
The Story of Prince Vessantara 

 

The Buddha told this story of the past: 

Long ago, there was a prince named Vessantara. He was renowned for being a generous child, 

indeed as soon as he was born he asked for a present to give to the midwives who had helped 

deliver him! When he was grown up, and married with a son and daughter, his father decided 

to let him rule over the kingdom. But Vessantara gave lots of the state wealth away. He even 

gave away a magical rain-bringing elephant to a neighboring kingdom where they were 

having a drought. 

This was too much for the people, who did not like to see their country’s wealth disappear. 

They demanded that the king strip Vessantara of his status and exile him to the forest. 

 

Vessantara, his wife Maddi (who insisted on going too) and their children prepared for their 

exile. They set off in a carriage, but soon some men came and asked for the horses, and 

Vessantara gave them away. Some gods took disguise as deer and pulled the carriage a little 

further, but then another man asked for the carriage, and Vessantara gave it away. The family 

proceeded on foot, Vessantara carrying their son and Maddi their daughter. They set up a 

new life in a forest hermitage. 

 

Meanwhile, in a neighboring city, a young woman was always getting teased when she 

fetched water, for she was married to an old and ugly Brahmin.1 She had heard of 

Vessantara’s generosity, and decided to ask her husband to seek out the exiled prince and 

ask for servants, so that she could avoid having to go to the well again. Unable to endure her 

nagging, the man, named Jujuka, set out towards the forest. In due course he approached 

Vessantara’s hermitage. 

 

At that time Maddi was out in the forest gathering fruits and roots for their meal, and 

Vessantara was sitting by the hermitage, while the children played nearby. Seeing the 

Brahmin approaching Vessantara rose from his seat and greeted him warmly. “What can I 

offer you?” he asked. “I would like your children as slaves,” replied Jujuka. Although 

Vessantara loved his children deeply, he rejoiced at the chance to make such a significant 

gift. He called the children over and presented them to Jujuka, pouring water on his hands to 

seal the gift. The Brahmin tied them up and led them off, the children wailing and crying out 

to their father to relent, or at least to let them stay long enough to say goodbye to their 

mother. But Jujuka insisted on taking the children there and then. Maddi, meanwhile, had 

been delayed in the forest by gods disguised as wild animals. 



 

When Maddi returned and could not see her children she was distraught. She looked for 

them everywhere, calling out to them and worrying that they had been lost or hurt. She 

begged Vessantara to tell her what had happened, and eventually he did. After her husband 

had explained that he had given the children away to a Brahmin, Maddi became calm, and 

accepted that the gift had been necessary.  

 

The next day another Brahmin appeared in the forest. Just as before, Vessantara welcomed 

him and asked what he could give. The Brahmin replied that he would like Maddi, 

Vessantara’s wife. Vessantara agreed to this gift, and Maddi also willingly accepted that the 

gift should be made, so he handed her over. But as soon as he had done so, the Brahmin 

revealed himself as the god Shakra2 in disguise, come to help Vessantara perfect his 

generosity. He returned Maddi to her husband and praised Vessantara highly for his 

commitment to giving. 

 

Meanwhile Jujuka, trying to lead the children back to his home, was getting lost in the forest, 

and somehow found himself in the city over which Vessantara’s father was ruling. The 

children were recognized, and the Brahmin dragged before the king. The king ransomed the 

children from Jujuka by giving him large quantities of wealth and food, and so freed his 

grandchildren. Soon afterwards Jujuka died from overeating, and, since nobody knew where 

he was from, all his wealth returned to the king. 

 

The king was very upset at what had happened to Vessantara and his family, and deeply 

regretted exiling his son. He and his wife, along with their grandchildren, set out to invite 

Vessantara and Maddi home. The family reunion was emotional, and there was much 

celebration! 

When Vessantara re-entered his city, the gods rained jewels down from the heavens so that 

he would never run out of things to give away. 

 

The Buddha explained the connection between the past and the present:  

 “At that time I was Prince Vessantara, and my family then is my family now.” 

 

(1) -  A Brahmin is a member of the Hindu priestly caste. In early India it was considered a very good 

thing to give a gift to a Brahmin. 

(2) - In Buddhism gods have long lives and special powers, but they eventually die and are reborn 

according to their karma. Shakra often likes to test human beings. 


