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The study of Tibetan sacred art requires more than an aesthetic appreciation; it demands a rigorous understanding 

of a complex, codified visual language that has been refined over a millennium. Robert Beer’s The Handbook of 

Tibetan Buddhist Symbols serves as the definitive technical manual for this language. Unlike traditional art 

history texts that focus on provenance or stylistic periods, this handbook functions as an iconographic cipher, 

distilling the vast complexity of the Encyclopedia of Tibetan Symbols and Motifs into a manageable, highly

detailed reference for scholars, practitioners, and conservators. The following analysis explores the technical

architecture of these symbols, their ritualistic functions, and the systemic frameworks that govern their

representation in Vajrayana Buddhism.

Theoretical Framework: Symbolism as a Cognitive Map

In the context of Tibetan Buddhism, a symbol (Tibetan: rtags) is not merely a representative sign but a portalinto

the multifaceted dimensions of enlightened mind. This technical framework operates on three distinct levels of

interpretation, often referred to as the outer, inner, and secret meanings. The Handbook of Tibetan Buddhist

Symbols systematically categorizes these meanings to provide a holistic view of the deity-attribute relationship.

•  Outer Level: The physical representation and historical origin of the object (e.g., the historical bow and arrow 

of ancient Indian warfare).

•  Inner Level: The psychological or yogic transformation associated with the symbol (e.g., the bow representing 

Wisdom and the arrow representing Method).

•  Secret Level: The non-dual realization of the symbol as an expression of the practitioner’s own inherent 

Buddha-nature.

Robert Beer’s work is foundational because it bridges the gap between the artistic execution of these motifs and 

their profound philosophical underpinnings. By examining the succinct descriptions provided in the handbook, 

researchers can decode the high-density information packed into every Thangka painting or bronze sculpture.

The Iconometry and Mechanics of Sacred Art

The creation of Tibetan Buddhist symbols is governed by iconometry (Sanskrit: pramana), a precise mathematical

system of proportions. Every attribute, from the curve of a lotus petal to the length of a fire-arrow, must adhere to

specific geometric grids. This ensures that the art remains a stable vessel for the transmission of spiritual energy.

The Ashtamangala: Structural Analysis of the Eight Auspicious Symbols

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

corresponds to a specific part of the Buddha's body or a particular aspect of the enlightened path. The following

table provides a technical breakdown of their symbolic functions and structural attributes:



Symbol Name (Sanskrit/
Tibetan)

Technical Representation Primary Metaphorical 
Function

Ritualistic Application

Chattra / Gdugs (Parasol) Dome-shaped canopy with 
a valance.

Protection from the heat of 
suffering and defilements.

Used over the heads of 
masters and deities to 
signify sovereignty.

Suvarnamatsya / Gser-nya 
(Golden Fish)

Two fishes facing each 
other or intertwined.

Fearlessness and 
liberation from the ocean of 
samsara.

Represents the solar and 
lunar channels (Ida and 
Pingala) in yogic theory.

Shankha / Dung-dkar 
(White Conch)

Right-turning white shell. The pervasive and 
melodious sound of the 
Dharma.

Used as a ritual trumpet to 
awaken practitioners.

Padma / Pad-ma (Lotus) Symmetrically blooming 
flower from mud.

Primal purity of body, 
speech, and mind.

Foundational throne for 
almost all peaceful deities.

Dhvaja / Rgyal-mtshan 
(Victory Banner)

Cylindrical banner 
mounted on a staff.

Triumph over the four 
Maras (obstacles to 
enlightenment).

Placed on the four corners 
of temple roofs.

Srivatsa / Dpal-be'u 
(Endless Knot)

Infinite interlacing pattern. The interdependence of all 
phenomena and the union 
of wisdom and compassion.

Used in decorative motifs 
and protective amulets.

Kalasha / Gter-gyi-bum-pa 
(Treasure Vase)

Jeweled flask with a 
sealing lid.

Inexhaustible spiritual and 
material wealth.

Central focus in wealth-
summoning rituals and 
initiations.

Dharmachakra / 'Khor-lo 
(Dharma Wheel)

Eight-spoked gold wheel. The turning of the 
teachings and the Eightfold 
Path.

The primary symbol of the 
Buddha's first sermon at 
Sarnath.

Technical Analysis of Wrathful Attributes and Weapons

A significant portion of Robert Beer’s handbook is dedicated to the complex iconography of wrathful deities

(Herukas and Dharmapalas). These figures carry an arsenal of weapons that, while appearing violent, are

technically designed to represent the destruction of the ego and the severing of ignorance.

The Bow and Arrow: The Synthesis of Wisdom and Means

As noted in the provided study data, the bow and arrow (Sanskrit: capa and shara) are critical attributes. In the 

technical workflow of a Thangka artist, the bow is typically held in the left hand (representing the feminine principle 

of Wisdom or prajna), while the arrow is held in the right hand (representing the masculine principle of Skilled 

Means or upaya). This pairing symbolizes the Yuganaddha, the state of non-dual union.

Specialized Weaponry: The Fire-Arrow and Silk Banner

The handbook distinguishes between several specialized forms of the arrow, each with unique technical

requirements in artistic representation:

1.  The Fire-Arrow (Agneyastra): Represented with a flaming head or tail. It symbolizes the power of tejas 

(spiritual heat/splendor) to consume all obstacles and delusions. In ritual descriptions, the fire-arrow is often 

launched from a tiger-skin bow case to emphasize the raw, primordial power of the practitioner's intent.



2.  The Arrow-Banner (Dad-dar): Also known as the silk arrow. This is not a weapon of war but a ritual 

implement used in longevity (Ayusha) rituals and wealth-summoning (Yang-gug) ceremonies. It is adorned with five-

colored silk ribbons representing the five Buddha families.

3.  The Tiger-Skin Bow Case and Leopard-Skin Quiver: These are not mere accessories. The Tiger Skin 

represents the transmutation of Anger into powerful action, while the Leopard Skin symbolizes the transmutation of 

Pride. The technical placement of these items on a deity's belt follows a specific sequence to denote the 

subjugation of these poisons.

Procedural Workflow for Identifying Iconographic Symbols

For researchers and technical writers, identifying a deity or a symbol requires a systematic methodology. The

Handbook of Tibetan Buddhist Symbols provides the necessary criteria for this process. Following this step-by-step

procedure ensures accuracy in cataloging and analysis:

Step 1: Determine the Primary Aspect

Is the figure Peaceful (Shanta), Semi-wrathful, or Wrathful(Krodha)? This determines the color palette and the

types of ornaments (e.g., jeweled crowns versus skull crowns) that will be present.

Step 2: Catalog Handheld Attributes (Ayudha)

Analyze the objects in each hand. Note the grip (e.g., the tarjani mudra or the vitarka mudra). If the figure holds a 

Vajra and a Bell, it is likely a representation of Vajrasattva or a similar Yidam. If they hold the bow and arrow

mentioned previously, one must look for secondary markers to distinguish between Kurukulla (red/peaceful-

wrathful) or Marichi (golden/radiant).

Step 3: Analyze the Seat and Aura

Is the deity sitting on a Lotus, a Sun Disc, or a Moon Disc? The Sun disc (red) represents heat and wisdom,

while the Moon disc (white) represents coolness and compassion. The background aura (Prabhamandala) may

consist of flames (for wrathful deities) or light rays/clouds (for peaceful deities).

Step 4: Examination of Animal Attributes

Check for skins (tiger, leopard, elephant) or mounts (vahana). For example, a deity wearing a fresh elephant skin 

draped over the back indicates the destruction of Ignorance (Moha).

Comparison Matrix: Encyclopedia vs. Handbook

Robert Beer produced two seminal works on this topic. Understanding the technical differences between the 

Encyclopedia of Tibetan Symbols and Motifs  and The Handbook of Tibetan Buddhist Symbols is essential

for selecting the right research tool.



Feature The Encyclopedia (Original) The Handbook (Succinct Version)

Depth of Detail Exhaustive; include rare and obscure 
variants.

Concise; focuses on core and 
common symbols.

Weight and Portability Large format; intended for studio/
library use.

Compact; intended for field use and 
quick reference.

Visual Component Hundreds of full-page line drawings. Selected high-impact drawings and 
descriptions.

Primary Audience Art historians, Thangka masters, and 
collectors.

Students, practitioners, and general 
researchers.

Textual Analysis Extensive mythological backgrounds. Direct, functional definitions of 
symbolism.

Technical Case Study: The Symbology of the Phurba (Ritual Dagger)

The Phurba(Kila) is perhaps the most technically sophisticated symbol described in Beer’s handbook. It is a three-

sided peg or dagger that serves as a ritual implement for pinning down the "demons" of the ego. Its construction is

a masterpiece of symbolic engineering:

•  The Triple Blade: Represents the three kayas (bodies of Buddha) and the destruction of the three poisons 

(greed, hatred, and delusion).

•  The Makara Head: The junction of the handle and the blade is often emerging from the mouth of a Makara (a 

mythical sea creature), symbolizing the bridge between the physical and spiritual realms.

•  The Pommel: Usually features the three heads of the deity Vajrakilaya (Joyful, Peaceful, and Wrathful), 

indicating the omnipresence of enlightened activity.

In practice, the Phurba is used in consecration rituals(Rab-gnas) to stabilize the ground. The technical manual

describes the precise angle at which the Phurba should be visualized or held to achieve the maximum

metaphysical effect, highlighting the transition from art to ritual technology.

Broader Implications of Robert Beer’s Work

The Handbook of Tibetan Buddhist Symbols does more than catalog art; it preserves a dying technical knowledge 

base. As traditional lineages face modernization, the specific proportions and meanings of these symbols risk 

being diluted. Beer’s work ensures that the "succinct descriptions" mentioned in the study data remain accessible 

to a global audience, maintaining the integrity of the Vajrayana tradition.

For the technical writer and the SEO strategist, the importance of this work lies in its role as a primary source. By 

referencing the detailed breakdowns of the tiger-skin bow case, the fire-arrow, and the endless knot, one can

produce content that is not only search-optimized but also academically rigorous. The profound symbolism of

Tibetan sacred art continues to serve as a portal, inviting modern observers to look beyond the surface and

engage with a sophisticated system of psychological and spiritual technology that has remained remarkably

consistent for centuries.

Ultimately, the Handbook serves as a technical bridge between the visual and the vacuum (Shunyata). It provides

the metadata for understanding how spiritual concepts are encoded into physical matter, allowing the practitioner to



"read" a painting as a map toward enlightenment. Through the meticulous work of Robert Beer, the complex

iconography of Tibetan Buddhism is rendered intelligible, ensuring that every line, curve, and attribute in sacred art

continues to fulfill its ancient function as a tool for transformation.
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