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To the craftsmen of Burma, 
both past and present, who 

have left us an enduring legacy 
of their outstanding artistic accomplishments. 

Long may they continue to serve 
and delight us with their skill and creativity. 





viii PREFACE 

Although Burma has recently changed its name to Myanmar, it 
was decided to use the former apellation throughout the book. This 
decision does not imply a lack of respect for the Burmese people, but 
was made· on the grounds that a majority of people outside the 
country, for whom this book is written, continue to be more familiar 
with the name Burma, the name which has appeared on maps since 
the 'Age of Discovery'. 

Romanization of the Burmese language is from the standard con
ventional transcription in John O'Kell's A Guide to the Romanisa
tion of Burmese, London, 1907, without the diacritics to indicate 
tones. However, to avoid confusion, popular place names such as 
Mandalay, Rangoon, Pegu, and the Irrawaddy River have been left in 
their familiar English form. Honorifics such as U (Mr), Daw 
(aunt/Madam), Ko (elder brother), Maung (brother), Ma (Miss), and 
Shin (title for a monk) in the Bibliography and Index have generally 
been placed behind the person's name. Exceptions include a few 
famous literati where the honorific is so familiar as to be almost 
regarded as part of the name, for example, U Sa and U Pon Nya, and 
notable craftsmen whose names are prefixed with Hsaya (teacher). 
Burmese era dates have been converted to Gregorian dates by 
adding 638, for example, 1114 BE= AD 1752. The numbers and titles of 
fataka stories mentioned in the text have been taken from Professor 
E. B. Cowell's The f ataka or Stories from the Buddha's Former Births, 
London,1895. Pali terms are based on the Pali-English Dictionary, 
edited by T. W. Rhys Davids and William Stede, London, 1921. 
Sanskrit words follow those found in the Index and Glossary of Susan 
L. Huntington's The Art of Ancient India: Buddhist, Hindu and fain, 
New York, 1985. 
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Although united by a common religion, ongoing rivalries amongst 
these four contenders for political hegemony have provided much of 
the grist of Burmese history.4 

Foreign Contacts 

Burma shares a common border with India and Bangladesh in the 
west, China in the north, and Laos and Thailand in the east and south 
(Map 2). All have made extensive contributions to Burmese artistic 
traditions through trade, diplomatic exchanges, and interregional 
conflict. 

Burma's earliest and most lasting debt is to India. Economic and 
technological contacts appear to have begun as early as c.500 BC. 

Semiprecious stone beads found in association with burials at Taung
tha-man, an important late Stone-early Iron Age site near Amarapura, 
possibly came from South India.5 Cultural elements such as the 
Hindu faith and Buddhism in its various forms-Mahayana, Tantric, 
and Theravada-were transmitted from India around the second 
century AD. 6 The position of the ruler as an absolute monarch or 
devaraja (godlike king) at the head of a hierarchical administration, 
principles of astrology, the lunar-solar calendar, and various rituals 
associated with religious and court ceremonial were also greatly 
influenced by Indian practices and beliefs. 7 The 'Laws of Manu', part 
of the Dhammathat also from India, continue to be cited as the chief 
authority for the codification of Burmese customary law.8 Exactly 
how, when, and by whom these elements of Indian civilization were 
transmitted to Burma (and to South-East Asia in general) remains a 
subject of conjecture amongst scholars of South-East Asian history. 
Throughout its history, Burma has also had important cultural links 
with Sri Lanka.9 

Much of what is known of life in Burma during the first millen
nium AD comes from Chinese sources in the form of written reports 
from envoys published in dynastic records such as the Old Tang 
History, the New Tang History, and the Man-shu [Book of the 
Southern Barbarians].1° China's skills in sericulture and silk-weaving, 
paper production, lacquerware, ceramics, and metallurgy have greatly 
influenced Burmese crafts. As with India, the time, route, mode, and 
extent of transmission of various Chinese influences are not yet clearly 
understood. 

The Burmese have a strong military tradition. Wars with former 
neighbouring states Thailand, Laos, and North-east India period
ically brought influxes of prisoner craftsmen, who introduced many 
innovations in Burmese crafts. Indeed, the prime focus of Burma's 
numerous internal wars and battles with neighbouring states, 
appears to have been the seizure of large numbers of people rather 
than long-term retention and colonization of conquered territory. 
There was abundant land for settlement throughout Burma, and in 
local and neighbouring wars whole villages were carried into 
captivity and resettled in areas where their skills could be put to 
work in the service of the king. 11 

Much of what is known about Burma from the fourteenth to the 
nineteenth centuries has come from reports of foreign (mostly 
European) travellers. 12 While foreigners were undoubtedly fascinated 
by what they saw in Burma, the Burmese seemed to have been less 
enchanted by what they saw of foreigners. Apart from long-standing 
cultural links with India and Sri Lanka, Burma's interest in peoples of 
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foreign lands was largely confined to its relationships with its 
immediate neighbours. Burma's maritime trade in the port cities was 
modest and appears to have been largely conducted by foreign 
merchants (mainly Indian and MuslimL who were subject to a maze 
of local regulations. 13 The Burmese, however, were not adverse, on 
occasions, to acquiring the service of foreigners in the art of war. 14 

During the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, increasing 
diplomatic and commercial contacts with European powers also led 
to the incorporation of Western motifs, techniques, and materials 
into Burmese art. 

Foundations of Artistic Traditions 

Buddhism 

Over the centuries Buddhism has been the primary inspiration for 
Burma's artistic endeavours. It has deeply permeated Burmese life, 
ideas, manners, and aspirations: 

Buddhism has moulded our thoughts, given the substance and channels for 
our ideas and affected our attitude to life and the material world. It has not 
merely given us a perspective of ethical values and a philosophy of life and 
hereafter. It has done more. It has shaped the very nature of our inward 
selves, and has exercised a curbing influence on the natural exuberances of a 
virile Mongolian people. 15 

As a popular religion, Buddhism has provided social cohesion. It 
has enabled the people to participate in a common culture and hold a 
world-view which was transmitted through sacred texts memorized 
during universal male attendance at monastic schools and through 
dramatizations of Buddhist stories widely performed as popular 
entertainment. 16 

Buddhism in pre-colonial Burma was officially sponsored by the 
State. Many of the greatest edifices and works of art were created at 
the behest of the monarch. As 'defender of the faith', the king was 
designated the secular arm of Buddhism and was charged with 
creating conditions under which the religion could flourish. He was 
expected to keep the doctrine pure and use his influence to resolve 
schisms and enforce monastic discipline. In return, the ecclesiastical 
authorities supported royal prerogatives and encouraged the popula
tion to obey and support the central authority. Although the power of 
the monarch was absolute, the king as a devout Buddhist was also 
expected to follow the precepts and could be reproved by the ecclesi
astical authorities for unbefitting actions. Buddhism was one of the 
few restraints on the absolute power of the monarch. 17 

Tales from the Life of the Buddha, the fataka stories or the Five 
Hundred and Fifty Former Lives of the Buddha, and various sutra or 
teachings of the Buddha have provided much of the subject-matter 
and outlets for expression in the arts and crafts. 18 Theravada 
Buddhism as practised by the Burmese emphasizes the need for every 
man to seek his own way to salvation by following the precepts, 
meditating, and performing acts of charity to improve his karma in 
future existences. 19 Charity in the form of religious donations has 
traditionally been the most popular way of accruing merit and 
atoning for past misdeeds. Merit-making was shared collectively 
with all sentient beings, and considerable effort was spent at all 
levels of society on this activity. The king, with vast resources at his 
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