
THE HISTORICAL AND SYMBOLICAL ORIGIN OF THE CHORTEN 

~lAMA ANAGARIKA GovJND.4, 

The mpterie~ of life and death were always the greatest agents 
of religious ritu,ll .md specul.ltion. Through the experience of (h:ath 
mm hecomes conscious of life. Thus the cult of the dead stimulated 
primitive man to huild the first great monuments (tumuli), while the 
other side of religious activit~, which was concerned with the living 
and tht~ mundane aspects of life, found expression in the simpler forms 
of tree-and fire-worship. The tunmli originating from the burial 
mound, were massive struch1res of stone, taking the forms of hemis­
pheres, cones, pyramid~ ;~ncl similar plain stcreometrical bodies, con­
taining small cells which prcservecl the bodily remain~ and other re­
lics of heros, saints, kings and similar great personalities. In India, 
J.S in many other parts of Asia, the hemispheric form seems to have 
been the pre·valcnt type of such monuments. According to the oldest 
tradition they wer<" erected for great rulers (cakramrtin). as the Budrlha 
himself mentions in his comersation \Vith Anamla (OjgJwNdwya XVI, 5). 

While t·he tumuli and the cult of the dead had their place outside 
the vilbge, the sanctuary of the liff'-giving and life-preserving forces 
(personified in the sun-god) had its place in the centre of the village. 
It consisted_ of a ~impk altar (a ~anctified form of the domestic hearth, 
the fire of which \vas always regard~J sacre{l as a symbol of family life) 
or a small shril!e (an idealized form of the vilhge huqwhich stood 
in the sludow of the sacred tree (the Tree of Life) <lnd was surrounded hy 
a fencl! as a demarcation of the sacred place. 

The Buddhist stupa combined the elements of the village sanctuary 
with the monumental dome of the ancic!lt tumulus (cairya), thus uniting 
the two oldest traditions of humanity,as expressed in the lunaranJ solar 
cult, fusing them into one universal symbol which recognized formally 
for the first time that life and death are onlv two sid.:s of the same reality 

i '' complementing and conditioning each other. To think of them as sc-
parale i~ illusion, and only as long as the Yeil of Maya has not been lifted, 
the worship of these two forces prcceeds separately, sometimes even as 
two separate forms of religion. But once it has been umlerstood that 
there is no life without transformation, and that the po>H"r of transfor­
mation is the essence of life - then the great synthesis takes place and the 
foundation of a world-rdigion is established. 
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The Bmldhist stupa origin;~lly con\i\ted of Jll almost hemi~phn­
ic.l\ tumulus ,mel ,m aitJr-ltkc ~Lrul·ture (harmiku) on it> top, .~unnountl·d 

by one or S<. vcr,,\ sUJWl<mp<lsl'cl holl(.J:"ific umbrelb~. Tlw fbttl'Jlt'J 
lwmispherl' \,,,, uJn.1J,LrC"rl to .111 l'!'" d~t! ftcrelon-c l.lll, (l "orda", ,1 

~·"' term which ,\it\ nut onl1 ,,i'uJ,• to th-· shape (wl,kh IIJ~ al~o n•rll(Mn·d 

to J 11,1tcr-hu\Jhk, hut t<> i;, dec-per ~ipl fic.•llcT il\ 11cll, t .• nnd~, a<; a 
syntb,,[ ol bt..-nt ,-r,·.tti,,- P'''''"r, v.hik tlw qu.tdt-JJ;gul,,r /JcJJmika on the 
sulllmit ofthv rupt•l.• ,,m],,]izl·(l 1.\w SJttctun cntltn•llc'tl ,Jhu,,· rh,· w"r\d 
(,mda ·w,b .1lsu a ~;n•>~•ynl "I' the uni\'<'f-,(' in th• ,,\de~t lncli:ul m;thology) 
lwyonJ. d<.ath :md r<birth .. ~; ~rmi 1 ar parelldi~m c·:-.ht'i het.1een the 
hcJrmrka in the ~loJde uf' \\"· ~d( rr·d 11'<'\'. lwr:tm<.: tit<.: lloh On<.:, whose 

.toht·~ \Yen· ··r·shriuc<l in the a1 1--1rlikv <J;1c1ur,w uf the fwr~rlw, insl\"M.l of 
s,1crilicing other lwing~, h,ul SJ( ,-ihc nl hlms,:ir fur the wdLtn• nf <til 
];,.;,,g b,·iJ•l.'S. .\v.,rd'ng t•> th lluddh<t tht'n' ~~ 011ly on~ ~.1crilice "hich 
is o(n·al ~:lluv, tlw -_,,c;ihn: d ur;r 0'\\11 dv>il't'S, u'ur l".on 's,·\1''. Th<' 
ultim,tlc• fornl if ~uc\o ,l _,Jcrih-,· i~ tJut oi' ,1 1:-\<~dlli~JI\I.t, \\]!0 !'l'llOUJlCCS 

t"lic·n the u\tin1.1tl' P'';-tC•. !l\ li1,.1i niJI'tlihl {i'.Hrnirlano) tUJt:llw h::.~ IHdpvd 
hi~ fclluw-lwi:.~--; ,,, lu .• l th\' ruh or lih..:r.ttion. 

Tlw hnn·1rifi, umhn·ll,, ii,~a!h, ,1s ,,n .ibstracl rcprcso.:nP.tioJl 
u!' till' slu<k-gil :n" tree- :n L1is til~l' dH' s,,cr,·d Tree uf l.i!C - i~ one 

' of the dtil·l ,o]M ~- p/,.,L, .111d in B-.lddi,i,m thJt of En\ightt'mnt·nt 
('t11T.I<li<-"Jn;bodh,). T\w impcot·tZ~nu· of this s:mhol bvconH·~ dt·;-tr 
frun; tlw l--kddl-;i~t ~~·r:pt.ur.·~, clt·srribing the stn:g,gk of the Budclha 
Jnd ,\\H,l, the l.1;\ Une, fr,·t\H' jllac·~· 111de .. th(' 13udhi Tt·~·c, the holit:~t 
spot it; the ,-.-ur!.l, iJkr on k11 ,wn .1~ theUiamund Throne (_t,t)Jal,tna, 
Til!. rOo-rj,· ::1rlmr), 

It mt . .st ha,,-],, n ,-,n old '---ll'•h>lll tl:Jt the he,H] of the unmnunity 
],,u\ hb ~<"<lt "r hotl<,ur u1Hkr tiw s.tc tnl tr,-,. in ti11• lC'ntt-<' ol tlw ~1'\t\r·­
mn!l 1\'lll·n· \lll!,l:c illl'.·t: '-'' \.,( ·ltu t.tk.· IJbcc 011 n:l1niou~ J!ld otlwr .. . 
itnport.li".t uc,-,,~ions. l "n Cj'lc-lltl:· tho: l'nlb:-cll,l, ,,·hich ~-~yl.ou·•l the 
tree 1\h('n lit<' head ol tltt' tl>llllll\ltit,· m"'''cl ,1huut ur pn·\itkd tJ\t'f 
~imilar futl( tioll~ in fJt!lt'r plat,-,,, l"ter "'' \.c,-.1\l!l' unl: ur the in~iglli.-. 
vf roy<~ ln-. L1 urckr to marL tbc <hstillltior.~ in rilnk tl e u-rnnoni.-.1 
umbrcl\,1 11:1~ cLltt\.\,.cl or tr.-\,i,·cl, o:· iw.Tt'<'"i'-<'d ln· u,·n <~rcatl~rnttmhcr~ . . 
of umlwrll.1~, '' hich \lt.'l·,- h\<'d one a bone till' udwr, thu~ ti-.msfc,r!lling 
the umhn·lb bat·k .<:'<lin !o t~L' o;-i•·•·t<~l tr,·L·-slMpt· 11 ith it~ tll.lllh'rott~ 

0 ' 

L1: c· r~ c,f br<~Lc hts ~j!!T,H.li 11g .~round t lw st< m an•l g; JJu,,l \ y ,~!;'-'\ t ;ng slto' t·ter 
tO\I.lnls tlw lop. 

[p "nkr to Uilcl, r't.i.:d th~· tr.ll"l"nrmati\,Jl ,,j tiw ,m,·i, m :·c>\i­
guary-tunndu-. 11otu th<· ull;\cr~.tl tut~n,•tion uf ti,e (d;l)cl, i-,-"!ll \\hi, I; 
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later tiw Tibct<L\\ Cfwrtcn (mChod-rrcn) dn-clopcci, we must haYc a 
look at the c,trlil·st kno,\ll BtHltlhi~t Stup:t at Sam·hi. The grcJtSam:hi 
Stu]>J \V.t<> crowtwd h;.- a thrc.-1(,\d honorific mnhrellJ ,md the altar­
shrine on top of th~· lwmisplwriral main strul'ture wJs sutTounded by 
J railing (•cdthl), ~·:xact!y as in the CJSC of the vi!l.1g<' sanctuary. Simil.:tr 
railing~ \\l'!T repeated at tlw font of tlw stupa ant! lln t!w lnw circular­
tcrran· upon which the ILttterwd h~·misphcrc re~tcd. Thr~ lowest 
railing \\'.ts pro\'ided with four g.ttn1ay~ (toranal 11hich opened towards 
tlw cast, the s:Juth, the west & th.: north, empha~i1ing the ,,ni\ersal character 
of Buddhism 11hich is opl'n to ,t\1 the Four quartL'h (Jr the unih·r~e and 
ir.vite> ,,:\ n1.111kin,1 with tlw c,J\1 ''(:,,me ami see!'', ami which exlwrts 
its f()Jlo-wns to opt.•n thl'ir hearts tc; all that liws, while r;Hli.tting low, 
con1passiotJ, syn1pathl·tic joy <ttHI .:quanintit;· tO\\Jnls the whuk WtJrld. 
The inner space bet\\t'l'n the stone railing an,\ tlw l'lupol, ,1s \\ell as the 
cirrul.tr terrace (mcdh1i at tlw base uf tlH" cupola \)'('!T u~t~d aspradahina 

p,uh.r \(_, r ritu;d c i rru matnbuli1t ion in the ,[ircrtiun ,\f the sun's cour&c. The 
orieJ\t,ltir•n of the gatl'S ec1ually currc~pomls td thl' sun\ cour~e; to 
sunri~c, l''nith, sun~l.'t, nadir. Ju~t ,1~ the stm illumir1.111·s the physical 
,,-urJd, so doe~ the Budtlha, the l'nlightel<ed One, i1lum1n,lte the ~pi ritual 
world. The eastern gate\\,ty rq)n'se.th his birth, tht' southern ("·hirh 
\\JS rcg.<nled as the must importmt and thereforl' built tirst) his enlighten­
ment, the ·western his "sl'ttiug in lllotion the \\'hn·l oft he I ,nv" (dhurmu 

cukrcl prcl><lfiCJIW); the procttmation of his doctrine, ar1tl the northern hi~ 
f-inal liheration (parinira>.m.1). 

This univl'rs,1l attitud.: and ori,'nl,lti.,,t r<."nE.int>tl ont· of the 
charactnistits of tht' mrpa, ~·~lwcially in th,• niJlthc'liL countriesof 
l:luddhi~m, like Tibet, en•n aftn r,tilings .1ml !;oltl'\\ays lud di~.tppcred. 
In th,· cours,• of time all thcs<.: d<.:tails \H'r<=' \used illt" a qtt.tdrangldar 
substrnnurc, "' hirh finally tt>lJk the f.,rm of four tcrr.Krs (sometimes 
l'urnishetl ·with four st,tirc,t~~cs, if the ~iz,, of the munun1ent pcrmitt~·d or 
required theru) upon whkh the huni~ph-:1c \\olS r,tiSl'tL 

As tlw byers uf ~upcri111po~<~d uu•brelbs lwcnnc nwre nunwrous 
thl'Y \HT~' tr.m~!IHIH<"t! into tit.: mon· arc~lit,'ctural 'ihapt· of a solid 
l'OO<.' with ,1 corre'iponding nm11lwr nf horizontJI notches, which final­
], ammnn,·(l to thirte,•n. \Vith this tramFonnation the original idea 
,;f -the Tr.:e of Life ami Enlightcnnwnt was \'hibly rcstor,•d .l;ldstcal\i­
h g,1ined in importance. Th.Jt the conic.tl spire was no more regardvd 
;s ,1 s<·t of umhrdlas, can lH~ s<~en from the fall that later on an honorit-ic 
umbrdb was ag,1in t-ixed on top of tlu- con~. 
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The different ~tr,1ta or the cone (s1:parated by horizontal not­
ches) \\ere now cxplain,,l] to corro.::spnml to certain pychic Faculties 
or st,1g..:~ of consciou~ness on the wa;' to enlightt'!llliC'tlt and to their 
rr~pertiH' world-pbnes. Thus th<' spiritlJai ro:birth uf the world 
~tMts in the mind of man, ,1r.d the Tree of Lift> grows out of his own 
heart, tlw cent1e of his world, and ~preads into eH'r new inhnitil'~, 

ir.to ever higher and purer realllls, until it has tumed into a Tree of 
Fnlightennwnl. 

"V1·rily, l tell you", the Buddh<~ OJll'e ;-,ddressed his disciples, 
''the world is witldn this six f<'Ct hi::;h body!'' And on Jnothn occas­
ion he cktim·(l the \\or\d in th,,~c '""~rds: ''Th,Jt in tht' worl1\ through 
which ont', percdvi1'g the "·orld, arrive~ at his conn:ption of tl1e 
world, that in the Order of the Bks~ed One is called 'd-w world','' 
(Son~rlllfa !\:iku_yu 1\', 35, 166). 

ln otlwr '\<JJ'<L, 1lt-• universe, accordi11g tu the Buddha's defini­
lion, h tlw uni1cr<c 1·1· our consciou~ e~>.perkncc. The symJ,olisin of 
the stupa, thervf,>rc, C<Hl ht: read in the cosmic as >Vel\ i\S in the psychic 
sense~; its syntlw~is h the ps:;cho-cosmic image of Man, in "-hich the 
physiol dements ami LnYs of lhlture and tlwir 5piritual counterpart~, 
the di fft~rent "odd-planes and thdr corre51wnding stagt'S of consciousnt:ss, 
,1s \1-..:.11 as that which tl'anst·cnds them, have their pl<~c..:. That such ilkas 
go h.Kk to th<' ..:<~rlkst period-, o!' Indian history can be scl'n l'rom re­
pi-csetlt.:ttions of the ancil·nt Jain world s;stem in the shape of a human 
hgurc. 

:\epaksc .1tupus, which in many respect~ h,1vt' presef\'l'd archaic 
f,·Jturc~, JccorJ.Le tbe hunniko (the cubic structure abo\C the cupola) 
with p.,inted human l';v<>, tbm sugge~ling a hmnJn figurt: in the post­
ure ot' nwditatiun bidden in th,~ swpa: the crossed legs in the ba~e, the 
hod_y t<p to the shoul(krs in the hcmi~phcrL', the hea1l in the lwrmika. 
Thi~ .1!'11• n•rre']'O!H\., tu tlw psycho-phy~ical doctrine of the centre~ ,,f 
P\1chic force (coha) which are l<>catcd om~ abo\l' the other in the human 
body, and throuf!h nhi, b ('omciousne~s de\·clops in an asccndi11g 0nler: 
fron1. the cxp<·rienre ol' nMteriJI ~L'l15('"obil'cts through that of the immak­
rial \\Or!< Is of pure mental objecb, up to the supramU!HIJnt" consciousness 
o! l'nlightcnm<::nt, \~hich has ig ba~e in the crown-caha of the head 
(,a!J!l,r<ll'<i). This cuha i~ symbolize\\ by ,1 donw-~haped or llallle-l.ike 
jRl•tulwr.mcc on the hc,Hl uf the Buddh.:~, and by the cunc-~haped Tree 
of L11lightcmnc!;t vvhiLh form~ the spirt' of th<' stupa or the Chorten, 
or its \'<lrious l~(jlli\'.\kub, like the dagol·a1 (dhatu-aarbha) of Ceylon or 
the pagoJus (a re\ersal of th._, \\·oni dagob,J) in Burma, Thailand and Indo­
Chill,!, 
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The cakra itsdf is a sun symboL It was one of the attributes 
of the ~un-god, either in the form of a discus or in the forrn of the wheel, 
representing the rolling sun-chariot. The solar origin is testified by the 
description of the flaming and radiating wheel which appears in the 
sky with its thousand spokes (rays) when a virtuous ruler has established 
a reign of rightl·ousncss and has attained the spiritual power which 
entitles and enables him to extend the Good Law(dharma) over the whole 
\Vorld and to become a world-ruler (cakravartin). Similarly, the 
''tuming of the V/hecl of the Good Law" has become a synon)m for 
the Buddha's iirst proclamation of his doctrine (dhurma-chakra-pravartana­
sutra), by which the thousand-spoked sun-whee\ of the universal lnV 
was set in motion, radiating its light throughout the world. 

Thus the Buddha himself was a cakrarartin, though not in the 
ordinary sense, but as one who has conquered the world within him­
self by realiz.ing the highest faculties of his mind in the thouoand fold 
cakra of his spiritual centre (sahasrara-cakra). The Buddha, therefore, 
rightly dtmanded that the remains of the Enlightened Ones and their 
true disciples should be treated with the same respect and veneration 
as those of a cakravartin. 

"As they treat the remains of a king of kings, so, Ananda, 
should they treat the remains of a Tathagata. At the four crossroads a 
cairn should be erened to the Tatlwgata. And whosoever shall there 
place garlall(ls or perfumes or paints, or make s,1lutation there, or 
become in its presence calm in heart, that shall long be to them for a 
profit and joy." (Digha 7\.'ikaya, VI, S)· 

The cakras as radiating centres of psychic force gave a new 
impett1s to the interpretation of the human body as a cosmic mani­
festation. Not only was the spinal column compared to 1-lount Meru, 
the axis of the universe, and therefore called 'meru-danda' but the whole 
psycho-physical organism was explained in terms of solar and lunar 
forct;>.s, which through fine channels, the so- called nadis, moved up 
and do\\11 between the seven cakras, which in their tum represented 
the elementary qualities of which the universe is built and of which the 
material elements are only the visibk rdlexes. 

The unity of body and mind, and consequently the inclusion of 
the body into the spiritual training, so that the body actually participates 
in the highest experiences and achinements, has always been a characteris­
tic feature of Buddhist psychology and meditative practice. While 
describing the four states of deep absorption (in Pali: jhana, and often, 
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though in<.<lrrrctly, translatl'd a~ ''tr.1nce~''), the Ht!ddha in t!w 77th 
discour~r of the .H.rjJhimu .\'Ikc~y,r, ]()r tlt~t,tlHT, a1l(l~ In tlw Pxpl.ll><ttion 
of c,Kh of tln•s,~ fun1bmental ~t.1gc-; of meditation: ''And lu: (" ho h,rs 
attained the hr,t, 'il'Cond or third degn·t· of ;t\>sorption) penctuk~ and 
perml',l\l's, hlb .tlld ~.llura\l'<; hi~ londy \\ ith tiw lrli~~ of uniht Jli"11 and 
~cn:nit ~ , ~o th,tt 1 wt Cl <"ll tlu· ~mal k-; t p.t rt ic k of ], i~ b1 ody rl'lllJ in~ u:J-,,t\ u ra­
ted by thi~ hlissrul <"Xjwr:rnrr.'' 

Thu~, in ,·,Jrh· BtultiLi'm <1~ \H·Il a~ in the later Tihl'tan voqd 
,\l!d Tantric practicL< bodily \urmolly 11,\S bt,th tht: dfl'Lt an/ tlw 
conJHir swc qua non oF .111 hight-r ~pirituJI attainnwnb. In Tantrit tl'r­
minologl·: lilwration and en\ightcnnwnt an: attJined by the rt·rondlia­
tion of ~(·lar and lurJ.tr ];,nx~ 11hich on the ph;~ic.1l pl.me art· the two 
kinds of\ it,llenerg:·, 1)\1 the r~ythic pl,ltll' tht· inkllectual and the l'l1l0tion,\\ 
o..:onsriou~nl"~~. ar;d t,n the spiritu.tl, i.l'. 1noq ~ublimc p!,tuc, \\i>tlom 
(pr,Jjn,J) and ron1pa~~ion (karuno). 

Oll tlw b.r~is of this pt·tdlmnd paralk\i,m trCtnsCI"D(kntJ.] ide;ts 
,md psychic processes uH,ld lw c:>;.prc,~t·d b~ nvtll"ri.-tl cqtth·,J\rnh, t·ither 
in term~ of tht· lumun btHh (<L~ in t c1kras, nadi~, ml!dr,H, tl<<lll<l>) or in 
tenn~ of c•,\urs, dl'ml'nts an~l architectural fonn~. Thu~, the Huddh.t, 
when sp1.1king .1bout tlw four gr~·at cknwnts (muhablwta) or ~tate~ (If 
aggr.·g,ltion, di~tinguislll'tl in L·ad< case bctw<."en a subjectiH'. and <Ill 
objecti\e aspect, namely, the t·k·nwntar~- cpt<"Llitks of rnattn in tl1eir 
\ita\ forms, as rcprt·~cntt:d b~- tlw oJ·ganc, and function~ of tht' hum;,n 
b~>dy* and in their fundament,tl or ab~tract fl•rm', a~ tlw -'.llli1l, th~· flui1l, 
the fier~- and the g.tscom ~tatt: of inorganic 11ntter. The re<rlizJtion of the 
fund.mwntal lJ\\'> of the uni\er~e and of one\ uwn nature thr<>ugh the 
ob-;en,ttion of bodil; function~ pL<)-~ .m important ruk in th'--' Hutldhi~t 
sv~tem of meditation ,wd ;, 0\W of thl" four pi!Lth ul imight 
( S, w p11tt lw nu) . 

*Thl" fo\ln\\ing pa~s,;gl' from lfojjlwna \'ikaya 28, may sn\e as an cxamplt·: 
"\\'hat i~ the 'lwating elenll'nt' (tcjodlwtu)?- The heating ekml'nt ma) 
b,, subjctth•· or it may he ohjtctivc. And what is th~· ~ubjL·ctivc hutting 
elenwnt? Tlw dl'jwndent propcrtks which on one's own pt:rsun and 
body are h..:ating and radiating, a~ that whereby utw i~ heJ.tul, consunw,l, 
scorched, \\ hC'lThy that \1 hich ha~ \wen eaten, drunk, chewrd -or tastetl, 
is fully digc!>kd, or whateYer ot!wr deperulent properti,·s which on l>rw's 
U\\ n person and hotly arT lw.lting Jnd r.tdi.tting--this h C.l l led thl' subj•Tli \'e 
heJting eliment.'' 
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B:;r carrying on thi~ tradition, the same par,1lle!ism -.v;ts e~tah­
lishcd with re~pect to the r~ychic organism "host' vital cc~ntrcs (cakras) 
were founll to correspoml to the elementary qualitico of matter: the 
lMsic Yital Cl'lltre or ''root ~upporr'' (mul,:J!wra-cakrcJ), ~ituatcJ. in rlw 
puillCUJ\1 <It the bJSl~ of the ~pinal COIUtntl, (which \at ll'r reprt>St'ntS 

the· Tree of Lil,·**) and corresponding to the elenwnt C:arth, the solid 
sL1te; the navel-centre (nwnipura-wkra) to the eJt.•mcnt \Vater, the 
fluid state; the beart-ncntn· (analwta-cakro) to the cknwnt Fire, the 
heatill", incandescent or radiatin« ~t,1tc; tlw thnMt-centre (li.mddha-

"" b cakra) to the cl<:>ment ,'\ir, thl· gascuu, ~tate; and the ccntr<" on the crown 
of the ht·ad (.wlwsrara-cukra) to the dnnent Eth~'r (or in its passiH~ 

a~pcct; :.;pa('e), the state of \·ibration. 

F.1eh of these e\,·nwnts is s,mboliied by a ~ou!lrl (bij<l·mantra, 

.-. Tll)'tic s;llaGle of n,·atin' power), a colour and a hi~ic lorm. The 
bw·r t\YO are of spt•cial interest to us, as tlwy have bt'cn tlir~·ctly applit'd 
to tlw architecture of the mChod-rtcn. i-.'arth is rt'prt;>scnted hy a yellow 
culw, \-Vatn h)· a white sphere or,, white round pot, hrt> b~· a triangular 
bod~ of ~·ither round or squan· h,-.se, i.e. a cone or, kss ln·quently, a 
pyrarnid. Air is repn.·senkd two dintensiona!l~· as ,1 S•.~mi-tircuL1r how­
sh.-.pt·rl. form of green colour, thrt>t>-dinh·nsionally as a hcmisplwre with 
the b.t~t· up-wards, lik.- a cup. Lthcr b graphically reprc~ented by a 

*-*.\lol!nt .\lnu and the Tree of I ik have bc~·onw identic-.\ in tfK course of 
time, in bet the ''h"k ~kru ,,,1~ i!llaginrd to have the. form of a mighty 
tree, coinpost•tl of many 'torey' of circular terraces, cmnp,1rabl..· to th~· 
ring~ of a stupa' s conical spirt>. (The horiiontal layers of J..·lount Kailas, 
the t ... -rrestial replica of 1\lcnt, gi·ve further emphasis to this conception 
,md it~ snniJOiism.) lnlht· Tilw.t.m treatise on tlw Yog.t of Ps:·chic Heat 
(gFum-ltiP) we are told that the "median n.:rvt>" (su,unma Tib; 
dflu-mil rLa) in ih perp..:ndicu\.1r str.1ightness symbolitt'S tlw trunk of tlte 
Tree uf Lift- fmm which th<'. \·,1rious cakras branch out am\ open up 
lik..: lutus hlossum~, Forrn c.trh calaa a great numlwr of suh­
sidi,lr;· ps~chk nerves ratliJ.tt· upw.uds and t!ownwanls, .tppc•anng 
likL· t_he ribs of a para~ol or lilt> th·-~ spokt·s in the whed of ,1 chariot''. 
Thi~ passage again shows the clo~e symbolil',ll relation~hip between 
para~ol, wbcd, lotus (padma is .motlwr name ,tppli.:d to psychic centre, 
which arc genna!ly rcpre~ented as lotus blossoms) aPd tree, ;t\l of which 
.ne rt'lat~~J to the sun. It may be mentioned in this connl-ction that 
the Buddhist inil'rprt'.t,ltion of the mkras differs from that of th.._• Hindu 
tr:ul!tion, ;1s t!cmostratc·d iu my ·'FOUNDATIO!\ Of TIBFTA.N 
i\-1 YST!CISM''. ( !\idl'r, London) 
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~m.1ll acuminatt'd Lirde or blul' dot (hindu) and appe;:~rs in thrt:e­
dimension,ll form a~ a multi-coloured !laming je,\cl, i.e., a small sphere 
from whrh a !!<1nw enwrgl's. 

lfwe put all these dements together in Juc onkr, namely, the 
sphere upon the cube, a cone <>r a pyr;nnid upon tlw ~pherl', and upon the 
cone or pyr.1mid ;; cup-likt· llt'misplwrv which urries a llatning drop 
,m it~ plant surLKc·-th,•n WI' get t h,~ ide,!\ hgurv or llw ab~tract sk r<.'ometri­
cul f,,rm which rc·prTocnts the h.::~ic principks l}f >tup,J-architectun·, 
as precen·~·J. in the Tilwtan Churtcn as we\\ as in the Japanese Sotol'u 

In th,~ Ch(>rtcn tlw central cupola nf the Imlicm srupa ha~ hL·en n·ver;;eJ. 
into a vasL•-or pot-~hapc<l >l'~sd (Tih,: hum-r•a) \\hich rests ou ,, cubic 
substructure am\ is crowned by ,1 t,,\! cone, c•nding in ,1 small upturned 
hemisphere, which c1.rri\"> on ito pbnL' ~urfucc .1 L'fesu·nt, a sundioc 
and the 'lbming jc\\·cl', ont· upon tlw other. 

In addition to thb, th~·- main parts ol' the CJ-wrtcn arc· generally 
ghen the colour~ of the 'great <"lenwnts' (mahabhuta): the cubical 
~ub-struclurc yellm\ (b.rth), the pot-slupctl c<.·ntral part \\·hik (\VMer), 
t!w roniL,<l ~pn·,· n·d (hn~), while the fuurth delll.en\ (Air) 
which should '>how a grc~·n ~urf<tn~, is generally hidden under 
the !wnoriJic umbrella, a symbol which, esp<"cial!y in its 
Tibetan fonn, is dosdy umncct<.:d with the concept :1!' Air, Without 
takir•g into account its twe-orig.in a11d its natural relationship t(J 

sun, air and ~ky, it Jl\.l)' he nwntione<l that according to the later lndiaJJ and 
Tihc~.m tr,<dition llllnorilic urnhrella~ wcrl' supposed to appt•ar in the 
sk \-, when ,1. ~aint h<Hl rca\iy_c,\ u ·na in rn.w ic po" ers, l-ktwcen ~he wnbn·lla . e 
,mtl the flaming L1rop (Tih.: thig-fe.), the ro:spe('tivc symbol~ of Air and 
Fthcr, tlwre is a whitt> cre.,cent, in whose inner curve n,-~b a red sun­
disc. They repeal the colours of the two main element~ of the Chortcn, 
nantdy that ol the moon-rd~<tcd, watt·rpot-~haped ('entral IMrt and that 
of the sun-rc Lu vtl run ica! spin·_ The nwan ing ot this rt'pctition becomes 
e\idcnt if\\(' rcm,·mlwr the role of the !un.1r and~' br force~ moving 
through the main channds or naJi\ of the p~ycho-phpical urganism of 
nun. The most important one runs through the spinal culumn ,-.nd 
i~ calkd wsumnu (dbu-ma rBa in Tilwtan), whik idu (Tih. : rkyung-mu nsa) 
.1nd pinsula (Tih.: f\1-111<1 rtsa) coil routll\ the v·ntra\ dlJ.nnd in opposite 
(lirn:tions, tlw pa\t> white-ruloun'•\ JC!tJ starting frum the left (or, ;lccor­
ding to Tibetan tradition, controlling tlw ldt side uf the huntan hody), 
the n:dcoloured pingala from the right (or controlling the right ~ide). 
ida is the conductor of the lullaf or 'moon-like' (cun-lrusvarupu) 

forces, which have the rq~cnn.1ti w properties ,md the unit;· of lmdifferen­
tiated subccm~cious life, ,ts reprt"sentcd by th(' latcnt creatiwnc~~ o\ 
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seed, egg and semen, in which all chtoniC·telluric cult~ are centred. 
Pineola is the vehicle of solar forces (surya.svarupa), which have the 
properties of intellectual activity, representing the conscious, differentiated 
individualized life. Individualisation, however, if separating itself ,from 
its origin, il!l as death-spelling as knowledge severed from the sources 
of life. This il why wisdom and compassion (prajna and koruna) must 
be united for the attainment of liberation. And for the same reason 
pinsala, the 1olar energy, without the regenerating influem.e of ida, the 
lunar energy, acts like a poi;5on, while even the elixir of immortality 
(amrita), to which the regenerating lunar energy is compared, has no 
Yalue without the light of knowledge. 

It ill for this reawn that only when the solar and, lunar energies 
are tmited in the central channel, the msumna, and carried up from the 
root-centre (muladhara-cakra) through all the other centres of psychic 
power and comciOU!Iness until they reach the universal level in the 
Thou~nd-Petalled Lot;.us of the sahasrara-cakra, that the final integration 
of these ·two forces1takes place and results in the ultimate state of 
nJumination (1amyak-sambodbi). In the spherical and conical parts of 
the Choaen the two currents of psychic energy .are repre~ented by their 
!eparate and elementary aspects; in _the crescent and the sun-disc they 
are represented in their sublimated or spiritualized form as knowledge 
(prajna) and compassion (karuna), from the union of which the dazzling 
flame-jewel of perfect enlightenment is born. This symbol of unity and 
ultimate reality has its latent counterpart in the form of a blue dot 
(bindu; Tib.: thig-Ie) or seed (bija), the creative ,germ or spiritual pot­
entiality, inherent in every sentient being as the potential consciousness 
of enlightenment (bodhicitta; Tib.; hyahne chub-sems). The unfolding 
of this latent principle is the aim of the spiritual path, which is achieved 
when all our psychic faculties as embodied in the various centres-are 
permeated by it. When the mystic union between the sun of knowledge 
and the moon of compassion has reached its zenith 'and consummation 
on the highest spiritual plane, the Thousand-Petalled Lotus, then it comes 
to pass that the dark seed, containing the essence of the universe and 
the ever-present reality of the dllarma-dhatu, breaks open and bursts 
forth into the dazzling flame of enlightenment, the crowning symbol 
of the mon universal type of the Tibetan Chorten. 
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