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PORTRAYAL OF YAKKHA IN JĀTAKA  
Pratishtha Mukherjee1 

 

Abstract 

This paper broadly explores the analysis of the concept Yakkha in the Jātaka 
tales. In Buddhism images and symbols are executed in such a way that they 
convey certain religious ideas and are capable of representing the viewpoint of 
the Buddha. Buddhist art represents the human interconnection with the 
mystical world through images, implicitly proposing at the same time some 
spiritual meaning. The principal Buddhist symbols were representative of scenes 
preceding Buddha’s enlightenment and his entry into nibbāṇa. In the earlier 
phase the images of the Yakkha and Yakkhinī were understood in a universal 
cosmological sense. The development of religious thought gave an additional 
dimension of meaning to the images and symbols used in the scenes representing 
the Buddha’s life. Yakkha and Yakkhinī fill the early Buddhist monuments of 
Sanchi and Bharhut. The former serve as prototype for the first iconic 
representation of the Buddha. The aim of the paper is to understand the role of 
Yakkha in ancient society and their depiction and significance in the Jātaka. 
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Introduction 

Legends, stories and mythology are an integral part of any religion, Buddhism is 
not lacking in this regard. The Buddhist legends are divided into three groups i.e., 
(a) legends in the form of previous birth stories of the Buddha called Jātakas  (b) 
legends related to the biography of the Buddha in his life as Gotama within which 
he claimed to attain full awakening and (c) legends called Apadānas referring to 
life stories of Buddhist disciples.  Jātaka is a collection of stories, moral tales, fairy 
tales and fables. These were used in the Buddhist tradition as ethically edifying 
stories. These seem to be learned and repeated by the disciples. Jātakas  have 
been chosen as the subject matter of this study because they represent manifold 
themes and a variety of motifs. These stories are 550 in number (a matter open 
to debate) and are written in verses in canonical Pali. These are recorded in the 
Suttapiṭaka and this body of literature is recognized as an integral part of 
Theravāda Buddhism. In addition, Jātakas  are also represented in texts like 
Cariyāpiṭaka,  Jātakamālā (Sanskrit work) and Buddhavaṃsa.1 This paper 
emphasizes specifically the concept of the Yakkha and its depiction in the Jātakas 
paying attention to it social connotations. Yakkhas by name or by class appear to 
be  familiar creatures in the Pali records of the Buddhist tradition and a notable 
difference in them in contrast with the earlier or contemporary Brahmanical 
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works is that they contain a portrayal of the Yakkhas from a particularly 
Buddhist perspective and giving it a popular orientation. 

Historical Background of the Yakkha Cult in Buddhism 

Yakkha (Sanskrit: Yakṣa) appear frequently in Buddhist legends and 
iconography always depicted as demi-gods. Their king Kuvera, Vessavaṇa or 
Alakissara, is guardian of the north, and his capital is at Ālaka or Ālakamandā. 
The other three guardian deities were also styled as Yakkha. Yakkha worship 
considerably increased under Buddhism. It is important to note that most of the 
Yakkhas of the Pali Canon are not identical with those of the Mahābhārata or the 
Purānic Yakṣa; they were additional. Pali works multiply the centres of Yakkha 
worship to some extent. In the Buddhist Pali Texts Yakkha is often represented 
as a class of individual demi-gods. Many Yakkha chiefs are also mentioned as for 
instance, forty-one Yakkha chiefs in the Āṭānāṭiyasutta and twenty-eight chiefs 
in the Sutta Nipāta. They are mentioned as pairs such as Hemavata and Sātāgiri, 
Suciloma and Kharaloma, Paṇḍaka and Hariti; some groups of Yakkhas with 
several thousand of Yakkha followers such as seven Yakkha guards of Jotika 
Seṭṭhi of Rājagaha (Rajgriha) are mentioned which are Yamakoli, Uppala, 
Vajirabāhu, Vajira, Kasakandha, Katattha and Disāpamukha.2 

At Bharhut they appear as Dvārapāla or door guardians; at Nasik, one at the 
entrance of the Chetiya-cave is indicated in an inscription as a Yakkha, and the 
two figures by the door of Cave III bear the same character. At Bharhut, Yakkhinī 
are figured on the pillars at the entrances, as Chada (Chanda) and Sudasava 
Yakkhinī. The Dulva gives a hint to the frequent representation of Yakṣa as 
Dvārapāla: Anāthapiṇḍika asks the Buddha how the vihāra must be ornamented 
with paintings (or sculptures). The Buddha answers "On the main entrance there 
should be a Yakkha holding a club in his hand; in the courtyard, series of birth-
stories (Jātakas ); on the door of the Buddha's special apartment (Gandhakuṭi or 
the room occupied by the Buddha) a Yakkha holding a garland in his hand; in the 
kitchen there must be a Yakkha holding food in his hand ; on the door of the 
storehouse, a Yakkha with an iron hook in his hand ; on the water-house , Nāgas 
with various ornamented vases.3 

According to the Buddhist cosmogony the palace of Dhṛtarāsṭra (Pali: 
Dhataraṭṭha) and the Gandhabbas occupies the vast side of the Yugandhara 
rocks, that of Virūḍha and the Kumbhaṇḍas the South, that of Virūpākṣa (Pali: 
Virūpakkha) and the Nāgas the West, and that of Vaisravaṇa (Pali: Vessavaṇa) 
and his Yakkha the North.  
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Yakkha in the Jātaka  

The Jātaka  Tales represent primarily the events related to the Buddha’s previous 
births but they also provide information about the life during that age which 
include fashions, styles of hair, clothing, environmental setting, daily life, 
religious aspects, and residences, eating habits etc. No description of Yakkha in 
the Pali works is complete without reference to Kuvera/ Vessavaṇa. He is figured 
as a great devotee of the Buddha; his kingdom was Uttara-kuru containing great 
cities, parks and troops of Yakkha. The Rukkhadhammajātaka mentions about 
the installation by Sakka a new king Vessavaṇa at the death of the first Vessavaṇa. 
Kuvera however enjoys axiomatic extravagances and is depicted as Kupiro on 
the Bharhut railings.4 

Yakkha/ Yakkhinī has been described vividly in the Yakkhinī. They have been 
depicted in malevolent as well as benevolent form. The Yakkhinī apropos the 
Yakkha revolves around three basic themes (a) cannibalism of the Yakkha (b) 
capturing of a king (sometimes a Bodhisattva) and attempt to use him as an 
offering for the Yakkha and (c) conversion of the malevolent to benevolent by the 
Buddha or the Bodhisattva who preaches Dhamma to them. The Yakkhas are 
represented as creating commotion during a prayer meet, devouring and killing 
humans, possessing people, frolicking with someone’s mind etc. in the Jātaka 
stories. 

This paper focusses on the depiction of Yakkha in Jātaka represented in 
sculptural form during the period from the second century BCE to the second 
century CE.   

In this study a few out of the numerous Jātakas  which revolve around the three 
basic themes of the Jātakas  related to Yakkha and also are depicted in sculptural 
forms in the Buddhist sites Bharhut, Bodhgaya and Kanheri Caves have been 
selected. 

1. Vidhurapanḍitajātaka  
Vidhurajātaka is one of the very elaborate Jātaka stories which is full of religious 
and philosophical facets. It depicts the encounter of Puṇṇaka Yakkha and 
Vidhura Paṇḍita, the latter represented as a great scholar and religious preacher. 
Indraprastha, the capital of the Kuru kingdom, was ruled by king Dhanañjaya 
Koravya, his minister Vidhura Paṇḍita was well known in Jambudīpa as a 
profound scholar and religious preacher. Irandati took the Yakkha who was 
wearing beautiful clothes and jewellery along with garlands of flowers and who 
had smeared his body with the paste of sandalwood, to her father Varuṇa Nāga. 
On the advice of his wife the Nāgarāja told the Yakkha that if he would bring the 
heart of Vidhura Paṇḍita without resorting to any force or violence they would 
give their daughter to him. The Yakkha thought that he would defeat King 
Dhanañjaya Koravya in gambling and in return ask for Vidhura Paṇḍita. And 
indeed Puṇṇaka Yakkha won the game and took Vidhura Paṇḍita with him. But 
by his wisdom and religious preaching Vidhura Paṇḍita brought about the 
change of heart of Yakkha, Nāgarāja, his wife and daughter.5 This profoundly 
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philosophical story is found sculpted on Bharhut Stūpa with the inscription; 
Vidura panakiya jātaka. 

 

 

Figure 2. Vidhura Paṇḍita Jātaka, Bharhut 

(* Puṇṇaka Yakkha holding Vidhura Paṇḍita and trying to sacrifice him/  

** Puṇṇaka Yakkha riding his horse.)6 

2. Padakusalamānavajātaka   
It is a story of an Assamukhi Yakkhinī or horse faced Yakkha. Animal headed 
Yakkha is possibly an offshoot of the legend that Yakkha can assume any form. 
Scholars believe that tradition of sculpting images in semi-anthropomorphic 
Reference to Yakṣa came in vogue around the second century BCE. Horse headed 
Yakkha and Yakkhinī are quite common in early art. The most conspicuous 
depiction of the Assamukhi Yakkhinī is found from Ajanta. 
According to the story, the chief queen of King Brahmadatta ruler of Vāraṇāsi, 
committed adultery and lied to the king of not doing so. She also vowed that if 
she had committed a sin she’ll be born as a horse faced Yakkhinī in her next birth. 
And indeed she was born as a horse faced Yakkhinī. She lived in a cave inside a 
forest and ate humans travelling from west to east. She also served Kuvera for 
three years and in lieu of that she got the right to consume humans within a 
certain limit (3x5 yojanas). One day she saw a good-looking Brahmin crossing 
the forest along with his companions, and as she fell in love, she didn’t devour 
him, but made him her husband. She continued robbing and eating humans. After 
sometime she gave birth to a child who was Bodhisattva himself. The child had 
the ability to trace footsteps of any person even after the lapse of twelve years. 
The child and the husband decided to escape and did that successfully. The 
Yakkhinī pleaded with them but they refused to comply with her request.7 The 
depiction of Assamukhi Yakkhinī illustrates the consequences of maleficent 
character and how causing debauchery could end up in deformity as retribution.  

* 

** 



Sri Lanka International Journal of Buddhist Studies (SIJBS)  
Volume VII- Issue I (2021) ISSN 2773-6814 

 

78 
 

 

 
Figure 3. Assamukhi Yakkhinī, Padakusalamānavajātaka, Mathura8 

 

Figure 4. Assamukhi Yakkhinī, Bodhgaya 

(*Assamukhi Yakkhinī holding her son, Bodhgaya)9 

3. Mahāsutasomajātaka 
It is a story of Brahmadatta Kumāra son of King of Kāsi who turned cannibal and 
killed several people to satisfy his craving for human flesh. The Bodhisattva 
reforms him with the help a Rukkhadevatā or Tree-spirit. The Jātaka says that 
after reforming the cannibal king and preaching Dhamma to him the Bodhisattva 
returned to Indraprastha. As a token of gratitude for the tree spirit he 
constructed a vast lake near the Banyan tree. He founded a village there which 
had eighty thousand shops. The Jātaka says that the branches of the tree were 
cut and used to construct a vedikā (balustrade) surrounding the lake. It was 
furnished with Toraṇa (arches and gates) which pleased the Rukkhadevatā. This 
depicts the construction of the Rukkha Chetiya or tree shrines for Rukkhadevatā 
and their prominence and importance during this period. Cannibalism has been 

* 
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a major characteristic associated with the Buddhist Yakkha concept. Yakkhas are 
often represented as feeding on human flesh and later being converted to the 
status of benevolent Devatā by the Bodhisattva.10 

 
Figure 5. Depiction of Mahāsutasoma Jataka, sculptural relief from 

Kanheri Cave 

(*Conversion of malevolent Yakkha to Rukkhadevatā by Bodhisattva, Kanheri)11 

Yakkhas undoubtedly were among the primordial tree spirits and deities 
worshipped in India. The Jātaka frequently mentions Rukkhadevatā along with 
Yakkha. Often the Bodhisattva is depicted as a tree deity. It is said in the Jātaka 
that people had faith in such deities and the followers were called Devatā 
Maṅgalikā who believed in offering Bali (a type of sacrifice) to these deities. 
There is a certain pattern in Yakkha stories in the Jātaka collection. Mostly 
Yakkha and Yakkhinī are shown as cruel creatures with cannibalistic tendencies. 
They inhabited the forests or trees over which they had control.  
Conclusion 
There is close connection between signs, symbols, and mythological creatures in 
Buddhist art and events in the life of the Buddha. All through second century B.C. 
a lot of fabled creatures such as Yakkha, Yakkhinī etc. are depicted on the stūpa 
railings. Yakkha and Yakkhinī are associated with fertility and prosperity and 
also are considered important as guardians and gatekeepers (dvārapāla). Yakkha 
originated as primordial deities that lived in the forest and mountains and acted 
as sentinels of treasures. They were worshipped by the aboriginals as a part of 
their personal belief. With the propagation and prominence of Buddhism the 
minor cults such as the Yakkha, Nāga, and Gandhabba were integrated into the 
larger pantheon of Buddhism. From the Jātaka tales it becomes evident that the 
Yakkhas were assimilated into the Buddhist way through conversion of the 
Yakkha or through the preaching of Dharma to them by the Bodhisattva or the 
Buddha himself. Jātaka provided the subject matter for the illustration of 
Buddhist concepts and ideology through Buddhist art. 
Sculptural representations of Jātaka in their entirety is scarce and only parts or 
solitary depiction of Yakkha is present in instances such as Suciloma, Kupiro, 
Chanda (at Bharhut) etc. Paintings at Ajanta (Maharashtra) illustrates the entire 
Jātaka including the Yakkha but paintings are not a part of this research paper. 

* 
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Therefore the allusion to and depiction of the Yakkha in the sculptural art forms 
reflect the significant role that the Yakkha cult played in Buddhism. 

Abbreviations 

BCE before Common Era 

CE Common Era 

CSMVS Chatrapati Shivaji Maharaj Vastu Sangrahaya 

Ibid. Ibiden  

p. Page 

pp. Pages 
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