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were destined to achieve enlightenment. Rama I's great gifts of alms during the
grandiose thet maha chat ceremony mentioned above was, in the words of one account,
‘intended to speed the king on the way to attain Buddhaship at some future existence
when he would be enabled, in accordance with the Gospel of Salvation preached by
Gotama Buddha, to lead all sentient beings to the attainment of Nirvana, thus
emancipating them from the evils of continued rebirths’.55

Of all the Perfections, the Perfection of Giving was given pride of place.
Vessantara’s great feats of alms-giving became a model for kings to emulate. In the
chronicles it is in the activity of alms-giving that kings most ostentatiously demonstrated
their piety. The extent to which kings sought to model themselves on Vessantara was
sometimes extraordinary. For example, King Taksin is recorded as having said to his
monks on the subject of his dedication to alms-giving:

Even were you to desire my own flesh and blood I would carve out my
flesh and blood and give them as alms.56

This is an almost verbatim repetition of Vessantara’s words to his wife Matsi, on his

devotion to the Perfection of Giving:

If anyone should desire my skin, flesh, blood, heart and both eyes
I would not flinch from cutting them out and giving them as alms...57

Similarly, on the coronation of King Rama III in 1824 a chronicle records that the king
went to great lengths to imitate the bodhisatta Vessantara by symbolically ‘giving’ away
to a monk (in a staged ritual) the king’s own son and daughter.58 The same chronicle

describes how the king also performed the ‘Great Gift of the Seven Hundreds’

55 Gerini, A Retrospective View, p. 33.

56 ‘Phra ratchaphongsawadan krung thonburi’, p. 33.

57 Maha wetsandorn chadok chabap sip sam kan, (kan matsi), p. 254. See also p. 18 (kan
himaphan): "If beggars desire my heart, flesh, and blood I would cut them out and give them as alms".
The author of the former verse, Chaophraya Phra Khlang (Hon), was head of the royal treasury in the
reign on Rama I. This may go some way in explaining the verse’s similarity to that taken from the
Thonburi chronicle (in which Taksin’s alms-giving prowess is referred to) which was revised in the
reign of Rama L.

58 Atchara, Kan fun fu phra phutthasatsana, p. 32. The king’s son and daughter were returned to
the king later. Note that in the Questions of King Milinda, one of the best-known commentaries in
Theravada Buddhist countries, all bodhisattas were required to give away their wife and children just as
Vessantara had done; see Milinda’s Questions, Vol.II, translated from the Pali by I.B.Horner, Sacred
Books of the Buddhists, Vol.XXIII, Pali Text Society, London, 1964, pp. 95ff.
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luang (Royal Palace) and the wang na (Front Palace) in the First Reign, which is
sympathetic to the wang na, compares the wang na king when he entered the monkhood
to Vessantara, and the wang luang king to Sanjaya, who in the Vessantara Jataka had

sent his son into exile.65

For the Thai kingdom the Vessantara Jataka was the classic performative text
about kingship, or more specifically, a Buddhist formulation of authority based on the
ideal of perfectibility. This explains why the narrative received such attention from the
Thai kings, from the great state ceremonial recitations performed annually at the Thai
court to the education of the children of the Thai aristocracy and nobility with its ideals.
The story’s illustration of the exemplary ruler accounts for the extent to which it, along
with the rest of the Jatakas, was the most widely disseminated of all Buddhist scripture
in popular culture. The attempts by the court to regulate popular recitations of the
Vessantara Jataka in the First Reign would appear in this light to reflect the court’s
concern that the integrity of the story - which expounded a set of ideals upon which
political authority in the Thai kingdom was based - be properly respected by the
kingdom’s subjects. Indeed, a very immediate concern for political authority, to which
the Vessantara Jataka was perceived to contribute, would appear to have been behind
this particular regulation, for it came in the same year as the Chakri brothers’ coup
against Taksin, a time of considerable instability in the Thai kingdom when the need for
political authority was never greater.66

Models of authority and their dissemination were also essential for the integration
of newly conquered peoples into the greater Thai state. Integration into the Thai
kingdom required more than just military control but also a process of drawing these
peoples more closely into the cultural orbit of the Thai monarchy. For example, after the
successful completion of the war between the Thai and the Vietnamese over hegemony
in Cambodia in the mid-nineteenth century, King Rama III ordered a number of texts to
be sent to the country, among which archival sources specifically mention the
Vessantara Jataka and the last ten Jatakas, the ‘thotsachat’, which described the

65 Saichon, ‘Phutthasatsana kap naew khwam khit thang kan muang’, p. 139; cf. Chotmaihet
khwam song cham khorng kromaluang narintharathewi, p. 273. '

66 Appropriately the law begins by stating the king’s credentials as a bodhisatta king:
“The King [Rama I] has resolved himself to achieve the omniscience of

enlightenment. Endowed with the wisdom of great compassion (prakorp duai
mahakarunayan) he constantly keeps in mind his duty to aid all the world’s

living creatures...”; Kotmai tra sam duang, Vol. 4, p. 165.
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