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Summary

The Emerald Buddha, in fact made of green jade, is a splendid
example of northern Thai/Lao workmanship.

It was acquired as war booty from Vientiane in the late 18" cen-
tury and was installed in Bangkok where it remains today as Thailand(s
national palladium.

Arich literature grew up about this highly revered image, largely
based on a traditional history writen in the Pali language by a northern
monk in about 1450, shortly before the 2000™ year of the Buddhist Era.

This work, Ratanabimbavamsa is of a millenarian character.
According to an ancient prophecy, Buddhism would gradually decay
until it disappeared completely in 5,000 years after the Buddha’s Nir-
vana. The year 2,000 B.E. marked one stage in Buddhism’s decay, so the
image and its history seem to have been created to slow the pace of reli-
gious decline.

The traditional history begins with a foundation myth claiming
that the Emerald Buddha was magically created in North India about 500
years after the Nirvana of the Buddha, or about the time of Christ. From
India the image was take to Lanka, then to Cambodia, Ayudhya, and
finally to the northern kingdom (Lanna) where it was encased in plaster
and lost sight of for a long time. The Emerald Buddha came to light again
when the plaster coating cracked, shortly before the writing of this
history.

Later works, based on the traditional history, continue the wan-
derings of the image in northern Siam and Laos.

Wherever it went it was received with reverence and awe, its
mythical origin being accepted without question. Only in the mid - 19"
century did King Mongkut (Rama I'V) recognize the historical provenance
of the image.

Though this image has been abused as war booty and a symbol
of state power, its true significance remains as a symbol of the Dharma
and a reminder that the Buddha’s teaching should not be lightly forgot-
ten.

In this book are gathered all the major works concerning the
Emerald Buddha, both the early, more mythical ones, together with
modern scholarly works dealing with the image and its history.
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