala  was  deeply  influenced  by  his  study  of  Eastern  religions,
particularly  Tibetan  Buddhism and  Hinduism.  He  recognized  the  Tibetan  Buddhist  sand
mandala, the yantra of Hinduism, and the medicine wheel of Native American traditions as
powerful, culturally embedded expressions of the same universal archetype. However, Jung
was careful  to distinguish between the religious use of the mandala in the East and its
psychological use in the West. He was not advocating for a conversion to Buddhism; rather,
he was demonstrating a universal psychic structure that could be accessed by anyone.

Furthermore,  Jung found a parallel  for  his  mandala research in  the symbols  of  Western
alchemy. Alchemists, Jung argued, were not just trying to turn lead into gold. They were
engaged  in  a  symbolic  process  of  psychological  transformation.  The  alchemical  lapis
philosophorum (the Philosopher’s Stone) was, for Jung, a symbol of the Self, often depicted
as a circular, perfect stone. The circular vessels and processes of alchemical illustrations are
filled with mandala-like imagery. This connection between the Eastern mandala and Western
alchemy provided Jung with a powerful bridge, demonstrating that the search for wholeness is
a foundational human endeavor, transcending time and culture.

Practical Applications: Mandalas in Psychotherapy Today

The legacy of the Mandala Symbolism Bollingen Series by Carl Gustav Jung continues
to thrive in modern psychotherapy. Art therapy, in particular, owes a great debt to Jung’s
pioneering work. Drawing or coloring mandalas is a widely used therapeutic tool for several
reasons:

Stress Reduction: The repetitive, focused act of creating or coloring a mandala1.
induces a meditative state, calming the nervous system and reducing anxiety.
Self-Expression: When words fail, the mandala provides a non-verbal pathway for2.
expressing complex emotions and inner states.
Centering and Grounding: The act of creating a structured, symmetrical design can3.
bring a sense of order and control during times of chaos or overwhelm.
Insight and Integration: Reflecting on the colors, symbols, and structure of a4.
personally created mandala can offer profound insights into one’s psychological state
and the process of individuation.

Many therapists guide their clients in creating a "mandala journal," where they draw a simple
circle at the start of each day and fill it in a way that reflects their current feeling. Over time,
a series of these mandalas can reveal patterns and shifts in the psyche that might otherwise
go unnoticed.

The Enduring Power of the Circle

In a world that often feels fragmented, rushed, and chaotic, the wisdom contained within the
Mandala Symbolism Bollingen Series by Carl Gustav Jung  feels more relevant than
ever. Jung offered us a practical, universal, and deeply symbolic tool for finding our center. He
showed that within each of us is an innate drive towards order, meaning, and wholeness. The
mandala is not a piece of art to be passively admired; it is an active symbol of the soul’s
journey.
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By studying Jung’s work, we learn to see the circle not just as a shape, but as a gateway. It is
a path to understanding our deepest selves, a map of the psyche that has been drawn by
countless  human  hands  across  millennia.  Whether  you  approach  the  mandala  from  a
perspective  of  art,  psychology,  or  spirituality,  its  power  to  transform and  heal  remains
undeniable.

Conclusion: A Timeless Guide to Wholeness

The Mandala Symbolism Bollingen Series by Carl Gustav Jung stands as a monumental
achievement  in  the  field  of  depth  psychology.  It  is  a  masterful  synthesis  of  cultural
anthropology, personal introspection, and clinical observation. Jung’s central thesis—that the
mandala is a spontaneous and universal symbol of the Self


