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The Garland of the Buddha’s Past 

Lives is a collection of thirty-four 
stories depicting the miraculous deeds 
performed by the Buddha in his previous 
rebirths. Composed in the fourth century 
CE by the Buddhist monk Arya!shura, the 
text’s accomplished artistry led Indian 
aesthetic theorists to praise its elegant 
mixture of verse and prose.

The twenty stories in this first volume deal 
principally with the primary Buddhist 
virtues of giving and morality. Ascetics 
sacrifice their lives for hungry tigers, kings 
open their veins for demons to drink their 
blood, helmsmen steer their crew through 
perilous seas, and quail chicks quench 
forest fires by proclaiming words of truth.

The experience is intended to arouse 
astonishment in the audience, inspiring 
devotion due to the future Buddha’s 
transcendence of conventional norms 
in his quest to acquire enlightenment 
and save the world from suffering. 
The importance of such stories of past 
lives in traditional Buddhist culture, 
throughout Asia and up to today, cannot 
be overestimated.
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STORY !

THE BIRTH-STORY OF VISHVAN·TARA



N2 B3456728892|:2;682 .< sukham anumoditum apy&.(

alpa|sattvai .h pr0g ev’ 0caritum.
tad|yath” ânu.r/yate.
s’|0tm=|bh/t’|êndriya|jaya .h par0krama|naya|vinaya|sa .m-

pad0 samadhigata|vijaya|.r=r v.rddh’|ôp0sana|niyam0t trayy|
0nv=k.sikyor upalabdh’|ârtha|tattva .h sva|dharma|karm’|ânu-
rakt0bhir an|udvigna|sukh’|ôcit0bhir anurakt0bhi .h prak.rti-
bhi .h prak0.yam0na | da .n .da | n=ti | .obha .h samyak | prav.rtta |
v0rtt0|vidhi .h Sa .mjayo n0ma "ib=n0 .m r0j0 babh/va.

gu .n’|ôdayair yasya nibaddha|bh0v0
kul’|âṅgan” êv’ 0sa nar’|âdhipa|.r= .h

a|tarka .n=y” ânya|mah=|pat=n0 .m
si .mh’|âbhigupt” êva guh0 m.rg0 .n0m. [(]

tapa .hsu vidy0su kal0su c’ âiva&.-

k.rta|.ram0 yasya sad” âbhyupet0 .h
vi.e.sa|yukta .m bahu|m0nam =yu .h
p/j0bhir 0vi.s|kriyam0 .na|s0r0 .h. [$]

tasya r0jño r0jya | pratipatty | an | antara .h prathita | gu .na |
ga .na|nirantaro Vi.va .mtaro n0ma putro yuva|r0jo babh/va.
ayam eva sa Bhagav0ñ Ch0kyamunis tena samayena.
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T537> 3? <>2@ 7A6;68 find it diBcult even to take &.(
pleasure in the Bodhi·sattva’s deeds, let alone emulate

them.*
Tradition has handed down the following story.
'ere was once a king called Sánjaya who ruled over the

Shibis. It had become Sánjaya’s very nature to control his
senses, and his accomplishment in bravery, prudence, and
decency invested him with victory and prosperity.'rough
his rigorous service to his elders, he had grasped the essence
of the Vedas and Logic, and his fine administration of jus-
tice was displayed by the devotion of his people, who were
used to lives of untroubled happiness and were content in
their hereditary professions. He was a king of perfect con-
duct and behavior.

Like a noble lady, Royal Fortune was loyal
to him because of his abundant virtues.
To other kings she was beyond conception,
just as a cave guarded by a lion is to other beasts.

Men strenuous in austerities, sciences, &.-

and arts constantly visited his palace.
'ey acquired his special esteem
by showing their worth through acts of honor.

'is king had a son, an heir apparent, called Vishvan·
tara. Although next to his father in royal status, he matched
him in possessing a host of celebrated virtues. It was this
prince who was the Lord Shakya·muni at that time.*

$%)
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yuv” âpi v.rddh’|ôpa.am’|âbhir0mas
tejasvy api k.s0nti|sukha|svabh0va .h

vidv0n api jñ0na|mad’|ân|abhijña .h
.riy0 sam.rddho ’py avalepa|./nya .h. [)]

d.r.s.ta|pray0m0su ca dik.su tasya
vy0pte ca loka|tritaye ya.obhi .h

babh/va n’ âiv’ ânya|ya.o|lav0n0 .m
prasartum uts0ha iv’ âvak0.a .h. [,]

a|m.r.syam0 .na .h sa jagad|gat0n0 .m
du .hkh’|ôday0n0 .m prabhut”|âvalepam

d0n’|ê.su|var.s= karu .n”|ôru|c0pas
tair yuddha|sa .mrambham iv’ 0jag0ma. [-]

sa pratyaham abhigatam arthi|janam abhila.sit’|âdhikair&.(%

a|kli.s.tair artha|visargai .h priya|vacan’|ôpac0ra|mano|harair
at=va prahl0day0m 0sa.
parva|divase.su ca po.sadha|niyama|pra.ama|vibh/.sa .na .h

.ira .h|sn0ta .h .ukla|k.sauma|v0s0 Himagiri|.ikhara|sa .mnik0-

.a .m mada | lekh” | âbhyala .mk.rta |mukha .m lak.sa .na | vinaya |

java|sattva|sa .mpanna .m gandha|hastina .m sam0jñ0tam aupa-
v0hya .m dvi | rada | varam abhiruhya samantato nagarasy’

$%,
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Although a youth, he had the charming serenity
of the elderly.

Although mighty, he took a natural pleasure
in forbearance.

Although wise, he knew nothing of intellectual pride.
Although rich in fortune, he was devoid of arrogance.

His fame permeated the threefold world
in every direction as far as the eye can see.
Others had no opportunity for their own petty glories,
seeming to have lost the will to pursue them.

Unable to endure the haughtiness
of the surging suHerings that beset the world,
he seemed to wage a furious war against such foes,
spraying arrows of gifts from his broad bow

of compassion.

Every day he greatly gladdened the petitioners who came &.(%
to him by oHering them limitless gifts that exceeded their
expectations and that delighted them by being given with
pleasing words and deference.
On the days that marked the phases of the moon,

Vishvan·tara would become adorned by the tranquil dis-
cipline of the póshadha vow. Bathing his head and wear-
ing white linen garments, he would mount a fine scent-
elephant that resembled a peak on snowyMountHímavat.*
'e face of the renowned elephant was decorated with
streaks of ichor. Speedy and courageous, it was well-trained

$%-
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âbhinivi.s.t0ny arthi|jana|nip0na|bh/t0ni sv0ni sattr’|âg0r0 .ni
pratyavek.sate sma. tath0 ca pr=ti|vi.e.sam abhijag0ma.

na hi t0 .m kurute pr=ti .m
vibh/tir bhavan’|0.rit0

sa .mkr0myam0 .n’|ârthi|jane
s” âiva d0na|priyasya y0m. [1]

atha kad0 cit tasy’ âiva .m|vidha .m d0na|prasaṅga .m pra-
mudita |h.rdayair arthibhi .h samantato vik=ryam0 .nam upa-
labhy’ ânyatamo bh/my|an|antaras tasya r0j0 «.akyo ’yam
ati|sa .mdh0tu .m d0n’|ânur0ga|va.agatv0d» iti pratarkya dvi|
rada|var’|âpahara .n’|ârtha .m br0hma .n0 .ms tatra pra .nidadhe.
atha te br0hma .n0 Vi.va .mtarasya sv0ni sattr’|âg0r0 .ni pra-

tyavek.sam0 .nasya pramod0d adhikatara|nayana|vadana|.o-
bhasya jay’|0.=r|v0da|mukhar0 .h samucchrit’|âbhipras0rita|
dak.si .n’|âgra|p0 .naya .h purast0t samati.s.thanta. sa ta .m† vini-
g.rhya dvi|rada|varam upac0ra|pura .hsaram abhigamana|pra-
yojanam en0n paryap.rcchad, «0jñ0pyat0 .m ken’ ârtha» iti.
br0hma .n0 /cu .h:&.(-

«amu.sya tava n0gasya gati|l=l0|vilambina .h
gu .nair arthitvam 0y0t0 d0na|.aury0c ca te vayam. [*]

$%1
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and bore auspicious marks. Mounting this tusker, Vishvan·
tara went to inspect his alms houses, which were situated
in every part of the city and had become refuges for suppli-
cants. He derived particular joy from this.

For the joy a generous man feels
at wealth stored indoors
cannot compare with the joy felt
at wealth given to a petitioner.

In every direction the gladdened supplicants spread the
news of Vishvan·tara’s addiction to giving and, one day, a
neighboring king came to hear of it. Speculating that he
could take advantage of the young king because of his pas-
sion for generosity, he sent some brahmins to Vishvan·tara
in order to rob him of his fine elephant.
Vishvan·tara was inspecting his alms houses, his eyes and

face gleaming greatly with joy, when the brahmins came
and stood in front of him.With their right hands raised and
stretched out, they greeted him loudly with benedictions
of victory. Vishvan·tara stopped his fine elephant and, after
politely greeting the brahmins, he asked themwhy they had
come, telling them to instruct him as to their needs.
'e brahmins replied: &.(-

“Inspired by your heroic giving
and the virtues of this elephant,
swaying with so graceful a gait,
we have become supplicants.

$%*
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Kail0sa|.ikhar’|0bhasya prad0n0d asya dantina .h
kuru.sva t0val lok0n0 .m vismay’|âika|rasa .mmana .h!» [+]

ity ukte Bodhisattva .h pr=ty0 sam0p/ryam0 .na | h.rdaya.
cint0m 0pede:
«cirasya khal’ ûd0ra | pra .naya | su |mukham arthi | jana .m

pa.y0mi. ka .h punar artha eva .m | vidhena dvi | rada | patin”
âi.s0 .m br0hma .n0n0m? vyaktam aya .m lobh’ | Ir.sy0 | dve.sa |
pary0kula|manasa .h kasy’ âpi r0jña .h k0rpa .nya|prayoga .h.

0.0|vigh0ta|d=natva .m&.$%

tan m0 bh/d asya bh/|pate .h,
an|0d.rtya ya.o|dharmau
yo ’smadd|hita iv’ ôdyata .h.» [&]

iti vini.citya sa Mah” |0tm0 tvaritam avat=rya dvi | rada |
var0t, «pratig.rhyat0m» iti samudyata | k0ñcana | bh.rṅg0ras
te.s0 .m purato ’vatasthe.

tata .h sa vidv0n api r0ja|.0stram
arth’|ânuv.rtty0 gata|dharma|m0rgam

dharm’|ânur0ge .na dadau gaj’|êndra .m
n=ti|vyal=kena na sa .mcakampe. [(%]

$%+
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Fill the worlds
full of wonder
by giving us this tusker
resembling Kailása’s peak!”

Addressed this way, the Bodhi·sattva’s heart filled with
joy and he had this thought:
“It has been a long time since I have seen a supplicant

who is willing to make weighty requests. But what do these
brahmins want with a lordly elephant of such stature?'is
is clearly the pitiful ploy of some king whose mind is tur-
bulent with the flaws of greed and envy.

But this king should not suHer &.$%
the misery of having his hopes dashed.
For without heed to reputation or morality,
he seems intent on benefiting me.”

'inking this, the Great One quickly got down from the
fine tusker and, standing in front of the brahmins with a
raised golden pitcher, he asked them to accept the elephant
as a gift.

'ough he knew that in the science of kingship
the path of morality involves pursuing benefit,
in his passion for virtue he gave away the king

of elephants,
unswayed by the falsehood of politics.

$%&
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ta .m hema|j0la|rucir’|0bhara .na .m gaj’|êndra .m
vidyut|pinaddham iva .0radam abhra|r0.im

dattv0 par0 .m mudam av0pa nar’|êndra|s/nu .h
sa .mcuk.subhe tu nagara .m naya|pak.sa|p0t0t. [((]

atha dvi|rada|pati|prad0na|.rava .n0t samud=r .na|krodha|
sa .mrambh0 .h "ibayo br0hma .na |v.rddh0 mantri .no yodh0 .h
paura|mukhy0. ca kol0halam samupajanayanta .h Sa .mjaya .m
r0j0nam abhigamya sa | sa .mbhram’ | â | mar.sa | sa .mrambh0t
pari.ithil’|ôpac0ra|yantra .nam /cu .h:
«kim iya .m, deva, r0jya|.r=r vilupyam0n” âivam apy upek-&.$-

.syate? n’ ârhati deva .h sva|r0jy’|ôpaplavam evam abhivardha-
m0nam mar.sayitum.»
«kim etad?» iti ca s’|0vegam ukt0 r0jñ0 punar enam /cu .h:
«kasm0d devo na j0n=te?

ni.sevya matta|bhramar’|ôpag=ta .m
yasy’ 0nana .m d0na|su|gandhi v0yu .h

mad’|âvalepa .m para|v0ra .n0n0m
0y0sa|du .hkhena vin0 pram0r.s.ti; [($]

yat|tejas” 0kr0nta|bala|prabh0v0 .h
sa .msupta|darp0 iva vidvi.sas te;

Vi.va .mtare .n’ âi.sa gaja .h sa datto
r/p= jayas te hriyate ’nya|de.am. [()]

$(%
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Adorned by a glistening mesh of gold, the lordly
elephant

resembled a mass of autumn clouds draped with
lightning.

'e prince felt the highest joy at giving his gift.
But the city shuddered, choosing the side

of pragmatics.

'e Shibis were furiously angry when they heard the king
of elephants had been given away. Making a great stir, brah-
min elders, counselors, soldiers, and eminent citizens all ap-
proached King Sánjaya. In their fury and intolerant rage,
they addressed him with words that stretched the bounds
of courtesy:
“Why does YourMajesty ignore the way his royal fortune &.$-

is being plundered? Your Majesty should not tolerate this
escalating disaster that aJicts his kingdom.”
“What is that you say?” Sánjaya replied in distress.
“How can Your Majesty not know?” they answered.

“'is elephant, whose face, fragrant with ichor,
buzzes with the hum of intoxicated bees,
and is served by a breeze that deftly and gently
wipes away the proud rut-scent of other tuskers;

'is elephant, whose power destroys the might
of your enemies’ armies, as if putting their pride

to sleep;
this is the elephant given by Vishvan·tara.
'e embodiment of your victory, it’s being taken

to a foreign land.

$((
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g0va .h suvar .na .m vasan0ni bhojyam&.)%

iti dvi|jebhyo, n.r|pa, deya|r/pam
yasmiñ jaya|.r=r niyat0 dvip’|êndre
deya .h sa n0m’ êty ati|d0na|.auryam. [(,]

nay’|ôtpathen’ âinam iti vrajanta .m
katha .m samanve.syati r0ja|lak.sm= .h?

n’ ôpek.sa .na .m, deva, tav’ âtra yukta .m
pur” âyam 0nandayati dvi.sas te.» [(-]

tac chrutv0 sa r0j0 putra|priyatv0t ki .m cit t0n eva praty
a |pr=ta |man0 .h k0ry’ | ânurodh0t s0vegavad evam ity uktv0
samanune.syañ Chib=n uv0ca:
«j0ne d0na|prasaṅga|vyasanit0 .m n=ti|kram’|ân|apek.s0 .m

Vi.va .mtarasya. na c’ âi.sa kramo r0jya|dhuri sa .mniyuktasya.
datta .m tv anena sva .m hastina .m v0nta|kalpa .m ka .h praty0ha-
ri.syati? api tu tath” âham ena .m kari.sye yath0 d0ne m0tr0 .m
jñ0syati. tad alam atra va .h sa .mrambhe .n’ êti.»
"ibaya /cu .h: «na khalu, mah0 |r0ja, paribh0.sa .n0 |m0tra|

s0dhyo ’sminn arthe Vi.va .mtara iti.»
Sa .mjaya uv0ca, «atha kim anyad atra may0 .akya .m&.)-

kartum?

do.sa|prav.rtter vimukhasya yasya
gu .na|prasaṅg0 vyasan=|kriyante

bandho vadho v” 0tma|sutasya tasya
ki .m ni.skraya .h sy0d dvi|radasya tasya? [(1]

$($
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Cows, gold, clothes, and food; &.)%
these are gifts suitable for brahmins, Your Majesty.
But this king of elephants, our source of victory

and prosperity;
surely this is too excessive a gift.

How can royal fortune ever follow this prince
if he treads a path that strays from prudence?
It is not right to ignore this matter, Your Majesty.
For he will soon bring your enemies joy.”

When he heard this, the king, who loved his son dearly,
felt some displeasure toward these men. But following his
sense of duty, he put on an appearance of shock and agreed
they were right. He then tried to conciliate the Shibis,
saying:
“I know Vishvan·tara has a passionate addiction for giv-

ing and disregards the procedures of politics.'is is not the
right way for someone to behave when they have been as-
signed the yoke of kingship. But who would take back this
elephant after Vishvan·tara has rejected it like vomit? I will
make Vishvan·tara understand that there is a limit to giv-
ing. Now stop being angry about this.”
“A mere scolding will not influence Vishvan·tara on the

matter, Your Majesty,” the Shibis replied.
“What else can I do about it?” Sánjaya responded. &.)-

“He turns his back on wicked behavior.
His only vice is attachment to virtue.
Would imprisoning or slaughtering my son
really be compensation for this elephant?

$()
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