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Mahavesantajietok: Making merit for perfection of Khmer

Ven. Ratanak Keo,
Mahachulalongkomrajavidyalaya University, Khon Kaen Campus

Abstract
This article aims 1 ) to study the meaning and history of

Mahavesantaiietok, 2 ) to study the ways of celebration and the benefit of
Mahavesantaiietok for lay people. The article is documentary research with
analysis of data by describing methods.

The Result of Research : The meaninq and history of
Mahavesantaiietok is "Jataka" refers to the last life of Buddha name
"Vesantaiietok". which Vesanta completed the perfection of Dhana. giving
"Dhanaparami." He determine that if they beg or ask what from him. he
would sive all without hesitation although his belonsinss as well as his life.
The birth of Vesanta is called "Mahataiietok" or "Mahataiiet" called "the
great birth". Buddhist people in some countries such as Cambodia hold up
the ceremony called "Vesanmahaiiet" that refers the ceremony with giving
the sermon about Vesanta for Buddhist people. The time for this ceremony is
not limited, and not the same alt all it is depend on each reqion. Mahataiietok
is celebrated a long time ago that we can see on carving on wall of Angkor
Wat temple.

The wavs of celebratins and the benefit of Mahavesantaiietok for
Cambodian is l) for Cambodia and some part of Loa, around Vientiane. it is
celebrated at the hot season but in some reqoin in Thailand celebrate after
Buddhist Lend. For the temples in Siem Reap, Buddhist people select one
time form three days within Miksira, January to Makha (March) for
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celebration. and some region of Kampot they always celebrate before rainy
season. In Prey Veng nowadays, the temple in town is always celebrate in a
lone with Bun Pchum Ben for 15 days. They divide each group as selection
of Slak card. They prepared with praying and invited a monk to qive sermon
on Mahavesantaiietok from first Kand to 136 knad. Buddhists believe that
the one who listen sermon of Mahavesantaiietok will receive the merits and
know the ways of practice in order to get happiness. On the other hand,
celebration of Mahavesanta'iietok is clarified the value, smooth living. good
practice, having a good action, giving apologize and having harmony to each
other.
Keywords: Mahavesantajietok, Making merit, perfection
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1. Introduction
The Vessantara Jdtaka is one of the most popular ceremonies

of Theravada Buddhist country. The Vessantara J6taka is the last one of ten
Gautama Buddha's past lives which tells the story about a compassionate
prince, Vessantara, who gives awav evervthing he owns, includine his wife
and children for the virhre of perfect senerosity. The tale of Prince
Vessantara is celebrated as an annual festival in Cambodia, Thailand, Laos,
Myanmar and Sri Lanka.

In Cambodia. Laos, and Siam. the nativiw tale conceminq the life of
Prince Vessantara. the last incamation of the Buddha before his rebirth as
Siddhatha Gautama, provided an important vehicle of merit to attentive
listeners.

Vessantara Jataka is known as Mahavesantaraiatak in Pali and
Mahavesantaiietok in Khmer. and bv its abbreviated Thai form Maha Chat,
Thet Mahachat (Thai), from Maha Jati or "Great Birth". in Central
Thailand, Boun Pha Vet in Laos and as Bun Phawet (Bun Phra Wes), Bun
Duan Sii (Merit-making of the fourth month) or Thet Phawet in Isan, and
hereafter simply as the Maha Jataka. this story tells of how Vessantara
donated his own wife and children as alms.

Accordins to Cambodqe: The Cultivation ofa Nation, 1860 - 1945.
(paee 100), in Cambodia. the best loved of all Jataka tales was celebrated in a
festival held at the end of the Vesaa retreat in most Maha Nikav Vats. In late-
nineteenth- and early-wentieth-century Cambodee, as in northeastem Siam,
the very act of listening to the Maha Jataka was considered particularly
meritorious. The centraliw of this Maha Jatakain Buddhist life and the
elasticiw of merit as described by Pou are reflected in one seventeenth-
century inscription at Angkor studied by Chandler. "Then the congregation
was asked to recite the great Jataka (Maha Jataka). All of these peoDle were
eager to gain merit. and made these offerings to their parents and ancestors.
to seven degrees of kinship." For their services in reciting prayers and the
sreat Jataka. monk sat the temple were qiven silver, cloth. and other obiects.
The sponsors of this ceremony also offered an eight-year-old boy up to the

monkhood, and a sum of money.'
As Chandler reminds us, this extensive inscriDtion. dated 1747,

indicates not only the siqnificance of the Maha Jataka but the imDortance of
Anqkor in Cambodian religious life long before its "discovery" by the
French

One time, after supreme enliqhtenment. Buddha visited his father's
king for frst time. arrogant elders of the rulinq dynastv did not pay respect to
him. since they were older than the former Prince Siddhartha. The Gautama
Buddha miraculously appeared up above his relatives. Buddha's father
bowed down in the hrst and he admitted that it was his third time to pay
resDect to his son. The members of the dynasty bowed down to respect him
and accepted his religion.

' Nermy Eward4 Cambodge: The Cultivation of r Nstion, 1t60-1945, University

of Hawai' I Express, p.2017-
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Suddenly. the event happened: rain clouds gathered and a red-drop
rain appeared. This miracle led to his followers' askinq. "What is this rain?"
Then Buddha explained that the rain had appeared once before. during his
last life before his present life. Then, he told them the story of his previous
life as Kins Vessantara.

. King Vessantara was the son of Safiiaya. king of Sivirattha, and was
born in the capital ciw of Jatuttara as a bodhisatwa.

The Queen gave the birth in the merchant quarteri named Vessantara.
He qrew up to be a kind person who was willing to give away his belongings
to others for his perfections. His parents were happy and supported the
prince's giving with their treasures. Later on Vessantara married princess
Madri. They had two children: the Prince Jali and the Princess Kanhajina.
When Safriaya king retired and Vessantara was crowned as Kinq.

From his reign, Vessantara is always gave away his belongings to
others, whatever they ask including his wife and children.

One dav he gave away the magical white elephant to envoys
from Kalinga, a neighborinq country which was facinq a drought. The
magical white elephant had brought rain to kingdom. The people were
distressed by the fear of drousht because of the loss of the elephant.
Therefore, citizens convinced King Saniaya to resume control of the
kingdom and banish Vessantara. The kine Vessantara gave away the
kingdom to his father also qave away his wealth and then leaving the city and
going to live in the forest. as a Rishi (hermit) with his family.

Along the way Vessantara gave away his a four-horse chariot and
four deities aDpeared in the form of stags to pull the chariot. The family
walked on foot through a forest. Then his family arrived at Ceta, the
neighboring kingdom. The king of Ceta was informed of arrival and rushed
to sreet the them. The king of Ceta was touched by their story and want to
offer throne for Vessantara. but the he declined. Thev also declined to stay in
a palace. The kine of Ceta ordered a hunter to patrol the entrance to Vamka
Mountain for them and to prevent anvone from disturbine his family.

A greedy old Brahmin, Juiaka who lived as a beggar near There. He
had a very younq wife. Amittada, who was also very beautiful and hard-
workinq. When Juiaka know they live in the forest near Vamka Mountain he
went to Prince Vessantara while his wife Maddi was away. Juiaka asked him
for his two children. which Vessantara readily gave away. Although Jali and
Kanla went to hide in a lotus pond, he found them and asked if thev would
help their father achieve his perfection. Jali and Kanha agreed and became
Jujaka's slaves.

After givinq away. Vessantara told Juiaka to brinq his children to
their grandfather for reward because of brineing his beloved grandchildren
back to them". But Juiaka disagreed, statins he tied both children with vines
and drageed them like cattle, scolded and beat them with his stick. Both
children cried and begged their father for help. Vessantara could not stand
this scene and reached for his weapon in order to desroy him. However, he
overcame all anger and let his children be taken away.

Maddi's could not retum to the residence on time due to tigers
blocked her (actually qods in disguise). When she arrived she didn't see her
children, she wandered around all night looking for them and finally
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collapsed before her husband. After she woke up and rose, Vessantara told
her what had happened. After Maddi learnt that her husband gave away their
children. she.praised him for his greatness.

God Sakra was fearing that Vessantara would have given away his
wife as well,he intervened and in diszuise. asked for his wife Maddi. which
Vessantara readily qave him as well. Then God Sakra qave Maddi back to
Vessantara as a trust, for all his acts of benevolence and generosity had been
perfect.

The goddess made Juiaka take a wrong tum and led him to into Sivi
Kingdom and throush the Dalace qate. Grandfather. King Saniaya saw two
children faces and ordered royal guards to bring them to him. King Saniaya
recosnized his erandchildren and paid for their price which made Juiaka
became extremely rich. At his first meal as a rich man, he ate too much then
he fell dead upon his plate.

Saniava arranged a grand procession to meet his son and daughter-in-
law. The Kalinea Kingdom also returned the white elephant to his kinsdom,
abatins the anqer of the peoole of Sivi Kinedom. Then Jali led the armv to
his parents' residence and the family was reunited. Vessantara was crowned
as kinq again and retumed to his kingdom. God Sakra blessed with a seven-
gem rain to Sivi Kinedom. Vessantara allowed people to keep those gems for
themselves and the leftover went into the Kingdom treasury, which he used
for his chariw.

Buddha explained that each fiqure had been rebom as people
surroundinq him. His parents were Vessantara's parents. Maddi was rebom
as his former wife. Jali became Rahula, his son. Kanha became Upalavanna,
the Bhikkhuni (nun). The loyal courtier who informed him of the place he
should stay became Ananda. his cousin and attendant. Juiaka
became Devadatta, his arch enemy. The white elephant became Maha
Kassapa.

As the Vessantara Jataka is verv popular both in rural and urban
communities. Durine this ceremony the monks give a sermon of all chapters
of the Vessantara Jataka, the Vessantara Jataka is an important part of the
traditional folklore in manv areas of the Southeast Asianregion. Some of the
scenes. especially the mismatched couple formed by Juiaka. the old Brahmin.
and his nagqins youns wife Amittada. are avidly followed by the averaae
people durins the festival. While it has lost its traditional importance in some
areas, in others it has qained in populariry.

Scenes of the Vessantara Jataka are engraved on Angkor Wat murals.
They are also often found depicted on the walls of Buddhist temples
throughout Southeast Asia. This story is also depicted in ancient pattems
on is at silk cloth.

Through the areat birth festival, merit-makinq emphasized in this
festival. throueh the story about prince Vessantara's Generosity.
Vesanmahaiie was a oopular tale of prince vessantara was writing down in
Vessantara Jtrtaka and became the ways of life of Khmer Buddhist people
from the past. It is the ways of life, culture, pure custom which Khmer
monks copy and keep in all temple in Cambodia as well as the annually
celebrate every years.
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2. Research Obiectives
1) to study the meaninq and history of Mahavesantaiietok,
2 \ to study the ways of celebratinq and the benefit of

Mahavesantaiietok for lay people. The article is documentary research with
analysis of data by describing methods.

3. Scope of Research

Scope of the Study
Mahavesantajietok: Making merit perfection and they are divided in

two scopes of the study as follows:
1.4.1 Scope of Text
a) Primary source: Commentary and Sub-commentary
b) Secondary source: books, dissertations, thesis, texts and

academic papers as well as websites and other sources, in which all the
information and data concemed with Buddhist philosophy and philosophy
are available.

Scope of subiect-matter /Contents
1) to study the meaning and history of Mahavesantaiietok,
2 ) to study the ways of celebrating and the benefit of

Mahavesantaiietok for lav people. This is documentary research with
analysis ofdata by describing methods.

All concepts of research are only the study of two main concepts
that mentioned above.

4. Research Methodology
This is documentary research in line with the qualitative one with

emphasis on documents. Its methodology can be divided into three stages as

the follows:
I The data collecting from relevant sources: commentary, sub-

commentary, texts, books, research works, dissertations, academic papers
and other sources and related documents.

2 The data analysis: the collected data were analysis in favour of
descriptive analysis based on inductive method.

3 The research finds in the form of final copy are report to the
concerned agencies, also are the conclusions and suggestions at the hands.

5. Benefits from the research
1) know the meaning and history of Mahavesantaiietok,
2 ) know the ways of celebrating and the benefit of

Mahavesantaiietok for lay people along Mekong. The article is documentary
research with analysis of data by describing methods.

6. Summarv of research results
The meaning of Mahavesantaiietok was <Jataka> refers to the life of

Buddha name <Vesantaiietokr>, life which Vesanta determine that if they beg
or ask what from him, he will sive all without hesitation although his wealth,
wife, children. son as well as his life and complete the perfection of Dhana.
giving "Dhanaparami" Buddhist people in some countries such as Cambodia
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hold up the ceremony called "Vesanmahaiiet" that mean the ceremony of
giving the sermon about Vesanta for Buddhist people. The history of festival
of Vesanmahaiiet rvas celebrated a lonq time ago that we can see on carvinq
on wall of Amkor Wat temple in Javaraman VII. And Buddhist people
followed up until nowadays in Theravada Buddhist Countrv. The time for
this ceremony in present is not limited, and not the same alt all it is depend
on each region. In temples in Siem Riem, the always choose one of
occasion for holding "Vesanmahaiiet" without the same time to another
temple. But if in Phom Val, Kampot province, they celebrate in the
beginning of rainy season and another Dlace like the temples in Prey Veng
town, they always celebrate this ceremony within Vassa retreat, the same
time with Bun Chmum Ben for l5 days.

The ways of celebrating and the benefit of Mahavesantaiietok for lay
people alonq Mekong was 1) Cambodia and some part of Loa. around Vien
Tien, it is celebrated at the hot season but in some region in Thailand
celebrate after Buddhist Lend. For Cambodia can see in differences: the
temple in Siem Reap. Buddhist people select one time form three days within
Miksira. January to Makha (March) for celebration, some reqion of Kampot
they always celebrate before rainy season and in Prey Veng, the temple in
town is always celebrate in a long with Bun Pchum Ben.

The temple in Siem Reap was celebrate for three days. first to second
days was for the sermon all parts of Mahavesantaiietok then the last days
invited one monks make conclusion the same in Kamport, but in Prev Veng
it was celebrated for 14 days within Bun Pchum Ben. The whole process of
this ceremony was selected days, time arrived: prepare Wat, invited monk for
recited Parita, preserve five preceDt and invited the monk who was
responsible for each parts for givine the sermon of Mahavesantaiietok to the
people and the lay people were taken in own tum. They divide each group as
selection of Slak card.

Generally Khmer Buddhist take own turn by the selection of
their leaders (Call Slak or in Pali call Salakaphata": 1) The monk
have the sermon of l3 Khanthas of Vessantara Jetaka are

1) Thotsaphaun: Ten Blessings (nqrcun,),

2) Himaphaan: Himalayan Forest( nryrnnum g ),
3) Thaannakan: Donations( or o n nn ),
4) Wan Phrawet: Entrance into the Jungle( nog,ugr'ul ),
5) Chuuchok: The Brahmin( nryrgr r,'),

6) Chulaphon: Sparse Forest( n nng go o ),
7) Mahaaphon: Thick Fore st(,r nn uun a s ),
8) Kumaan: The Chi ldren( n Erqtnro fi),

9) Matrii Maddi: (Vessantara's wife) (nq,re16o6),

10 ) Sakkabap: Indra's Words(nqrr,-rno;),

1 1) Mahaaraat: The Great King (nqrrunntmfi),
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12) Chaukrasat: The Six Royals( 
'r 
qrrrgln) and

13) Nakonakan: Return to the Kingdom (rrrnnl).

The shot meaning ofVessantara Jataka 13 part:
1. The Blessings; the ten blessings which the god Indra gave to

Queen Putsadi, who became Wetsandon's mother
2. Himaphan; the early life of Prince Wetsandon
3. The Gifts; Prince Wetsandon gives away all his possessions
4. The Wandering: Prince Wetsandon and his wife and children go to

their exile
5. Chuchok ; the story of the beggar Brahmin
6. The Small Forest; Chuchok set out to find Prince Wetsandon
7. The Large Forest; Chuchok continues his travels
8. The Children; Chuchok begs for Prince Wetsandon's children
9. Princess Matsi; Matsi cannot prevent Prince Wetsandon giving the

children to Chuchok
10. Phra Indra; The god Indra prevents Prince Wetsandon giving

away his wife
I 1. The Great King; Prince Wetsandon's father rescues the children

from Chuchok
12. The Six Ksatriya; The royal families are reunited
13. The City; Prince Wetsandon and his family are welcomed back to

their city.
Buddhist people Drepare with praying and invite the monk to give

sernon on Mahavesantaiietok from first Kand to 136 knad. Buddhist people
believe that who listen sermon of Mahavesantaiietok receive the merits and
the ways ofpractice in order to qet happiness. On the other hand, celebration
of Mahavesantaiietok clarifr the value. smooth living, good practice, have a
good action, giving apologize and having harmony to each other.
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