
Short Introduction to Myanmar Performance Art  
 

 

Mingalarbar! Greetings from Myanmar! This is a short introduction to the development on 

performance art in Myanmar. In western countries and some Asian countries, performance art is said to 

have been conceived in 1960s. Let's have a look at what was happening in Myanmar at that time. The 

country was under the control of Burma Socialist Programme Party for 26 years from 1962 to 1988. It 

can also be considered the beginning of an endless dictatorship. Art related books were few and far 

between and only three books about Modern Art were published. One was From Tradition to the 

Modern penned by Bagyi Aung Soe, a senior artist who sought education at the famed Shantiniketan. 

This book encouraged local artists to incorporate Modern Art techniques into their works. Another 

book was called Abstract Art. A young Japanese-Myanmar artist wrote it and it explained what Modern 

Art is. Third book is called “ Searching for aesthetic”_ crecitc on modern art. These three books were 

all there was in 1960s and 1970s. In such a closed society, Myanmar artists were very much in the dark 

about what was going on in the international arts scene. But they made use of whatever resource was 

available, and they consistently practiced Modern Art.   

 

On 8, August 1988, led by university students, people took to the streets to topple the military regime. 

Remembered as the 8888 Uprising, it was the biggest revolution against dictatorship in the history of 

post-colonial Myanmar. As a result, the notorious Socialist government resigned. The military junta 

staged a coup and called a general election in 1990, which Aung San Suu Kyi's National League for 

Democracy Party won by a landslide. As a result, the military junta refused to hand over power. They 

changed the name of the country from Burma to Myanmar.  

 

Doors slightly opened and there were a few changes in the realm of culture and art. Myanmar artists, 

writers and scholars started to talk about Postmodernism and Postmodern Art. Local editors published 

these conversations and articles in their magazines. Visual art also expanded and artists began 

experimenting with new means and mediums such as performance art, installation, video art, 

photography, sound etc,. Artists who emerged in 1990s can well be considered as the first generation of 

Myanmar Contemporary Art. Most of these artists were, one way or another, associated with the Inya 

Art Gallery, which was founded by a few senior Modern artists in early 1990s.  

 

When we talk about the history of performance art in Myanmar, we must talk about the Inya Art 

Gallery. It was a very important institution in the early days of performance art in Myanmar. Some 

local artists gathered at the gallery every Saturday and discussed art, exchanged ideas and enjoyed each 

other's company. It was there that they started to put forward the idea of performance art. They argued 

and brainstormed What is performance art? How is it different from theatre? How could the human 

body be art? and so on. They dug into the art books that an american couple Robert and Susan 

smuggled into Myanmar and generously left behind for Myanmar artists at Inya Gallery. This artist 

couple's workshops and two boxfuls of books were very instrumental in the development of Myanmar 

performance art, with another important milestone being the visit of Singaporean-German artist Jay 

Koh to Myanmar. The encounter between Aung Myint of Inya Gallery and Jay Koh inspired the 

Myanmar senior artist so much so that he made a performance which would later be remembered as the 

first performance piece by a Myanmar artist.   

 

In 1996, five Myanmar artists—Khin Maung Yin, Aung Myint, San Min, Chan Aye, MPP Ye Myint—

went to Singapore to showcase their work in what was considered the first exhibition of Myanmar 

Modern artists outside the country. It was also the first time these artists saw live performances. The 



performances they saw were by Japanese artist Seiji Shimoda and Singaporean Lee Wan. Later on, 

Shimoda San came to Myanmar to perform at Inya Gallery. Since then, Aung Myint has been 

consistently practicing the discipline and has influenced younger performance artists. A horde of artists 

followed suit, but for many of them, it was just a one-off. A Modernist painter called Zaw Lu Win was 

one of those artists who flirted with performance art. In his one-off performance, he had his hands tied, 

bit a paint brush in his mouth and went about painting on the audience's clothes. That was, to me, a 

projection of his frustration and anger with censorship heavily practiced on art, literature and 

journalism in those days—many artists were arbitrarily arrested and imprisoned. His performance was 

a good example of expressing despair and disappointment in a very direct fashion at a time when artists 

suffered so much from oppression and lack of opportunity to express themselves freely. 

 

* In early part, Myanmar performance art works were created in the context of art exhibition rooms or 

art galleries. But later, it was not confined only to art society but outreached to external environment 

even among commuters around the streets. The concept of art matters created beyond galleries, studios, 

exhibitions, show rooms and reaching people became infiltrated among some Myanmar artists. Those 

artists started to stick with the ideology about busy public spaces like streets as an access to 

performance art.* ( Note from Performance Art Events in Yangon Streets by Aung Min) 

 

Through their performances, Myanmar performance artists have investigated and criticized politics 

while they have also added religious dimensions in their works—Buddhism in this case, of course. One 

example is Po Po's performance called Self-portrait of the Artist as a Buddhist. He did that in 1998 in 

Bogyoke Park which is named after General Aung San. It was one of a few performances executed in a 

public space. Po Po braided a huge dragon-shaped coil—the same mark which can be seen on Buddha's 

forehead in replicas—with coconut strings. He took it to the park, doused it in gasoline and set fire to it 

from the centre of the coil. The idea was the artist would walk out from it slowly as the big coil burnt 

slowly from the centre. But much to his shock, the whole coil burnt into a big flame very quickly. The 

audience was very nervous too. Anyway, Po Po managed to come out of it with just a few tiny specks 

of fire on his longyi. He said this work was a homage to Buddha. What is interesting to me is even 

though this work was ritualistic, it was very different from those religious rituals Buddhists perform at 

temples.  

 

There were other examples of public performances and Nyein Chan Su was definitely one of the first 

artists to do so. He is from the second generation of the Inya artists, who came along after Aung 

Myint's generation. This second generation includes younger artists who hung out with and learnt 

performance art from Aung Myint and other artists who were associated with Inya Gallery. Nyein Chan 

Su was one of them and therefore an Inya graduate. This is only my opinion and there might be 

differing opinions as well. A street performance must be able to attract people's attention, and what 

Nyein Chan Su did was make a bird nest with metal wires, wear the nest on his head, and wander the 

streets of Yangon. That day people saw something different for sure: some guy walking around with a 

weird nest-like thing on his head. Nyein Chan Su acted very normal; he sat down at a sidewalk shop 

and drank a glass of sugar-cane juice; he went to a Mohinga shop and enjoyed the food. (Mohinga is a 

Myanmar traditional dish served with rice noodles and fish soup). This work shocked people like a lot 

of his other work. I can safely say that his work was thematically very 90s. It reflected on the then state 

of the country. Other performance artists also had a tendency to similar themes and techniques.  

 

*On analytical finding about those happening art on the streets indicated that 

(1) art became involved with person to person communication / relations 

(2) Social context / Environment situation became infested with art matters. 

(3) People of normal routines became exposed to an accidental impact of performance art 



(4) The practical realization about art can be created anywhere out of limitted and defined particular 

areas. * ( Note from Performance Art Events in Yangon Streets by Aung Min) 

 

The early days of Myanmar performance art were so much about oppression, censorship and social 

issues that in their performances, we saw the artists frighten people, break something angrily, tie 

themselves with ropes and paint themselves red. The will to break free was so much while the dark 

shadow of the military regime loomed large on the horizon. 

 

At the end of 1990s, opportunities opened up for Myanmar performance artists and they started to 

perform outside the country. Aung Myint and Aye Ko participated in the second edition of Thailand's 

Asiatopia International Performance Art Festival, which is renowned as the first ever performance art 

festival in South East Asia. While Myanmar's participation in international performance art events 

picked up, performance art was spreading across the country with an increasing number of local artists 

embracing the new art form. During a New Year‟s party thrown by Htan Yeik Nyo Gallery—an artist-

run local gallery in Mandalay—on New Year's Eve in 1999, two Mandalay artists, Suu Myint Thein 

and Tin Maung Oo, performed. 

 

I want to categorize the performance artists who emerged after the year 2000 as "second wave  

Myanmar performance artists". Categorization is never easy in the Myanmar art scene and has caused a 

lot of controversy. Myanmar performance artists don't seem to appreciate being categorized into 

"generations" and some have been vocal about it by saying there is only one generation of performance 

artists in Myanmar since early 1990s when the art form burst onto the scene. In my opinion, the 

"second wave of Myanmar performance artists" includes Nyan Lin Htet, The Maw Naing, Chaw Ei 

Thein, San Oo, Nyein Way, Mrat Lunn Htwann and myself. At this point, Myanmar performance has 

become more developed, it has become a lot more than just an experiment. Besides continuing 

individual performances, the artists started to collaborate. Nyan Lin Htet's performance at Mr. Guitar 

Cafe was a cornucopia of actions with people moving around and doing things, poets reading poetry, 

rappers rapping, somebody dancing with swords and so on. This took place in 2000 and was the artist's 

debut as a performance artist. As I said, before 2000 the artists just performed individually.  

 

In 2003, performance artists across the country gathered at Beik Thano Gallery to perform in the event 

called Ayerwaddy Art Assembly Symposium. Nyan Lin Htet's work took on an anti-drug propaganda 

style and Suu Myint Thein's work also propagated that the planet was sick and its wounds needed to be 

healed. Chan Aye used Sellotape, ropes and stones in his experimental, yet powerful work. This event is 

regarded as very important in the course of the development of Myanmar performance. Ayerwaddy Art 

Assembly Symposium was also well-received by the audience which was relatively larger in number 

than any other performance art event before this. It definitely quenched people's thirst for "something 

new". Exchanges between Myanmar and international performance art communities came about. 

NIPAF Japan-Myanmar Art Exchange which took place at Inya Gallery and the town of Min Gun was 

one example of that. A lot of Myanmar performance artists (except for the young artists from the post-

88 generation) went to perform in the Nippon International Performance Art Festival in Japan. The 

participants included Aung Myint, Phyu Mon, Nyein Chan Su, Chaw Ei Thein, San Oo, Htein Lin, The 

Maw Naing and Nyo Win Maung. Htien Lin's performance “The Fly” reflected on the spell he spent in 

prison as a political prisoner. The idea of this work was also conceived and executed in his cell for the 

first time. He explained that when political activists were mobilizing people out in the daylight, they 

were regarded as adversaries by the government, but once they were put in prison, they became 

different groups called Team Fly, Team Mosquito and so on, according to the tasks they were put to. 

Inmates from Team Fly were asked to collect dead flies in their cells. So they were no longer the 

enemies of the government but groups carrying out ridiculous tasks. During this performance, Htein 



Lin was sitting on a chair with his hands tied to the chair. Then he heard a fly buzzing around. His eyes 

searched for it. (Actually the buzzing sound came from his mouth.) Finally the fly flew into his mouth, 

he transformed into a fly himself and started to act like one. 

 

The first performance art festival held in Myanmar was Performance Site Myanmar 05, which was 

organized by Singaporean-German artist Jay Koh and joined by more than twenty artists including 

three from the post-88 generation.When I say "post-88 generation", it refers to anyone who grew up in 

1980s after the 1988 uprising also known as "8888 Uprising". Nyan Lin Htet, Mrat Lunn Htwann and I 

myself are from that generation and  we also organized performance events and festivals. Moe Satt‟s 

Beyond Pressure international performance festival, Mrat Lunn Htwann‟s Body Report, and Nyein Lin 

Htet‟s i U i; International Festival of Contemporary Performance are some examples.  

 

In 2008, poet Maung Day and I founded Beyond Pressure International Performance Festival, which 

has since become an annual event. It has taken place in public spaces, in order to draw the general 

public towards performance art. Mrat‟s work called Beyond Pleasure (2009) from the second Beyond 

Pressure festival, was a highlight. During the performance which took place in a large public park, the 

artist asked the audience to hold a large sheet of vinyl—on which was printed the sound of laughing. 

He then proceeded to go from one member of audience to another, asking them to laugh out loud into a 

megaphone, which he then imitated.  That evening the whole park was inundated by the sound of 

laughter. At that time, the country was still under military dictatorship and people felt despondent, but 

that night Mrat‟s work helped to lighten the heaviness of their daily experience. It could be said that it 

was a moment of denial.  In Myanmar society, it is widely believed that laughter increases longevity.  

 

There is a recurring question that performance artists keep debating: How far should a performance 

artist go with his/her body in their performance? The performance of a young Myanmar artist created 

controversy when he announced to the audience that anyone could buy the rights to his skin and have it 

tattooed. He charged different parts of his body at different prices. The performance was executed 

during the second Body Report performance event. Aung Min, the co-organiser of the event, offered 

20,000 Kyats to have the name of the event tattooed on his forearm. One of the audience bought his 

wrist to have a phone number tattooed. The logo of a publishing house was tattooed on his elbow. At 

that time, the artist was broke. As a performance artist, not a painter, he felt the only way to make an 

income from his craft, was to sell his body as a canvas. The offer to tattoo his skin for a price remains 

open. There were varying opinions on the performance, which was considered extreme by some 

audience members.  

 

I would like to conclude this article by talking about some performance work that has been going on 

since elections. In 2010, the military government called for elections, and power was transitioned to the 

Generals who stripped their uniforms and replaced them with civilian clothes. Anyway, there have been 

some changes during this transition period. It is only fair to say the approaches employed by 

performance artists have also changed. During his performance at I U I Performance Art Festival, 

organized by Theatre of the Disturbed, Nyein Lin Htet put water into a large bucket, and took it to the 

audience. He held a sign in one hand which read “feet washing”. Then he set about washing peoples‟ 

feet. When I think about that performance, I think about the motto of our government, „good 

governance and clean government‟, or did the artist suggest that we have to cleanse our society by 

wiping out corruption, starting from the foundations? Many other performances that came out in this 

transitional period, echo the same political themes.  

 

 


