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N EW Y EAR M ESSAGE
Mai Soong Pi Mai Tai and Happy are green on the trees in the Shan regions
of Asia. At this time of the year, the
2101st New Year to you all!
Shan in the Shanlands are happy and
By
SCA_UK Chairmam.

Members of the Venerable
Sangha, Friends of the Shan Cultural
Association UK, Ladies and Gentlemen,
Mai Soong Pi Mai Tai and
Happy New Year to you all!
May this New Year, which
actually fall on the 21st November this
year, bring us all harmony, happiness and
success!
Like many other nations in the
world, the Shan celebrate their New Year.
The Shan all over the world, from
Southern China to Shan State in the
Union of Myanmar, from Indochina to the
Indian States of Arunachel Pradesh and
Assam, and also in the expatriate
community like ours in the West, the
Shan come together to celebrate their
New Year; such an event has been gaining
momentum year by year since a few
decades ago when a cultural revival
began.
The Shan New Year has an
agricultural significance for the people
who live in Southeast Asia which the
Shan do. The first month, for example, is
called in Shan "Jieng", which means both
the beginning and the birth. It is our
harvest time and it is also when leaves

positive. So, it is the birth or the time of
renewal for the Shan people; in fact, not
just
agriculturally
but
also
psychologically.
With this note, I wish to extend to
you all a happy, positive and warm
welcome to our New Year celebrations.
I hope you will enjoy the Shan
foods and dances as much as you will be
getting excited by the presentation about
the Shans by Dr. Susan Conway, a
distinguished scholar on the Shan from the
School of Oriental and African studies, the
neighbour of University College of
London.
I would like to put on record here
how grateful we, the Shan Cultural
Association UK, are to the University
College of London, the world famous
academic institution, for helping us to hold
the celebrations in its historic building this
year. Next year, we intend to celebrate our
New Year at Dr. Conway's institution,
SOAS. With the kind help of her
colleague, Dr. Kate Crosby, who is an
established Buddhist and Pali scholar, we
hope to organise a small academic
conference to explore cultural and
historical lives of the Shan people. But, we
will be able to do it and do it successfully
only with your support.
Happy New Year again!!
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Histor y of Shan New Year and its Celebrations
By Khur Yearn & Loi Pang Lai
The system of making the Shan
calendar is more or less similar to that of
the Chinese calendar, regarding the
names of the years in particular, for
example, tiger, dragon, rat and monkey
year. In Shan calendar system, there are
ten mother-years, "mae-pi" (the stems)
and twelve son-years, "look-pi" (the
branches).
The combination of one mae-pi
and one look-pi are counted as one day. It
is counted from the first each of mae-pi
and look-pi. Each and every mae-pi and
look-pi are counted, in such combination,
to the total of 60 days to form a cycle.
Some scholars describe a cycle of sixty
days as a month but some explain it as a
period of two months. Nevertheless, six
cycles of three hundred and sixty days
become a year. As it has five days less
than in Gregorian or western calendar, it
has to be adjusted once in every twelve
year period by adding an additional cycle
of sixty days.
People in today’s Shan (Tai)
community, particularly in Thai and Lao,
are still using the theory of counting year
by name. For instant, when people ask a
person’s date of birth, they would ask
“Which year were you born?” Then, the
person would answer,’I was born in the
tiger year’.
The following is an example of
forming a cycle of 60 days by combining

Introduction
Today, "Poy Pi Mai Tai" or the
Festival of the Shan (Tai) New Year
becomes the biggest festival among the
folks of the Shan communities in Shan
States and some parts of Myanmar,
Yunnan of China, and northern Thailand.
Shan Calendar reached its 2101th
anniversary on the 21st of November
2006, forty-one days ahead of the western
calendar and almost three months ahead
of the Chinese calendar.
Tai Calendar
Since the ancient time, Shan
people have their own calendar called
"Pag Yiem Wan", which means "A Pattern
for viewing the dates." Pag Yiem Wan is
usually made of wood and was usually
seen hanging on the wall of a Shan house
or a monastery. However, the datemarking pattern has to be changed
everyday by a responsible person in order
to have it accurate.
Dr Sao Khu Dhammasami
(DPhil Oxfrod), the Head of Oxford
Buddha Vihara, conveys that this system
of Shan calendar was widely used by
Shan (Tai) nations, the Thais and the
Laotians until the 18th Century. Although
Its use has been in decline since 18th
century, people in the remote areas of
Shan State were using the Tai calendar
system until late 20th Century.

The 10 mae-pi (mother-years)

Garb

Lap

Hai

Moeng Puig

Kat
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Khot Hoong

Tao

Ka
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The 12 look-pi (son-years)

Zai

Pao

Yi

Mao

Hsi

Hsai Hsi-nga Moat San

Hao

Meit

Kai

The formation of a cycle (60 days)
Garb
Zai
Hai
Zai
Puik
Zai
Khot
Zai
Tao
Zai

Lap
Pao
Moeng
Pao
Kat
Pao
Hoong
Pao
Ka
Pao

Hai Moeng
Yi Mao
Puig Kat
Yi Mao
Khot Hoong
Yi Mao
Tao Ka
Yi Mao
Garb Lap
Yi Mao

Puig
Hsi
Khot
Hsi
Tao
Hsi
Garb
Hsi
Hai
Hsi

Kat
Khot
Hsai Hisnga
Hoong Tao
Hsai Hsinga
Ka
Garb
Hsai Hsinga
Lap
Hai
Hsai Hsinga
Moeng Puig
Hsai Hsinga

Hoong
Moat
Ka
Moat
Lap
Moat
Moeng
Moat
Kat
Moat

Tao
Ka Garb Lap
San Hao Meit Kai
Garb Lap Hai Moeng
San Hao Meit Kai
Hai Moeng Puig Kat
San Hao Meit Kai
Puig Kat Khot Hoong
San Hao Meit Kai
Khot Hoong Tao
Ka
San Hao Meit Kai

Names of the 12 Ming Pi (The Years Names)
Rat Ox Tiger Hare Dragon Snake Horse Goat Monkey Cock
each and every of mae-pi and look-pi.
Shan calendar has twelve lunar
months. The first and the second month
of a year are named "Lurn Zeing
(Jiang)" and "Lurn Gam", and the rest
of the months are called by numbers, such
as, the third month, the fourth month, the
fifth month, etc.
There are special reasons for
having specific names for the first two
months. The Shan word "Lurn" has two
meanings for both "moon" and "month"
which is leading to believe that the Shan
calendar is based on the moon or the lunar
system.
The word "Zieng" means a
beginning or birth of something, thus the
first Shan calendar month is called Lurn
Zieng. Shan people celebrate their New
Year from the first day of Lurn Zieng and
therefore the festival is also called as

Dog

Pig

"Poy Lurn Zeing". The word "Gam"
means "abstain" (such as to abstain from
bad activities and also from some
routines). The second month, Lurn
Gam, is the month of religious devotion.
As the Shan people in those days were
mostly agriculturists, they usually took
holidays during the month of Lurn Gam
after harvesting their crop. It is also a
tradition that, during this month, the Shan
Buddhist monks observe their "Wart"
(Parivasa in Pali); it is also called "Poy
Wart Poy Pawng." There is a rule that if
a Buddhist monk has broken any one of
the specific 13 of the 227 monk's rules, he
has to observe "Parivasa" for
rehabilitation. So, during the month of
Lurn Gam, it is not only the lay people to
abstain from doing bad things but the
monks also have to have a special
ceremony of confession.

3
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History of Tai Calendar and
Shan New Year celebrations

(1)The Shan (Tai) kingdom of
"Mu Arn Mao" was founded in 450 BE
(2)Based on the old script of the
abbot of Man Hai-Selan, a Buddhist
Council was held by 150 arahants in 450
BE and, afterwards, Sota Thera was sent
to the Shan regions.
(3)Prince Khun Sai, also known
as Khun Hong, the son of the king of
Moeng Hsen (now modern Yunnan), and
his disciples went to the land of "Pha
Tang Pha Taw" in BC 94 (450 BE) in
order to get a copy of the Tipitaka, the
Buddha's teachings.
As could be seen in the above
theories, most are connected to Buddhism
and some are not. Further research is
needed for clarification.

There are quite a few theories of
how Shan calendar begun. One theory
esplained as follow. After the death of
Buddha, in BC 95, Dagaung dynasty
came to an end following the Chinese
invasion. Some of the remaining of
Dagaung dynasty migrated to now estern
of Myanmar and the other migrated to
Shan states in now Yunnan State of China.
It was recognised that Buddhism was
adopted in Shan States from Dagaung
dynasty as well as from the Chinese. It
has been believed that Shan calendar was
started from the year the Buddhism was
adopted in Shan States in order to
commemorate this event. However, many
scholarly researches explain as follow. A
Shan (Tai) scholar called Sai Chuen
Khamdaeng-yordtai, better known by his
named plume Zuenkornlai, is of the
opinion that Shan people started using
this calendar system around 4,000 years
ago but they did not count the years by
numbers until they established a kingdom
in the Mao valley, now along the
Myanmar-China's border, under the
Prince Khun Yi. Our ancestors in those
days, counted their years by names and
not by numbers. In B.C. 95 (2101 years
ago), unity was achieved among ten Shan
principalities, led by the Mao prince,
Khun Yi. It was regarded as a truly
memorable event, and a decision was
taken to mark it by counting each year in
numbers. This event or the Shan (Tai) era
(TE) emerged 450 years after the
Buddhist era (BE).
Khur Hsen, a famous Shan
historian, gives three reasons for the
beginning of the Shan New Year in 450
BE (B.C. 94/95):

History of Shan New Year
Celebrations
It has been recognized that the
tradition of Shan New Year celebrations
started in AD 600-700, since the period of
Nan Chao dynasty (in today Yunnan state
of China). The area of Shan state is very
big and people of different region in Shan
States celebrated Shan New Year in their
own style, which are more or less similar
to each other. In ancient time, the
governors meet the citizen at new year
celebration, where they explained what
they did over the past year and their future
plan for this year, and they would also
listened what the citizens have to say.
People also do harvesting and making
festive food from the new crops.
The New Year celebration begins
on the eve of Lurn Zieng (first Tai lunar
month). Therefore it is also known as
Poy Lurn Zieng (festival of the first
Lunar month).
It usually falls in
November or early December. The
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celebration could last two or three days.

sports.
However, if the first day of the
first month is not convenient or if people
are not satisfied with the first day
celebration, "Houm Joum Poy Pi Mai"
or the celebration of "welcoming the
New Year with delighted joy" can still
be held at any time during the first month.
Community leaders, who have authority,
usually choose the most suitable date for
the celebration.

The unique way of celebrating
Shan New Year
Since the ancient time, there has
been a unique system of celebrating this
particular festival. It is called "Hap
Zieng, Gin Zieng and Lien Zieng".
"Hap Zieng" means receiving
the Zieng or welcoming the New Year.
On the last day of the twelfth month, the
Shan Buddhists go to their local
monastery to pay homage to the triple
gem and make merit such as offering alms
to the monks, observing the five precepts,
listening to the pritta chanting and
sermons. Then, in the evening, they will
gather at one place and then some old
folks will tell stories to the young ones,
some read poetic literatures and some
give speeches on how to love their nation
and preserve their culture. Such activities
continue to midnight, and as the New Year
arrives, they will sing and dance together
so be the way of welcoming the New
Year.
"Gin Zieng" means eating the
Zieng or having New Year food. On New
Year day in the morning, people will
make seasonal sweets and cakes from
their new harvest and offer them to the
monasteries, and there will also be a feast
for all people during the festival. There
are also lines of shops selling food and
other products. In those days, when the
currency note was not much in use,
people would exchange their products of
one anothers’ during the festivals.
"Lien Zieng" means playing the
Zieng or enjoy with New Year. There will
be different types of sport competition
during the New Year festival, particularly
to maintain/ preserve the traditional

Declined custom of celebrating
Shan New Year
Although
Shan New Year
festival has been celebrated as early as
from AD 600-700, there was a break for
many decades or even centuries. The
reason for the break is still not clear and
needs further research. Dr Saokhu
Dhammasami is of the opinion that Shan
people did not use Sakkaraja era before
the Burmese Kong-Baung period (17521885) when some of the Tai Saophas did
receive some royal orders from the
Burmese court. Sao Garng Hso, the most
famous Tai scholar (1787-1881), uses the
Tai calendar system in his famous works
Jatisara Nyan (Knowledge of Past and
Future Lives) and Pe-darng Sao Garng
Hso (The Astrological Prediction of Sao
Garng Hso). It is possible that, although
the Burmese calendar was introduced into
the Shan (Tai) communities since the 18th
century CE, the Tai calendar was still
widely used during the time of Sao Garng
Hso. This also leads us to believe that the
Tai (Shan) New Year celebration
continued along with the use of the Tai
calendar, while the Burmese calendar
became increasingly popular among Tai
people.
Eventually,
many
Tai
communities gave up their own calendar
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and followed the Burmese calendar
system, of which New Year takes place in
the fifth month of the Tai calendar. For
some Tai communities, it seemed that
they celebrated New Year twice a year,
i.e. the Tai New Year and the Burmese
New Year, also known as “Poy Sang
Kyan.” In early 20th century CE, Leslie
Milne, a western researcher, went to live
in a Tai village in Nam Kham for her
works and she records in her brilliant
Shans at Home (1910) that the Tai people
there celebrated their New Year festival in
November. But, for many Tai
communities, the tradition of celebrating
Tai (Shan) New Year had been a long
brake until it has been reactivated over a
decade ago.

Khamdaeng Yordtai.
Although the reactivation of the
Tai New Year festival began in 1966, it is
not widely celebrated until 1990s.
Reinvention of the custom of
celebrating Shan New Year
in the 1990s
In 1991, Tzai Sai Hkae, the
leader of Mandalay Shan Association
reinvented/reintroduced the CUSTOM of
celebrating Shan New Year according to
Tai Calendar for the following reasons:
To restore the custom of Shan New
Year celebration as one of the main Tai
(Shan) national events
To appreciate and increase the
awareness of Tai (Shan) Calendar, Shan
Culture and Shan Heritage
To gather the youths of Mandalay Tai
(Shan) association into youth group
participate in celebrating Tai New Year
festival as a Shan National activity, in
religious and other events that aim to
promote Shane culture/ heritage and in
other volunteering activities within the
community
To do fund-raising to purchase an
association own land and to build
buildings for the use of members for all
celebrations for the Shan community
Every year since 1991, Shan
youths and their seniors divide into 3-4
groups (of 30-50 people per group) to go
Touk Sue (which is like Carol singing for
Christmas) all over Mandalay City. The
Touk Sue period lasts about one calendar
month, 28 to 30 evenings, until the night
before the New Year eve. Shan Drum,
Mong, and Toe dancers were also part of
those teams. Every house the groups
visited is invited to the two day New Year
celebration. On the celebration day, some

Revival of Tai New Year in the 1960s
The revival of the Tai New Year
celebration started soon after Gen. Ne
Win's military coup in 1962. Here is a
report from S.H.A.N. of how the
celebration of the Tai New Year came into
reactivation:
"For unity's sake", as the
regime put it, all political organizations
apart from the Burma Socialist Program
Party, set up by the military, were
dissolved. Instead, only literature and
culture groups were allowed to form. In
1966, the Mao Valley Literature and
Culture Group reactivated the celebration
of the Shan New Year. The next year, it
spread to Lashio, the capital of northern
Shan State, and three years afterwards, it
fanned out to the south and the east. By
the mid 1970's, the tradition was firmly
re-instituted. In Thailand, the Shan New
Year has been celebrated since 1986. It
was initiated by three Thais of Shan
ancestry - Thoon, Sang and Chaichuen
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religious celebrations are made in the
morning and a party in the evening with
lots of cultural events put on stage, with
music, traditional dances including Tai
sword, Noak (Birds) and Toe (sheep)
dances, which goes on until 2:30-3 am
following morning. Tai (Shan) traditional
meal, sweets and savories are also
provided to all party comers. Great
entertainers on stage are awarded by
members and guest, which become added
funding for the association. The custom of
New Year Celebration has brought
everyone in this community to unity.
Young people serve as the main work
force in this whole celebration, as they
work along side and under the guidance
of the leaders/ seniors of the association.
This custom has also made young Shan to
appreciate Shan heritage which they
belong to. The association has now own
its own land with a few buildings of
authentic Shan architect/design, to
accommodate any Shan community
events and celebrations.
Although the original aims and
objectives of the association were so
simple, these have been successfully
fulfilled year after year for 14 years now.
For them reinventing the custom of New
Year celebration and the association's
goals are inseparable. It also shows that
people don't need to be in Shan States to
promote its Culture. It is one inspirational
example of how small and simple reasons
and acts make a big impact on the history.
This reinvented custom has
spread to Shan State and other cities in
Myanmar, where a large population of
Shan people live. From then on, wider
celebration of Shan New Year has seen in
Shan States and many other cities in
Myanmar.
By the end of 20th century, the
celebration of the Tai New Year was

considered as the biggest event people at
that time had ever seen:
There is one highlighted Tai New
Year celebration on 21st-25th December
1999 at Zay-oo in Hsenwi Township,
Lashio District. The organizers included
Hsenwi Township Literature and
Culture Committee. The ceremony on
24 December was attended by more than
30,000 people, "a phenomenon unseen
before", according to onlookers. This
also coincides with this interesting
historic event relating to Tai New Year
celebrations. Once in ancient time,
agriculturalists and Tai (Shan) princes of
other principalities, in Hsenwi, brought
thousands of bananas from their
plantation for the Sao Pha, the governor
of the region as New Year present.
Therefore, that town later named as
"Hsenwi", which means one hundred
thousands banana. This history is
recorded on the Hsenwi Bell and people
could still view it today.
Conclusion
As there are a few possible
theories on how Tai Calendar and Tai
New Year celebration has begun, further
researches are required to clarify theses
historical facts. However, the emphasis
here is that the Tai New Year festival is
the heart and the spirit of the Tai
communities, where everyone loves to
maintain this custom, culture and
traditions as the duty of a Shan nationality
or nationality of Shan States. It is a great
honour for us, the SCA_UK members, to
be able to maintain this custom, culture
and traditon by welcoming the Tai (Shan)
New Year 2101.

*************
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A CKNOWLEDGEMENTS
The SCA-UK wishes to
acknowledge its deepest gratitude to the
generous donors of a set of classical
musical instruments that includes a long
drum and a set of gong. They have been
donated by four families of Shan from
Rangoon andMandalay. They are
1. Loang Sai Aik Pao & Ba Nang
sein ( Rangoon)
2. Loang Sai Aik Phone & Ba
Nang Ie Soa (Mandalay)
3. Loang Sai Kyaw Tin & Ba
Nang Maw (Mandalay)
4. Loang Sai Kyaw Aye Win &
Ba Nang Chit Sein (Mandalay)
The instruments were shipped by
the donors and arrived in the U.K on
Tuesday 28th March 2006. The parents of
our Cultural Coordinator, Nang Zune Pan
Aye, were the main coordinator for the
whole process, from ordering the
instruments to shifting them to Yangon
Port, from shipping from Singapore to the
U.K. We are so ever grateful to them.
No sooner than the arrival of
those instruments, SCA-UK was invited
to take part in a celebration, at Wimbledon
on Sunday 18th June 2006, which
commemorated the 60th Anniversary of
Ascending to the Throne of His Majesty
the King of Thailand.
Promoting Shan culture and its
identity has always been the cherished
goal and value of SCA_UK. These
musical instruments will therefore be our
most treasured asset.
The SCA also would like to thank
Dr. Betty Kunjara na Ayutthaya of
University College London for her good
will and her assistance in booking a venue
for the 2101/2006 Shan New Year
celebrations.
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SCA_UK cultural troupe performingat the
60th coronation annevasary of H.M. the
King of Thailand in London

วันขึ้นปีใหม่ของชาวไทใหญ่
ชาวไทใหญ่ ได้จัดงานฉลอง
วันขึ้นปีใหม่ของตน ในช่วงปลาย
เดือนพฤศจิกายน หรือในต้นเดือน
ธันวาคม ซึ่งปีนี้เป็นปีที่ 2101 ของชาว
ไทใหญ่
ที่กรุงลอนดอน ประเทศ
อังกฤษ ชมรมวัฒนาธรรมไทใหญ่ ที่
มีชื่อว่า SCA_UK (Shan Cultural
Association in the United Kingdom)
จะจัดงานฉลองวันขึ้นปีใหม่ขึ้น ใน
วันที่ 18 พฤศจิกายน พ.ศ.2549 ที่
มหาวิทยาลัย UCL (University
College of London)
สำหรับชมรมชาวไทใหญ่ ที่
ประเทศสิงคโปร์ ได้จัดงานฉลองวัน
ขึ้นปีใหม่ ในวันอาทิตย์ที่ผ่านมา
ส่วนในรัฐฉานนั้น จะจัด
เฉลิมฉลองกันอย่างใหญ่โต ในวันที่
21 เดือนพฤศจิกายนนี้ ซึ่งตรงกับวัน
ขึ้น 1 ค่ำ เดือน 1 ถือเป็นวันขึ้นปีใหม่
ของชาวไทใหญ่อย่างแท้จริง
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A S HORT I NTRODUCTION

TO

S HAN S OURCES

(By Khur-yearn, Ph.D Researcher, SOAS, University of London)

Scott was the commissioner and
superintendent of the Shan States in the
1890s and 1900s. Christian missionaries
reached the Tai (Shan) states in the 1860s;
notably, Dr J. N. Cushing was sent to the
Shan States by the American Baptist
Missionary, which had its base in
Moulmein, the main seaport town of
Burma at that time. However, by the
beginning of the twentieth century,
professional researchers such as Leslie
Milne, a member of the Royal Asiatic
Society, started exploring the Shan
region. The following are brief reviews of
their works, focusing mainly on what they
had written on Shan Buddhism.

The Shan Manuscript
with a gold-gilded cover

The Shans, as a member of the
Tai nation, have interested a number of
western scholars since the early 19th
century CE when the British government
sent their army officers to explore the
Shan region. Some of their research
works and collections are invaluable for
today's researchers on Shan.
In this article, I shall introduce
you to some western scholars' works
related to Shan, which are available at the
SOAS Library, University of London and
the British Library. I have visited these
libraries whilst researching for my Ph D
thesis on "Mindfulness Meditation in
19th-20th Century Shan Buddhism" at
SOAS since 2003. My thesis focuses
mostly on Shan Buddhism and Culture.
First, it is worth noting that early
western writers on the Shan tended to be
officers of the British army or Christian
missionaries. For example, Dr David
Richardson and Captain William
Couperus McLeod were the first two
British officers to have served in the
Diplomatic Missions to the Tai (Shan)
States in the 1830s, and Sir James George

The First Visit of Two Westerners to
the Shan States
To begin with, the first two
Western officers, Dr David Richardson
and Captain William Couperus McLeod,
travelled to several places in the Shan
State and some other parts in northern
Thailand and southern China. Accounts of
their missions 1836/7 were first published
in full as a British Parliamentary Paper in
1869 (Grabowsky & Turton 2003: vii).
They had been sent to the Shan region in
order to obtain information on the politics
and economy in Shan State, and as a
result, the British colonized the Shan
State in the late 19th CE. The writings of
these two have been jointly compiled by
Grabowsky and Turton. They compiled
the journeys of McLeod and Richardson
under a long title The Gold and Silver
Road of Trade and Friendship: The

9
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McLeod and Richardson Diplomatic
Missions to Tai States in 1837 and it was
first published in 2003.
Dr J.N. Cushing's works on the Shan
Dr J.N. Cushing, the late
President of Rangoon College, is another
academicand missionary worker, who
showed great interest in the Shan. In
1865, he offered himself to the American
Baptist Missionary Union as a candidate
for the foreign field, and in 1866 he sailed
for Burma, being designated to the Shan
people. To fulfil the aims of his mission of
spreading the words of Christ or
Christianity among the Shans, he first
wrote the Shan-English Dictionary (1881)
and then books on Shan grammar for
English speakers.Within a decade, he
successfully translated all the New
Testaments into the Shan language. He
also wrote a book on comparative
religion, Christ and Buddha. In his
introduction to this book (Christ and
Buddha, p. 25), he admits that he came to
learn more Buddhism through Shan
literature. Whilst preparing to write the
Shan-English Dictionary, it became
necessary for him to examine Shan
literature extensively. Regarding Shan
language and literature, he remarks, 'This
literature is largely a collection of
Buddhist books, most of which are
translations from the Burmese language’
(Cushing 1907:25).
Sir James George Scott's Work
on the Shan
Another scholar who had made
invaluable records on the Shan is Sir
James George Scott. He served as British
Superintendent for the Shan States twice,
firstly for the Northern Shan States at

10

Lashio from 1891 to 1893 and secondly
for the Southern Shan States at Taunggyi
from 1902 to 1910. His most remarkable
work is the Gazetteer of Upper Burma
and the Shan States (in 2 parts and 5
volumes). In 1900, Shan chronicles from
various parts of the Shan States were
collected and sent to his office for
translation and the writing of the
Gazetteer. After the Gazetteer was
completed, the chronicles were not
returned to their owners. It was
discovered later that some of these
materials are still kept in the Scott's
Collections at the Cambridge University
Library.
Leslie Milne's Shans at Home
Another invaluable western work
on the Shan is Leslie Milne's Shans at
Home, which was first published in 1910
and reprinted in 2001.
In her
introduction, (p. xxiii), Leslie Milne
states that during five of fifteen months at
Namkham in northern Shan State, she was
the only white person living in the Shan
valley. Her research project was
sponsored by the Royal Asiatic Society to
explore the lives of the Shan community.
In her book, she describes the Shan life at
home and at work, such as their
traditional dress, the system of monastic
education, Buddhist temples and pagodas,
and so on.
Wilbur Willis Cochrane's
The Shans
Rev. Wilbur Willis Cochrane is a
western missionary scholar, who explored
more deeply into Shan beliefs and culture
than some other western Scholars did. In
his book The Shans (1915), he includes a
chapter on Shan Buddhism by way of
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investigating the form of Shan language
and literature regarding Buddhism. He
discusses (p.152-4) on the similarity of
using Sanskrit words in Chinese and
Burmese languages, and he suggests that
it is possibly the Shans who were the
agents in conveying Sanskrit words from
China to Burma. Concerning the roots of
the Shan alphabet, he quotes Mr. Taw
Sein Ko, (p.156) and assumes that it is
most possible that the Shan alphabet is
derived from Tibet through Nanchao.
Some Modern Western Works
on Shan
Since Burma's Independence,
there have been very few western
scholars, who have travelled to the Shan
State. This is because of strict rules laid
by the governing Burmese regimes that
place limitations on foreigners travelling
around in the Shan State. However, there
are a few works on the Shan outside of the
Shan State, such as Nancy Jean
Eberhardt's Knowledge, Belief, and
Reasoning: Moral Development and
Culture Acquisition in a Shan Village of
Northwest Thailand (1984 Ph.D. thesis,
University of Illinois), Tannenbaum's
Who Can Compete Against the World
(1995), Swearer's The Buddhist World of
Southeast Asia (1995), Marshall's The
Trouser People (2002) and Terwiel's The
Tai of Assam and Ancient Tai Ritual
(1980) and Shan Manuscripts Part I
(2003), and Kam Mong's The History and
Development of the Shan Scripts (2004).
Besides this, there are many articles on
the Shan found in journals and
magazines. However, due to the limit of
time and space, it is not possible for me to
give a detailed description of these works.
Rather, I would like to give a general view
that most of these works have
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concentrated largely on Shan Buddhism
and some have focused on other fields
such as politics, history, agriculture,
culture and tradition of the Shan people.
To sum up, although there have
been a few western scholars showing
interest in Shan since the early 19th
century, there are still large areas of
academic interest on the Shan left
untouched. One reason for this could be
the severe political turmoil and
insurgency that has plagued Burma since
her independence in 1948 and the
imposition of very strict regulations on
tourists and academic researchers
travelling to the Shan State in Burma.
Hence, research work on the Shan in the
late 20th century have been mostly on Tai
Ahom of India, the Dai people in southern
China and the Thai Yai of northern
Thailand, who are ethnically and
geographically close to the Shan people
of Shan State, Burma.
*** *** ***
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D HAM V ESSANTARA J ATAKA AND
INFLUENCES ON S HAN C ULTURE

RECITAL OF THE

ITS

(By Venerable Pannyawamsa Ph.D reseacher, University of Kelaniya, Sri Lanka)

The Vessantara Jataka, the last
of the 547 Jataka-stories, is one of the
most famous stories of the past lives of
the Buddha and is so popular in all
Theravada Buddhist nations that Cone
and Gombrich say it is more popular than
the real life story of the Buddha. This
Jataka is about Prince Vessantara's
generosity. He gave away not just the
white elephant, which was the symbol of
prosperity in his kingdom, but also in the
end his children and wife. It is believed
that his generosity was part of his practice
of perfection, a necessity for someone to
attain Buddhahood. Over the centuries,
the recitation ceremony of the Vessantara
Jataka, some more elaborate than others,
has been common to the Buddhist people
in Lanna, Laos, central Thailand and
some parts of Shan State, the Union of
Myanmar. For many it has formed the
central part of their Buddhist practices.
Many scholars such as Gerini,
Phya Anuman Rajadhon, Prakaung Ni
Marn. He Min and Bonnie Pacala
Breretton have written on the tradition in
Lanna, and Margaret Cone and Richard
Gombrich in Sri Lanka. However, no
close attention has been so far paid by
scholars to the tradition in the Shan State.
In this short essay, I describe how the
tradition influences the culture of the
Shan people in eastern Shan State, called
Tai-khun.
The Dham Vessatara Jataka
consists of 26 sections namely: PAramI,
perfections, Unnassa, Lokovuddhi, the
welfare of the world, Vinaya-pitaka, the
rules of monks, Suttanta-pitaka, various
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teachings of the Buddha, Abhidhammapitaka, the philosophical teaching of the
Buddha, Phra Malai Kao, a text about
Phra Malai's visiting hells and reports
about the hells back to people, Phra
Malai Pai, about Phra Malai's visiting
heavenly abodes and narrates them back
to people, Pathama Gatha, the first
section of the stanzas Dutiya Gatha, the
second section of the stanzas Tatiya
Gatha, the third section of the stanzas,
Dasavara, the section about ten boons
given to Phussati by the king of gods,
Indra, Himavana, the description of the
Himalaya, Danakan, the section of
almsgiving, Vannapave, the description of
Entering the Forest, Jujaka,
the
description
of
Jujaka
Brahmin,
Cullavana, the short description of the
small forest, Mahavanna, the description
of the great forest, Kumara-pan, the
description of King Vessantara giving
away his two children to the old Brahmin,
Maddi, the description of Maddi,
Sakkapan, the description of Sakka or
Indra, Maharaj, the section about the
Great King, Chakhatti, the description of
the six noble family, Nagaun, the
description of re-entering into the city.
Anisong Vesan, about the good results of
Vesan, Vipark Vesan about bad results of
Vesan.
This earliest of an elaborate
recital is said to have been performed in
the Kengtung city at Wat Padaeng or
Padaeng monastery and sponsored by by
Braya Srisudhamma Culamani Maharaja
(1445AD), the ruler of Kengtung Stat . As
mentioned, it was then called as Mahapang
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Dhamma. The second performance on
record took place in July 1st 1739 during
the reign of Prince Konkaeu Indraeng. He
offered one hundred thirty sets of palmleaf book of the Maha Vessantara Jataka
and other Dhamma stories and also
sponsored for the consecration of the
images of the Lord Buddha at Wat
Jengkhum. Five years later, in June 14th
1747, the Prince also offered Dana of the
Vessantara Jataka and other Dhamma
stories, including five sets of
Atthaparikkhara and consecrated the
great Arakan image of the Lord (a replica
of the Arakan Mahamuni image, now in
Mandalay) at the great Wat Brasing of
Hokhon. This was before the Arakan
Mahamuni image was carried away to
Amarapura by King Bodawpaya. Here
the consecration of the image shows that
there was a relationship between the
Kengtung State and the Arakan Buddhist
kings.
The recitation of the Dham
Vessantara Jataka is very much honoured
and valued by people of all walks of life
in Kengtung. Any family, who is able to
sponsor this kind of performance is
praised and honored as generous. When
such ceremony is taken place, people are
united and perform together as a whole
with joy. They believe that unity and
strength gained from helping each other
whether in secular life or merit making
bring good omen to oneself and family
and relatives in this life and the life after.
This kind of belief leads them to do
meritorious deeds together .
The psychological and social
impact of this Jataka on the Tai-khun
people is immense. They will not
themselves feel it right until they have
sponsored a recital ceremony at least once
in their life time; from the day they get
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married they start saving money towards
meeting the high cost of the sponsorship
of the Vessantara-Jataka recital. For
those who have sponsored this recital
ritual, the social privilege that follows is
immense and is deemed to off-set
theeconomical cost: they are honored,
respected, praised and loved by family,
friends, relatives and monks, even
strangers. For the people who sponsor, it
is the greatest meritorious deeds they can
ever perform as a layman; they had once
called the Vessantara Jataka as
Mahapang Dhamma, "Dhamma of the
great epoch" in eastern Shan State.
Similar terms are employed also in
Chiang Mai and Bangkok, indicating the
same level of devotion to this Vessantara
Jataka; in the former it is called tandham-long, "the sponsorship of the great
teaching" and in the latter as Mahajat or
Mahachat, "the great birth".
The recital ritual of the Dham
Vessan usually takes three or more days,
depending on the wealth of the sponsor.
In the first and the last day, other Jatakas
or suttas are recited. The Vessantara
Jataka itself is recited for one whole day
continuously, from dawn to dust.
The chanting of the Dham
Vessantara Jataka Pali in verses or gathas
followed by the narrating of this story in
Tai-Khun dialect. One of the attractions of
this practice is that the recitation of this
long Jataka has to be completed within
twenty-four hours to show the great
devotion in this particular story of
generosity by the bodhisatta. A postcanonical text, Phra Malai, which has
now formed part of the vernacular version
of this lengthy Jataka, dictates that for
someone to meet the future Buddha,
Arimetteyya, he must listen to the
Vessantara Jataka in one day. Towards
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sermons are also preached by the monk
before the libation water is poured by the
chief devotee to share the merit with all
beings and commemorate the completion
of their great donation. This three-day
ceremony is still very much in active in
Kengtung and it is usually performed in
the Wats
(monasteries). The main
sponsor, relatives, friends, elders and
monk recitors stay in the monastery
during the duration of the event.
Because of the belief and the
social privilege that go with it, Tai-khun
people work hard to save money towards
meeting the cost of the sponsorship. As a
sponsor, some people spend not just their
saving but some time borrow money from
others to cover the cost. Some of them are
even in debt after sponsoring a recital
ceremony due to the excessive offering .
The cost usually includes food for all who
come to listen the recitation for the three
days and offering to the monasteries. It is
a festival in itself.
The offering includes money to
the monks and their monasteries; payment
for negotiators; and the bills for artworks
depicting important events in the story
and for a new palm-leaf copy of the
vernacular version of the Vessantara
Jataka, which are also donated to the
monasteries. The negotiators are layspecialists and who almost in all cases
have previously received training while in
the monastic order, lead people to
perform rituals in every kind of
meritorious deeds. They play an
important role between monks and
devotees; they are responsible for inviting
monks to recite, give sermons and lead
devotees to share merit to mark the
completion of their offering. Because of
their crucial role, they also receive the
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same amount of offering as the monks,
which indeed adds extra cost to the
sponsors.
The artwork can be costly
depending on the quality and the number.
13 paintings of Dham Vessantara Jataka
either hanging on the walls or have them
painted on the walls of the monastery or
on the walls of an ordination hall. The
purposes of the paintings are to teach
people the great last former life of the
Buddha before he became the Gotama
Buddha. There are also other paintings
such as scenes of the life of the
Buddha,scenes of the other Jataka stories,
paintings of hells and heavens and so
on.All paintings convey valuable
information to the viewers when they
happen to view them.
As to a copy of book or a set of
palm-leaves, once it is donated to a
monastery, it is not used again for similar
functions. It is kept in the monastery for
young monks to use for their rehearsals.
This means a new copy of the Dham
Vessantara Jataka has to be produced
each time there is a new function. So,
copies of the Dham Vessantara Jataka
either on palm leaves or on local handmade papers in form of folding books
become numerous. What we have
discussed so far is for a family who is a
single-sponsor for the whole performance
of the recital.
Besides a single family sponsor
there is another kind of recitation of
Dham Vessantara Jataka, an annual
recitation ceremony of Dham Vessatara
Jataka in which people collectively share
the cost of sponsorship. Nowadays, some
time this annual recital of the Dham
Vessantara Jataka is held to raise funds
for the monastery, especially when there
is a new construction to be carried out.
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This kind of recitation is also performed
to mark the completion and successful of
a new construction in the monastery. It
has proved to be an effective fund-raising
method for village monasteries for many
people in a village or a town have a
chance to participate. As there are 26
sections in the Dham Vessantara Jataka,
there can be 26 sponsors, one for each
section. If there are many more sponsors
then the chapters, or if people just want
more participation, and thus raise more
fund, each section of the Dham
Vessantara Jataka is then divided into, at
least, three parts, each part with a separate
recitor and sponsor For instance, the
section 'ten boon' is divided into three
parts, first part, second and the last. Each
part has its own recitor and its own
sponsor. Sometimes more than one family
acts as a single sponsor for a particular
section. As it happens anywhere else in
the world, often the sponsors compete
with the other for the performance and the
money they donate. They would like to be
the best in this merit making because such
occasion is rare but once a year . Very
rarely people refuse the invitation to
participate in the communal merit making
of their own Wat. They prepare food for
monks and laity during the recitation of
the part they sponsor and make donations
and other requisites suitable for monks.
The donations are fixed for each section
by the committees of the organizers. The
organizers decide how much the
donations are donated to the recitors for
each section. Usually, one third of the
donations is donated to the recital monks
and the rests go to the monasteries' funds.
The ceremony of the Dham
Vessantara Jataka recital becomes one of
the most and expensive form of merit
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making performed in Kengtung. At the
completion of the constructions,the recital
of the Dham Vessantara Jataka has to be
conducted. People have a strong belief
that listening to the Dham Vessantara
Jataka recital from the beginning to the
end in a day would enrich them great
merit. Besides this, they would meet the
Bodhisatta Arimetteyy. With this belief in
minds, they make every endeavor to listen
to the Dham Vessantara Jataka in a day,
to make it recited, to make it written or to
offer it to the monastery. The function of
the Dham Vessantara Jataka recital
becomes not only the annual merit
making of the people and but it also
becomes
successful
funds-raising
formonasteries and there are frequent
private sponsors of the recital a few
times in a year in some monasteries
though it is costly for a family. A family
never regrets what they have done even
some of them are in debt after the
offerings. They are always bear in their
minds to be the sponsor of the Dham
Vessantara Jataka recital. With the
sponsorship of the Dham Vessantara
Jataka recital in their minds, people earn
with the sole purpose of making merit. It
takes a farmer to save his wealth for years
to be able to sponsor the whole recital of
the Dham Vessantara Jataka. But many
keep trying to be the sponsors of this kind
of the recital. They are never disheartened
and downhearted in earning their wealth
bearing this kind of merit making in their
minds. I have encountered some of my
relatives who have been saving their
wealth for years for the said purpose. I
also met families who emptied their
wealth once they have sponsored this kind
of performance which cost them a lot.
They are nevertheless happy with it and
satisfied with the praise and admiration
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they receive from monks, relatives,
friends and people and with the wish to
meet the Bodhisatta Ariyametteyya, the
future Buddha next to Gotama Buddha as
mentioned in the Phra Malai texts. Even
the word 'Baya Vesan' or 'Prince
Vessnatara' becomes a household word
for Kengtung people. When they see
people who are generous either making
offering things to religious places or
helping the needy, people would regard
them as Prince Vessantara.
On the contrary, when people
happen to meet the cruel and greedy, they
would regard them as the old Brahmin
Jujaka who tortured the two children and
died of over eating because of his
greediness. Learning the exemplary

A Buddhist monk reciting the Vesantara
Jataka in Kengtung

generosity from the Prince Vessantara
who gave up everything including his
beloved children and his devoted wife,
some people in Kengtung seek to deal
better with their shortcoming. Especially
when they happen to loose their
belongings by natural disasters in case of
fire and water or confiscated by the
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authority, they use to console themselves
thinking of Prince Vessantara's generosity
of giving everything away to the needy
and not being greedy.
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BOOK
( By Loi

THE BOOK UNDER REVIEW
Case Report on Working
Elephant by Dr. Sai San Aik (B.V.S.,
M.Phil, Massey, NZ), published by Today
Publishing House LTD, September 2004,
Myanmar.

Tai Khamti in Putao ploughing
with elephant

Biographical information
of the author
Dr. Sai San Aik is a native of
Namkham, Shan State; for no less than
two decades, he was a senior lecturer in
Ye-sin Veterinary University, Myanmar,
formerly Burma; his research area
included working elephants. Inspired by
great work done by pioneer researchers
almost a century ago, he did an extensive
research to improve the care of
domesticated working elephants in
Myanmar. Besides, for the last couple of
decades, Sra Sai (Teacher Sai) as he was
known to his Shan students, has been an
important cultural and literary figure in
both contemporary Shan and Myanmar

REVIEW
Pang Lai)
literature; he has won a national literary
award, for his work in Burmese on
developing better understanding between
Burmese and Shan people.
INTRODUCTION
In Myanmar, elephants are
usually captured from wild for use as
work force in agriculture (ploughing),
transport and mainly in forestry. The role
of working elephant has been very
important, yet the understanding and
practices of care, maintenance and
protection of working elephants there
need extensive improvement.
The author first compares the
lives of wild elephants and captured
working elephant: "Elephants in the wild
are free to move and eat at will, spending
(70-90%) of their time foraging. There is
seasonal movement of herds to different
places which are plentiful of food and
water. For the wild ones there is no work,
no logging, just eat and eat. Elephant
living in the captivity are fetched to the
cap at dawn. They have bath and a
physical check, after which they are
fettered (both forelegs) and released back
into the jungle. On working days, they
have to wake unto (1-2pm), before they
are released to find their own food.
Elephants in captivity enjoy less amount
and variety of food, and reduced freedom
of movement as well".
Mahout and keepers who work
with elephants in Myanmar jungles are
unlikely to have received formal
education on the subject; they instead
learn on site from senior workers and
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predecessors who, again, may not have
basic biological knowledge of elephants.
Most follow traditional methods of
capturing, supervising at work, health
care and maintenance, many of which
sound not so humane. Although the
forestry department provide degree-level
educated personnel and veterinaries to
most work sites, resources are still limited
to provide a good care of the entire
working elephant population. through out
this book, Dr. Aik highlights the needs
for change in working with and caring for
elephants in a more humane ways.
Despite animal protection laws and
regulations which have been introduced
with utmost care, their different level of
re-enforcement and limited resources
means the real situations have hardly
changed on the ground.
The author hopes his book will
give some badly needed information and
advice to people who work closely with
elephants and help them care for and
work with their elephants in a most
humane way possible. He points out that
captured wild elephants have been trained
and tamed, in many cases, inhumanely
with the use of sedative drug. Moreover,
in ceremonial events in many part of
Myanmar, elephants are used in cultural
procession where they have to walk on
very hot tar roads for hours, causing
enormous problems to their soles. Dr. Aik
says that elephants do not have hooves,
unlike horses and cows, and it is cruel to
let them walk on the hot tar roads.
ELEPHANT BODY FUNCTION
Dr. Aik describes the essential
biological functions of the elephant. He
gives details on the function of main
elephant body parts and organs, pointing
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out some huge discrepancy between
traditional understandings and the actual
biological factors. For instance, people
traditionally think that elephant skin is
very thick and could be insensitive to
most physical contact; consequently
traditional mahouts tend to use knife and
iron hooks to give commands to the
animal. In actual fact, however, elephant
skin is sensitive even to very slight touch
of a fly rest on their skin. So one could
imagine how it would be like being
pricked with sharp metals by a mahout
and keeper.
NUTRITIONAL REQUIREMENTS
Dr. Aik, in this very first research
work on working elephants for more than
half a century, also highlights a very
crucial issue that people working with
elephants need to pay attention to: the
naturally un-effective digestive system of
elephants. He informs us of the energy input and out-put, nutritional requirements,
types of food and supplements for
working elephants. Elephants may eat a
lot all day; but they pass out the dung too
quick and too often, without actually
acquiring most of the nutrients from the
food they have eaten; this is why the
elephants need to eat more. However
working elephants, unlike the wild ones,
do not have much time to eat while
working for human, even though they are
using up most of their energy at work. An
overtaxing elephant without sufficient
nutritional intake could thus lead to
malnutrition. Moreover, malnutrition in
overtaxed working elephants could lead
to permanent damage; they would never
recover and be fit for work again. Worse,
malnutrition in a female working elephant
may lead to giving birth of under height
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baby elephants. Naturally, baby elephants
need to have a certain height to acquire
their mother's milk; and it is very unlikely
for under-height baby elephant to survive.
Dr. Aik suggests that feeding
properly to working elephant according to
their nutritional requirements is the very
first medicine or cure of any common
disease these elephants may encounter, as
this would give enough energy, nutrients
and a stronger immune system to combat
the diseases.

should not be at work: "Although certain
musth elephants can be handled as usual,
some are very uncertain in temper and
musth elephant can be unmanageable.
For safety of both elephants and human,
musth elephant should not be in work and
musth should be allowed its course". He
also included some case studies on musth
elephant.

REPRODUCTION SYSTEM/ CYCLE AND

Elephants eat most of the things
including soils and worms, which are a
constant problem and thought to be a
primary killer disease in jungle elephants.
De-worming of elephants at least prior to
the work season is essential. Related to
this issue, Dr. Aik describes other
common diseases in elephant caused by
internal and blood parasites, protozoa,
anaemia, oedematous swelling, diarrhoea,
eye problem, ear infection, cut wound,
pneumonia, anthrax, snake bites and other
skin diseases caused by lice, tick, etc…
Some advice on how to diagnose
and look out for the symptom in elephants
and how to handle the sick animals is well
provided in this usual work, which has
become a manual for the forestry
department. The disadvantages of some
traditional remedies and the advantages of
some others and a recommendation or
their continued use are also given. While
describing the use and dosage of some
commonly used modern medicine for
elephants, he reminds his colleagues
working on site to take account of the
cost-related issues and suggests on how to
use drug for effective remedy, yet in a
more cost effective way. On the same
area, the author brings up some important
case studies where very rare diseases

MURSTH ELEPHANT

Another important point highlighted by
the author is the oestrous cycle and
mating behaviour of elephants. A female
elephant could get pregnant at any time of
the year; as it is unusually difficult to
detect sings of pregnancy in elephants,
people may not know of the pregnancy in
working elephants, thus ending up
working with heavily pregnant elephants
on site until the very day she gives birth to
a baby. Dr. Aik continues that a pregnant
elephant would be using up relatively
high level of her energy both for work and
for sharing nutrients to the foetus; so if
overtaxed, she could even have a still
birth. The author offers suggestions how
to look out for and recognise the sign of
pregnancy in female elephants, to give
them appropriate supplements and
enough rest before and after giving birth.
Suckling mother should not be put to
heavy work as she needs to reserve
energy. Both mother and baby should be
supported by giving accompany of
another female elephant who serves as
auntie to the baby.
On musth elephants, the author is
of the opinion that musth elephants

COMMON DISEASES IN WORKING
ELEPHANTS
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were diagnosed in elephants while
transferring between countries or continents.
AUTHOR'S MESSAGE
Two main important messages
through out this book are: how to look
after and care for working elephant in a
most humane way possible and the
importance
of
good
nutritional
supplement and enough rest for working
elephants.
REMARKS
This work is easy to read and
understand for audience of different
background or educational levels. It is
very informative and covers many
essential issues for those working with
elephant. The author relates biological
nature of the elephant with its behaviours,
suggesting the best practice in looking
after this giant and commercially
beneficial animal; and above all, he
argues for their ethcal treatments,
reminding human beings of its moral and
ethical responsibility to the environment.
However, in his presentation,

there are rooms for improvement. Some
information, for instance, is dispersed and
it took a few chapters to figure out one
concept. It would be better if the author
could introduce the following in separate
chapters:
Introduction information on how
working elephants are kept;
life of working elephants in the working season; and,
further research in psychology and or
behaviour of working elephants, how one
could best recognise these and how to
best utilise for a better working condition
for elephants without human overtaxing
them.
This work has definitely taken
one of the essential steps to educate
people who work with elephants in
Myanmar. This may well serve as a
major break through in our understanding
of elephant biology and their certain
behaviours,
in
raising
human
consciousness to a more moral and ethical
level in dealing with the giant beast, with
due care and protection.
*** *** ***

SCA_UK members at the Oxford Buddha Vihara
Kathina ceremony, October 2006
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Recipe to Shan traditional Tofu Salad
(Cooking Instruction)
By Feraya
1 block yellow tofu (4 x 4 x 3 in.)
12 garlic cloves
3 tablespoons chopped coriander leaves
2 tablespoons roasted sesame seeds
6 tablespoons oil
1 teaspoons or less chilli powder
1 tablespoons soy sauce
3 tablespoons vinegar
11/2 tablespoons roasted gram flour
Salt to taste
1. Slice half the tofu into strips 3 x 1/2 x
1 inch thick. Cut rest
2-in. squares, 1/2 inch thick.
2. Peel and chop garlic. Chop coriander

finely. Pound roasted sesame
seeds till powdered.
3. Heat oil hot; fry the squares of tofu till
outsides are browned.
Remove tofu from pan and drain. Pour
away oil except for 11/2 tablesp.
Fry chilli powder in this and set aside.
4. Cut fried tofu squares into thin strips
with scissors. Mix together the two tofu,
sesame seeds, coriander, soy sauce,
vinegar, chilli and oil, roasted gram flour
and fried garlic. Mix well, and correct for
salt.

SCA_UK members serving Shan traditioanl Tofu salad at a foodfare

Log your diary for next year
Next Shan New Year Celebrations will be held at SOAS (School of Oriental
and African Studies), University of London, on Saturday 9th December,
2007. The celebration will include a conference on Shan culture to be
participated by international scholars.
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A Y O U N G S H A N A RT I S T

IN

B R I TA I N

By Nang Moon Moon Kham

Nang Zune Pan Aye performing a bird
dance at the Thai Temple, Wimbledon,
London, June 2006

The SCA-UK has done some
cultural performances in the last year;
most noticeable of all was the Shan
dances in June 2006 in London at the joint
Anniversaries to mark the 40th Year of
Wat Buddhapadipa Temple and the 60th
Year of the Ascension to the Throne by
His Majesty, King Bhumibol Adulyadej,
the King of Thailand. The SCA-UK itself
is young, only two years old, and consists
of mainly Shan university students. So,
many initially believed that this Shan
cultural group was little more than a
name, and were very surprised to discover
that it can present such an amazing
performance. The many people that mob
the Shan dancers after their beautiful
performance at the Wat, hungry for more
information and knowledge of Shan
culture, shows that the SCA_UK has
indeed surprised one and all.
This is the reason Nang Moon
Moon Kham (Moon), a final year student
at Royal Holloway, University of London,
decides to embark on an internal journey
to discover some of the secrets of the
SCA_UK success. She interviews Nang
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Zune Pan Aye or Pan Aye as she is
endearingly called, the very person who is
behind all the cultural activities the SCA
has so far presented.
Pan Aye likes to dance. At the
same time, she is a competent dancer.
And, she takes enormous delight in
sharing her artistic satisfaction with her
SCA_UK fellows. She does not seem to
feel exhausted; instead, becomes
increasingly energetic as she takes to the
dancing floor
When the SCA-UK was
established in the early 2005, Pan Aye
volunteered to take care of an important
role of coordinating the cultural activities;
she has since been dedicating herself
selflessly to promoting Shan Culture. She
prepares and coaches all the performances
for the 2101 Pi Mai Tai (Shan New Year)
celebration, the biggest event ever
organized by the SCA-UK.
Here is an interview with her.
Moon: Pan Aye, you are very
young and still in full time education. But
you have performed some Shan Dances,
for example, in London at the Wimbledon
Buddhapadipa Thai Temple at the joint
Anniversaries to mark the 40th Year of the
temple and the 60th Year of the Ascension
to the Throne by His Majesty, the King of
Thailand. People are very impressed with
your performances. In fact, you also
trained other Shan dancers who
performed in Wimbledon with you. So
how can you become so good in Shan
dances?
Pan Aye: I started dancing since
I was 10 and have enjoyed it very much
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every since. I learned it along with my
elder sisters; we performed in various
events like Pi Mai Tai and Songkran as
well as family occasions. Without the
influence from my family, I would not
have known much about Shan dances.

Nang Zune Pan Aye making
flower decoration

Moon: So, you come from an
artist family and art is something that is
unique to you in the family then?
Pan Aye: Well, none of my
family has a profession in art, to be
honest, but art is we, as a family, love and
enjoy. My parents took part in numerous
Shan performances when they were
young; yes, my sisters and I have
inherited a passion for dancing from
them.
Moon: Did your parents teach
you and your siblings just how to dance
and did they also impart some artist
concept and theory behind each item?
Pan Aye: Yes, we learn from
them. But not much about the concept,
although they explain us the history
behind each dance as they were teaching
us so that we understand the general
background. That has helped us,
eventually, absorb the ideas of different
dances as we progress.
Moon: So naturally you must
know many Shan artists - dancers,
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singers, writers or painters?
Pan Aye: There are many Shan
artists I admire, for example, the famous
singer Sai Htee Seng who has produced
no less than 60 albums in both Burmese
and Shan over the last three decades and
Sai Sai Mao, a hero to many Shan for his
songs. And there are many others from the
younger generation as well. But,
unfortunately, I don't personally know
them.
Moon: Are there any Shan
dancer/dance choreographers that you
consider a role-model?
Pan Aye: My eldest sister Nang
Zin Nyein Aye is actually my first dance
teacher. We called her Pi Zea (Su:) (Miss
Tiger). She not only taught me, but also
led and trained all the young Shan to
perform in all the events in Mandalay.
When she was teaching us, my mother
would be watching, taking a kind of
supervision role. Actually, my mother
also helps invent and innovate the
choreography
and
improve
our
performance.
Moon: What is the greatest
challenge in learning Shan dance?
Pan Aye: Well, I am not sure if I
see any as a challenge. I always feel I was
born to dance. I never feel embarrassed to
dance in public. This helps me learn
dancing with ease.
Moon: How long do you have to
practise to be able to perform on a big
stage like you do?
Pan Aye: Back home, I, along
with the other dancers, have to practise
for a month in advance - two or three
times a week. We, as students, even
practised every evening for a month for
the celebrations at the university. As the
same occasion is celebrated several times,
Pi Mai Tai, for example, is celebrated
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centrally, locally and also at the colleges,
I have had the opportunity to practise
many times for one performance. Still I
am not perfect; but it is true practice
makes perfect and I rarely make mistakes
as I rehearse many times!
Moon: So, what we have
practised for Pi Mai Tai in the UK is not
enough then?
Pan Aye: Well, ideally I would
like to have them practised more than this.
This is not quite enough. However, young
people back home are generally free and
easy to meet up because we get a lot of
support from our parents. Here, we live in
different towns; have to work and most of
us study full time. I am just so very
grateful that they devote their time for a
few rehearsals for the performances, and I
think they are doing well!
Moon: Can you give us some
information? For people who are
interested to learn, how they can contact
you and how much they will have to pay
for the dance lessons.
Pan Aye: I am more than happy
to teach those interested to learn Shan
dance whenever I am free. If people wish
to learn Shan dances I could arrange
lessons in Wigan-Manchester, where I
live. But I have never thought of earning
from teaching Shan dances. I am even
thrilled that people are interested in our
Shan dance. I would be very glad to teach
them.
Moon: I am touched! But people
are not very mobile and time is precious
for every one and you. If people wish to
take some private lessons at their place,
would you consider as an exception?
Pan Aye: In this case, I would
talk to them to find out the ideal
arrangement and would be grateful for
their appreciation on my time and effort.
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As mentioned earlier, my main interest in
doing it is to share my knowledge and
technique of Shan dance than the lessons
fees earned. Dancing is what I would do
for pleasure than for a living.
Moon: Do you have an intention
to become a Shan professional dance
teacher should opportunity arise?
Pan Aye: I would rather continue
as an amateur. It is not easy to be a
professional dance teacher. I think I am
not skilful enough to be a professional
dancer yet. I only learned dancing from
my family and developed myself through
performances in volunteering.
Moon: Have you taken any arts
courses such as drama and/or singing
classes as part of your study and worked
in this industry?
Pan Aye: No, I haven't taken any
arts subject or worked in this industry.
Instead, I have been doing an Executive
Diploma in Business Management at
Wigan and Leigh College and currently

Fruit curving by Nang Zune Pan Aye

working as an account representative as
part of my work placement programme
for the course.
Moon: I reckon you have some
other artistic skills besides dancing. I
have seen you producing some floral
decorations and fruits carving at Oxford
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Buddha Vihara, for special occasions like
Songkran festival and the temple's 3rd
Anniversary coincided with Kathina
festival. People were so amazed at your
creativity. Where did you learn these?
Pan Aye: I took a two month
floral decoration course in Young Women
Christian Association (YWCA). I learned
fruits carving from my mother. I
developed all these skills as I helped

SCA_UK girls at a charity function

prepare several events organised by Shan
Literary and Cultural Association
Mandalay and Shan Welfare association
as well as at social gatherings and other
religious celebrations.
Moon: Shan percussion musical
drums and gongs, apparels for Birds
(Nok), Sheep (Toe) and some Shan
costumes have been donated by your
parents and your relatives. It is very
generous of them. How did they ship
these to here? If people would like to get
one, can they order any of theses?
Pan Aye: My family ordered a
set of musical drums especially for
SCA_UK and shipped from Nam Kham,
Shan State. It took approximately three
months from the time of ordering these
musical instruments in Shan State until
these were received in the UK. Any one
could order these musical instruments if
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they want to have one and it should not be
a problem. However a good shipping
arrangement with the supplier is
important as the drum is so heavy and
fragile. The whole set of musical
instrument costs approximately 500
including shipping at that time. Shipping
cost is much higher than the cost of the
instruments.
Moon: What is common to the
form of dances in other cultures is human
dance or sometimes demon dance. But the
Shan have dances in honour of animals
such as bird and sheep. But, nowadays
sheep is more common to England than
Shan State! Can you tell these Shan
unique characteristics?
Pan Aye: Traditionally, Kinnara
(male) and Kinnari (female) mythical
birds and Sheep, along with human
beings welcomed the Lord Buddha's
descent from heaven at the end of threemonth Buddhist Lent. So to honour these
animals, Shan people traditionally
perform these dances in their festive
celebrations most of which are religious
festivals. Nowadays, Bird and Sheep
dances have been performed in a number
of festivals as a symbol of Shan, and more
commonly performed in Toak Sue along
with New Year Carol singing.
Toak Sue (in Shan language) has
the same concept as Christmas carol
singing trip, where a group of people
would visit other people's home to
perform Shan traditional dances and New
Year welcoming song as part of fund
raising events. The hosts show their
appreciation by usually treating them with
food and donating some money. As for the
sheep dance, when the audience throws
paper money, the sheep bows down to
pick the notes with its mouth.
Moon: There seems to be a wide
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variety of Shan dances; is it a case of each
dance having a variation on a theme or are
they quite distinct form each other?
Pan Aye: There are dances which
are common to all regions of Shan state:
Ka Pan Gong, Bird dance and Sheep
dance, etc. Then there are some which are
proper to each region with specific steps
and styles, Sip Soung Pan Nar dance and
even stranger combinations. All
traditional dances have one common
unique characteristic; the dancers dance
to the drum beat and dance round the
drummers/musicians in the circle. There
could be variations in modernised
versions though.
Moon: Can you briefly explain
the Sip Soung Pan Nar dance that you
have given as an example?
Pan Aye: It is a Shan ethnic
group mostly resided in Southern Yunnan
Province of China. Some of their dances
are creatively distinguished from other
Shan dances as Sip Soung Pan Nar are
known for their arts. I would be
presenting their dance demonstrating their
daily activities as an opera in Shan New
Year celebration. However, I could only
manage to get one of their regional
costumes, which will be presented in the
traditional costume presentation; but I
hope the dance itself is enjoyable.
Moon: Of all the dances you
have performed, which one is your
favourite and why?
Pan Aye: My favourites are the
dances with traditional Shan drum
because they give a lively ambience.
There is also a special bond between the
dancers and the musicians performing in
harmony. It is in fact authentic and
fundamental Shan traditional dance. Ka
Pan Kong, Lam Mong, etc. are some main
types of dances to the drum beats.
Moon: Can you give us the

26

flavour of Ka Pan Kong and Lam Mong?
Pan Aye: Ka Pan Kong means
dancing around the drums. The first and
easiest movements for Ka Pan Kong that
every Shan knows/should know how to
dance are two steps forward and one step
backward. Performers dance around in
circle while the musicians play the drums
in the middle. Then, the audience joins
the dancers where it transforms into a
communal dance. It is a dance everyone
can enjoy and create friendship. That is
why Ka Pan Kong is being the dance for
Shan people.
Lam Mong is very similar to Ka
Pan Kong, but more advanced.
Moon: What do you think is the
future of Shan dance?
Pan Aye: The future of Shan
dance is in our hands and we need to
promote it as much as we can and pass it
on to the next generation, who will then
take over it from us. That's why I would
encourage a lot of younger people to learn
Shan dance to preserve our traditions.
Moon: As a dance teacher of
SCA-UK, what have you prepared for this
Pi Mai Tai celebration?
Pan Aye: I have prepared for
some traditional dances like Bird dance
and Sheep dance. As I mentioned earlier,
I have included Sip Soung Pan Nar dance
and other dances performed in Pi Mai Tai
in our country. In addition to Shan
dances, I have also prepared for a
traditional costume presentation for
different types of Shan. We will be
singing Shan New Year carols to raise
some funds followed by Ka Pan Kong
where we will invite audience to join us at
the end of the celebration. It is the
traditional way of ending every Shan
celebration.
Moon: How different is this
from New Year celebration back home?
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Pan Aye: I would say it is very
different. Back home, most of the public
relation, event organisation are managed
by senior people, and there are a lot of
sponsors, volunteers and supporters.
Instruments, costumes and accessories are
all provided. Young people only have to
focus on practices on dancing; and do not
have to worry about the rest. So it is all
fully equipped. Here in the UK,
everything from the scratch has to be
organised. Because of this, we have great
opportunities in coordinating our events
and have learnt things through working,
hence, gained thorough understanding of
each event including its history and
background, as in Pi Mai Tai. This will be
very helpful for future celebrations as
well. We also have a few great supporters
like OBV and some Shan seniors who
help us with funding and some other
resources.
Moon: So would you say this is
the first time for you to organise the
performances?
Pan Aye: Exactly! Back home, I
only just listened and followed my sisters
and other seniors and worked together
with them. This is my first time to
organise and lead the performances with
other SCA-UK committee members.
Moon: I could see your
enthusiasm in promoting Shan culture,
travelling to London from Manchester at
least 3 or 4 times a month to coach the
performers and to practise Shan dances
for this Shan New Year celebration.
Pan Aye: Distance is not a
barrier to me. I am determined to share
my experience and skills in Shan dance to
help SCA_UK in promoting the Shan
culture
Moon: From your dance teacher
instructor view, what do you think
SCA_UK is doing at the moment?
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Pan Aye: At the moment we have
a handful of volunteers for our dances.
The more dancers we have, the more
diverse and the better dances we could
perform. So we definitely need more
volunteers. As most of us are not
permanent residents and we don't know
how long we will be staying here. So we
would like to share and pass it onto
younger generations to be able to do Shan
dance beautifully just as our elders had
passed these to us. So while we are here,
we would love to keep on promoting Shan
culture and dance. Therefore, I urge more
young people to join the SCA_UK in
promoting Shan Culture so that one day,
they could pass it onto their younger
generations. In this way, we could keep
our tradition and dance alive wherever we
are.
Moon: Thanks for your time
given to this interview. I really appreciate
that. Is there anything or any message
you would like to pass on?
Pan Aye: I would like to say that
members and Shan people should be
proud of dancing our traditional dances.
Shan dance is part of our cultural identity.
Only with your support and involvement,
Shan culture can be preserved whether we
are in our homeland or second home
anywhere in the world.

SCA_UK cultural troupe at Thai Temple,
Wimbledon, London, June 2006
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SCA_UK members after offering lunch to the monks
at Oxford Buddha Vihara
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