
Shan Invention of Tradition:
In Case of Bamboo Thread 
Buddha Image

TAKATANI Michio, ph.d, 

Professor Emeritus

Hiroshima University, JAPAN

4 December 2025

Symposium

for the 25th Anniversary Inauguration of SEAMEO

Southeast Asian Indigenous Culture and Traditions:

Interaction, Inclusion and Integration



CONTENTS

1. Introduction

2. Religious Background

3. Social Background

     :Shan Literature and Culture Association (SLCA) 

4. Loong Oun Sheng/Sao Pu

5. Pra Inn San/Hnee Phaya 

6. Academical Review

7. Concluding Remarks

Acknowledgement

References



Introduction

  Today’s presentation focuses on Shan invention of 

tradition through use of their ethnological materials. 

The presenter has been conducting anthropological 

field research in Myanmar since 1983, especially in
Shan/ရှမ်: (Tai/တ’:) cultural area since 1990.



Religious Background

-It is said that more than 90 percentage of the Shan people

are Buddhists and one of the remarkable activities by 

Shan Buddhists since the 1990s is 

to donate bamboo thread Buddha image

 (Pra Inn San in Shan, Hnee Phaya in Bamar,)

to Shan monasteries.

-Pra(-kyauk) or Phaya means the Buddha, 

Inn means Sakka (King of Celestial Gods/Thagya Min),

San means weaving. 

Hnee means bamboo thread.



Social Background

-In 1990s, Shan literary and cultural committees in 

not only some parts of Shan State but also the other

areas began to act to preserve Shan traditions and 

language with permission from the authorities 

concerned. Across the century, Central Shan Literature

and Culture Troop has been organized at Lashio and 

now is located at Taunggyi. Though such associations

e.g. community-based organizations (CBO) had 

existed before at various social levels, it seems that 

a more organized one than before was needed to affirm

collective consciousness of Shan culture at that time.



-At the time of 2003, the number of Shan Literature and 

Culture Association (SLCA) was 21 

and it increased to 93 at the time of 2013. 





-Shan literature and culture deeply relate with 

Buddhist worship, at least for the first step. 

-A pamphlet containing an appeal 

for co-operation and donation in preserving 

the traditional Shan literature and culture, 

is written in both Shan and Bamar scripts. 

-This pamphlet, which was edited by Central SLCA

founded at Taunggyi in 1999, includes  

the plan for actions, (1)- as follows:

(1) Search and revitalization of Buddhist literature



1999





-It is sure that Shan construction and reconstruction of 

knowledge relate with Buddhist worship in both the past

and present. The term of tham (dharma/Sanskrit) in Shan/

thathana in Bamar originally signifies vessel of Buddhism. 

-Shan sangha, Buddhist monastic order continues to 

participate in cultural heritage preservation. 

-One of the milestones in its history is to found Shan State

Buddhist university in February 2016. The leading monk,

Venerable Prof. Dr. Khammai Dhammasami, namely

Oxford Sayadaw is also promoting Lik Long (Treasure 
from Tai Great Texts/ ရှမ်:ပရုပ ကု်စာပပ) conference 

since 2013, conference of Tai Society for Historical Studies

since 2015 once a year. 



-When Central Shan Literature and Culture Troop 

and Lashio SLCA celebrated Shan New Year

(third time at national level), in December 2018,
its representative meeting was held at မနဆ်ူ ရှမ်:ပက ာင:် , 

where lots of Shan guests were staying and being 

supplied food every day. 

-Shan monasteries where are convenient for gathering 

for events give opportunities to remind that the Shan are 

not only Shan people but also belong to Buddhist tradition.



Shan New Year 2113 (pimaü tay)

                                                             9th December 2018
Central Shan Literature and Culture Troop (Taunggyi) together with
relevant township Shan Literature and Cultural Associations and 
Shan ethnics celebrated Shan New Year festival at the Cherry Myaing 
Ground in Lashio, northern Shan State, starting on December 6th. 

2012 Keng Tung

2014 Taunggyi

2018 Lashio
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-For the Shan, ‘religious’ identity and ‘ethnic’ identity are

inseparable.

-One of the remarkable activities by Shan Buddhists since

the 1990s is to donate bamboo thread Buddha image

(Pra Inn San in Shan, Hnee Phaya in Bamar,)

to Shan monasteries, in Tachilek (1995), Panglong (2004), 

Pyin Oo Lwin, Yangon and Mawlamyine (2005) and other

places.

-Shan people explains that this tradition can be traced back

to the 14th century, so we can analyze it is a case of 

Shan invention of tradition.



Analytical Concept:

-‘Invented tradition’ is taken to mean a set of practices, 

normally governed by overtly or tacitly accepted rules 

and of a ritual or symbolic nature, which seek to

inculcate certain values and norms of behaviour by

repetition, which automatically implies continuity with

the past [Hobsbawm 1983: 1].

-Inventing traditions, it is assumed here, is essentially 

a process of formalization and ritualization, 

characterized by reference to the past, 

if only by imposing repetition [Hobsbawm 1983: 4].



-Some of Pra Inn San/Hnee Phaya were created by 

an expert, U Loong Oun Sheng.

-The presenter had a chance to observe making bamboo 

Thread Buddha image at Mae Hong Son province of 

Northern Thailand in 2023. 

-The leader of the project was a disciple of 

U Loong Oun Sheng. Such activities seem to be currently

flourishing in Shan cultural area and indicate not only 

how pious Shan Buddhists are but also how they maintain

their worship through donation of Buddha images with 

cooperation of Shan literary and cultural committees.

-The presenter will show some photographs later.



Loong Oun Sheng
/Sao Pu
Pra Inn San
/Hnee Phaya



-A Shan acquaintance of 30 years’ standing who was 

chairperson of construction of Pra Inn San/Hnee Phaya 

in Yangon gave its history pamphlet and explanation 

to the presenter.



Published in 

2010, Yangon





-In Mong Hnan village, Mong Khet township of Eastern 

Shan State, A memorial Pra Inn San/Hnee Phaya was 

enshrined. It has a history of 700 years. The legend tells 

the first bamboo thread Buddha image construction by 

dream warning to a famous sayadaw from Thagya Min. 

-It was said that Thagya Min transformed into the form of 

an elder and joined in white clothes among the cooperation.

That’s why the image was given a title of 
Thagya Min Kaunghmudaw. သကိ ြာ:မင:်က ြာင:်မူက ြာ်

-In Mong Hnan village, Mong Khet township of Eastern 

Shan State, A memorial Pra Inn San/Hnee Phaya was 

enshrined. It has a history of 700 years. The legend tells 

the first bamboo thread Buddha image construction by 

dream warning to a famous sayadaw from Thagya Min. 

-It was said that Thagya Min transformed into the form of 

an elder and joined in white clothes among the cooperation.

That’s why the image was given a title of 
Thagya Min Kaunghmudaw. သိ #ကိ :မငိ :ေကိိ ငိ :မ*ေတိိ ိ 





-According to the history, Loong Oun Sheng was a 

Buddhist disciple dayaka of Mong Hoping sayadaw and 

constructed a Bamboo Thread Buddha Image in Tachilek

in 1995 for the first time, when he was 50 years old. 

-With worship to former Mong Hnan Pra Inn San/Hnee 

Phaya and another image of Lwan Lein monastery 

produced by Mong Hoping sayadaw, he was repeatedly 

encouraged to do his best from Thagya Min and completed 

his work in 118 days. During the period, he observed 

The Triple Gem in all white clothes, no eating meat. 

-According to the history, Loong Oun Sheng was a 

Buddhist disciple dayaka of Mong Hoping sayadaw and 

constructed a Bamboo Thread Buddha Image in Tachilek

in 1995 for the first time, when he was 50 years old. 

-With worship to former Mong Hnan Pra Inn San/Hnee

Phaya and another image of Lwan Lein monastery 

produced by Mong Hoping sayadaw, he was repeatedly 

encouraged to do his best from Thagya Min and completed 

his work in 118 days. During the period, he observed 

The Triple Gem in all white clothes, no eating meat. 



-The executive committee in Yangon invited him from 

Pyin Oo Lwin. He observed 8 precepts of Buddhism and 

totally devoted to this works. During construction period, 

he was also in all white clothes with no afternoon meal 

eat alone.

-In 2004-2005, he completed several Pra Inn San/Hnee 

Phaya in Pyin Oo Lwin (Donator: U Aung Myint, Daw 

Nang Ngwe and devotees/Nattaw-Pyatho), Panglong 

(Donator: U Nandi and devotees/Tabotwe-Tagu), Yangon

 (Donator: U Maung Sein and devotees/Tagu-Nayon) 

and Mawlamyaine (Donator: U Phon Win and devotees

/Kason-Wakhaung).

-In 2005 he entered monkhood. 

His name has become Sao Pu.



Pyin Oo Lwin

Hand gesture: Bhumi-phassa Mudra











Pang long

The image was gilded in gold colour.
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Shan Monastery







Wat Chong Klang
Mae Hong Son
Norther Thailand
2023 













Loong Oung Sheng/Sao Pu’s disciple



-He explained that Master Sao Pu created 

Pra Inn San /Hnee Phaya in many towns in Shan State

as well as Mae Hong Son, Chiang Mai.

-He also explains that there is another craftsman group of 

Master Sao Pu’s disciple.

-Dr Myin Myin Than analyzes about Hnee Phaya in Thaton

which works commenced in 2012 as follows:

The craftsmen who wove were a group of six young

people led by Sayar Myint Naing Oo from Nyaung Shwe 

of Southern Shan State who are trained by famous

Shan architects and craftsmen Sayargyi Lone On Sai

(= Loon Oun Sheng) and Sayargyi U Aung Myint

[Myint Myint Than 2005: 4].



-The Buddha images were traditionally made of stone, 

brick, bronze and wood, etc. For this reason, the ability to

weave the whole image of the Buddha using just bamboo 

strips is indeed very special and wonderful 

[Myint Myint Than, 2015: 3].

-As the presenter mentioned before,

Shan people explains that this tradition can be traced back

to the 14th century, so we can analyze it is a case of 

Shan invention of tradition especially since the 1990s

through master-disciple relationship and network of

Buddha image weavers, producers and donators.

-Historically we have to review at least two articles as follows:



Academical Review:

-Dr. Than Tun reviewed about lacquer images industry of 

the Buddha from about 1750 to 1929 and mentioned that

the best market to sell them was the Shan State and vendors

each carried sixteen or twenty-four images to Keng Tung

in the east or even further east to Thailand

 [Than Tun 1980: 33] .

-He also explained that no one did any lacquer image 

by 1929, because there was no demand. The main cause of

this, he think, was the competition of marble images made

small and cheap at Mandalay and pictures printed in colours

at Rangoon and painted in glass [Than Tun 1980:32].



-Sketches to Illustrate how two small images were inside

a big image so that one man also could carry twenty four

images, twelve on each side of the yoke 

[Than Tun 1980: 35-36].





-Hnee Phaya images are made of bamboo strips. 

-Lacquered Buddha images are firstly made of bamboo 

strips wrapped by pieces of textile

or robes coated by lacquer [Maung Tha 2020]. 

-Hnee Phaya 

never used any cloth on the woven bamboo thread.



-Both kinds of Buddha images made of bamboo strips and 

lacquer have advantages such as lack of decaying by insect, 

resilience of climatic conditions and durability in offering 

gold foils. As such, the bamboo strip Buddha image has

been lasting for 700 years in Mong Hnan Village of 

Mong Khet Township [Maung Tha 2020].

-We can visit lacquer images of the Buddha even now.



Yangon
Kambawza
Thathana Beikman
Near Shwedagon Pagoda
And Hsipaw





Lacquer image of the Buddha

Shan Monastery in Hsipaw



-T’ien Ju-K’ang who conducted field research in 1940 

reports Buddhist mode of action for religious merit and 

title near the boundary area between the Shan State and 

China. The performers of Great Pai ceremony set out for 

Namkham to purchase the statues of Buddha, as it would

be more convenient for them to make the trip together, 

and also it would cost them less if they bought the statues

wholesale [T’ien Ju-K’ang 1986: 13-14]. 

-The more remarkable the ceremony was, 

the greater the donor got the title and pride. 



Indonesia raises alert as monkeypox cases increase to 14
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Buddha Images made of bamboo strips across Myanmar
February 22, 2020

By Maung Tha (Archaeology)By Maung Tha (Archaeology)

Buddhist people have been keeping Buddha images at their homes as well as religious monuments such as stupas,
temples and monasteries for obeisance since yore. These Buddha images were made of gold, silver, bronze, iron, wood,
brick and concrete. Nowadays, bronze casting, sculpturing and stone sculpturing industries are being operated to making
Buddha images in various sizes.

Currently, not only Buddha images made of gold, silver, bronze, marble, jade, emerald and amber but also the images
made of bamboo strips are created for public obeisance.

Background history of carving Buddha ImagesBackground history of carving Buddha Images

In general, Buddha images were made and cast in four body postures—reclining, sitting, standing and walking. Most of the
images are made in sitting posture for obeisance at houses, stupas and temples and monasteries. Standing Buddha
images can be seen at some temples including Ananda Temple in Bagan. Reclining Buddha images can be paid obeisance
at Shwethalyaing, Seinthalyaung and Myathalyaung Buddha images in Bago in addition to some significant pagodas. The
Buddha images in walking posture can be seen in some pagodas.

There was no evidence on carving Buddha images for obeisance till BC 308 when the Third Buddhist Synod was convened
after the Lord Buddha had attained Parinirvana on 13 May BC 544. Experts assumed carving Buddha images started for
paying homage in 75 AD.

Buddha images were not kept in the earliest stupas built in Birhuk, Sanchi and Amaravati of India but symbols of the
Buddha such as lotus flower, footprints and stupas were inserted into the stupa in Sanchi.

Although some Buddhism treatises mentioned there were some images in the time of the Lord Buddha, firm evidences
showed that Buddha images were made in the 1st century AD. After Alexander, the king of Greek had occupied Gandhara
region of northern India, a Buddhist fine art of Greek flourished in India. At that time, Gandhara stone sculptors carved
Buddha images in Greece and Roman styles.

Buddha Images in MyanmarBuddha Images in Myanmar

Local people did not have any traditions of carving Buddha images for obeisance in India from BC 72 to BC 25 during the
Andhra dynasty. However, experts assumed Buddha images were created in Mahtura region on the bank of Jamuna River
in India between 40 AD and 320 AD during the Kushan era.

From then onward, carving Buddha images started around Amaravati city near Krishna River in southeast of India in
Amaravati era in the 2nd century AD. As the Buddha images in Amaravati era style were excavated in Pyu regions of
Myanmar such as Sri Kestra, Beikthanoe and Mongmaw cities, some assumptions indicated that Buddha images might be
conveyed from Amaravati city to Sri Kestra through maritime route.

Works of stone sculpturing, bronze casting and baking earthen votive tablets were produced in Pala era from 750 AD to
1174 AD. Some Buddha images made in Bagan era were under influence of styles from the works in Pala era.

As the relations between Myanmar and India were established long time ago, faith in Buddhism had arrived in Myanmar
since Pyu era. A Buddha image with five centimetres in height was excavated in ancient Pyu city state Beikthanoe in 1996
and another image in 14 centimetres in height in 2003.

A Buddha image with a broken head was unearthed together with its throne in ancient Pyu city state Sri Kestra in 1928
and votive tablets from Pyokhingyi mound at the same city. A stone relief assumed as a Bodhisatta image excavated from
Kyaukbilu toddy palm plantation ancient Hanlin city state in 1929-1930 is put on display at Hanlin stone plaque chamber
for public observation.

Works of Buddha images were identified as eras of Pyu, Bagan, Pinya, Inwa, Nyaungyan, Konbaung and Yadanabon in
Myanmar. Likewise, people can observe works of the Buddha image carved in Danyawady, Wethali, Laymyo and MraukU
eras in Rakhine State.

Buddha Images made of bamboo strips across the countryBuddha Images made of bamboo strips across the country

It was assumed that the first ever Buddha image made of bamboo strips was created around 700 years ago. Such kind of
Buddha image is kept for public obeisance in Monghnon Village, seven miles northwest of Mongkhat in eastern Shan State.
The Hsutaungpyae bamboo strip Buddha image under the title of Phra Innsam in Shan language was built by
Khuwalonphaw Maha Guru Nanda. The image under title of Zakyaukinsam in Gon Shan language which means the king of
celestial beings made a nine elbows high Buddha image.

Currently, similar Buddha images made of bamboo strips can be seen in various parts of the nation including PyinOoLwin,
Kalaw, Salay, Kawthoung and Indawgyi.

Among these images, Maha Muni Hnee Buddha image coated by lacquer in Kalaw was found without shelter in Pinmagon
Village of Kalaw Township 500 years ago. Although the bamboo strip Buddha image was seen together with many wooden
images, there remains only one bamboo strip image at present. The image was conveyed from the village to Kalaw and
then offered gold foils.

A bamboo strip Buddha image of PyinOoLwin was made in the precinct of Hsingaunggyi Monastery on 22 May 2005. The
14 feet high image was made of bamboo strips from more than 84,000 pieces of bamboo. The image conveyed to the
Gandakuti chamber of Icchasara Pagoda on Padamya Hill in Phaungdaw Village was titled Maha Hsutaungpyae Hnee
Pagoda.

The 19 elbows high Hsutaungpyae lacquered Buddha image called Hnee Buddha image in Salay of Chauk Township,
Magway Region, is the highest bamboo strip Buddha image in Myanmar. Insam bamboo strip Buddha image from
Thakyamuni Pagoda in Zunlikyopan in Pangong of southern Shan State is 12 feet high and another one at Taungpauk
Monastery on Kyaikthallan mountain range of Mawlamyine, 17 feet and 109 inches high. A bamboo strip Buddha image
built at Shan monastery in 9th-mile of Mayangon Township in Yangon Region is 18 feet and 10 inches high.

The biggest bamboo strip Buddha image of Myanmar is located at the foot of Myathabeik Hill in Thaton. The Buddha
Pujaniya festival of the image is held on the full moon day of Tabodwe yearly.

Buddha Images made of bamboo strips and lacquerBuddha Images made of bamboo strips and lacquer

The Hnee Buddha images are made of bamboo strips. Lacquered Buddha images are firstly made of bamboo strips
wrapped by pieces of textile or robes coated by lacquer.

Veteran historian Dr. Than Tun reviewed that lacquered Buddha images are made with the purpose of easily conveying
them due to light weights. Similar Buddha images were made in China and Japan as well as villages around Shwebo and
YeU townships in Myanmar.

In the past, lacquered Buddha images made in villages around YeU Township were sold to Shan State. As such, makers
created about 18 inches high lacquered Buddha images. Dates and names of well-wishers in Myanmar language were
described on the images.

In changing eras, Buddha images were made of metals, alloy called Pancaloha, ashes from flowers, ashes from damaged
palm- leaves and ashes of bones.

Both kinds of Buddha images made of bamboo strips and lacquer have advantages such as lack of decaying by insect,
resilience of climatic conditions and durability in offering gold foils. As such, the bamboo strip Buddha image has been
lasting for 700 years in Monghnon Village of Mongkhat Townships.

Significantly, a Buddha image made of bamboo strips which was not gilt but coated with polishing oils can be seen in
Indawgyi region of Mohnyin Township.

Veteran historian Dr. Than Tun noted that creation of lacquered Buddha images flourished in Myanmar from 1750 to 1929.
Thazimyay Village, northeast of YeU Township in Sagaing Region, was a focal point of producing the lacquered Buddha
images, having a large order of works from Shan State. In 1929, small Buddha images made of marble, paper pictures of
Buddha image and glass Buddha images penetrated the market. Consequently, the industries of making lacquered
Buddha images faced losses in businesses. Finally, these industries faded out.

The lacquered Buddha images to be sold to Shan State were made in four sizes as 18 inches, 14 inches, nine inches and
six inches high ones. These Buddha images bear sitting position and hand postures of Bhumi Phassa Mudra or Jhanasana
Mudra. Moreover, some lacquered Buddha images were made in significant sizes and styles under the instructions of
offers.

Although there was no expert to make lacquered Buddha images after 1929, the art of making bamboo strip Buddha
images are flourishing till today. Only when the experts of making bamboo strip Buddha images including expert Lon Oum
Sai of Shan State who created 12 Buddha images made of bamboo strips some of which are positioned in Yangon,
Mawlamyine, PyinOoLwin and Panglong hand down the art of making such kind of Buddha images to new generations,
will the people across the nation have chances to pay homage to the bamboo strip Buddha images of Myanmar traditional
art in successive eras.

 

Translated by Than Tun Aung

 

Reference:

Mobile history (Dr. Than Tun)

Records on bamboo strip Buddha images (U Aung Myint, Thuwunnabhumi)

Studies on Uddissa Buddha images (Maung Maung Thiri)

Caption: The Bamboo strip Buddha image near Nantmeelaung Villagge in Indawgyi Region.
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-Although there was no expert to make lacquered Buddha

images after 1929, the art of making bamboo strip Buddha

images are flourishing till today. Only when the experts of

making bamboo strip Buddha images including expert

Lon Oum Sai (= Loong Oun Sheng) of Shan State who

created 12 Buddha images made of bamboo strips some of

which are positioned in Yangon, Mawlamyine, 

PyinOoLwin and Panglong hand down the art of making

such kind of Buddha images to new generations, will

the people across the nation have chances to pay homage

to the bamboo strip Buddha images of Myanmar 

traditional art in successive eras [Maung Tha 2020].



Concluding Remarks

-The worship of lacquer Buddha images or bamboo

thread Buddha images is piously kept in Shan cultural

area. 

-It is certain that these donations were done for not

so much convenience of transportation or producing as 

devout belief and seem to be invented tradition. 



-Such religious activities surely provide the Shan people

with an opportunity to affirm the collective consciousness

of Shan culture and to reconfirm their ethnic identity and

knowledge with activities of SLCA.

-This research is on-going.
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ありがとうございました。

Thank you!



THANK YOU!
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