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The study of Tibetan Buddhist iconography is not merely an aesthetic pursuit but a deep immersion into a 

sophisticated visual language designed to communicate complex ontological and epistemological truths. Robert 

Beer’s The Handbook of Tibetan Buddhist Symbolsstands as a seminal work in this field, offering a technical

and exhaustive breakdown of the motifs that define Himalayan sacred art. This article provides a comprehensive

analysis of the symbols documented by Beer, exploring their technical construction, historical lineage, and the

precise mechanical roles they play within the broader framework of Vajrayana practice.

1. Theoretical Framework: The Semiotics of Tibetan Sacred Art

In the context of Tibetan Buddhism, symbols are referred to as 'signs' (rtags) or 'attributes' (phyag mtshan). 

They function as cognitive anchors that facilitate the transition from mundane perception to enlightened awareness. 

The theoretical framework of these symbols is built upon the principle of 'skillful means' (upaya), where visual

stimuli are utilized to bypass linguistic limitations. Robert Beer’s documentation reveals that these symbols are not

arbitrary; they are governed by strict iconometric rules (thig tshad) that dictate proportion, placement, and

orientation.

The Mechanics of Visualization

Technically, the symbols serve as the building blocks for Sadhana (liturgical practice). When a practitioner 

visualizes a deity holding a specific implement, such as a Vajra (Dorje), the technical properties of that symbol—its

material, its number of prongs, and its symmetry—are intended to invoke specific neural and psychological states.

Beer's handbook meticulously catalogs these details, providing the necessary data for artists and practitioners to

maintain the integrity of the lineage.

2. Taxonomy of Sacred Symbols: A Technical Breakdown

The symbols found in Tibetan art can be categorized based on their functional roles and historical origins. Beer

classifies these into several distinct groups, including auspicious symbols, ritual implements, weapons, and cosmic

elements. Understanding this taxonomy is essential for any technical analysis of Thangka painting or sculptural

casting.

The Eight Auspicious Symbols (Ashtamangala)

The Ashtamangalarepresent the most ubiquitous set of symbols in the Tibetan tradition. Each symbol

corresponds to a specific part of the Buddha’s body or a specific quality of the enlightened mind. Below is a

technical evaluation of these eight symbols as documented by Beer.



Symbol Name (Sanskrit/
Tibetan)

Technical Representation Primary Ontological 
Function

Body Part Correlation

Parasol (Chattra / Gdugs) A domed silk canopy with 
valances.

Protection from the heat of 
suffering and defilements.

The Head

Golden Fish 
(Suvarnamatsya / Gser 
nya)

Two fish positioned 
vertically or horizontally.

Freedom from the ocean of 
Samsara; fearlessness.

The Eyes

Treasure Vase (Kalasha / 
Gter gyi bum pa)

A jeweled vessel with a 
peacock feather or tree.

Inexhaustible wealth of 
dharma and longevity.

The Throat

Lotus (Padma / Pad ma) A many-petaled flower 
(often pink or white).

Primordial purity rising 
from the mud of 
attachment.

The Tongue

Conch Shell (Shankha / 
Dung dkar)

A white, right-spiraling shell. The pervasive and 
awakening sound of the 
Dharma.

The Ears (Voice)

Endless Knot (Shrivatsa / 
Dpal be'u)

A geometric interlaced 
pattern without beginning/
end.

Interdependence of 
wisdom and compassion.

The Mind / Heart

Victory Banner (Dhvaja / 
Rgyal mtshan)

A cylindrical banner on a 
central pole.

Triumph over the four 
Maras (obstacles).

The Body

Dharma Wheel 
(Dharmachakra / 'Khor lo)

An eight-spoked wheel with 
a central hub.

The movement of the 
Buddha's teachings.

The Feet

3. Engineering the Divine: Iconometry and Lineage Accuracy

A significant portion of Robert Beer's work focuses on the lineage of execution. In Tibetan art, the technical 

precision of a drawing is paramount. Unlike Western secular art, which prioritizes individual expression, Tibetan 

sacred art is an exacting science of proportions. The technical grids used to construct a Buddha or a Bodhisattva 

are based on the tala system, where the basic unit of measurement is the width of a middle finger.

Proportional Analysis of Deity Implements

Beer’s line drawings highlight the mathematical precision required to depict ritual weapons like the Khatvanga(the

danda or staff of Padmasambhava). The Khatvanga is not merely a staff; it is a complex schematic representing the

entire cosmos. Its components include:

•  The Eight-Sided Shaft: Representing the Noble Eightfold Path.

•  The Double Vajra: Representing the base of the universe and stability.

•  The Three Severed Heads: Representing the three kayas (Dharmakaya, Sambhogakaya, Nirmanakaya) and 

the purification of the three poisons (desire, hatred, ignorance).

•  The Trident (Trishula): Representing the victory over the three worlds.

From a technical writing perspective, Beer's ability to decompose these objects into their constituent parts allows 

researchers to perform a functional analysisof the imagery, moving beyond mere decoration into the realm of

spiritual engineering.



4. Ritual Implements: The Technology of Transformation

In the Tibetan tradition, ritual implements are considered "technologies" for the mind. Two of the most critical 

implements analyzed by Beer are the Vajra (Dorje) and the Bell (Ghanta). These are the primary tools used in

Tantric rituals, representing the union of opposites.

The Vajra (The Thunderbolt/Diamond)

The Vajra is the technical symbol of Indestructibility. Beer details the differences between the five-pronged and 

nine-pronged Vajras. The five-pronged version represents the Five Dhyani Buddhas and the transformation of the 

five poisons into the five wisdoms. The central hub represents the Dharmadhatu (the sphere of reality), while the 

surrounding prongs emerge from the mouths of Makaras(mythical sea creatures), symbolizing the liberation from

the cycle of rebirth.

The Bell (The Source of Sound)

The Bell represents Prajna (Wisdom)or the feminine principle of emptiness. The technical construction of the bell

involves specific metal alloys—typically a mix of bronze, silver, and other trace metals—to produce a specific

resonant frequency. Beer explains that the handle of the bell is usually topped with a half-vajra, symbolizing that

while wisdom (the bell) is the void, it is inseparable from method (the vajra).

5. Wrathful Iconography: The Mechanics of Destruction

One of the most complex areas of Beer’s handbook is the study of wrathful symbols. These include flaying knives 

(Kartika), skull cups (Kapala), and various bone ornaments. To the uninitiated, these may appear macabre, but 

technically, they represent the destruction of the Ego.

The Kartika (Flaying Knife)

The Kartikais a crescent-shaped knife used to skin the ego. Its handle is usually a half-vajra, and its blade is used

to sever the "veils" of ignorance. Beer provides detailed drawings showing how the blade is often decorated with a

makara, indicating its power to navigate the deep waters of the subconscious. The technical application of the

Kartika in ritual visualization is to "chop up" the practitioner's self-cherishing, leading to a state of non-dual

awareness.

The Kapala (Skull Cup)

The Kapalaserves as a vessel for offerings. Technically, it represents the transformation of the mundane body into

a vessel for wisdom nectar (Amrita). Beer catalogs the various types of skull cups, including those mounted on

tripod stands representing the three fires of transformation. The contents of the cup—often depicted as swirling

juices or flames—symbolize the transmutation of the five aggregates.

6. Practical Implementation: A Guide for Art Historians and Practitioners

For those using Robert Beer’s work as a field guide, the following step-by-step procedure is recommended for

identifying and analyzing Tibetan symbols in a museum or ritual setting.

1.  Identify the Central Figure: Determine if the figure is a Buddha, a Bodhisattva, a Yidam (meditational deity), 

or a Protector. This establishes the "tonality" of the symbols (peaceful vs. wrathful).

2.  Examine Handheld Attributes: Look at what the figure holds in the right hand (usually "Method") and the left 

hand (usually "Wisdom"). Refer to Beer’s index for specific prong counts or weapon types.

3.  Analyze the Seated Posture (Asana) and Throne: The base of the figure often contains symbols of the 



elements (earth, water, fire, air, space). A lotus base indicates divine origin, while a sun or moon disk represents 

specific energetic polarities.

4.  Decipher the Aura and Halo: The surrounding flames or light rays provide clues to the deity's specific 

function. Wrathful deities have jagged, chaotic flames, while peaceful ones have smooth, circular halos.

5.  Consult the Iconometric Grid: If the piece is a Thangka, check the proportions. Deviations from the grids 

Beer outlines can indicate the age, region (e.g., Newari vs. Central Tibetan), or lineage of the piece.

7. Comparison Matrix: Peaceful vs. Wrathful Symbolism

To better understand the functional divergence in Tibetan art, we can compare the technical elements of peaceful

and wrathful symbols using the following table.



Feature Peaceful Symbols (Zhi ba) Wrathful Symbols (Drag po)

Color Palette White, Blue, Gold, Soft Pastels. Dark Blue, Black, Blood Red, Orange.

Primary Material Gold, Precious Jewels, Silks. Bone, Human Skin, Iron, Blood.

Facial Expressions Serene, Eyes half-closed in 
meditation.

Frowning, Three bulging eyes, Fangs.

Handheld Tools Lotuses, Vases, Rosaries, Books. Knives, Choppers, Chains, Skulls.

Environment Pure Lands, Lush Gardens, Clouds. Charnel Grounds, Mass of Raging 
Fire.

Core Function Cultivating tranquility and merit. Subduing stubborn obstacles and ego.

8. Case Study: The Symbology of the Medicine Buddha (Bhaisajyaguru)

Using the technical frameworks provided by Beer, we can perform a deep-dive analysis of the Medicine Buddha. 

The Medicine Buddha is typically depicted in a deep lapis lazuli blue. His primary symbol is the Myrobalan plant 

(Arura), held in his right hand. 

Technical Breakdown of the Myrobalan Symbol

The Myrobalan is a botanical symbol used in Tibetan Sowa Rigpa (medicine). Beer notes that the plant is shown 

with three fruits, representing the cure for the three root poisons. The left hand of the Medicine Buddha holds a 

Lapis Lazuli Bowl filled with medicinal nectar. The bowl itself is a symbol of the 'Begging Bowl' of the monastic 

tradition, but its material (Lapis) signifies the healing power of the blue light of the Sangye Menla. This case study

demonstrates how a single figure integrates botanical, mineral, and philosophical symbols into a unified technical

system for healing visualization.

9. Common Errors and Troubleshooting in Iconographic Identification

Scholars and collectors often encounter difficulties when symbols are stylized or eroded. Here are common

challenges and how Beer’s work provides solutions:

•  Mistaking the Vajra for a Bell: In stylized sculptures, the handles can look similar. Solution: Look for the "bell 

skirt" base. If the object is symmetrical on both ends, it is a Vajra.

•  Confusing the Five-Pointed vs. Nine-Pointed Vajra: These have different ritual applications (Sutra vs. 

Anuttarayoga Tantra). Solution: Count the outer prongs. In five-pointed versions, four prongs curve into the center. 

In nine-pointed, eight prongs surround the central axis.

•  Misidentifying the Animal Vahanas: Mounts like the Snow Lion and the Tiger can look similar in older 

Thangkas. Solution: Check the coloration and the ears. Snow Lions always have turquoise manes; tigers have 

distinct stripes and more feline, grounded postures.

10. Synthesis: The Enduring Relevance of Visual Dharma

The work of Robert Beer serves as a vital bridge between the ancient technical traditions of the Himalayas and the 

modern academic and practitioner communities. By documenting the minute details of Tibetan Buddhist symbols, 

Beer ensures that the technical accuracyof this sacred language is preserved against the diluting effects of



globalization and mass production. 

The complexity of these symbols—from the mathematical precision of the iconometric grids to the profound

psychological archetypes of the wrathful deities—reveals a culture that viewed art as a functional technology for

liberation. As we continue to digitize and preserve these images, the handbook remains the definitive manual for

decoding the visual programs of the Tibetan tradition. Whether one is an art historian, a practitioner of Vajrayana,

or a graphic designer, the technical insights found within the arrays of lotuses, vajras, and mandalas offer a

profound look into the architecture of the enlightened mind. 

Ultimately, the symbols are not just static images but dynamic processes. When properly understood through the

lens of Beer’s technical analysis, they provide a roadmap for the transformation of human consciousness, proving

that the "Handbook" is not just a book of art, but a manual for the mechanics of the soul.
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