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(A Short Story is, or should be, a simple thing; it aims at
production one single vivid effect:)
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- Some Myanmar Short Stories

Thaw Kaung

Myanmar short stories like Myanmar novels came to be
written and widely read only in the 20" century, though they had
their roots in the folk tales and Buddhist Jataka stories. But the
main influence was from the West, mainly through English
literature, and European (especially French and Russian) literature
in English translation. The first Myanmar novel is dated 1904,
about a hundred years ago, and the first Myanmar short story
found so for appeared in a local magazine of 1917. Some scholars
think that there were probably a few short stories in Myanmar
magazines (which have been lost) of an earlier date, i.e. from the
first magazine published in 1905 and before the first publlshed of
the Thuriva (Sun) magazme in 1917,

The famous Indian author R.K. Narayan who wrote many
short stories and novels in English said that India is a land of limi
tless material for a story writer where "within a broad climate of
inherited culture there are endless variations ... in a society that is
not standardized or mechanized, and is free from monotony.” This
statement could well apply to Myanmar and her diverse people.
As Narayan wrote "the writer has only to look out of the window
to pick up a character and thereby a story." Many Myanmar
writer Khin Hnin Yu had been closely watching the drama of
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human life not only from the front with the audience, but also
form the side and from the back, behind the scenes. What she
had seen of the lives of people she wrote down as "Reflections in
the Mirror" (Kyemon yeik thwin) a collection of short stories
which won the Sarpay Beikman Literary Prize in 1961, Myanmar
fiction, both the short story and the novel are mostly based on
real-life situations and happenings and theyetherefore, can give
an indication of what Myanmar society was like at a certain time
and place.

There are many types of short stories, some of the earliest
to be published in Myanmar were adaptations of detective stories
from English, like A.Conan Doyle's Sherlock Holmes stories. For
this paper we excluded detective, mystery, horror, and adventure
stories and romances, and concentrated on writers who wrote
short stories which depicted life and society. In Myanmar the
phrase used for this type of story is "bawa tha-yoke hpaw"
(moaugbewd) or "portrayal of real life” and "tha-yoke mhan
sarpay” (0qygoneo) "literature of realism”. The best short
stories belong to this category and hundreds are published each
year in local magazines and later in book forms as collected
editions. They reflect the actual lives of the people of a particular
period and the society in which they lived.

Colonial Times

There are a number of short stories which depict life and
socitey of Myanmar under the.British colonial administration.
P.Monin (1883- 1940) , a writer who popularized the short story
in Myanmar maini}' through adaptations from English, wrote in
"Shwe Thitsa"(egoogo) (published in the Thuriya Magazine) about
the importance of educated urbanites not joining the salaried,
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colonial government service but going back to the countryside of
their forebears, and where the majority of the people live, to
improve farming methods and modernize agriculture. Set as a
triangular love story between a young man, Ba Shwe, from the
city, who goes to a village to take charge of his father's farm and
how he falls in love with Ma Htwe, a young simple village maiden,
ad although in the end he marries his betrothed from the city, he
decides to live in the village for rural improvement.

Some of the most interesting short stories based on real life
characters and events of the colonial times were written by
Theippan Moung Wa (1 899-| 942). He wrote popular short stories

“which were more like sketches, a mixture of fact and fiction
which literary critics have called "wuthtu saungbar" (ogssontsck)
"story-articles” , or "fictionalized articles". Actually, they are
short stories which are akin to real life and which portray what
the author observed with his thoughts and comments on a particular
event or idea. Usually there is a loose plot, some dialogue and
characterization.

Theippan Maung Wa gives in his short stories two sides of
his life: his personal life as a district officer under the British and
the life and society that he observed, mainly in rural areas. lives
of farmers, fishermen and other villagers, To give just on example:
in "Lei-lanpwe" (scocdg) { The Auction), the author writes about
the annual auctioning of fish ponds, or lakes called "inn " (m&:) by
Myanmar officials under the British administration. It is a
humorous. satirical, semi-autobiographical sketch, the author
making fun of the boastful nature of certain villagers who try to
out-bid each other with the result that they end up paying the
colonial government much more than what they would get from
the "inn" fish pond, and knowing full well that their false pride
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would land them in debt and get them a jail sentence.

Theippan Maung Wa in his short stories, shows through the
eyes of his alter ego Maung Lu Aye, the life of Myanmar villages
and rural society in the 1930 s and early 1940s. He ably does this
with humour and compassion, using a new style of Myanmar
writing.

Maung Htin's Ko Daung Wuthtu-do mya and some sketches
of Theippan Maung Wa bear ample testimony to the dismal
conditions prevailing in Myanmar villages of the colonial days as
can be seen in the following instances-

Village amusements such as the occasional dramatic
performance and the cattle race are barel enough to occupy the
leisure of rural youth. Also monastic schools and the advice of
elders cannot help to sustain their morals and broaden their outlook.
Instead the village swains are more or less given to drinking country
liquor and quarrelling during courship.

Paddy prices have fallen and the majority of the villagers
drag out a wretched existence; each household finding it difficult
even to pay the paltry sum of Rs. 5 per annum as poll- tax to the
government. A few take to petty thieving and become liable to be
persecuted on a vagrancy charge. One or two go to prison for
participating in robbery or dacoity.

Zaw Gyi succinctly sums up the true-to-life qualities of Maung
Htin's Ko Daung short shories. In the short introduction to the
collected edition of the Ko Daung stories Zaw Gyi writes that Ko
Daung really exists i.e. Ko Daung is Everyman, a typical Myanmar
villager of the Ayeyawady Deltaic region. In the able hands of
Maung Htin we can see the life and society of rural Lower
Myanmar with its poverty and dirt, yet inhabited by fun-loving
people: we sce them in their evervday life visiting the Chinese



D08 [gdenogyohgst:

noddle shop, working hard at times, frequently indolent, lazing
around, getting drunk, helping friends to elope with the girls they
love, prone to unpremeditated violence at times when there are
quarrels, But at the same time he shows us the paradoxical nature
of life, with compassion for the poor peasants, his writings infused
with humour and loving kindness. Zaw Gyi says that Maung Htin
has keen powers of observation which has enabled him to paint
such a realistic picture of peasant life in the fertile Ayeyawady
Delta. The readers through Maung Htin's art and incomparable
charm get the sights and sounds and even the smells of the
Myanmar countryside with its simple, lovable people.

Post-Independence Period

On 4% January 1948, Myanmar became independent, but
there were many political, economic and social problems besetting
the new nation. Insurgencies erupted, the communists going
underground and fighting against the central government; the
KNDO and some ethnic groups also rebelling against
the majority Bama rule. All this is reflected in the short stories
published in the magazines which were usually later collected in
book form.

Minthuwun's “Thu Nibban" (338¢>%) and Tetkathoe Mya
Seine's "Moe ywa thaw nya mya" (S:gpsooopoep:) tell sad tales
of the jobless cultivators leaving their insurgent-infested village
homes of post- Independence Myanmar and taking refuge as
migrant workers in Yangon.

The main character in Minthuwun's short story, dispossessed
of his little plot of farm-land, is forced to kill his pet duck so that
he could pav for medical expenses of his ailing wife, while the
main charachter in Mya Seine's short story, living in a squatter
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hutment, has to rely on free T.B. clinics for treatment of his
consumptive wife.

Problems of the migrants are many. They were once
respectable cultivators enjoying their rural life at their village homes,
but now reduced to sheer poverty and are all but settled in the
bewilderness of life in the capital Yangon.

Another instance of the homelessness of rural folk in the
capital is that of a character in Thein Pe Myint's (1914-1978)
"Tatiya-dan hmar ta-nai-yar" (cBwomfigoomdesep) (A place
in the third- class). The main character of this short story quits
his profession of village goldsmith, leaves his only son as a novice
in the village monastery and seeks his fortune as a mohinga
(vermicelli and fish soup) seller in Yangon. Sharing the quarters
with six others, he has to sleep all crowded together in a room of
only ten by twelve feet. He finds himself almost impossible to
compete with other sellers who are already well established. This
short story is based on the experiences of one of U Thein Pe
Myint's close relatives. :

When Myanmar gains political independence there are hopes
for social justice and economic prosperity-But the State takes on
a new complexion.

In Khin Hnin Yu's (1925-2003) "Khan Pwint" (3g¢) can be
seen the picture of a village girl who has greatly helped an activist
in Myanmar's fight for freedom. With'the assumption of office by
the Anti- Fascist People's Freedom League (AFPFL), the main
political organization operating in the country, the activist also
receives a political post as Parliamentary Secretary to the
Government and duly marries the village girl who had helped
him. But she does not fit in with the new society in which her
husband no moves. Turning over a new leaf, he learns to play



2J0 Gheroggobgad:
tennis, goes out with a Westernized towngirl, who had formerly
spurned him, and dines frequently at foreign embassy functions,
The story ends with the wife returning to her village, ignored by
her husband, and greatly disillusioned.

We can see a glimpse of the life of the pagoda slaves, on the
lowest rung of Myanmar society, in Khin Hnin Yu's short story,
"Hmyaw-lint lo phyint ma-some nhaing dai,” (sybco§c3[gé
wap:8€oncd) first published in 1955. Although the President of the
Union of Burmia (Myanmar) on 4th January 1948. the
Independence Day, "set free" all pagoda slaves, sandala, grave
diggers and other outcasted, announcing that they can now engage
in whatever work they want to do all on an equal footing with
other citizens of the country, the social stigma still persisted. Unless
they were able to hide their past, they were not accepted by
Myanmar society as a whole, making it difficult for their children
to marry outside their class.

Fiction writers like Thawda Swe (1919-1995) and Min Shin
(1927-1986) went around and talked with people they met and
wrote down the lives of ordinary people and portrayed their
courage and resilience in coping and overcoming lone periods of
hardship in their lives. In their short stories which were based on
real life happenings, they recorded life during the Japanese
Occupation Period, the Formation of the Burma Independence
Army with young patriotic men joining the ranks, the travails of
army life, the violent life of constant fighting against the various
insurgent groups and so on.

Perhaps one of the most memorable short stories of Thawda
Swe in "Hman-kan-gyin hnint ye-yint-gyin" (¢§g:sé §9858)
(Truth and bravery), about a village headman who became
dishonest because he coveted another man's wife. This dishonesty
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erodes his authority in the village. The author on portraying the
life of this man of authority is giving the message that power
should be based on truth and honesty.

In his Bawa Hto Hto, (od8c3) (Life here and there) he
collected short stories based on his life as a pony-card driver and
a tea-shop proprietor, during the Japanese Occupation Period
(1943-1945), '

There are some memorable life- stories in this collection
(the short stories were first published in Shumawa magazine in
1953).

It won the Sarpay Beikman Literary Prize (precursor of the
National Literary Awards), in 1961.

In the short story "Lu lu chin kite- sar nai- gyva-ba thi"
(epopay: dBodemegfmdlongS) (Men are eating men), he paints a
pathetic figure of a prostitute, Ma Tin Yi, who used to come to his
tea-shop to eat snacks. She is actually an uneducated, simple
village girl who was tricked by an unscrupulous man into marriage,
taken to the city and forced into prostitution. The author writes
that each and every person has dreams of a better future, but for
these poor girls they are doomed, and there is no future for them.

Min Shin joined the Burma Defence Forces in 1944-45 when
he was only about (17)and was soon fighting in the Resistance
Movement against the Japanese. He came back to his home in
Kamayut, a suburb of Yangon, after the Japanese surrender. His
war memories were recorded in the form of short stories and
published in local Myanmar magazines, and later collected into
book form under the title Ta-kha-don-ga Do Yebaw (o63lor§:
o §§e25) (We were Comrades once). It won the Fine Arts
(Literature) Prize of Sarpay Beikman for the best short story
collection in 1963.
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There are (15) short stories in this collection, and they are
divided into (2) sections. The firsts section "1943-1946" recall
experiences of a soldier fighting for Myanmar Independence in
the young Myanmar Army first formed under the Japaness in
1943. There are (10) short stories in this section.

The second section "1948-1958" records the disintegration
of unity, some army units going underground to join the communists
and other groups on ideological grounds,and some army units
formed on ethnic basis by the British, rebelling against the main
Myanmar Army. There are (5) short stories in this section.

Some stories have been translated into English. For example
"Village Maiden" (eex>23) by Min Shin is about a girl he met when
he briefly billeted in a village hut. She fell in love with him and
looked after him when he was hungry and weary, but he soon hat
to leave her as he had to carry on the fighting in other places. In
"Back from the Wars." (Tha-gyi sit-pyan) (coo4Fe85§) Min Shin
has given a moving account of a mother's love for her eldest son,
returning from the wars, preparing his favourite dishes only to
find that he had already eaten his morning meal when he arrived.

These fifteen short stories are a good record of life in the
Myanmar Army during a time of change, from having og fight
Western foreign colonialists and foreign fascist occupiers from
the East, to having to quell communists and ethnic rebellions in
the civil wars which erupted during the first ten years after
Independence.

Min Shin with his keen powers of observation has recorded
the lives of ordinary people that he met on the streets of Yangon.
Some are moving tales.of people struggling to make a living, for
example in "Sha-la-bat-ye ta-bon hnint myu-ye" (gpoovchepbond
&5 [99) (A pail, of cold drinks and Municipal police),he writes
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about a young boy of ten or eleven selling cold drinks carried ina
pail and on being chased by the Municipal police for illegally
obstructing the side-walks in front of cinemas, runs away and
falls down in front of an on-coming big car, spilling all his precious
refershments. The policeman takes pity on him when he realized
how young the boy is and gives him a kyat to compensate for the
spilt. drinks, and releases him.

Min Shin later collected all the ( 18) short stories and published
them as Lan-baw mha (co&edTen) (On the Streets) in October
1962. It won the Sarpay Beikman Fine Arts (Literature) Prize for
the best collected short stories of 1962.

Min Shin's On the Streets short stories are similar to Mya
Than Tint's On the Road to Mandalay, life stories; both are drawn
from lives of people the two writers met on the roads. Min Shin
presents them as short stories, while Mya Than presents his as
personal interviews, and trure accounts,

There are many other short story writers like Htin Lin, Ma
Sanda, Nu Nu Yee (Innwa), Myo Tha Ma Yar Hto and Ne Win
Myint who have all won the National Literary Award for the
best short story collections in recent years.

The tradition of depicting real life in short stories, and the
output of new short stories has been steadily rising in recent years
in Myanmar.

(Abridged version of a paper written by U Thaw Kaung and
the late U Than Htut (Taik Soe) for the International Conference
on Traditions of Knowledge in Southeast Asia, Yangon, 17-19
Dec.2003)
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