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COLONIAL BURMA AND POPULAR WESTERN CULTURE:
AN EXPLORATORY SURVEY

Abstract

Over the centuries, images of Burma in the Western imagination have been
remarkably consistent. At the broadest level, they have emphasised Burma’s
remoteness, strangeness and harshness, or offered a much more idealised,
romantic view of the country and its people. Within these two broad schools there
have been a number of recurring motifs that have helped confirm the idea of
Burma’s dualistic nature, and contributed to its mixed reputation. These tropes
too have proven to be surprisingly resilient, the result in large part of their
repeated use in many vehicles of popular culture. By providing memorable, if
selective and commodified, glimpses of colonial Burma and the Burmese, they
have helped to reinforce stereotypes and strengthen clichés, many of which
survive to the present day.!

Burma — land of mystery, of gilded Buddhas and almond-eyed dancing girls, of
patient elephants piling teak, of shaven, yellow-robed priests, smouldering
incense, and the silver tinkle of temple bells. The jungle — teeming with tropical
life and potential death.

Otis Adelbert Kline
“Tam, Son of the Tiger’
Weird Tales, June-December 1931.

Burma’s modern history has been one of continual, and often dramatic, change.? Since
1824, when Great Britain opened its campaign of conquest and annexation, the country
has been wracked by four major conflicts and dozens of ‘small” wars.® It has experienced
almost every kind of government, from an absolute monarchy through different colonial
administrations, a parliamentary system and various military regimes, to the current
‘disciplined democracy’.* As the country has changed, so have its economic fortunes.
Also, Burma is one of the most ethnically diverse countries in the world, a major factor in
recurring social tensions.® Yet, for all this flux and diversity, popular perceptions of
Burma in the West have been remarkably consistent. The mental pictures of the country
formed in Europe, North America and the white settler colonies from the 16" century
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onwards seemed to take root in the public consciousness and flourish there.® Even when
more information about Burma was available and Western audiences became more
sophisticated, these perceptions were hard to shift. Many survive to the present day.

These enduring images developed over many years and in many ways. Memoirs and
official reports played a part, as did the intellectual products of social elites, such as
literature and high art. However, a more potent source of impressions about Burma in
Western countries were the vehicles of popular culture, notably newspapers and mass
entertainments, such as songs, plays and movies, as staged in drawing rooms, music halls
and theatres.” This broad category can be extended to include a wide range of cultural
artefacts often dismissed as ephemera or colourful collectibles, such as pulp magazines,
comics, posters, postcards and trading cards. To an extent still unrecognised by many
academic observers, these manifestations of popular commercial culture, together with
objets de curiosite exhibited in public venues, complemented the pictures painted by the
mainstream media. By providing memorable, if selective and commodified, glimpses of
Burma and the Burmese, they helped to reinforce stereotypes and strengthen cliches
about their subjects throughout the Western world.

By surveying such sources, it is possible to identify a number of persistent patterns and
themes that have characterised popular perceptions of Burma over the centuries. At the
broadest level, they reveal two approaches. The first emphasised Burma’s remoteness,
strangeness and harshness, while the second offered a much more idealised, romantic
view of the country and its people. At times, the two schools were combined, with Burma
being presented in terms of stark contrasts, between the good and the bad, the soft and the
hard, the light and the dark. They were seen as two sides of the same coin. Considered
together, however, they offered vivid pictures of Burma that even now live in the minds
of many Westerners. Within these two broad themes there were also a number of
recurring motifs that, in their own ways, helped to confirm the idea of Burma’s dualistic
nature, and contributed to its mixed reputation. These tropes too have proven to be
surprisingly consistent and resilient, although inevitably the tourist literature and coffee
table books have favoured the quaint and picturesque over other perspectives.®

Given the wide range of factors contributing to enduring images of Burma in the West, it
may help to break down these pictures into their main elements and, by citing
representative examples, identify some of the sources that have contributed to their
creation, impact and durability. For heuristic purposes, these elements can be listed under
five headings; Burma’s exotic reputation, its physical geography, the role of Burmese
women, Burma’s culture and economy, and Britain’s impact on traditional Burmese
society. Finally, it is worth looking briefly at descriptions of the country during and after
the Second World War, to note continuities and contrasts with the colonial period.® For
the conflict in the China-Burma-India (CBI) theatre from 1942 to 1945 not only thrust
Burma into the consciousness of millions of people in the West, but it revived and
reinforced many old images of the country.'® In describing how Burma has come to be
viewed, under all these headings, emphasis will be given to sources drawn from the
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popular culture of Great Britain but, albeit to a lesser extent, other parts of the world have
reflected similar patterns.

Exotic Burma

The baseline for popular perceptions of Burma as an exotic and exciting place was

established early in contacts between the West and the ‘mysterious Orient’.!!

From its ‘discovery’ by Western adventurers and traders in the 15" century, Burma
tended to be portrayed in dramatic terms.*? In their ship’s logs and private journals,
explorers and traders emphasized the sensational and the shocking, such as Burma’s
reputedly fabulous wealth. Travelers never tired of describing the country’s shrines filled
with images of massy gold and gems’.'®* One merchant from Bologna who visited Burma
in 1505 wrote that the king of Pegu, in Lower Burma:

wears more rubies on him than the value of a very large city, and he wears them
on all his toes. And on his legs he wears certain great rings of gold, all full of the
most beautiful rubies; also his arms and ears are full. 4

Ralph Fitch, the first Englishman to visit Burma, in 1586, was also impressed by the king
of Pegu’s ‘treasure wonderfull rich’:

He hath houses full of golde and silver, and bringeth in often, but spendeth very
little, and hath the mines of rubies and sapphires, and spinelles.*®

Precious stones were said to be so abundant that Burmese warriors used rubies as
‘bullets’ in their blowguns and embedded them under their skin before battle to make
themselves invulnerable.*® While sometimes dismissed as mere travelers’ tales, such
stories were given wide circulation and were accepted as accurate by many in the West.

Another topic much remarked upon by early visitors to Burma was its inhabitants’ sexual
freedom. There were reports, for example, that Burmese women went about ‘in almost
complete nudity to entice the men and to keep them away from sodomy’.!” Other
travelers, like the Dutch merchant John van Linschoten in the 16" century, described the
Burmese custom of offering Western visitors women as ‘temporary wives’, for their
amusement and comfort.*® In 1795, the British envoy Michael Symes wrote that:

The lower class of Burmans makes no scruple of selling their daughters, and even
their wives, to foreigners, who come to pass a temporary residence among them.
It reflects no disgrace on any of the parties, and the woman is not dishonoured by
the connection.®®

The idea of readily available Burmese women was a powerful one that kept reappearing

in books and letters. In the 1826 edition of the popular British guide The Modern
Traveller, for example, it was stated that:
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Unfortunately, however, for the perpetuity of conjugal felicity, in no country,
perhaps, is the marriage contract regarded with so little respect, or maintained
with so little propriety, as in Birmah.?°

Other Europeans described what they saw as the promiscuity of Burmese women. After
spending two years in the Burmese capital of Ava, for example, Thomas Trant wrote in
1827 that ‘Chastity, in the sense we understand the word, is but little known’.?* Seventy
years later, the British tourist Gwendolen Trench Gascoigne hinted at the uninhibited
behaviour of Burmese women when she wrote that ‘Utterly unlike their miserable
Mahomedan and Hindoo sisters, they enjoy absolute liberty — a liberty of which, if

rumour prove true, they make ample use’.??

Burmese men were not spared this kind of prurient attention. The Venetian Nicolo di
Conti, for example, wrote after a visit to Pegu around 1435 that the local men inserted
small bells under the skin of their penises ‘to satisfy the wantonness of the women’. He
added that:

The members of some men stretch way down between their legs so that when they
walk they ring out and may be heard. 2

This practice was associated so closely with Burma that, when adopted by the Chinese in
the 16™ century, it was known as mian ling, or ‘Burmese bells’.?* The Florentine
merchant Francesco Carletti, who circumnavigated the globe between 1594 and 1602,
claimed that the use of penis inserts was ordered by the ‘Queen of Pegu’, not only to
satisfy Burmese women but also to discourage ‘the practicing of venery in illicit parts of
the body even with men’.? That subject too kept cropping up in early European accounts
of Burma. Ralph Fitch, for example, wrote that the inserts were invented because:

... they should not abuse the male sexe. For in times past all those Countries were

so given to that Villanie that they were very scarce of people’.?8

Probably drawing on the same accounts, a number of later visitors, like the Englishman
Alexander Hamilton in 1727, suggested that Burmese men were ‘addicted to sodomy’.%’
The topos of ‘Eastern sodomy’ occasionally surfaced in other reports, usually to highlight
Burma’s bizarre customs and ‘un-Christian’ decadence.?®

As foreign contacts grew, and Burma came to be visited more often by traders, officials
and missionaries, memoirs and travelogues grew in range and number. Particularly after
the fall of Mandalay in 1885, tourists too began to publish descriptions of their travels.
Thomas Cook opened an office in Rangoon in 1891 and began promoting visits to this
‘charming’ and ‘little explored’ country, a journey made easier by the opening of the
Suez Canal in 1869.2° Each year, Cook’s issued a Burma Pamphlet which was ‘circulated
throughout the world in order to give information concerning the province to intending
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visitors’.3® Descriptions of Burma flowing from this heightened level of interest usually
focused on the unusual and unfamiliar;

Burma combines so much: the glory of the East; the mystery of the unknown, in
its strange tribes and races as yet but half understood, even by those who have
studied them most; the fascination of nature untamed; and the comfort of
travelling under British rule.3!

As Burma became better known, publications about it became more comprehensive,
accurate and reflective. However, whether they promoted the country as savage,
romantic, or both, most works continued to focus on the exotic and to encourage
outlandish ideas which were eagerly consumed by credulous audiences ‘back home’ in
the West.

In this regard, Burma’s fauna and flora were particular sources of interest. The country
teemed with wild animals and beautiful birds, and was the home to many species of
plants unknown to botanists and horticulturists in Europe and America. They all attracted
the attention of ‘sportsmen’, ornithologists and plant hunters, keen to take home evidence
of their travels in the Burmese wilderness. A number wrote books about their adventures,
adding to the colony’s reputation as a natural wonderland awaiting the attention of
‘civilised” white men armed with high-powered rifles, fishing rods and garden tools.*2
This subject was also of interest for another reason. As Jonathan Saha has written;

According to imperial writings, the Burmese were too close to animals, both
physically and emotionally. It was claimed that some Burmese people had innate
connections to animals, notably elephant drivers with their elephants. British
writers were also intrigued but disgusted by what they deemed to be inappropriate
interactions with animals, recounting apocryphal tales of women breast-feeding
orphaned non-human mammals.*

In 1882, for example, the British official James Scott described a sacred white elephant
that was ‘suckled by women’ in its youth.3* A German visitor to Upper Burma wrote in
1886 that, due to the high status accorded to such creatures, Burmese women considered
it an honour to nurse small white elephants.®

To audiences in the West, particularly in Britain, such accounts appeared to provide
insights into the nature of a country that was foreign in every sense of the word.

Another recurring theme in stories about Burma around this time was Britain’s efforts to
stamp out armed bandits, or dacoits. Following the Third Anglo-Burmese War (1885),
remnants of the defeated Burmese army, criminal gangs and other disaffected elements
roamed the countryside, waging guerrilla warfare against the occupying forces and
threatening the local population. Denied any political status by the colonial
administration, they were the targets of a long ‘pacification’ campaign by soldiers and
military policemen.®® Through stories and pictures in journals like Navy and Army

Southeast Asia Research Centre Working Paper Series, No. 197, 2020



[llustrated and The London Illustrated News, dacoits soon entered the imagination of
Western readers.®” In the 1887 musical revue The Blue Bells of Scotland, for example, the
two heroes travel to Burma where they fight off a horde of dacoits.®® Rudyard Kipling’s
fictional Private Mulvaney fought dacoits in ‘The Taking of Lungtungpen’.*® In The
Mystery of Dr Fu Manchu, published in 1913, the eponymous criminal genius (who was
active in Burma) employed dacoits to attack his enemies back in London.*® The 1946
children’s story Drummer Boy of Burma described a youngster’s contribution to the

defence of an isolated British garrison threatened by ‘them blood-thirsty devils’.*

Even after three Anglo-Burmese Wars, however, and the annexation of Upper Burma in
1886 (which gave Britain control over the entire country), few people in the West knew
very much about it. If they had heard its name at all, it was most likely in connection with
biological rarities like Burma’s ‘hairy families’, or the dwarf Smaun Sing Hpoo, who was
described on postcards as ‘the smallest, most perfectly formed man in the world’.*? In the
19" century, both caused sensations in Western Europe and the United States. Yet
another source of fascination was the ‘giraffe-neck’ Padaung women of eastern Burma,
who wore brass rings to elongate their necks.*® Like Toung Talaung, the supposedly
‘rare’ and ‘sacred’ white elephant obtained from Burma by Phineas Taylor Barnum in
1883, and other Burmese elephants acquired later, these women were put on display by
circuses in Britain and the US.** The posters advertising such attractions claimed that
viewing them had educational value, but they were essentially sold to the public as
freaks.*® Another subject considered worthy of comment around this time was the spicy
side dish known as ngapi, which a number of visitors to Burma considered ‘the rankest
filth’, “perfectly unbearable to the European’.*® Kipling was told by a compatriot that it

was ‘fish pickled which ought to have been buried long ago’.*’

As one historian has observed, accounts of unusual people, animals and practices were
‘no doubt a way of portraying Burma as a strange and backward place’.*® It was a theme
also pursued in popular literature.

During the 1920s and 1930s, stories in pulp fiction magazines and ‘dime novels’ in
Britain and the US promoted an unashamedly Orientalist view of Burma that emphasised
its ‘otherness’ and encouraged fanciful notions about the country and its people.*® For
example, a story by Arthur Zagat published in Dime Mystery Magazine in 1924 titled
‘Midnight Fangs’ featured Burmese ‘tiger-women’. In a 1929 story called ‘Up Irrawaddy
Way’, Edgar Gardner described giant man-eating plants and flesh-consuming fungi.*® In
1931, Otis Kline wrote a six-part serial for Weird Tales titled ‘Tam, Son of the Tiger’.>
With nods to Kipling’s Jungle Book and Edgar Rice Burroughs’ Tarzan stories, it was
about a boy abducted by a tiger and raised by a monk.>? He later rescued a princess from
giant, blue, dinosaur-riding creatures with four arms who lived in caves beneath Burma.>
In 1932, a contribution to Oriental Stories magazine described the adventures of a ‘jungle
girl’ in the ‘devilishly dangerous’ Wa country of northern Burma.>* Burma’s gemstones
continued to fascinate Western audiences, as indicated by J.S. Fletcher’s 1933 novelette
‘The Burma Ruby’.> In 1940, Kline collaborated with E. Hoffman Price to write a story
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for Weird Tales called ‘Spotted Satan’, about a were-leopard that preyed on Burmese teak
workers.>® There were many other pieces written in the same vein.

Even the more serious illustrated magazines available at the time insisted on portraying
Burma as an exotic place full of rare flora and fauna, inhabited by simple, often peculiar,
‘natives’ and adventurous white men. In 1909, for example, an article in the American,
but internationally distributed, National Geographic Magazine stated that;

Few parts of the wide empire of Britain offer such a tempting array of features
which are attractive alike to the ordinary globe-trotter, to the naturalist, the
anthropologist, or the hunter of big game, as does Burma.®’

Articles in later issues of the same magazine looked at ‘Untoured Burma’ and ‘Strange
Tribes in the Shan States of Burma’.®® The accompanying photographs highlighted the
country’s dramatic landscape, unique architecture and unusual inhabitants. In 1923, Asia
magazine published a series of photographs of the ‘Shy Karens of Lower Burma’.*® In
1933, Wide World magazine offered a story by the well-known British plant hunter Frank
Kingdon Ward about ‘The Unknown Triangle’ of the upper Irrawaddy River. Typically,
the article began: ‘Irrawaddy! There is music and romance in the very name’.®® Life
magazine’s contribution to public knowledge about Burma before the Second World War
was an illustrated article about the festivities accompanying the cremation of a senior
Buddhist monk.5! It was all heady stuff for the average reader in the ‘civilized” West.

From 1913, when the silent film A Maid of Mandalay was released in the US, these
colourful images were greatly strengthened by movies.®? Perhaps more than any other
medium of mass communication, they helped shape the public imagination of Western
populations and their attitudes towards Burma and the Burmese.5?

The early movies set in Burma tended to portray it as an unhealthy tropical sinkhole,
populated mainly by criminals, ‘fallen women’ and the outcasts of empire. For example,
in 1926 Lon Chaney starred in Road to Mandalay, ‘a lurid silent thriller about
prostitution and murder’.%* The old royal capital featured again in Mandalay, which was
released in 1934. This was a torrid melodrama in which a Russian refugee, abandoned by
her gun-running lover, becomes a prostitute in a Rangoon nightclub. The Girl from
Mandalay, released in 1936, revolved around a marriage between the jilted manager of a
teak plantation and an opportunistic nightclub singer.®® So negative were the images of
white people conjured up by such films that, in the minds of local officials, they risked
damaging European prestige, on which the small colonial administration depended to
maintain its psychological dominance, and thus political control, of the country.®® Outside
Burma, however, these plots were readily accepted as the norm and during the inter-war
years helped fix in the popular imagination a rather distorted picture of the country and
its inhabitants, both foreign and local.
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Burma’s ‘otherness’, as depicted in these and other movies, was often highlighted by
exaggerated descriptions of the country’s sometimes gentle, sometimes harsh, but always
spectacular, landscape.

The Physical Setting

During the colonial period, two contrasting images of Burma’s geography became firmly
imprinted on the minds of Western audiences.

Large tracts of Burma consisted of cultivated land, tropical or temperate forests and semi-
desert. In their own ways, each appealed to the eye and to the imagination of foreign
observers, who waxed eloquent about the fertile and picturesque countryside, with its
bucolic vistas of emerald green rice paddies, swaying toddy palms and glorious ‘Eastern’
sunsets. This view was encouraged by writers like Rudyard Kipling who, after his brief
visit to Burma in 1889, described the scene below ‘the old Moulmein pagoda’:

turning me around, [I] looked upon a view of water, island, broad river, fair
grazing ground, and belted wood that made me rejoice that | was alive. The
hillside below me and above me was ablaze with pagodas ... Far above my head
there was a faint tinkle, as of golden bells, and a talking of the breezes in the tops
of the toddy palms.®’

In countless books and magazines, in prose, poetry, paintings and photographs, the
Burmese countryside was portrayed along similar lines. In such scenes, replete with
golden pagodas and quaint thatched villages, industrious ‘natives’ in colourful costumes
ploughed their fields, pursued their handicrafts and drove two-wheeled bullock carts,
enthusiastically described by the London-based Illustrated Missionary News as ‘one of

the prettiest conveyances in the East’.%

One of the most widely read books about Burma published during the colonial period was
Burma Painted and Described by the artist Robert Kelly. It was commissioned by the
publisher A. & C. Black to obtain ‘an accurate visible reproduction of what travellers
might see when they ventured to exotic destinations such as Burma ...”.%° It was released
in 1905 with 73 coloured plates.” Four years later, a cheaper edition was published under
the title Burma, reproducing 12 paintings.”t Kelly’s pictures of Burmese life were
‘shaped by the desire to see it through the possibility of framed pictures’.”? They thus
reflected the tastes of his prospective clients back in Britain, and showed a country that
was not only interesting and charming but also, as the current fashion demanded,
‘picturesque’.”® As Stephen Keck has written, Kelly ‘offered a portrait which was
appealing — and thus more marketable — than faithful visual description ever could
be’.” Also, following in the footsteps of travel writers like Alice Hart, V. Scott O’Connor
and Geraldine Mitton, Kelly described Burmese life through scenes that told a story but
were devoid of any serious political content.” It was an idealised view that found a
receptive metropolitan audience.
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Not all descriptions of Burma, however, were so favourable. Adventure stories and
movies tended to focus on the country’s ‘steaming’ jungles, ‘teeming with tropical life
and potential death’.’® For example, ‘Captain’ W.E. Johns, author of the popular
‘Biggles’ books for children, set seven of his plots in Burma.”’ In Biggles Flies Again,
first published in 1934, he described an encounter in the ‘leech-infested swamps’ of the
Irrawaddy delta with ‘bloated foot-long centipedes’, freshwater crocodiles and ‘a snake
of enormous dimensions’.’”® In Biggles and the Lost Sovereigns, Johns described the
mangrove swamps found in the Mergui Archipelago:

If the stench of slime and putrefying vegetable matter, with its oily scum and the
bubbles of gas it discharges, is nauseating, the reptiles and insects that make it
their home, preying on each other, are creatures of a nightmare.”
Such places were invariably accompanied by the ‘noisome stench of corruption’, ‘an
atmosphere of sinister foreboding’, ‘spectral wraiths of mist’, and other intimations of
unseen menace.®’ The tropical climate was always ‘sticky’ and ‘oppressive’ and the
annual monsoon was full of ‘seething fury’.8! Purple prose was not uncommon in other
books by Johns, but when he described Burma he gave his imagination free rein.®

A similar approach was taken by many correspondents during the Second World War.
Unsurprisingly, they emphasized the bitter struggle between the Allies and the Japanese,
under ‘appalling conditions’, in what Selwyn Speight of the Sydney Morning Herald
characterized in 1943 as a ‘merciless country’ with ‘some of the most terrible mountains
in the world’.®8 In both their news dispatches and private letters, war correspondents
often drew on cinematic images to describe what they saw in Burma, such as ‘fantastic
Hollywood-like deluges’ of rain.®* Alluding to the 1940 movie Moon Over Burma,
Speight wrote in 1944 that the jungle he encountered in Burma was:

... real honest-t0-God Dorothy Lamour stuff ... tall trees shooting up into the sky
and blotting out the sun; innumerable creepers hanging about like untidy
cobwebs; undergrowth so thick that you have to cut your way through ... The
weird collection of animals that wander through Hollywood jungle movies do
exist t00.%°

In a story for The Argus in 1944, another Australian war correspondent described Burma
during the wet season as ‘a slimy treacherous hell’.%®

These were only the hardships that could be seen. Others were invisible, like the diseases
that throughout the colonial period took a terrible toll on foreigners and locals alike. For
example, during the First Anglo-Burmese War (1824-6), 15,000 of the 40,000 men who
served in the expeditionary forces died. Only 4% of these losses occurred in battle.®’
Ilinesses like malaria, cholera, smallpox, dysentery and bubonic plague were major
challenges for the colonial authorities.® Kipling’s 1896 poem ‘Cholera Camp’, for
example, was written with both India and Burma in mind.® Between 1905 and 1940,
there were 165,400 plague deaths reported.®® Some early observers suggested that
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Burma’s slow population growth was the result of its attachment to Buddhism, an opinion
echoed by a few US anthropologists in the 1960s.°* However, as Judith Richell has
explained, it was more likely to be a combination of the unhealthy environment and
malnutrition.®? Medical standards gradually improved, but these issues never went away.
In 1944 alone, the Allies counted 250,000 casualties from sickness, most suffering from
malaria and dysentery.®® They fared better than their fellow-servicemen in 1824-6, but
Burma’s reputation as a dangerous place was confirmed.

At the same time as Burma was being painted in lurid colours for Western audiences,
however, and its diverse physical challenges emphasized in prose and photographs, the
obverse image of a gentler, more enticing country never entirely went away. This duality
was acknowledged by the Australian war correspondent George Johnston, who wrote in
his 1947 war memoir Journey Through Tomorrow that:

it is a rueful thing to me, that the only memories | have of Burma are memories of
war. | know nothing of the real Burma, this lovely, placid land of charming,
beautiful people, the Burma that the Burmese call Shwe Daw Pyee, “the Golden
Land”.%

Johnston’s reference to the ‘real” Burma harked back to softer, more romantic notions of
the country which had become fixed in the popular imagination before the Second World
War. It did not matter that the picture painted was a simplistic, two-dimensional one.
Indeed, that made it easier to comprehend, and remember. It was a classic case of what
Edward Said referred to as ‘imaginative geography’, that is, the poetic endowment of a
place that exceeded what was empirically known about it.%

The Role of Women

Perhaps nothing epitomized the mixed Western attitudes towards Burma more than the
way in which the country’s women were portrayed, based on both direct experience and
hearsay. For, as noted above, from the earliest times Burmese women made a strong
impression on foreign observers. Even after acknowledging the perennial fascination
Western men seemed to have with Asian women during this historical period, the
quintessential ‘Burma girl’ seemed to cast a special kind of spell.®® This helped to ensure
that she featured prominently not only in Western literature and art, but also in many
vehicles of popular culture.

Kipling only spent three days in Burma in 1889, but he was struck by the beauty of the
local women, particularly one girl he saw sitting on the steps of a pagoda at Moulmein.
She inspired his immensely popular ballad ‘“Mandalay’.%” It first appeared in the literary
weekly The Scots Observer on 21 June 1890.%8 It was later included in the collection
Barrack Room Ballads and Other Verses, published in London in 1892. Its opening lines
resonated deeply within the Western psyche:

By the old Moulmein Pagoda, lookin’ eastward to the sea,
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There’s a Burma girl a-settin’, and I know she thinks o’ me;
For the wind is in the palm-trees, and the temple-bells they say:
‘Come you back, you British soldier; come you back to Mandalay!” *°

It is difficult to overestimate the impact this particular work had on popular perceptions
of Burma and its women. In the years that followed, the poem became very well known
in Britain and the US, and was familiar to many further afield, particularly in the English-
speaking colonies. In the half century that followed its first appearance, it not only
inspired more than 180 adaptions and imitations, both in verse and music, but it helped
shape Western images of Burma and Burmese society in ways that still resonate today. %

The pictorial covers of the sheet music that carried these tunes invariably depicted young
couples surrounded by the usual props of pagodas, palm trees and moonlight. In addition
to ‘Mandalay’, song lyrics also included references to places with evocative names like
‘Rangoon’ and ‘the Irrawaddy’. Several plays and musical revues catered to the public’s
apparently insatiable demand for such plots and settings.%* This taste was also met by
paintings, prints and posters. For example, after a visit to Burma in 1908-9, the British
painter Gerald Kelly cemented this romantic ideal with his landscapes and pictures of
demure young Burmese dancers. He was further inspired by a chance meeting with a
Shan ‘princess’ in London in 1931. His paintings of this woman, which it must be said
were more accurate in their depictions of Burmese native dress than some of the sheet
music and trading cards of the time, were very popular.? Since the 1930s, over 50,000
prints have been sold of just three portraits in this series.!®® Revealingly, the writer
Somerset Maugham said of Kelly’s Burma paintings that he had ‘given us the character

of the East as we of our generation see it’.1%

Burmese women were also noted for another reason. Unlike their sisters in other Asian
countries, they were seen as remarkably independent. There were frequent comparisons
with less tolerant cultures and approving references to the fact that in Buddhist Burma
women did not have to submit to practices such as sati or purdah.’®® For example, the
American Baptist missionary Ann Judson wrote in 1823 that ‘the sexes have equally free
intercourse as in Europe’.106 In 1878, Charles Forbes wrote that:

Though the inferiority of the softer sex is a point that has never been disputed, in
Burma women enjoy a much freer and higher position than elsewhere in the East;
indeed, in some matters they have attained rights that their sisters in England are
still seeking to obtain, or have only lately gained.%

The British civil servant J.G. Scott (writing in 1882 under the pseudonym ‘Shway Yoe”)
felt that ‘Burmese maidens ... enjoy a freer and happier position than in any other
Eastern country, and in some respects are better off even than women in England’.1%®® As
Chie Ikeya and others have pointed out, the situation was more complicated than that, but
most observers agreed that Burmese women stood out from others in many ways.%®
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For example, they were considered to be excellent business and household managers.
Writing about ‘the Burmese wife’, for example, Scott stated that ‘she keeps the shop that
is to be found in almost every house in the country towns, and usually makes far more
money than the goodman himself’.!° In Burma, wrote another British observer, ‘few
husbands would dare to enter into any mercantile arrangements without the aid or advice
of their wives’.!'! Other foreign visitors commented on the dominant role that Burmese
women played in the local markets and bazaars. In his 1888 short story ‘Georgie Porgie’,
for example, Kipling noted that:

No race, men say who know, produces such good wives and heads of households
as the Burmese.!!?

In a report to the University of Chicago in 1907, Alleyne Ireland put it a little differently
when he wrote of the Burmese:

Great dabblers in small mercantile ventures, they may be called (the women
especially) a race of hucksters.!*

Writing soon after the Second World War, the Australian journalist Wilfred Burchett said
of Burmese women that ‘Throughout the East they are known for their shrewdness in
business dealings, their independence, and the fact of their higher social status than any

of their sisters in Asia’.1*

In this regard, Burmese women were sometimes contrasted with ‘ornamental’ European
women, who were described by colonial men of a particular mindset as ‘a useless,
expensive misery’.!?® In other ways too, European women suffered from comparisons
with their Burmese counterparts, who were clearly attractive to chauvinistic — and other
— Western men. Kipling tapped into this feeling when he wrote:

Tho’ I walks with fifty ‘ousemaids outer Chelsea to the Strand,
An’ they talks a lot 0’ lovin’, but wot do they understand?
Beefy face an’ grubby ‘and —

Law! Wot do they understand?

I’ve a neater, sweeter maiden in a cleaner, greener land!

On the road to Mandalay ...}

Burmese women were described by foreign observers as ‘on the whole, remarkably good-
looking’, with ‘faultless figures’.*'” According to one local scholar, ‘Even that proud
conqueror of Ava, Lord Dufferin, although he was received with dark looks by the
Burmese during his state visit to Mandalay early in 1886, wrote back to a friend in
England, extolling the grace, charm and freedom of Burmese women’.!!® In 1900, two
British observers clearly shared the views of many men when they wrote that ‘I have

never in my life seen more perfect figures than those possessed by the young girls’.}1°
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At the same time, however, Burmese women were constantly being patronised and
infantilised, treated as though they (and the Burmese people more generally) were
‘immature and incomplete, and therefore in need of protection and control by a more
historically adult people, which is how the British thought of and represented
themselves’.1?° This attitude was summed up by the title of a well-known book about the
country called A People at School.*?* While at one level their independence and business
acumen were acknowledged, Burmese women were repeatedly dismissed by officials,
tourists and others as ‘happy, smiling, care-free little women’ and ‘grinning, good-
humoured little maidens’.1?? One observer felt that ‘a more cheery little body is not to be
met with on earth’.!?® Burmese girls were also praised for their delicate charm and
‘winsome womanhood’.}?* A popular 1905 postcard informed Westerners that ‘Life to
them must seem a great joke, as they are always laughing’.*?® In 1907, a visitor to Burma
described them as ‘dear coquettish little things’.1?® Six years later, a book argued that, in

Burma, ‘the maidens are as simple and sweet as wild flowers’.?’

These remarks were meant as compliments. To both men and women in Western
countries, the supposedly childlike qualities of Burmese women added to their charm.

This attraction was recognised by local entrepreneurs. By the 1890s, photographers like
Felice Beato and Philip Klier were turning out large numbers of prints of Burmese
women, for sale to Western tourists. Almost all these photos, many of which were also
used to produce postcards, were of girls standing or seated in staged poses, either in the
countryside or in studios. They wore traditional dress, albeit sometimes taken out of
context. For example, in one a girl in formal clothes was seated on a bicycle.*?® They
always looked demure. As a few historians have pointed out, the modesty shown by
Burmese girls was in contrast to the apparent willingness of North African women to be
photographed topless for contemporary French postcards.!?® Paul Edmonds remarked in
his 1924 book Peacocks and Pagodas, presumably after enquiries, that it was difficult to
persuade Burmese girls to pose for artists in the nude, or even semi-naked.** Burmese
conservatism and a strong personal sense of ah-shet (shame) made that impossible. The
most risqué postcard on public sale was of ‘S.W. Monsoon Gale’, in which a local girl
was depicted with her htamein (sarong) open to reveal her leg above the knee.*!

Despite their characterization as ‘dainty damsels’ and ‘little silken ladies’, however, and
the absence of risqué photographs, Burmese women retained their reputation for sexual
availability.*® George Hamilton, the Secretary of State for India from 1895-1903, for
example, was reported to have said that Burmese girls were ‘busy engaging females, with
a natural aptitude for the society of men’.13 This observation seems to have been based
on the fact that, in 1898, about 90% of British officials in Burma had ‘temporary
wives”. 134 In these circumstances, it is little wonder that Western audiences were regaled
with stories about Burmese mistresses. In Kipling’s story ‘Georgie Porgie’, for example,
a British official purchases a Burmese girl but returns home to marry a European
woman.'® Somerset Maugham tells a similar story in ‘Masterson’, published in 1929.1%
The editor and writer Frank Harris included a reference to Burmese girls in his tell-all
autobiography, My Life and Loves, which appeared between 1922 and 1927:
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There in Rangoon began for me a new series of experiences which forced me to
the conclusion that the Burmese half-caste girl is one of the most fascinating in
God’s world, as she is one of the prettiest and best-formed; she is cheap, too.**’

Burmese mistresses were the subject of several other literary works, some loosely based
on personal experiences. One was Pablo Neruda’s ‘Widower’s Tango’, written after the
Chilean poet’s diplomatic posting to Rangoon from 1927 to 1928.1% Another was George
Orwell’s 1934 novel Burmese Days.'®® H.E. Bates’ post-war novel The Jacaranda Tree
also featured a Westerner with a Burmese mistress.4°

Burma’s Culture and Economy

At the same time as conservative, patriarchal societies in the West were being shocked or
titillated by such stories, they were subject to wide-ranging and multi-layered campaigns
by business houses and other commercial enterprises, which reinforced tailored and
homogenised views of Burma through trade cards, postcards, posters and other forms of
advertising.

Notwithstanding the appearance, in the mid-19™ century, of newspapers and national
magazines designed for mass circulation, trade cards were a common way of promoting
commercial products. They came into their own in the 1800s, when the development of
lithographic printing techniques made it possible to produce cards in large numbers, and
in colour. They typically had an illustration on one side and a printed text on the other,
and were included in containers of produce. During the late 19" century, many businesses
began to issue series of numbered cards with specific themes. They were intended to
promote sales by encouraging people to acquire complete sets, if necessary by swapping
duplicates with other collectors. They came in many forms, but of particular note were
the small cards used after 1875 to stiffen soft packets of cigarettes. These quickly became
known as ‘cigarette cards’. By the 1920s, card trading and collecting was an international
phenomenon, with millions of cards being produced annually, in many countries around
the world.**! Not all were in the West.14?

As already noted, some of these cards made reference to Burma, either as part of a
discrete series, or as a subject in its own right.}*® For example, one large trade card
produced by the Singer Manufacturing Company in 1892 depicted three Burmese women
sitting around a sewing machine, a device that the card stated was introduced to Burma in
1874. A large trade card, issued around the same time by the Chicago coffee company
W.F. McLaughlin, showed a Burmese girl in formal court dress. McLaughlin also issued
a card showing ‘devotees’ throwing themselves under the feet of a sacred white elephant,
in what was probably intended to be Burma.#* All three cards reflected high production
values. Several series of cards included illustrations of Burma’s colonial crest and the
flags flown before and after its annexation by Britain. Others showed medals issued to
British and Indian servicemen who had fought in Burma.'*® A series of cigarette cards on
colonial regiments depicted a member of the Burma Rifles while another, about colonial
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police forces, showed a Burmese policeman in his distinctive uniform.}4® One series
issued by the British firm Ogden’s around 1919 was devoted entirely to pictures of
Burmese women, probably for distribution in Burma itself.14’

Such cards added to Burma’s allure, but the most powerful impressions were created by
those purporting to show ‘typical’ Burmese scenes and people. These usually included
views of pagodas, ‘native’ villages and bullock carts.'*® Portraits of Burmese girls in
traditional costume were also common, as were pictures of the country’s many colourful
ethnic minorities.'*® Several firms, like the New England Confectionary Company in
1930, issued cards featuring ‘giraffe-neck’ Padaung women. While most cards carried
simple labels, some tried to educate collectors. Several gave brief descriptions of Burma,
or aspects of Burmese life, such as the six cards issued in 1910 by the shoe polish maker
Diamantine, and a set issued in 1914 by the German chocolate maker Gartmann.*® One
sumptuous series produced by the Liebig Company, makers of meat extract and soup
cubes, depicted six scenes supposedly taken from Burmese history.'®* Another popular
subject was Burma’s capital Rangoon and the iconic Shwedagon Pagoda at its heart.!®2
Several cards depicted Kyaiktiyo Pagoda, precariously balanced on a giant boulder
covered with gold leaf in the north of Mon State. 3

Burma was primarily a land of small farms and cottage industries, but after the
annexation of Lower Burma in 1852 the economic life of the country began to be
dominated by large British conglomerates, which exploited the country’s agricultural
riches and natural resources, notably rice, timber, oil and precious stones, on a large
scale.®® By 1931, for example, Burma was the largest rice producing country in the
world.*® All these industries were celebrated in a range of promotional materials, notably
posters, trade cards and cigarette cards. For example, in 1916 Will’s Cigarettes produced
a series of cards on mining that included two about Burmese rubies.® In 1927, the
British tobacco manufacturer Godfrey Philips issued two cards in its ‘Empire Industries’
series that showed rice growing and teak tree felling. In 1938, the Typhoo Company
included a card about Burma’s teak forests in its packets of tea. Another showed
elephants hauling logs in a river and included a brief description of the Burmese timber
industry. The depiction of all these industries in Burma strengthened views of the country
that by then had become common in Britain, the US and elsewhere.’

All these images resonated particularly with impressionable young children, who tended
to be among the most avid trade and cigarette card collectors.

Postcards were another powerful vector of images and ideas. From their invention in
France in 1870, they rapidly became a global phenomenon. Their extraordinary
popularity between 1890 and 1918 meant that the pictures of Burma they carried reached
a very wide audience.’®® One genre, known as ‘native views’, was especially desirable in
Europe and America. They ‘relied on a pre-existing repertoire of aesthetic themes and
conventions in its depiction of colonial space’.*®® They also coincided with a period in
British history ‘during which national and imperial ideologies were reinvented in such a
way that the dominant symbols of the British nation became inseparable from imperial
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ones’. As Steven Paterson has written, they revealed ‘how the British imagined and
depicted the empire’.*%° He continued:

Postcards not only linked empire and the metropole, but served to re-export
imperial ideology back to Britain in condensed but effective units of information
that showed “typical” scenes of the imperial encounter, which made for
accelerated, if often vicarious, contact with other cultures.*®!

The widespread passion in the West for collecting postcards also ensured that their
images were imprinted on the minds of millions, both young and old, and helped form
lasting impressions of the places depicted.

The invention of photography and lithographic presses, which had greatly stimulated the
production of trading cards and picture postcards, also made it possible for both official
and private agencies to advertise their goods and services on brightly coloured posters.
While they displayed some originality, the same old themes prevailed. For example,
under the title ‘Burmah: A Land of Rich Resources’, the British Empire Marketing Board
produced two posters in 1928. One depicted a rice harvest, complete with bullock cart
and half-naked farmers, with a pagoda in the background. The other showed elephants
stacking teak logs in front of a timber mill.*5? Travel to Burma was also promoted on
posters, which highlighted the by now familiar scenes of gilded pagodas, swaying palms
and contented villagers. Bibby Line posters, for example, showed one of its passenger
ships passing a pagoda on its way to ‘sunshine’. Another was of a turbaned Burmese
sailor on a rice boat, beside a Bibby ship.'®® This style was later copied by the airlines.
For example, a 1957 poster by BOAC urged customers to ‘Jet your way to Rangoon’ by
depicting the Shwedagon Pagoda.'®* One 1960 Pan American Airlines poster showed a
massive chinthe, while another produced in 1964 featured a typical Burmese ‘beauty’.1%

The commercial exploitation of such images helped cement them in the popular
imagination, a phenomenon that can also be seen in the labelling of foodstuffs. For
example, ‘Burma’ and ‘Mandalay’ used in the names of condiments was a clear allusion
to ‘them spicy garlic smells’ mentioned by Kipling in his famous ballad. Such references
were reinforced by pictorial labels. In a 1907 marketing campaign, for example, Heinz’s
‘Mandalay Sauce’ was presented against a backdrop of elephants and pagodas.®® The
recipe was advertised as having been discovered by an English army officer posted to
‘the Far East’, a completely spurious claim that in 1910 prompted the US Board of Food
and Drug Inspection to charge the H.J. Heinz Company with false advertising. Unlike
Worcestershire Sauce, which was developed from a genuine Indian recipe in the 1830s,
the ‘rare Oriental savor’ of Mandalay Sauce was created in the Heinz kitchens.'®” The
label of ‘Burma Sauce’, made by the London firm of White, Cottell and Company, and
popular in Britain between the wars, showed a Burmese girl in traditional dress standing
in front of palm trees.'® Empire Spice Mills, purveyors of Burma Brand Spices,
prominently featured a tiger on its labels, despite being established in Chicago in 1937.1%
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These and similar products did more than cater to the acquired Anglo-Indian tastes of
Victorian Britain and their counterparts in the US and elsewhere.’’® As Mona Domosh
has written, they encapsulated a tourist’s view of Burma that was ‘exotic and
unthreatening’.}’* They invited consumers comfortably ensconced in metropolitan
countries to hear ‘the East a’callin’’, and make a vicarious gastronomic journey to a
remote tropical land that, thanks again to Kipling, was forever associated in the public
mind with ‘the sunshine an’ the palm trees, an’ the tinkly temple bells’.1’? Jonathan Saha
has suggested that consumers may have been looking for a ‘taste of empire’, rather than
of Burma itself, but even so the country’s purported connection with these kinds of foods
emphasised their ‘otherness’ and remoteness from ordinary European and American
cuisine.!’® By extension, Burma was seen as different and enticing.

In other ways too, the advertising of commercial products and the firms that sold them
deliberately evoked Burma, capitalising on the country’s reputation for exotica of
different kinds. For example, ‘Burmese’ glass tableware and vases, first made in 1885 by
the Mount Washington Glass Company of New Bedford in the US, was so named
because Queen Victoria once remarked that their opaque pink and yellow glazes
‘reminded’ her of a Burmese sunset.}’* Never having been to Burma, however, the British
monarch can only have known about its sunsets from reading or hearing stories by
travellers and officials. In 1886, this style of glass, sometimes decorated with painted
patterns, was licenced to be manufactured in Britain under the name ‘Queen’s
Burmese’.!’® To cite a different kind of example, the exclusive Paris jeweller Bijou
Burma, which was established in 1927, was named specifically to remind customers of
the country’s reputation for precious stones, notably rubies and sapphires. It aimed its
innovative advertising campaigns mainly at celebrities, such as royalty and well-known
entertainers, thus raising its public profile, and Burma’s.1’

The name ‘Burma’ (and ‘Burmah’) periodically surfaced in the daily lives of Western
consumers. In Britain, the most obvious example was Burmah Oil, with its distinctive
red, blue and white logo. The company was founded as the Rangoon Oil Company in
1886 to exploit the new province’s plentiful oil reserves. Its assets in Burma were
nationalised in 1962, but by that stage it had grown into a major multinational
corporation, controlling Castrol and British Petroleum (BP). It was taken over by Amoco
BP in 2000.17" Also, from 1883, several British pottery firms, including Royal Albion,
Wedgewood, England, Morgan Wood and Grindley, produced sets of ‘Burmah’ bone
china. In the 1950s, Royal Worcester made a ‘Burma boy’ figurine.’® In the 1940s and
1950s, London firms like Dobbs and Christy’s produced ‘Burma Brown’ felt hats, and in
1966 a ‘Burma’ fashion coat by Misty Harbour made its appearance on the catwalks. This
is not to forget that, between 1923 and 1963, motorists in the US were kept amused by
multiple roadside signs advertising ‘Burma-Shave’ brushless shaving cream. The firm
claimed that one of its ‘secret’ ingredients came from Burma, hence its name.*"

The name ‘Mandalay’ particularly resonated with Western consumers. This was in part
due to Kipling’s popular ballad, but it was more than that. Somerset Maugham summed
up the phenomenon best when he wrote, after a visit to Burma in 1923;

Southeast Asia Research Centre Working Paper Series, No. 197, 2020
17



First of all Mandalay is a name. For there are places whose names from some
accident of history or happy association have an independent magic and perhaps
the wise man would never visit them, for the expectations they arouse can hardly
be realised.'®

As he went on to say, ‘Mandalay has its name; the falling cadence of the lovely word has
gathered about itself the chiaroscuro of romance’.*®" It was doubtless to capitalise on this
appeal that, between 1971 and 1986 Royal Doulton potteries produced a range of fine
bone china named ‘Mandalay’. Spode and Royal Albert (in Britain), Royal Schwarzburg
and Hutschenreuther (in Germany), Sakura and Mikado (in Japan) and Castleton in the
US, among other firms, also released ‘Mandalay’ tableware collections, seeing little
problem in associating Burma’s time-worn royal capital with intimations of elegance and
luxury. The subliminal messages conveyed by such marketing ploys were enough.

A survey of the ways in which Burma’s culture and economy were perceived in the West
during the colonial era and after would not be complete without a brief reference to the
large public exhibitions that were staged, mainly in Britain but also in continental Europe
and the US, after the Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of All Nations (the ‘Great
Exhibition”) was held in London in 1851.

Even before the fall of Mandalay in 1885, Burma was included in such exhibitions, as a
province of British India. After 1937, it appeared as a colony in its own right.}¥® These
ethnographic displays reinforced stereotypical views and strengthened popular
misconceptions about Burma and its people. For example, in 1896 there was a Burmese
village in the Crystal Palace exhibition centre, described in The Times as follows:

The village, which consists of several huts erected in the native style, has been
picturesquely placed under the central dome ... [It] has been entirely constructed
by the natives, who now inhabit it, and all the materials have been brought from
Burma. The Burmese have been collected from all parts of their native land, and
may be seen plying their many trades, including the manufacture of brass and
silver repousse work for which they are famous. In the theatre at intervals during
the day the natives give performances.*®*

In addition, there was an extensive ‘collection of native workmanship’, on loan from
private collectors.'®® Displays included examples of other traditional arts and crafts such
as lacquerware, tapestry and silk weaving, wood carving and cigar-making. These skills
were also mentioned on cigarette cards produced around that time. 18

A grand Burmese pavilion in the traditional style was erected at the British Empire
Exhibition in London in 1924.'®" It was a popular subject for postcards, one of which
claimed the exhibit ‘represents every branch of commerce and art in Burma’.'®® Once
again, there were displays of Burmese handicrafts and, in an obvious counterpoint for
visitors, examples of the ‘technical progress’ that had been achieved under the British, for
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example in the rice, timber and petroleum industries. A coloured poster produced at the
time showed a Burmese (that is, ethnic Burman) man and woman, in full court dress,
performing a traditional dance.!®® A second poster invited visitors to inspect a facsimile
of the Burmese royal court, while a third depicted elephants hauling teak logs. Another
large Burma pavilion was built for the 1938 Empire Exhibition in Glasgow. It was
guarded by two massive chinthes. According to a cigarette card issued by Mitchell and
Son that year, the pavilion displayed ‘all that the art and science, trade, commerce and

industry of the country can show’.*%

Mention should also be made of the private collections of Burmese cultural artefacts and
objets de curiositie that could be viewed by members of the public in Britain during the
19" and early 20" centuries. For example, in 1826 the naval officer and author Frederick
Marryat donated two large Burmese sculptures to the British Museum.®! The Trustees
turned down an offer of his entire collection of Burmese antiquities, but the following
year, after displaying some items in another public exhibition, he donated the remainder
to the Royal Asiatic Society.*®> Another prominent collector of Burmese artefacts was the
wealthy tea merchant Frederick Horniman, who travelled extensively through the
province in late 1895 and early 1896. He had opened a private museum near London in
1890, and later dedicated an entire room to Burma. According to one observer, the
displays of religious artefacts, royal regalia and weapons projected an image of;

A country steeped in ancient religious tradition and inhabited by an ostentatious
ex-monarchy, diverse and outlandish ethnic minorities, and bellicose
communities. %

The museum was enormously popular. In 1895 alone, more than 85,000 members of the
public passed through its turnstile.1%

These and other displays gave Burma and the Burmese a tangible presence in Britain,
albeit a very selective and packaged one. From all accounts, they attracted a large number
of visitors, not only from Britain itself but also from the continent, the US and other
places. The 1924 British Empire Exhibition, for example, was the largest of its kind
staged anywhere in the world to that time and attracted 27 million visitors.®> However,
the ethnographic displays served mainly to confirm widely-held notions of Burma as
picturesque but primitive, making it an ideal candidate for colonisation and management
by the more sophisticated and technically advanced West. As Nicky Level has written,
they:

... projected a subjective, fictional, and fetishized image of reality. An imagery
which was predicated on the separation and differentiation of self from other, of
the familiar from the exotic, of the progressive, “scientific”, civilised West from
the “inferior”, barbaric East.'%

They were celebrations of ‘the white man’s successful transplantation to the furthest

reaches of the globe, and his creation there of societies modelled on European lines’.t%
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Little, if any, attention was paid to the feelings and aspirations of the Burmese people
who, despite being celebrated in public, were not accorded any independent agency.

Burmese Society

Another key source of impressions about Burmese society, particularly during the early
19" century, was books written by Christian missionaries, which enjoyed a wide
readership in Britain and the US. Unfortunately, as Maung Htin Aung has pointed out,
many of these descriptions of Burma presented a ‘cruel and distorted picture’ of the
country.'®® For example, an account by the American Baptist Ann Judson, published in
1823, was to become an authoritative source for many who followed developments in
Burma. She wrote that ‘Burmans are politically and morally wretched’.*®® She felt that
she and her fellow missionaries were ‘surrounded by despotism, avarice, and cruelty; and
the darkness, the dreadful moral darkness, of heathen idolatry was evident, wherever we
turned our eyes’. To Judson, and many who came after her, the ‘natives’ were ‘ferocious’
and ‘barbarous’. It was a view shared by some other observers at the time. One was the
merchant Henry Gouger, who was imprisoned by King Bagyidaw during the First Anglo-
Burmese War and witnessed at first hand the cruelty and squalor suffered by his fellow
convicts. To him the Burmese were all ‘savages’.2%°

While not without complaints of their own, later visitors tended to take a more tolerant
approach to Burmese society. However, according to Helen Trager, the ‘assortment of
anecdotes, normative adjectives and phrases’ found in early missionary writings, such as
‘ignorant’, ‘arrogant’, ‘barbarous’, ‘cruel’ and ‘superstitious’, ‘became the clichés and

stereotypes used insensitively in the period and ever since’.?%

Many early missionaries in Burma felt that they stood ‘on the dividing line of the empires
of darkness and light’.2%? Their criticisms took on an increasingly bitter tone as it became
clear that the overwhelmingly Buddhist population were impervious to their Christian
messages. Most converts came from the country’s largely animist ethnic minorities, like
the Karen, Chin and Kachin. Buddhism was never going to be ‘overthrown’, as the
missionaries had once hoped, and sung about in hymns.?®® Gradually, however, the mood
changed. Particularly after the 1879 publication of Edwin Arnold’s sympathetic portrayal
of Buddhism in The Light of Asia, there was a ‘cultural attitude shift in the West
concerning perceptions of the Buddha and receptivity to Buddhism’.2%* This trend was
encouraged by other developments in Europe and the US, such as the flowering of
scientific enquiry, including the emergence in the 1860s of the academic discipline of
comparative religion. Together they challenged many of the assumptions of the
established Christian Church and encouraged a more open-minded attitude. Buddhism
could even be mocked in light verse, as in Kipling’s reference to a ‘Burma Girl’;

An’ a-wastin’ Christian kisses on an ‘eathen idol’s foot’:
Bloomin’ idol made o’ mud -
Wot they called the Great Lord Budd ...%%
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Indeed, the period in which Kipling wrote ‘Mandalay’ has been described by one scholar
as the ‘Buddhism-steeped Nineties’.2% Increasingly, accounts of the Burmese portrayed
them as a peaceful, spiritual people. Pagodas and Buddha statues were frequently
depicted on postcards and trading cards.?%’

Under both its monarchy and the British administration, Burmese society was
predominantly rural. Urban centres like Rangoon and Mandalay were exceptions to the
rule.?® This encouraged portrayals of a landscape of thousands of small villages living
under the benign administration of colonial officials. Contemporary illustrations typically
depicted ‘contented natives’ driving bullock carts or members of the country’s ethnic
minorities going about their (usually undefined) business.?’® As depicted by journalists
and travel writers, the ‘mighty’ Irrawaddy impressed itself on the popular imagination as
‘the living soul of the land, moulded and coloured through countless ages by the
influence of the majestic river’.?!® These sorts of images were the subject of numerous
engravings, photographs, postcards and trading cards, occasionally collected into albums
for sale, both to tourists in Burma and others in Europe, the US and Western outposts,
like Australia.?!! Some of these scenes, like elephants hauling teak, peasants ploughing
paddy fields and rice boats on the Irrawaddy River, were given a measure of official
endorsement by being depicted on the colony’s first postage stamps, issued in 1937.212

Notwithstanding the ubiquity of such images, one way that the British justified their rule
in Burma was to point to its physical and social transformation under the colonial
administration. Particularly after 1885, there was a flood of promotional material that
trumpeted the growth of Rangoon, the province’s cosmopolitan new capital.?!3
Photographers like Linneaus Tripe, Felice Beato and Peter Klier produced many
thousands of prints for sale and display, celebrating the construction of public buildings,
factories, railways and bridges.?!* As already noted, they were powerful vehicles for
communicating non-verbal messages about Burma’s changing landscape, reinforcing
those provided over the years by writers and artists. As Paul Theroux has noted:

In the beginning, photography was the proof that the exotic was not the
confidence trick of the traveling painters or the sketchers on board the ships of
discovery.?!®

Western audiences were regaled with pictures of fine buildings in the distinctive Anglo-
Indian style, such as the Colonial Secretariat, the Chief Law Courts and the General Post
Office.?!® In 1913, Lambert and Butler, a branch of Imperial Tobacco, issued a cigarette
card showing a locomotive on Burma’s expanding railway network.?!” Postcards also
celebrated infrastructure projects like the Gokteik railway viaduct in the Shan States and
the Ava Bridge across the Irrawaddy River.?!® These feats of engineering were implicitly
contrasted with the ‘primitive’ technology of the local population, most of who still lived
in small houses made of bamboo and palm thatch.

Burma did boast some grand edifices of its own, and these too were favourite subjects for
artists, for example in ‘oilette’ postcards produced by Raphael Tuck and Sons, and hand-
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tinted cards sold by the prolific Rangoon-based photographer D.A. Ahuja.?'® However,
local sites such as royal palaces, pagodas, monasteries and Buddha statues were presented
more as historical curiosities than as examples of architectural or cultural achievement.
Also, thus depicted, with barely any accompanying explanations, they could not give
foreign audiences any understanding of their political or religious significance, past or
present. As Saloni Mathur has pointed out, such pictures catered to the curiosity and
voyeurism of European spectators, and were underpinned by a range of assumptions
about the inherent superiority of the British and the legitimacy of their claims to
empire.??° Broadly speaking, these images were held up to demonstrate the achievements
of the colonial administration in ‘taming’ Burma and turning it into a peaceful and
productive province of India, and later independent colony.

Particularly between 1895 and 1918, described by one scholar as the ‘apogee of British
governance’ in Burma, these images were readily accepted by Western populations that
were being presented with a brighter and more optimistic picture than those provided by
earlier observers.??! The province had effectively been ‘pacified’ and the economy was
growing rapidly. Colonial rule was deemed to have been a success, and accepted
gratefully by the local population. When the Prince of Wales (later George V) toured
Burma in 1906, the ‘real Burmese’ were described by a Calcutta-based journalist in his
party as:

The clean, happy-go-lucky aristocratic children of the land, content to leave the
sordid pursuit of lucre to their more astute and prosaic competitors from East and

West ... It is an idyllic people, almost unreal in its delicate quaintness’.???

By 1916, the Burmese were being described in books as ‘the happiest people on earth’.?%3
Herbert Hoover, who worked in Burma as a mining engineer before becoming president
of the US in 1929, considered the Burmese ‘the only truly happy and cheerful race in all
Asia’ 2% At least until the 1930s, when a variety of political and economic tensions made
themselves felt, there was rarely any mention of urban race riots, agrarian unrest or the
rise of a nationalist movement dedicated to the removal of the British regime.??

The apparent success of colonial rule in Burma was a source of great satisfaction in the
West. Inspired by notions of social Darwinism, and encouraged by militant Christians,
many felt that Britain (and, through its Baptist missionaries, the US) were on a civilising
mission in Burma. As Kipling later wrote to his American readers, it was ‘the white
man’s burden’ to ‘send forth the best ye breed ... to serve your captives’ need’.??® To
those holding this view, the benefits to Burma were obvious. According to one official,
writing in 1888:

If riches and personal comfort, protection of property, just laws, incorruptible
judges and rulers, are blessings as a set-off against Utopian dreams of freedom,
then Jack Burman has a happy future.??’
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Britain’s role was made possible in large part by its military and economic power, and its
advanced technology but, as one of Orwell’s fictional characters claimed, the British saw
themselves as ‘torchbearers on the path of progress’.??® Naturally, this attitude was
reflected in official and private activities, and commercial products, ‘back home’.

It has been claimed that, by the time of Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee in 1897, the
portrayal of the empire in such positive terms was a ‘gigantic confidence trick’ to distract
people from Britain’s faltering great power status.??® If this was indeed so, it was made
easier in Burma’s case by the ignorance of the population, in Britain and the West more
generally, about the harsh reality of the colony’s political, economic and social problems,
and the challenges they posed. For, even by the 1930s, few Westerners had any first-hand
experience of Burma. The colonial government had always been small, and the military
units posted there rarely stayed very long. Most businesses were run by a few foreigners
supported by large local staffs. As a result, the wider public in Britain, and elsewhere in
the West, were largely dependent on the selective, distorted and misleading
representations of Burma derived from mass communication and popular culture. Burma
did not become a real place to most Westerners until Japan invaded it in December 1941
and drove out the British, requiring a major military effort to restore the status quo ante.

The Second World War and After

More than any other historical development, the Second World War brought Burma to
the attention of populations in Europe, the US and elsewhere, including Britain’s former
‘white colonies’ of Australia, New Zealand and Canada. In different ways, all were
caught up in the conflict, and a number had citizens fighting there.?®® The statistics vary
greatly, but according to one study there were more than 606,000 men and women in the
British Commonwealth forces, although it must be noted that the majority were drawn
from India and the African colonies. Another 12,000 Americans served in the wider CBI
theatre.?®! Some sources give much higher numbers. The Burma campaign was the
longest of the entire war, lasting from December 1941 to August 1945. Also, it was
arguably the fiercest and the most varied in terms of the terrain and styles of fighting.?*?
In these circumstances, it is not surprising that the notions of Burma that had taken root
in the West before the war were both strengthened and reshaped by the experiences of the
participants and the reports published ‘back home’. 233 However, there were shifts in the
ways that these ideas were conveyed and reinforced.

Typical of the kind of reporting sent back to metropolitan audiences was a two-part
article by Life magazine’s correspondent Clare Boothe. Passing through Mandalay during
the retreat from Burma in 1942, she wrote:

Yesterday, what did | know of Mandalay? Yesterday, to me it was just a Kipling
song, an Empire sound ... from Moulmein to Mandalay the course of the Empire
took its hot triumphant way, when Kipling was a war correspondent given to
writing wondrous jungle jingles before the century began. ... Mandalay in my
mind was only a shadowy, mysterious Oriental montage. | envisaged the city of
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Thibaw’s evil queen, whose name was Supayalat, full of bustling noisy bazaars
where lacy silver and solid gold trinkets, rubies from Magok, sapphires and jades
and amber, bright lacquer bowls and carved teak were sold. I saw, in my mind’s
eye, Buddhist priests, kneeling before the innumerable white pagodas, heard the
temple bells, the chant of temple rites, the chug-chug of little steamers on the
Irrawaddy, the creaking of the wheels of lazy bullock carts. | fancied the smiling
faces of black-haired, sandal-footed, flowery-robed Burmese girls ... I smelt the
fragrance of incense and flowering trees ...2%*

The story contained a number of minor errors (Kipling was not a ‘war correspondent’ as
such and ‘Magok’ should be ‘Mogok’, for example). However, the ‘shadowy, mysterious
Oriental montage’ described by Boothe constitutes a comprehensive catalogue of the
stereotypical images of Burma that lived in the minds of most Westerners at that time.

Another potent source of impressions about Burma during this period was the pictorial
supplements found in newspapers and popular magazines. Throughout the war these and
other publications, like The War Illustrated and Yank Magazine showed scenes which, if
nothing else, confirmed the by-now-standard Western perception of Burma as a beautiful
if rather strange and primitive country. Elephants helping to load American transport
planes with stores, mules carrying supplies along narrow mountain tracks, British soldiers
marching past gilded pagodas, Sherman tanks parked in front of Buddha statues and
aircraft flying over snow-clad Himalayan mountain peaks, were all typical fare.?® The
Burma (later Ledo) Road to China was hailed as an engineering miracle due to the harsh
weather and rugged terrain endured by the construction crews.?3® Another subject touched
upon in these publications was Burma’s legends, manifested mainly through the chinthe
statues that guarded many pagodas. The chinthe was adopted as a name and unit insignia
by General Orde Wingate’s ‘Chindit’ long range penetration groups.’

Official reports too could be quite influential. One in particular springs to mind. In 1943,
the British social anthropologist Geoffrey Gorer was commissioned by the US Office of
War Information to write a ‘diagnostic study’ of the ‘Burmese personality’, about which
the US armed forces at the time knew almost nothing. He concluded, on the basis of an
idiosyncratic interpretation of Sigmund Freud’s controversial teachings, that ‘the
fundamental Burmese character was founded on the factual and psychological dominance
of women’.%*® They were described as ‘good-humoured, cool, impersonal, kindly, firm,
efficient and helpful’.?®® They managed the household and most family business, and
generally dominated, but without claiming dominance. By contrast, Burmese men were to
Gorer’s mind weak and unreliable. He felt they were vain, lazy, pampered and gossipy.
They were unable to resist temptation, enjoyed ‘the ecstasy of violence’, took pleasure in
cruelty and demonstrated theatrical exhibitionism. As one later commentator
editorialised, ‘In public station they are irresponsible and capricious’.?*® Gorer sheeted
these traits home to infantile trauma, lax toilet training and distorted gender roles.
Considered overall, it was a damning indictment of traditional Burmese society.?*!
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Gorer’s monograph was initially given a ‘Confidential’ security classification and its
distribution confined to official circles. However, it circulated widely. According to Peter
Mandler, it was ‘read avidly across a variety of agencies, used as background for
propaganda and as cues to intercultural training in civil affairs schools’.?#? It was
probably also a source for the handbook prepared by the US Army’s Information Branch
for American service personnel on what they might expect when they entered Burma,
after it was liberated.?*® Also, in 1943 a slightly revised version of Gorer’s report was
released in mimeographed form under the title Burmese Personality by the Institute of
Intercultural Relations, a small non-profit organisation created by a group of scholars
who had pioneered the study of national character through anthropological methods.?*4
Not surprisingly, the report attracted a wide range of responses, but it was picked up after
the war and helped inform an academic debate about the Burmese and their culture.?*®
The general population was probably not aware of these rather esoteric discussions but,
even so, they contributed to the broader public discourse on the country and its people.

After the war, postcards and trading cards did not disappear but, with changes in taste,
technology and marketing techniques, they were no longer as critical in forming the
views of consumers. To cater to a more literate and mobile society, printed matter
became more important. The war became a staple subject for memoirs, novels and short
stories, as former servicemen and women, among others, sought to capitalize on their
experiences. This was important for, as Josef Silverstein has written;

Fiction provides a popular entryway for the “average” reader to reach beyond his
normal range of knowledge and imagination; it is more likely he will have read a
novel or short story rather than a history or scholarly work and it is from this
source that he will have formed his ideas and adopted his stereotypes.?4

In addition, there were numerous stories about wartime Burma in the cheap illustrated
magazines and ‘glossies’ that were increasingly taking the place of the pulps.?*” Comic
books, which had become popular in the 1930s and 1940s, also proved to be powerful
vectors for images of Burma.?*® This process was greatly assisted by the movies set in
Burma that appeared in the 1950s and 1960s.

In the first few decades after the Japanese surrender in 1945 there was an outpouring of
novels written about the Second World War in Asia and the Pacific, a disproportionate
number of which focussed on operations in Burma and China.?*°® Special attention was
paid to irregular units like the Chindits, Merrill’s Marauders and the Kachin Rangers.
Among the most evocative of these works were Donald Eyre’s Foxes Have Holes, David
King’s The Brave and the Damned, and Tom Chamales’ Never So Few.?*® Such stories
emphasised the difficult terrain in which the soldiers and airmen (of both sides) had to
operate, the dreadful weather conditions and other hardships. Attention was also paid to
the physical and mental toll that such conditions took on the men in Burma, as shown for
example in Walter Baxter’s Look Down in Mercy.?! Little attention was paid to the local
population, although some novels included references (both positive and negative) to ‘the
natives’. These included H.E. Bates’ Jacaranda Tree and Francis Clifford’s A Battle is

Southeast Asia Research Centre Working Paper Series, No. 197, 2020
25



Fought to be Won.?>? One Japanese contribution to the genre was The Burmese Harp, a
sensitive children’s story about the war by Michio Takeyama, published in 1946.2%

As Silverstein has written, quality fiction could provide ‘an important prism through
which the strands of light propel images and ideas of Burma to the reader that help him to
understand aspects of Burmese life and culture’.?®* They may have had the same basic
ingredients, and reflected many of the same stock images, but the same cannot be said of
the thousands of cheap magazines, war comics and airport novels produced, mainly in
Britain and the US, during the 1950s and 1960s.2°° Their readers were offered a view of
Burma through a glass darkly.

After 1945, the dime novels and pulp fiction of the pre-war era evolved into cheap
illustrated magazines, also intended for mass audiences. Even the so-called ‘girlie’
magazines of the period included adventure stories, which gave wide scope for material
about Burma. They ranged from breathless ‘true’ tales, such as J.H. Williams’ 1954 story
‘Elephant Man from Burma’ in Men, and ‘How Merrill’s Brave Marauders Were Sold
Down the River’, in a 1962 copy of Male, to obviously fabricated accounts such as Ben
Giordano’s ‘16,000,000 in Rubies and It's Still There!” in the April 1964 issue of Real
Men.?® A 1957 story in Man’s Conquest about travel through a leech-infested part of the
country was titled ‘Flesh-Feast for the Beasts of Burma’.?>’ There were also numerous
stories that set real or imagined wartime adventures in Burma within the soft-core sexual
milieu of these magazines, such as ‘I Led the Airborne Nymphs of Burma’, published in
World of Men in 1962, and Leon Lazarus’s ‘Yank Who Led Burma's Nude Nymph
Commandos’, in For Men Only in 1964.2%8 In 1969, True Action magazine carried a story
entitled ‘He Lived with the Devil Love Worshippers of North Burma’.?>®

As the titles of these stories suggest, the physical setting was often less important than
their content. In their own ways, however, they all helped to emphasise Burma’s
exoticism and remoteness from the world of the average city-bound Western reader. The
same phenomenon can be seen in many of the mass-market paperback books about
Burma that were produced in Britain and the US.

Burmese Days, George Orwell’s 1934 novel condemning imperial rule in Burma, was re-
released as a paperback in 1952, but with the sensational tagline: ‘A saga of jungle hate
and lust’. The book’s cover showed a European couple passionately embracing while a
half-naked Burmese girl looked on.?®° Edward Aarons’ 1962 suspense novel Assignment
Burma Girl, about the search for two Americans missing in the jungle, also had a half-
naked Burmese girl on its front cover.?®* Yet another barely-clad Burmese girl graced the
cover of F. Van Wyck Mason’s 1963 thriller Trouble in Burma, about an agent sent to
destroy a lost missile in Burma.?®? To give one more example of this genre, the Asian
woman on the cover of The House of Bamboo, by Charles De Verteuil, was almost fully
clothed, albeit in what appears to be a Chinese costume. However, the paperback had the
cover blurb ‘In a Burmese girl’s warm, seductive beauty he found escape from the flames
of forbidden desire ... and the nightmare past’.?5® Such pictures and texts were doubtless
intended to promote sales at a time when the market was being flooded by cheap pocket
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books, but they incidentally encouraged the idea of Burma as a remote tropical country
full of violent men and lustful women.

At the same time, war comics like All-American Men of War began to claim the attention
of Western readers. They were closely followed from 1958 by British comics like War
Picture Library and, from 1961, Commando Comics. During the 1960s and 1970s, the
first released 12 titles a month and was enormously popular in Britain and its former
dominions.?®* Some British comics, like Air Battle Library and Combat Picture Library
were even printed in Australia and New Zealand to cater to the local markets. Most of
these comic books carried stories about the war in Burma. Battle Picture Weekly, for
example, published from 1975 to 1988, was known for a series titled ‘Darkie’s Mob’,
‘nothing less than a comic strip version of Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness’, set in
Burma during the war.?® Several of the authors and artists employed to produce these
publications had served in the CBI theatre, and were able to give Burma-related stories a
degree of accuracy and immediacy.?®® Even so, in all these comics, when the country
featured as a backdrop to tales of wartime derring-do, it was invariably portrayed in
stereotypical terms as a dense green jungle full of wild animals and colourful locals,
suffering torrid heat and monsoon downpours. Readers could be forgiven for thinking
that the natural environment posed the Allies greater challenges than the Japanese.

The old tropes were still proving useful well into modern times, albeit occasionally
reinforced by other material. In 1986, for example, a story in the G.l. Combat comic
series titled ‘Dead Winner’ described a group of mercenaries who, in an attempt to evade
the police in the Bay of Bengal, sailed up the Chindwin River (somehow skipping 600
kilometres of the Irrawaddy River). In a bizarre mix of literary clichés with both Asian
and African overtones, there was a missionary sick with fever, a faithful retainer, a
damsel in distress, ‘treacherous jungle’, poisonous snakes, ‘native drums’, witch doctors
and head hunters.?®” In “The Search for Byron’, published in 1996, the costumed comic
strip character known as The Phantom (‘the ghost who walks’) went to southern Burma
to rescue a missing aviator from ‘head hunters’.?® He revealed that he had been there
before, sorting out ‘a nasty tribal war’. He described Burma in (by now) conventional
terms as ‘a terrible country ... wild animals, thick jungle, incredible heat, ferocious
natives’.2%% It all made for great entertainment, but bore little relation to the real Burma.

Burma’s reputation for the unusual and bizarre was kept alive by enterprises like Ripley’s
Believe it or Not! From a small newspaper panel in 1918, it evolved into an international
franchise producing magazines, radio programs, short movies and, from 1949, television
series. Burma featured in these productions on several occasions. In 1954, for example,
the magazine ran a story about ‘the women who smoke through their cheeks’. The story
claimed that ‘The Palaung girls of Burma cut holes in both their cheeks to hold their foot-
long cheroots’.?”® The Padaung ‘giraffe girls’, who wore brass rings around their necks,
were also mentioned, and were even displayed as wax figures in various Ripley’s
‘odditoriums’ (museums). A subject covered several times was Burmese pythons, which
had a reputation for growing up to 25 feet (7.62 metres) long and enlarging their own
hearts by 40% when eating. One story was about an albino specimen. Another story
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published by Ripley’s was about Burma’s king
Siritaribhavanadityapauaraanditasudhammarajamahada-ipatinarapatisithu, whose subjects
were required to pronounce all 69 syllables of his name whenever he was addressed.?"
The ‘gravity-defying’ Kyaiktiyo pagoda has also received the Ripley’s treatment.?’?> So
t0o has the ‘Lai Tu Chin tribe’, whose women cover their faces with tattoos.?”®

Perhaps the most indelible impressions of Burma during this period, however, came from
the cinema. Between 1941 and 1962, almost all of the 14 feature movies set in Burma
were war stories. These included Objective Burma, starring Errol Flynn (1945), The
Purple Plain (1954) starring Gregory Peck, Never So Few with Frank Sinatra (1959) and
Merrill’s Marauders starring Jeff Chandler (1962).2’* There was a Burmese heroine in
The Purple Plain, and in Merrill’s Marauders there is a scene in which local villagers
share their meagre food supplies with exhausted American soldiers. However, none of
these movies gave a realistic portrayal of Burma, its people, or the war.?”> Objective
Burma was considered so inaccurate that British veterans protested and it had to be
withdrawn from local theatres.?’® The studios were still fixed on the idea of a beautiful
but rugged country cursed with intolerable weather, inhabited by primitive locals and
savage animals. Occasionally this theme was taken too far, as in Escape to Burma, a 1955
movie in which Barbara Stanwyck played the manager of a teak plantation in what was
described on the movie’s publicity posters as ‘the hot green hell of the Burma jungle’.
The movie contains a memorable scene in which the heroine encounters a chimpanzee,
which is native to Africa, and an orangutan, which is only found in Indonesia.?’’

It might be noted in passing that Western countries were not the only ones that peddled
clichéd images of Burma, for public consumption. Between 1948, when it regained its
independence, until the mid-1970s, Burma itself promoted many of the same themes.
Until the Union of Burma Bank introduced a new range of banknotes in 1972, for
example, the country’s paper currency repeatedly featured pictures of rice boats on the
Irrawaddy River, women spinning silk, elephants hauling teak, women planting paddy
and farmers ploughing their fields with bullocks.?”® 1t was not until the issue of a new 20
kyat note in 1965 that the currency acknowledged the country’s attempts to adopt
mechanised farming methods. After 1972, most of these images were abandoned,
although the 90 kyat note issued in 1987 again depicted a farmer and his bullock.?”® This
pattern was not repeated on the country’s postage stamps, which favoured political
themes, but occasionally issues included a rural scene or a reference to traditional cottage
industries.? In their own ways, all these pictures reflected the tropes found in the West,
which was already primed from a wide range of other sources to receive them.

In these and other ways, large and small, the idea of Burma as a land of jungles,
elephants, paddy fields, pagodas and pretty girls was reinforced in the minds of Western
populations. As a result, whenever people in places as far apart as Europe, the US,
Australia, Canada or New Zealand were reminded of Burma, however fleetingly, their
initial mental responses were coloured by the stereotypes which had become familiar and
widely accepted as accurate. From the 1950s through to the 1980s, such occasions
became increasingly rare, as Burma under General Ne Win’s socialist government
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adopted policies that favoured economic autarky and strict neutrality in foreign affairs.
As the country withdrew into isolation, and actively discouraged foreign contacts, so it
faded from public view in the West. Burma rarely warranted stories in the mainstream
news media, or was the subject of newsreels and feature movies.?®! Even academic
studies of Burma fell into abeyance, as Western scholars turned their attention to places
that were more accessible.?®? Yet, occasionally, there were reminders of Burma in the
daily life of Westerners that could trigger memories, reawaken old images, and polish old
misconceptions.

For example, the elephant that paraded through Washington on the occasion of President
Dwight D. Eisenhower’s inauguration in 1953, as the Republican Party’s official mascot,
was named ‘Burma’.?®® A number of board games popular in the 1950s and 1960s drew
on Burmese scenes and, it was claimed, local traditions and legends.? It is still possible
to buy jigsaw puzzles based on paintings of the old royal palace in Mandalay (destroyed
during the Second World War), and paintings of Burmese women in national dress.?®
Between 1969 and 1986, Britain’s Queen Elizabeth rode a horse named ‘Burmese’ at the
annual Trooping the Colour ceremony in London.?® In 1973, the queen ordered a tiara
from the jeweller Garrard and Company, set with 96 rubies gifted to her by the Burmese
people on the occasion of her marriage in 1947.287 She still wears it to state functions, its
Burmese connection occasionally exciting tabloid journalists.?®® The name ‘Burma’ has
fallen out of fashion somewhat, and in any case was formally replaced by ‘Myanmar’ in
1989. However, ‘Mandalay’ remains popular, lending itself to casinos, holiday resorts,
shipping firms, musical groups and a range of other commercial enterprises. The logo of
Mandalay Pictures is a tiger.?®° In various ways, they are all trading on Burma’s exotic
reputation and, by its exploitation, perpetuating it.

The abortive 1988 pro-democracy uprising dramatically changed the public face of
Burma. Since then, the country has been thrust into the world’s headlines by periodic
reports of human rights abuses and civil unrest, which now receive much greater attention
in the West than in the past. The public’s eye also focused on attractive, Oxford-educated
opposition leader Aung San Suu Kyi. Held under house arrest for nearly 15 years, she
became a potent symbol of the peaceful struggle for a democratic government. Her
marriage to an Englishman prompted the military regime to draw unfavourable
comparisons between her and Kipling’s ‘Burma girl’, who was seen to have chosen a
foreigner over her own people.?®® Aung San Suu Kyi discouraged tourism, apparently to
deny the regime foreign exchange, and advertisements for those still prepared to visit
Burma were muted, compared with the past. In the activist literature, and also in some
official statements, the regime was described in terms reminiscent of comments in the
19" century British press about the reputedly drunken and blood-thirsty King Thibaw and
his scheming wife Supayalat.?®* Despite all this negative publicity, however, an idealised
picture of Burma survived. For many, it came to represent what Burma could become
under a truly democratic government.

After 2011, when power was formally handed over to an elected civilian government,
albeit under a fair measure of military control, tourism was again encouraged. Travel
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agencies and other commercial enterprises immediately sought to regenerate the West’s
romantic notions of Burma. Coffee table books, brochures, postcards and websites were
filled with views of golden pagodas, working elephants, green paddy fields, Buddhist
monks and colourful locals. It is no coincidence that, in their content, such outlets
mirrored similar works produced over 100 years ago. The old stereotypes had been given
a new lease of life.?2 Clearly, these campaigns have worked. The number of foreign
visitors to Burma ballooned from 791,505 in 2010 to 4,364,101 in 2019.2%3 Despite the
international backlash against the brutal ‘clearance operations’ against the Muslim
Rohingyas in 2016 and 2017, Burma is still ranked as one of the world’s fastest growing
holiday destinations, with an increase of over 40% in tourist numbers in 2019.2%
Overwhelmingly, these visitors have sought out the sights, sounds and experiences that
they have come to associate with traditional Burma, through decades of exposure to the
stereotypes in popular culture.?®®

Conclusion

In recent years, scholars and commentators have tried to answer the questions: how was
colonial Asia perceived in and by the Western world, how did people in countries like
Britain and the US form their views, and how were they manifested? 2° Burma has not
been prominent in these studies, but it is starting to receive greater attention.

Historians have led the way, not only by informing Western audiences about past
developments in Burma but also by describing how European contacts over the centuries
gave rise to a wide range of myths, mysteries and misconceptions.?®” Other social
scientists have made useful contributions. In 1985, for example, Josef Silverstein
discussed the portrayal of Burma in several novels by European and American authors.?%
Clive Christie and Stephen Keck later surveyed the travel literature produced during the
colonial period, and weighed its impact on Western perceptions of Burma.?®® Deborah
Boyer has searched through Victorian-era periodicals for references to Burma and its role
in the British Empire.3%° In 2009, this author examined the way in which Burma had been
represented in Hollywood movies and how this might have influenced foreign views of
the country.®! Others have commented on the paintings of Burma and Burmese people
produced by British artists during the colonial period.3%? There have also been a number
of public exhibitions that have looked at engravings and photographs that influenced the
way in which Burma and other parts of Asia were seen in the West.3%

The most enduring mental pictures of a country, however, are formed not from a single
source, but from the combination of many, often subtle, influences, accumulated over
time. The perceptions of Burma formed in the 19" and 20™" centuries derived in part from
high culture, but arguably the vehicles of popular culture were more powerful vectors.
For, despite their lowly status and often ephemeral nature, they were highly influential
social artefacts that portrayed Burma and the Burmese people in ways that helped them
become part of an imaginative inner world. Indeed, these packaged, archetypal images
were presented in economical ways that almost guaranteed their absorption into the
Western subconscious. Also, the creation and consolidation of these pictures in the public
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mind was a dynamic process. References made to particular aspects of Burma, either real
or imagined, gave them a higher profile, but it was the constant repetition of such tropes
that ensured their survival. Once established, they were then available for even wider
distribution and exploitation. To paraphrase Edward Said, in his ground-breaking study
Orientalism, first the vision was created, then it served the world conceived.3%

Burma, and the ‘Far East’ more generally, was cast as ‘a daydream realm of ahistorical,
exotic, and erotic pleasures, locked away in a charming past that bears no immediate
relation to the concerns of modern, progressive, real Europe’.3% It was a highly distorted
picture, at several levels. However, the crudity and simplicity of the messages conveyed
by movies, pulp fiction, postcards, trading cards and other vehicles of popular culture
helped to ensure their impact, and durability. In this regard, George Orwell’s views
remain pertinent. In an essay on ‘Boys’ Weeklies’ first published in 1940 he wrote that:

Most people are influenced far more than they would care to admit by novels,
serial stories, films and so forth, and from this point of view the worst books are
often the most important because they are usually the ones that are read earliest in
life. It is probable that many people who consider themselves extremely
sophisticated and ‘advanced’ are actually carrying through life an imaginative
background which they acquired in childhood.>%

Orwell was writing about children’s story papers like the Gem (1907-39) and the Magnet
(1908-40), but his comments could apply equally to other vehicles of popular and
commercial culture.

Burma features less in such areas these days, but it is still the subject of countless stories,
many of which bear little relation to reality. Since the 1988 uprising, accounts in the news
media, in activist literature and online have often been overly simplified, inaccurate or
biased.3%” They have reinforced many of the old cliches about a country torn between the
forces of light and the forces of darkness. For example, it is easy to find descriptions of
Burma that emphasise its natural beauty, unique culture and charming people. At the
same time, the country has for many years been described as a poverty-stricken hell-hole,
dominated by a military regime that has been guilty of gross human rights violations,
even crimes against humanity. Also, some Western countries are still falling into the trap
of thinking that they are more mature societies, and that the Burmese are unable to
determine their own future. As Thant Myint U has written, before Aung San Suu Kyi
formed a coalition government with the armed forces, Burma was widely viewed as ‘a
naturally rich country of tremendous potential held back by a despotic and singularly
inept regime ... This was the image of Burma that was being carved in stone: wicked

generals, a faultless icon and an innocent people waiting for salvation’.3%

Aung San Suu Kyi is now in power, after a fashion, but conditions in Burma have not
changed as much as was once hoped. The country still suffers from a wide range of
‘fiendishly complex’ problems that seem to defy solution.®® Also, due to the
depredations of the armed forces against the Rohingyas and other ethnic minorities,
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Western governments still see Burma as posing a major humanitarian problem that needs
to be addressed by the international community.31° Yet, for all those concerns, Burma
stubbornly clings to its more romantic image, helped along by the growing number of
travelogues, memoirs and photographic collections that are being produced by tourists
and temporary residents.3!! Also, their enthusiasm may now be waning, but many
entrepreneurs still speak of shaking the ‘pagoda tree’, much as they did under the
British.!2 Through such means, Burma seems destined to retain its mystery, and to
continue weaving its magical spell on armchair travellers and others in the West who
dream of remote and exotic places, populated by wild animals and sweet girls sitting by
golden pagodas. Perhaps, as Paul Theroux has written;

We are bewitched by visions of the faraway and the fantastic, because dreams of
these Edens, of the overseas worlds of beauty and oddness and pleasure, seem to
make life bearable.3!®

PopCulture/PopCulturel
1 May 2020
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