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University of Washington
Abstract
State Patronage of Burmese Traditional Music
Gavin Duncan Douglas
Chair of the Supervisory Committee: Associate Professor Ter Ellingson

Ethnomusicology

In the past decade the ruling junta of the Union of Myanmar has begun several
large-scale projects aimed at preserving cultural heritage and forging national unity. These
include; the formation of the University of Culture (offering degrees in music, theatre, and
sculpture), the genesis of an annual performing arts competition, and the implementation
of a standardization project designed to unify and notate a five hundred year old oral
tradition. Each project enjoys ample government funding and significant attention in the
state press at a time when Burma (Myanmar) is suffering great economic hardship.

This dissertation examines these cultural. projects in light of the present

dictatorship's quest for legitimacy. It will be shown that this state patronage is used to



further certain national and international political ends and only partially for support of
the tradition and its musicians. Multiple and contradictory perspectives of professional
musicians, some of whom benefit from the above projects and some of whom are
marginalized, will be addressed revealing a patronage system that is radically changing the

traditional music of the country.
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CHAPTER1

INTRODUCTION:
POLITICAL CRISIS AND STATE PATRONAGE OF TRADITIONAL MUSIC

For, indeed, what are a man’s political activities but
the expression in action of his ideas of the past?
H. G. Welis

Politics means your everyday life... It is how you
eat, sleep, work and live, with which politics is
concerned. You may not think about politics. But
politics thinks about you.

Aung San

Since the early 1990s, Burma’s' military dictatorship has invested an
unprecedented amount of energy into reviving and supporting the traditional arts of the
country. While the country struggles with numerous crises—including near economic.
collapse, numerous civil wars in the borderlands, a massive drug problem, and a

popularly elected leader kept under house arrest and denied recognition—the

! After the 1988 demonstrations the ruling generals renamed the country Myanmar. The name of the
country has been highly contested and many within the pro-democracy movement ask that the old name
“Burma” be used. In recent years the confusion surrounding the political meaning of either of these



government has instituted many projects designed to revive traditional culture and
recreate a particular, government-sanctioned, view of the past. Through these projects,
Burma’s classical music tradition, with roots in the pre-colonial royal court, has
assumed a prominent position in Burmese cultural identity politics. This project asks:
why has this government, near universally regarded as illegitima.te, gone to such great
lengths to revive selective traditions from the royal court? How does government
patronage of the arts in generai, and music, in particular, further the goals of the ruling
junta? In exploring these questions I will also re;/eal some significant changes that
Burma’s music culture is presently undergoing. While career opportunities for
classical musicians are more plentiful than in years past, the level of direct government

involvement and control of that music has also grown.

BACKGROUND TO THE PROJECT

Siﬁce the popular people’s uprising of 1988, Burma has struggled for financial
and political stability. The democracy summer of 1988, when students, monks, and
civilians took to the streets to demonstrate against their dictatorial government, was a
reaction to numerous economic and social problems brought forth by the Ne Win

regime of 1962-88. These demonstrations were a response to a serious decline in

names has become increasingly complex. While I use the term “Burma” predominantly, I imply no



education, infrastructure and skills which had resulted in a fall frqm one of the most
promising and prosperous of the post-colonial Asian nations to a 1987 classification
by the United Natiox.ls as one of the world’s ten least developed countries (LDC). As
tensions rose throughout the summer martial law was declared on August 3, 1988.
Several days later, on August 8 1988, students, monks and civilians initiated a national
strike to demand political change. Their request for democracy was answered by the
military regime with numerous killings and mass imprisonment.> While failing to
overthrow the regime, the uprising did precipitate a very public crisis of legitimacy
that forced the ruling generals to reevaluate their position. To resolve this crisis, the
army promised a democratic election in May of 1990.

Hubristically overestimating their own popularity, the ruling generals of the
National Unity Party held the election as promised, but only won ten seats against the
392 seat»s3 procured by the National League for Democracy (NLD) led by Aung San
Suu Kyi, despite her being held under house arrest for several months prior to the
election. Desperate to retain control, the army stalled the transfer of power to the
NLD and eventually determined the need for a new constitution prior to any change of
government. They announced the formation of a National Convention at which hand-
picked members would write the new constitution. Today, the National Convention

remains stalled with a new constitution incomplete and the army still in control. Aung

specific political agenda.
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San Suu Kyi was released from house arrest in 1995, yet since that time, her movement

inside the country has been highly restricted.

Throughout this project, I will not attempt to document these atrocities or re-
interpret this crisis, but rather I intend to explore the ongoing establishment and re-
creation of legitimacy and authority. Specifically, I wish to show how this legitimacy
is procured through music. Traditional music is directly associated with the authority
of the royal court. Selective revival of this royal court culture in the present day
recreates this historically situated power for use in contemporary politics.

Discussion and analysis of Burma’s military rule, the subsequent uprisings of
1988, and the present political tensions are documented in many well-researched
reports. Most r.lotable among these are recent volumes of academic articles including
Burma: Prospects for a Democratic Future edited by Robert 1. Rotberg (1998), The
Challenge of Change in a Divided Society edited by Peter émey (1997), and Burma:
Political Economy Under Military Rule edited by Robert H. Taylor (200i), as well as
the Open Society Institute’s journal Burﬁa Debate and a multitude of journalist
publications most readily found on BurmaNet News www.burmanet.org/. The
Burmese government’s own interpretation of recent political history can be found on

the Union of Myanmar website at <www.myanmar.com>. In particular, the

? Estimates range from 1500 to 6000 people killed.
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government perspective on many controversial political topics can be found in the on-

line newspaper The New Light of Myanmar www.myanmar.com/nlm/, and in a

monthly journal, Myanmar Perspectives www.myanmar.com/gov/index.html.

Over the past thirteen years the military regime has tenuously retained power
despite multiple small uprisings within the country and overwhelming condemnation
by the international community. The ruling junia, known as the SLORC (the State
Law and Order Restoration Council) until 1997, when they changed their name to the
SPDC (State Peace and Development Council), has managed to retain power despite an
obvious crisis of credibility. Where then, do these rulers obtain their authority? To
what do they refer as the source of their legitimacy? The SLORC/SPDC regime is
unable to claim support through the populace at large according to the results of the
1990 national election, they are necessarily reluctant to make direct public associations
with the Ne Win regime of 1962-88 from which they received their training, and they
are even incapable of appealing to the founder of the Burmese army and engineer of
Burmese independence, General Aung San, the father of NLD leader Aung San Suu

Kyi.* How, then, have they retained power? How have they managed to create,

* 82 percent of the seats.

* Throughout the dissertation I frequently refer to the “SLORC/SPDC?” regime as one body, since many
of the policies and personnel have been continuous. Singular reference to the “SLORC” or the “SPDC”
will refer to the government at a specific time; before or after Nov 1997.



establish, and maintain their positions of power? Though much of this control has
been maintained through military force much has been asserted in a subtler, hegemonic
manner. Those that hold power do not necessarily hold authority. The Burmese
regime holds power, but yet also has gone to geat lengths to establish authority.
Authority and legitimacy are established in a multitude of ways in political
systems throughout the world. Music and traditional arts are always socially and
politically situated, and Burma/Myanmar is no exception. This project will explore
the relationship between musical practice, state patronage and the creation and
manifestation of political authority. The effects that such patronage bears on
performance practice and transmission within the music tradition will also be
addressed. Since 1993 the ruling government of the Union of Myanmar has created
several projects designed to reinvigorate patriotism, unify the country, and ultimately
establish and maintain their right to rule. Included in this political strategy is a
tremendous amount of attention directed towards traditional music and arts. Various
newly developed projects include a national performing arts competition, a university
of traditional arts, notations of the traditional musical repertoire, new museums,
academic conferences on traditional culture, revivals of festivals, reconstruction of
historic landmarks, and a wealth of others. All of these phenomena enjoy a patronage
unparalleled in 20th century Burmese cultural politics. Why, at a time of intense
political crisis and economic insecurity, does this threatened government institute a

multitude of projects designed to celebrate traditional culture? What end do projects



such as these serve? How do these projects simultaneously facilitate both a

subjugation of the masses and the construction of authority for those in power?

This inquiry into state patronage of music and its role in national politics will
focus on three new cultural projects that are of great significance to the music tradition,
all of which were i‘nitiated in the early 1990s. Each of these undertakings is designed to
increase the national and international profile of Burma’s traditional music within
tightly controlled parameters designed by the top leaders of the military regime. These
projects, consequently, have far reaching effects on the music culture of the country,
on how musicians live and work, and on how the tradition is interpreted. The three
projects that concern this study include a national performing arts competition drawing
thousands of contestants and hundreds of judges from throughout the country,
patronized daily by multiple personnel at the highest levels of the government and
heavily documented in the national news media. Secondly, the creation of the
University of Culture, offering degrees in theater, music and sculpture has a similar
nationalist agenda. This university has prospered at a time when post-secondary
education in the country has been in crisis. A third project that intersects with the
above two in numerous ways is an ambitious endeavor to standardize and notate the
entire repertoire of orally transmitted classical and modern classical songs. This
project aspires to create definitive song versions of a varied oral tradition and

document each in Western staff notation.



In the minds of some people, these projects are resurrecting the beauty of the
royal court; for others, they are destroying the very essence of that heritage. These
projects, variously interpreted and contested by the multiple groups of people that
interact and engage with them, have multiple meanings. The appropriation of salient
and powerful symbols that run emotionally deep throughout the public are ultimately
effective for the commandeering of tradition and the establishment of political
influence. Rulers, musicians, and the public at large each orient and define themselves
with, against, and through different understandings of tradition. Tradition here is
something negotiated and created, as multiple social forces within Burma/Myanmar
reach toward a modern and developed nation, albeit with very different ideas of what
form that should take. This project seeks to answer how this is possible through
music and what are its effects. Why is traditional music central to the nation-building
project of the SLORC/SPDC government? Why is it more central now than fifteen
years ago? How do rulers empower themselves through a symbolic association with

traditional culture? And how do the above projects serve to organize people?



ARRIVING IN THE FIELD

During my first visit to Burma in January of 1998, I was struck by the types
of performance opportunities available, and also the types that were not available, to
musicians and audiences. Public concerts of Burmese classical music alone are rare.
Live performances are, rather, most often part of theatrical cvents, pwes, that combine
music with dancing, acting, singing, and comedy in a full multitude of artistic forms.
Such events are most commonly found at any of the many festivals, where all-night-
long variety shows are held amidst vendors, games, rides, fortune-tellers, and food. To
appeal to a contemporary audience, these types of performances include modern-day
‘International’ music styles, and tend to avoid the austere classical traditions drawn
from the court. Performances of the courtly classical music, on the other hand, will
most likely be found in small, intimate house gatheﬁngs of limited size.

In recent years, public opportunities for classical performances appear to have
grown, as sponsorship of national television and theatrical events has increased. Post-
1988 Burma has also increased its number of musical and cultural ambassadors as
troupes of musicians and actors are frequently being sent throughout Asia on goodwill

missions. Tours to the West are slowly increasing but are still rare.’

* The last full saing waing musical troupe to travel in the United States was led by U Sein Chit Ti in
1977. Visits from solo musicians and dancers or very small troupes have occurred several times since

the early 1990s.
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Incumbent on many of these artists and performances is a nationalist
patriotism that permeates all of the new ventures. According to the state press, the
primary duty of all artists is to foster national patriotism. This responsibility is often
framed as a cultural defense against dangerous incursions from the West. The
following excerpt drawn from an article entitled “For Enabling Youths to Appreciate
Myanmar Performing Arts” written by government journalist U Pe Than, is taken
from the Sunday Supplement of the English language daily, the New Light of
Myanmar.® It is representative of daily articles, editorials and features that highlight
the role of artists in the construction of the nation state. This particular piece is

directed at the education of Myanmar youth.

...Today, it is necessary for defense capability to be dynamic and
national solidarity must be strong as required in defending the mother
nation. Likewise, it is specially necessary in the cultural sector to have
a strong cultural immunity and to be able to prevent infiltration of alien
cultures. Only when patriotic spirit and national pride is dynamic and
high, and only when national prestige and tradition can be preserved and
safeguarded will it be possible to truly serve the national interests of the

entire Myanmar people.

® The New Light of Myanmar is an English-language version of the Burmese-language daily Myanma
Alin, and has a circulation of approximately 24,000. With the exception of slightly more international
coverage it is quite similar in style and content to Myanma Alin. The online version
<www.myanmar.com/nlm> is abridged, yet retains many articles intact. These newspapers are
government controlled with strict censorship laws (see Allott 1994, Allott 1993). Though critiques of
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In this context, all artistes are to strive hard collectively by
means of our own immune system of Myanmar artistry so that
Myanmar society is not infiltrated by decadent music called culture
based on vagabond individual wandering ways and wanton alien
customs and modes of dress that are trying to enter by business doors

and cultural doors.
—The New Light of Myanmar November 15, 1998

Articles like the above appeared daily in newspapers and magazines throughout
my stay, and forced from me many questions about the role of tradition in the nation’s
politics. What was the nature of this relationship between tradition and politics such

that tradition is called upon as a form of national defense?

The research for this project was undertaken during two trips to Burma in 1998
and 1999. During my stay, I lived primarily in Rangoon, and occasionally traveled
upcountry to Mandalay, Taunggyi, and other places accessible to foreigners.” During

my first visit, I worked most closely with the eminent composer and pianist Gita Lulin

activities and other news items are rare, these newspapers do give some impression of the government
lme on various events as well as different propaganda techniques (see Chapter Two).

” Though the government is slowly opening up various parts of the country, travel outside of the
central core (Rangoon-Mandalay-Pagan-Taunggyi) is somewhat restricted.
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Maung Ko Ko, or U Ko Ko. For a period of three months, I met with U Ko Koon a
daily basis, at which time he taught me the basic théory and history of Burmese
traditional music from his perspective. Much of my study at this point was concerned
with learning how to differentiate various genres and key pieces of the canon. He also
shared with me many of his own experiences of working as a performing musician and
composer throughout the past fifty years. During this visit, [ alsb spent a great deal
of time in recording studios watching and videotaping various traditional music
activities being recorded for movies, television, or state projects.

I returned later that year for a ten-m;)nth stay, whereupon U Ko Ko introduced
me to several established musicians, with whom I then studied. I proceeded to engage
in private lessons for several months at a time on the partala (xylophone) with
Sandaya U Yee Nwe, hne (oboe) with U Mya Gyi, saung (harp) with Inle Myint
Maung and part waing (drum circle) with Sein Kyaw Naing. While studying multiple
instruments does not lead to excellence on any of them, this method exposed me to
multiple teaching styles and multiple interpretations of the same pieces. The
traditional body of classical songs or thachin gyi, literally ‘great songs® was canonized
during the last royal dynasty, the Konbaung dynasty (1752-1885).2 The texts of
these song have been organized in multiple collections known as the Maha Gita and

every student of the classical tradition will learn many of the same pieces. Learning
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the same songs not only on different instruments but also from various teachers gave
me insights into the varieties within the tradition and the amount of variation possible

within a single piece in the oral tradition.

Having lessons with different teachers also gave me the opportunity to become
familiar with many of the country’s leading musicians of the past forty years. With
the exception of Sein Kyaw Naing, all of my teachers were over fifty years of age, and
had a wealth of experience to share on musical life in Burma over the past several
decades. These perspectives were shared in both formal and informal interviews
during the course of my stay. Striking to me in these interviews and during my lessons
was the abrupt change that the music culture was experiencing as a result of this new
patronage. The national competition was offering valuable exposure to musicians who
could potentially gain recognition from winning an event, while the University was
now offering opportunities for further study and employment and the
standardizations, while not yet completed anticipate a strange new conformity. My
teachers were all judges at the national competition; several were professors or
lecturers at the University of Culture, and held seats on the standardization and
notation committees. Discussing the competition and the university with older

musicians gave great insights into musical life prior to the SLORC/SPDC government’s

® Also known as the Alaungpaya dynasty after its founder King Alaungpaya (1752-1763) (see Cady
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rise to power and the creation of these new institutions. Additionally, studying
multiple versions of the same pieces of music taught to me in many different ways
provided a greater understanding of variation within this tradition. Pieces of music
rarely sound the same when played by different performers or even in different
performé.nces by the same artist. Indeed, as will be explained in Chapter Five, it is this
variation itself that has been central to sustaining the oral tradition for many centuries.
The variation in this tradition highlights, in vivid ways, the tensions that arise when
this oral tradition is codified and transcribed into musical notation. It also sheds

insight into how this music is changing by way of certain political behaviors.

My research is supplemented by interviews with many other musicians, visits
to music schools and the performing arts competition, and a close monitoring of the
state press’s orientation to “traditional” culture. If universities, competitions and
musical notation are new phenomena to which musicians are adapting, how is the
tradition changing to these new opportunities and new political demands? Or, more
specifically, how are individual musicians adapting to these changes? While I did not
intend to study music’s placement in the nation’s politics the ubiquitous presence of
the state in musical matters was difficult to ignore. Many of the opportunities for a

musical career, exposure or performance in present day Burma are state encouraged or

1958, Hall 1945, Phayre 1883 for a description of this dynasty)
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controlled. Participation in the nationalist agenda of these projects can develop one’s
career in certain rewarding directions. Avoidance of them, or resistance to them, can
conversely deny a musician his or her livelihood.

My interviews and conversations with people and musicians were problematic
for a multitude of reasons. Political resistance and criticism of the state by civilians
has frequently been punished with job termination, imprisonment, or worse.® Overt
political resistance has often been ruthlessly dealt with. In several cases I resisted
asking certain political questions, and many of my interviews were conducted in such a
way as to avoid overt discussion of political. Consequently, many of my conclusions
on the adaptive strategies of musicians and the impact of these projects are my own.
Though a study of musical resistance to the agendas of the state would be fascinating
and, indeed, necessary, this work concentrates primarily on the state use of music and

musicians, and comparatively little on the resistance to that use by practicing

musicians.

® Evidence of the “state of fear’ that citizens of the country have lived under can be found in the works
of Allot (1993), Aung San Suu Kyi (1991), Fink (2001), Lintner (1990), Singh (1989), Skidmore
(1998), and Smith (1991, 1992, 1996, and 1999).
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DISSERTATION OUTLINE

I begin this dissertation with an exploration of authority and legitimacy and by
asking how political legitimacy and authority can be created through music and
traditional culture. In Chapter Two, I draw from recent work by Gustav Houtman
(1999), in which he discusses the government’s abandonment of the national hero
Aung San shortly after the 1990 election. Aung San, as the engineer of Burma’s
independence, has long been the most recognized and lauded of Burma’s heros. His
founding of the army, gaining trust of the ethnic minorities in the Panglong
agreement,'® negotiation of freedom from the British, and his martyr-making political
assassination made him the most potent political symbol of independent Burma. His
daughter, Aung San Suu Kyi’s ‘accidental’!! participation in politics after the 1988
uprising led to a repositioning of Aung San’s image as the symbol of Burmese
nationalism. Both the army and Aung San Suu Kyi appealed to Aung San as the
source of their legitimacy. By early 1990, Aung San, whose symbolic value pointed
more towafds his daughter than the army, began disappearing from the state press.
His image on the country’s currency and throughout government offices was removed,
and by 1996 was no longer present in several grade school Burmese history texts. It

was at this time that many of the culture projects began. Traditional culture of the

19 See Silverstein 1993.
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Burmese court, prior to the arrival of the British, is now the source of the dominant
political symbols in the country. Chapter Two will explore this new symbolism, its
substance and its efficacy.

Chapters Three through Six will focus on the three ethnographic sites that form
the basis of my research. The Sokayeti Performing Arts Competition, discussed in
Chapter Three, was started in 1993. It is a huge festival of traditional performing arts
held every October/November in Rangoon and features singing, dancing, composing,
instrumental and theatrical performances. Drawing contestants and judges from
throughout the country, the structure of this event models the ideally integrated nation.
Representation from each of the ethnic states and divisions is amply proclaimed on the
official media. Ethnic minority participation in this event is central to its organization
and its press coverage. The Sokayeti competition will also be discussed as a
performance space for the governing generals to ‘perform’ or display their power and
authority. Press coverage of the national competition pays relatively little attention to
the musicians, while the daily presence of the ruling generals, as chief patrons, is
stressed. The Sokayeti competition, thus, serves as a model of the ideal state. It
provides an opportunity for the ruling generals to theatrically display the “material

embodiment of political order,” or “an image of...the universe on a smaller scale”

(Geertz 1980: 13).

'' Aung San Suu Kyi returned to Burma in 1988, amidst the pro-democracy uprising. to nurse her sick
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Chapter Fpur reflects on the role of the University of Culture in this national
blueprint. Constructed in 1993, the university offers undergraduate degrees in music,
theater (including dance), and sculpture, and has ambitious plans for growth. Music
schools and conservatories have been preset in Burma since the 1950s; yet the
university plays a somewhat different role in today’s cultural landscape than did the
conservatories (such as Pantera Kyaung) in the past. This university was actualized at
a time when many of the post-secondary institutions were closed down due to student
led pro-democracy demonstrations. It nonetheless flourishes with full enrollment; and
although the economy is unable to sustain multiple performers or educators, each of
the graduates from the University of Culture is guaranteed a future job. The University
of Culture is claimed by the government to be the first of its kind in Southeast Asia,
and is a role model for other ASEAN nations to follow, despite the fact that multiple
state schools of the arts exist in Thailand, Malaysia and Indonesia.

In both Chapters Five and Six, I will be concerned with the musicological and
sociological issues surrounding the standardizing and notating of the traditional and
modern-traditional songs. Chapter Five explores the traditional oral transmission of
Burmese traditional music. Here I will provide a description of some transmission
practices and how they have dealt with some specific characteristics of the tradition. In

particular, an autochthonous oral notation system called pazat saing that allows for the

mother. She originally had no intention of participating in state politics.
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verbal communication of two melodic lines provides insights into how the tradition has
been maintained orally. Other local attempts to notate classical songs will also be |
addressed. Chapter Five will conclude with a discussion of the introduction of
Western staff notation to Burma. Chapter Six discusses the present notation projects
that are being set to print in Western “International” notation. In this chapter, I will
explore some of the different problems that authors have encountered when translating
Burmese music into Western notation, and the subsequent distortions to the music that
result. Several specific pieces from the classical and modern classical canon will be
addressed with particular reference to the personal politics behind each notation.
Inquiry into the personal accounts of the musicians charged with this task will reveal
further complications to the interpersonal problems associated with standardizing the
tradition. Despite the attembts to unify and standardize these notations, an

" unconscious resistance to this conformity is displayed as each individual assigned to
the project employs different conceptual and physical tools to carry out the
assignment.

Present day Burma offers a unique perspective on the tensions between
tradition and modernity found in many developing countries. The degree to which the
Burmese government is upholding the traditions with aggressive militancy is rarely
matched throughout the world. This study of Burma’s state patronage provides an
opportunity to simultaneously explore the forces of modernization and the

compulsions toward preservation of an established “great” tradition. Additionally,



this study will provide insight into the dialectic between political performance and
musical performance, between the establishment and maintenance of power and the

symbolism of cultural heritage.
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' Havel 1991: 135
2 Geertz 1973: 319
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CHAPTER I

CULTURE AS NATIONAL DEFENSE:
CULTURE PATRONAGE AND THE QUEST FOR
LEGITIMACY AND AUTHORITY

...a world of appearances trying to pass for reality
Vaclav Havel'

There is... no simple progression from “traditional” to
“modern,” but a twisting, spasmodic, unmethodical
movement which turns as often toward repossessing
the emotions of the past as disowning them.

Clifford Geertz’

Myanmar traits had the ability to endure all the
attempts of the British to destroy them for years
countable by more than one hundred. Myanmars
could restore their ancient usages no matter how the
British had tried to overwhelm Myanmars...

In this way Myanmar’s noble traditions of
possessing patriotism could be expressed. History
can’t be hidden, withheld, concealed or destroyed.
Likewise, Myanmars’ patriotism and nationalism
can’t be downgraded, destroyed or concealed. This is
the historical record of the long existence Myanmars’

nationalism.
The New Light of Myanmar®

* Maung Saw Tun, New Light of Myanmar, 14 February 1999.






