The Jataka Tales

~380 BCE

The more than five hundred Jataka Tales retell stories of the Buddha's previous lives in the Animal Realms (see link to “The Buddhist Realms”).  These tales are told to children both as entertainment and to teach them the moral foundations of Buddhism.  Rudyard Kipling's Just So Stories is just one example of a modern iteration of these charming narratives.

The Pali versions of these stories make up part of the Buddhist Canon.  In each, as in much Buddhist literature, the tale begins with “Thus I have heard”, underscoring that Buddhism is an oral tradition and is meant to be passed along, even today, from a parent or teacher to a child through the spoken word.

These tales have been adapted in cultures from Africa to Wales: an Igbo version of the Tale of the Rabbit in the Moon is retold in Chinua Achebe's Things Fall Apart; Chaucer includes a Jataka story in his Pardoner's Tale.  Represented in sculpture and other art media across Asia, these stories are familiar to children around the world.

