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547. The Vessantara Jataka – in Laos    
   
For observing local variations in mainland Southeast Asia, it appears that the original translation from 
Pali of 1988 (reprint 1960), made by E.B. Cowell is the main textual reference. Cowell made the 
translations from Pali and was not concerned with regional historical background and the different 
ways in which the Jataka were going to be interpreted in various cultures. 
 
Vessantara Jataka, Cowell No. 547 
Prince Vessantara, son of king Sanjaya and queen Phusati, at the age of 16 married Princess Maddi (or 
Madri), with whom he has two children: Jali, a boy and Kanhajina, a girl. He loved them all. He was 
also attached to his beautiful white elephant that his subjects believed was bringing prosperity to the 
kingdom and rain to the fields. In contrast, a neighbouring kingdom was suffering a terrible drought 
and its king sent Brahmins to ask for the white elephant. Vessantara granted the request without 
hesitation (pouring water on their hands to indicate a gift) in an act typical of his customary great 
charity.  
 
The citizens of Vessantara’s kingdom were very distressed at the loss of the great animal and forced 
King Sanjaya to exile his son. Before leaving the city, Vessantara gave away all his possessions; then 
with his wife and children. They left on a chariot pulled by white steeds. They met four Brahmins who 
asked for his horses; after the donation, the gods replaced them with two deer.  Subsequently, the 
fifth Brahmin desired the chariot. Vessantara agreed and continued his travel on foot until he and his 
family reached a hermitage close to the forest where they started to live simply, eating roots and 
jungle fruits. 
 
Very soon there appeared a poor Brahmin, Jujaka (or Jujaka), who had a young and beautiful yet 
demanding wife who desired to have servants for the household. She suggested that her husband ask 
Vessantara for his two children. As soon as Vessantara saw the old Brahmin he knew he had to make 
the supreme gift and agreed to give away his two children. They tried to escape and hid under the 
broad lotus leaves. The father found them and gave them to Jujaka, concluding the gift by pouring 
water over Jujaka’s outstretched hands. The earth shook; the gods were disturbed and raised a great 
tumult in heaven. At that point, Vessantara knew he had to make the last and supreme gift: his 
devoted wife. A poor Brahmin appeared to make such a request. However, Sakka descended from 
Tavatimsa to the ashram to stop Vessantara from giving her to anyone. 
 
Praising Vessantara’s supreme act of charity and generosity (the gift of his wife) Sakka offered him 8 
boons. The first one for Vessantara was to become king, which he was craving for (Cowell 1995: 294), 
which is – in my opinion - denying the Buddhist principle of not craving, not desiring. 
In the meantime, Jujaka and the children were lost in the forest. However, the devas guided him 
towards the city. When there, the children were recognised by King Sanjaya hoy paid a handsome 
ransom to the old Brahmin to regain his grandchildren. Eventually, the children were reunited with 
their parents and Vessantara was asked by King Sanjaya to rule the kingdom. Jujaka overindulged in 
his new wealthy potion and died of indigestion. 
 
Of the last Ten Births, the last one called Vessantara Jataka is the most important, thus also called 
Great Birth. According to Buddhist beliefs, before he could obtain his Buddhahood, Lord Buddha had 
to perfect himself with the Ten Virtues. This could not be done in a single lifetime but through the ten 
stages of a virtuous life, as narrated in the last ten births. The Vessantara is the last birth but one, 
portraying the life of prince Vessantara fulfilling his mission as a Bodhisatta. Thus he had to perfect 
himself to a culmination which fitted him to become a Buddha. The life of Prince Vessantara is the 
highest ideal of faith, touching the heart of those who read or hear it. 
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Laotian Vessantara 
I had little time to explore Laos and I have information only on the few visual narratives of Luang 
Prabang’s town monasteries. As a general trend, it seems that artists were requested gilded works 
using stencils as well as plaster reliefs and wood carving. I am illustrating below the gilded stencils of 
Wat Xieng Thong. Although built in the 16th century, the works were probably executed in the 19th 
century but restored several times with gold paint instead of gold leaves; and the gilded plaster 
stuccoes of Wat Mai, were executed in 1968 by the Laotian artist (Haiwood 2009: 103) who became 
a recognized national artist. Some murals with Jataka tales are illustrated from Wat Luang Khuon and 
also in Luang Prabang (Heywood 2010: 148).  
 

   
Fig 1 and Fig.2. Vientiane, monastery’s name unknown being pictures taken from Internet 2019. 
The left one shows most events of the Vessantara Jataka after entering the forest. In the picture to the right only a few 
events. The readers must be able to individuate each of them. 
 
 
 
 

Wat Xieng Thong 
 

 
 Fig.3 -  Wat Xieng Thong, Interior of the Wat showing the intense decoration with gold stencils (picture from Internet) 
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Fig.4 - Wat Xieng Thong (Luan Prabang), First-panel illustrating events of the Vessantara 
Jataka. The images were defined using gold leaves on stuccoed wood planks. 
 

The vivacity and dynamism of these images are very theatrical and extraordinary. The layout is on 3 registers. 
The visual storytelling starts from the top left register, where, Sakka in his Heaven convinces Sobar (a deva) to 
descend on earth to start the Vessantara genealogy. Then the narrative comes to earth with the event of 
Vessantara donating the white elephant and being exiled for this by his father King Sanjaya. With his family, 
Prince Vessantara leaves to exile on a chariot pulled by two steeds that he donates to two Brahmins; they 
proceed by foot. At the right of the second register initiates the story of Jujuk and his wife. He is then (left third 
register) shown dealing with Jujuk dealing with the irate forester and his ferocious dogs causing him to climb a 
tree, Then Jujuk is kneeling in front of a hermit asking directions to reach Vessantara. Then, suddenly, the 
register terminates with Vessantara looking for his sons hiding in a pond since he had already donated them to 
the Brahmin. The narrative disregards the chronological event’s sequence. The chronology of events is confused. 
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Fig.5 – Wat Xieng Thong (Luan Prabang). Another panel depicts (from the top left) Madri being impeded to 
return home by 3 ferocious animals. The following morning, Maddi can return to the hermitage where 
Vessantara tells her that he has donated their two children to a Brahmin. She faints on the floor and Vssantara 
tries to revive her (right end of the first register). The register below shows is not in chronological sequence 
because Vessantara is depicted donating to Jujuk his two children (left side of the second register, which are 
immediately depicted already in the arms of two devatas sent by Sakka to protect them, alone at night in the 
forest. while Jujuk is sleeping in his hammock suspended between branches of a tree. Then, two children holding 
hands are depicted climbing a mountain In the lower register, probably Vessantara and Madri going to the top 
hoping to see the arrival of the grandparents’  help. They will arrive and celebrate with great joy the reunion 
with the two kids, deciding to return at once to the capital on board elephants, escorted by the army. 

 
Wat Pa Mai (Luang Prabang) 
Wat PaMai – The left panel of the left eastern door illustrates several scenes of the Vessantara Jataka. 
 
At the centre, in the Royal Palace is King Sanjaya, flanked by the queen and a prince receiving a 
delegation with two children (wearing crown), all kneeling on the ground. Around them, a great 
cooking activity takes place for the celebration, and perhaps to bring food to one of the houses on tilts 
where Jujuk is hiding. To the left, over the roof of a house, the plaster carving shows the small scene 
of Vessantara, sitting on a rock, pouring water on the hands of Jujuk to complete the transaction of 
donating him his two children. 
 
At the base of the weathered mural panel is a row of wild animals including rhinoceros and lions, never 
living in Laos. The narrative does not respect at all the textual chronological sequence of events. 
Furthermore, Vessantara events are quite difficult to individuate amongst a crowd of ornamental 
scenes or local legends. 
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Fig.1. Wat Pa Mai (Luang Prabang) - Left side of the entrance wall of the porch (veranda). There are two 
entrance doors on the eastern wall of the porch of the congregation hall (Sim); the space in between them is 
filled with large narrative stucco with events of the Vessantara Jataka. Since the entire surface has been gilded, 
it is difficult to read the photographs and some are not readable in the reflected light. 
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Fig.2. Wat Pa Mai – Detail of the left side of the entrance wall of the porch (veranda) 
 

 
Fig.3. Wat Pa Mai - Right side of the entrance wall of the porch (veranda).The people of the country create processions to 
venerate the return of the Prince or King. The wild animals made at the base indicate the forest ort jungle. 
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Fig.4. - Wat Pa Mai. Vessantara and Maddi proceeding by foot.         
 

                 
Fig.5 and 6 - Wat Pa Mai. The King Father and queen Mother bring the children back to the palace where they will be 
reunited with their parents. 
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Fig.7 – Wat Pa Mai -The gift of ten chariot , Vessantara and Maddi walking in the forest, both sculpted below the gift of the 
white elephant(top left of picture).       
  

 
Fig.8 – Wat Pa Mai -Then gift of his wife to the Brahmin ( instantly Sakka puts an end to this sacrifice of Vessantara) 
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Fig.9 – Wat Pa Mai.Vessantara asks his children to come out from hiding in the lotus pond (containing 
crocodiles and hippopotamuses!!) 
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Fig.10 – Unnamed temple.-Photograph illustrating Madri forbidden to return to her hermitage by wild animals.  
This picture belongs to the GEKE project of restoration of Laotian temples (zone of Luang Prabang), directed by Dominique 
Guglieri, with photographs by Babel & Wenzsel in 2002. 

 
Wat Taleo Koao MaiKao 
This monument was a wihan (temple) located in south-central Laos, and that survived the bombing 
of 1969 by US air forces. A new wihan was built 5 km away from Ban Taleo Mai village and the 
original site was left essentially untouched for the ensuing half a century and is photographed here. 
The formerly painted decoration is reminiscent, in style and colours, of the Thai temple of the Wat 
Sanuan, Khon Kaen Fig.63-5 of Bonnie Pacala Berereton 2010. 
 

       
Fig.11. Wat TaleoKoao Maiko - general view of the temple, emptied before demolition. 
 
Wat Taleo Koao MaiKao. Thanks to the courtesy of Dr Alan Potkin and our common interest in 
researching Laotian temples, he donated the present pictures of this temple just before it was 
demolished. Regretfully what is left does not allow us to recognize/reconstruct any visual narrative. 
Uniquely, there were images of the Vessantara Jataka and the local version of the Ramakien. 
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Fig.12. Wat Taleo  Kao, Savannakhet Province, Laos - general view of the temple’s elements all vividly painted.  
 

 

                                                                                                                           
Fig.13– WatTaleo Kao, Images are printed on the base of the column of a temple tp be demolished;. the left may refer to 
the Vessantara Jataka, the other two may be part of Thai Rama’epic locally named Pra’Ram Pra’Lak. 
 
 

 
 
Fig.14 – Detail of a sort of monster Rahu eating the moon(?) painted over 
one of the main door arches. The transparent bowl seems to include a nice 
gazelle (not a rabbit). 
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Fig.15 – Taleo Kao.  The main wall over the opening of the altar. Over the strange image of Rahu, the large wall 
was originally entirely painted but now it is difficult to prove even if the palace painted to the middle left of 
the picture, 2 floor with blue roof and staircase was the royal palace of prince Vessantara who has just gifted 
the white elephant (missing now) on which 4 Brahmins were sitting (their heads still visible). This first register 
was probably all devoted to the Vessantara Jataka. 

 

 
Fig.15 – Taleo Kao,  full view of the same wall with the view at the top triangular space of a spectacular tree  
with the lower branches protecting houses with people and elephants at both extremities. 
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Fig.16 – Wat Taleo  Kao - The absit at Taleo Kao, Suwannaket province, Laos, near the bother with Thailand, 
before demolition. 
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