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the Emerald Buddha to be brought from Chiang Rai to Chiang Mai, the procession
which accompanied the Emerald Buddha regularly stopped along the way to piously
listen to a recital of the Vessantara Jataka.108 The chronicle recounts that when the
elephant bearing the Emerald Buddha entered the territory of Chiang Mai the elephant
refused to go on and uttered a terrifying roar. Taking this as an omen, the accompanying
party informed the king, who replied that lots should be drawn as to which city the
sacred image should be taken to. The result of the draw was that Lampang was the
designated city. The elephant carrying the Emerald Buddha was turned onto the path
towards Lampang and the procession set off anew, again stopping off along the way to
listen to the Vessantara Jataka.109

This association of the Emerald Buddha with the Vessantara Jataka may be seen
in a political light. The image had resided (according to legend) in a number of
historically important Buddhist centres and Tai muang, including Pataliputra in northern
India, Sri Lanka, the Khmer kingdom of Angkor, Ayuthaya, Kampaeng Phet, Chiang
Rai, Lampang, Chiang Mai, and later Luang Phrabang, Vientiane, Thonburi and finally
Bangkok, where it has resided since the founding of the Chakri dynasty in 1782.
Possession of the image did much to confer upon a city the status of the centre of the
Buddhist world.

Conclusion

In this chapter I have argued that the Vessantara Jataka has an ancient and continuous
association with the Tai Buddhist peoples. It performed a vital function in state
formation by disseminating through the powerful medium of textual recitation an
example of an ideal social order. As expressed by the story this order consisted of three
main elements. Firstly, a moral hierarchy based on one’s accumulation of the
‘Perfections’ (barami), moral virtues, among which the Perfection of Giving was
preeminent. The Vessantara Jataka represents the ruler as a superior being at the apex of
this hierarchy due to his greater accumulation of barami. The path of self-perfection,
however, lay open to everyone. The second force for order contained in the story was
the ethic of giving. The Vessantara Jataka portrayed the ruler in positive terms as the
most generous giver in the kingdom; its message of supramundane rewards for the act
of giving encouraged the expansion of the Sangha; and the social act of giving itself
promoted increasing interaction and closer relations among the culturally and ethnically

diverse peoples of the various Tai muang. Finally, recitation of the Vessantara Jataka

108 Ratanaphimphawong (no pagination).

109 Thid.
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While taking the Emerald Buddha from Chiang Rai to Chiang Mai the travelling party
listen to a recitation of the Vessantara Jataka; from Ratanaphimphawong: tamnan phra
kaew morakot (Ratanabimbavamsa: the History of the Emerald Buddha), Written in Pali by
Phra Phiksu Phromaratchapanya, translated into Thai by Saeng Manawithun, Cremation
Volume, Phra Phutthiwongwiwat (Wong Thanwaso), Chiang Rai, 1987.






CHAPTER 3

THE EXPANSION OF THE THAI STATE
AND THE HEIGHT OF THE THET MAHA CHAT

After more than three centuries as the major political centre of the Tai world, as well as
the capital of one of the most powerful kingdoms in Southeast Asia, in 1767 the city of
Ayuthaya fell to besieging Burmese forces. If the fall of Ayuthaya had been dramatic,
the resurrection and expansion of the kingdom in the decades which followed were no
less so. In a remarkably short period of time the Thail had gained the submission of the
rulers of all significant Tai principalities, including those of the Lao, Khon Muang/Yuan
and Shan peoples, the kingdom of Cambodia and some of the Malay sultanates. In terms
of vassal allegiance to the Thai king, the Thai state under the early kings of the Chakri
dynasty was one of the largest in Southeast Asia, and considerably greater than the
kingdom of Thailand today.

Scholars have marvelled at the rapid turn-around of the kingdom’s fortunes. It
has been variously attributed to the military skills of its rulers, firstly King Taksin, and
later the Chakri kings,2 the kingdom’s economic recovery through the expansion of
overseas trade and the court’s tighter control over trade regions within its own sphere of
influence,3 and the court’s energetic promotion of Buddhism to the exclusion of other
religious practices, in particular Brahmanism and animism.4

Given this recognition of the critical role of Buddhism in the reformation of the
Thai state in the early Bangkok period it is surprising that no study has seriously raised
the question of the political role of the thet maha chat. The common categorisation of the

1T use the term ‘Thai’ to refer to the group of Tai inhabiting the lower Chaophraya river basin,
whose language, culture, and ethnicity distinguished them from other Tai peoples.

2 This line of thinking is derived mainly from the royal chronicles which were compiled in the
time of the early Chakri kings.

3 In a doctoral thesis submitted to Wollongong University in 1995 Puangthong
Rungsawasdisab argues strongly that this was an important motivation for Thai involvement in the
Mekong basin, Puangthong Rungsawasdisab, ‘War and Trade: Siamese Interventions in Cambodia,
1767-1851", University of Wollongong, 1995.

4 See Atchara Kanchanothai, ‘Kan fun fu phra phuttha satsana nai samai ratanakosin torn ton
(B.E.2325 - 2395)’ (The Restoration of Buddhism in the Early Bangkok Period, 1782-1852), Masters
Degree Thesis, History, Graduate School, Chulalongkorn University, 1980; Saichon Wannarat,
‘Phutthasatsana kap naew khwam khit thang kan muang nai ratchasamai phra bat somdet phra phuttha
yort fa chula lok’ (Buddhism and Political Thought in the First Reign), M. A. thesis, Chulalongkorn
University, 1982; and David K. Wyatt, ‘“The “Subtle Revolution” of King Rama I of Siam’, David K.
Wyatt and Alexander Woodside, Moral Order and the Question of Change: Essays on Southeast Asian
Thought, New Haven, Yale University Southeast Asian Studies, 1982, pp. 28-9
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