
Tibetan Prayer Flags
Throughout the trip, Tibetan prayer flags accompany us. 

We find them on the hills and on the passes.

In Tibet, the tradition of hanging flags began more than 
2000 years ago. At that time the country was ruled by war 
lords who carried their banners into battles. The native peo-
ple, however, made their own flags to honor the nature gods 
of Bon, their shamanistic religion. 

They used colors of the five elements: blue for sky or 
space; white for air or clouds; red for fire; green for water 
and yellow for earth. 

They also represent directions – North, South, East, West 
and Center.

They hung the flags over mountain passes and rivers to 
benefit all who would pass underneath.

When Buddhism was introduced to Tibet in the 7th centu-
ry, it brought the ideals of peace and compassion. Within the 
next century Buddhism largely took the place of Bon, while 
absorbing many of its characteristics including the flags. 

The early flags contained both Buddhist prayers and pic-
tures of the fierce Bon gods who they believed protected 
Buddha.. 

Over the next 200 years Buddhist monks began to print 
mantras and symbols on the flags as blessings to be sent 
out to the world with each breeze. Thus they became known 
Prayer Flags.
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The Mantra we find on the prayer flags – Om Mani Pad-
me Hum – means: Om- The sacred syllable; Mani- Jewel; 
Padme – Lotus; Hum – Spirit of enlightenment. This mantra 
does not have one particular meaning. It’s a combination of 
values like compassion, ethics, patience, diligence, renunci-
ation and wisdom. It is said that if you recite the mantra dur-
ing meditation, it can cure pride, jealousy, ignorance, greed 
and aggression. 

In the ensuing years, Tibet was ruled peacefully by a suc-
cession of spiritual leaders, the Dalai Lamas. Millions of men 
and women entered the thousands of monasteries to dedi-
cate their lives to the practice of Buddhism, and the people 
of Tibet were thoughtful, daily practitioners of this compas-
sionate, loving religion.
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All this came to an abrupt halt when the Chinese invad-
ed Tibet in 1959. Since that invasion, Chinese soldiers have 
killed and tortured more than a million Tibetans, mostly 
monks and nuns, and destroyed six thousand monasteries. 
People around the world who had become acquainted with 
the Prayer Flags of Tibet were horrified to see the soldiers 
burning strings of these sacred flags.

Thousands of Tibetans, including the 14th Dalai Lama, 
have had to flee from their country and live in exile around 
the world. 

Their Prayer Flags continue to represent the tradition of 
sending out prayers, but they also remind us of a nation of 
gentle people who have been robbed of their home. Prayer 
flags are still stamped with prayers and hung to let the wind 
carry their messages in Tibetan refugee villages. Most of the 
Tibetan Prayer Flags we see today are made in those com-
munities. And so, people around the world have adopted 
the custom of hanging Prayer Flags to commemorate spe-
cial events and to transmit their blessings.

Buddhist prayer flags should never be stil. - The reason 
why they are put high above the roof is so that they flutter 
in the wind. It is said that they emit positive spiritual vibra-
tions and that the prayers are carried by the wind like silent 
prayers.

Kanchenjunga - the third highest mountain in the world (8,586 m), Five Treasures 
of the High Snow in Tibetan; seen from Oktang (4,730 m)
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