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WAY 
OF THE 
SHAN
Having lived in the foothills 

of the Shan plateau in 
Myanmar for over 1,000 
years after migrating 

from southwest China, most Shan 
have retained their traditional 
ways through the centuries. Here 
are some Shan crafts and skills to 
see or even try your hand at. 

LOTUS SILK
Myanmar is the only place 
in the world where silk is 

woven from an unusual source: 
lotus flowers. The tradition of 
weaving lotus silk began as a way 
to create monk’s robes, using the 
most sacred flower regarded in 
the Buddhist world. As such, the 
lotus silk reflects the noblest 
offering that can be made to 
Buddha, and the weavers believe 
that wearing something made 

from the plant helps absorb 
negative aura and bring good luck.

The sticky fibres inside the 
stem of the padonma kyar lotus 
are first pulled out by hand. 
Once the fibers are twisted 
into threads and spun around a 
spindle, they are washed and then 
left in their natural cream hue, or 
dyed with natural colours from 
fruits, tree leaves or bark, and 
flower petals to create vibrant 
yarns. Once ready for weaving, 
the yarn is loaded onto large 
traditional handlooms and turned 
into shawls, clothing and bags.  
A small scarf can take one to two 
days to make; for a full set of 
monk’s robes, it can take up to  
60 weavers 10 days to complete  
– and requires as many as 
220,000 lotus stems to  
produce enough thread.

The Shan people are the largest minority group 
in Myanmar, with some of the most fascinating 
culture of any of the country’s indigenous 
tribes, including a unique artisanal culture 
passed down for generations
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Check out: Demonstrations and 
regular weaving work can be seen 
at Ko Than Hlaing Silk & Lotus 
Weaving Workshop in Inle Lake.   
silkandlotusweaving.blogspot.com

STONE CARVING
Another craft that draws 
heavily on Buddhist 

tradition, stone carving is a 
source of great pride and honour 
for the Shan people. Workshops 
can be found throughout 
the country, but the highest 
concentration is in Mandalay, 
where Sagyin Hill lies. This small 
mountain range of seven hills 
contains marble that varies in hue 
from pure white to bluish-grey, 
and from which most Shan stone 
carving is created.

Two-thirds of the families 
in this area make a living from 
creating these marble statues, 
with the craft usually passed 
from parent to children, and 
involving the entire family. The 
men hammer and then finely 
chisel the details into the stone, 
while the women polish the 
finished product. The renowned 
nine-metre tall marble Buddha 
at the Kyauk Taw Gyi pagoda in 
Mandalay, one of the largest in 
the nation, was carved in Sagyin.

Check out: Many workshops line 
Kyauk Sit Tan, Mandalay’s famous 
“stone-carving road”, where you 
can watch the carving in action.

BLACKSMITHING
The art of blacksmithing 
is both a craft and a 

practical necessity, having 
emerged during 11th-century 

Bagan as a means to create 
weapons and armour as well 
as agricultural and household 
implements. Many of the smoke-
filled smithy shops dot the cities 
and hills of the Shan areas,  
often beneath the home of  
the artisan.  

The necessary fire never goes 
out, as the blacksmith moves 
between it and the working bench. 
Assistants (often their children) 
pump dusty antique bellows to 
stoke the fire, as the blacksmiths 
pound glowing, white-hot metal 
into the desired shapes of knives, 
hammers, bells, buckles and 
bangles. Today, these blacksmith 
products are used mainly for 
household and agricultural 
needs; as well as for ornamental 

purposes, such as ceremonial 
swords used in weddings.

Check out: The blacksmith 
workshop located in Se-khong 
village in Inle Lake. You may also 
purchase finished products here.

MARIONETTES
Burmese puppetry, called 
yoke thé, might have 

died out completely were it not 
for the Mandalay Marionettes 
Theatre, which prompted a surge 
in the popularity of this unique 
Myanmar tradition. The stories 
originated from royal patronage, 
centering around Buddha’s life 
and local legend. 

The marionettes are intricate, 
shaped from yamane or teak 
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Opening spread: A Shan  
lotus silk weaver at work

Facing page, from top left: Stone 
marble carvings; apprentices 
take a year to learn the craft; 
deft fingers at the handloom

This page, from top: Umbrellas  
in a riot of colours created  

from fine handmade paper;  
a blacksmith shaping metal  

into assorted implements
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SilkAir flies three times  
weekly between Singapore  

and Mandalay

wood, stand 18 to 24 inches tall, 
with each connected to 18 wires 
(male characters) or 19 wires 
(female characters), and are 
controlled by one puppeteer. Each 
completed multi-piece puppet is 
then expertly joined together with 
string and finished with detailed 
painting, jewels and costumes.

Check out: The Shwe Yadana 
Myaing Puppet Production 
Workshop in Mandalay. Or, enjoy 
a traditional cultural show at the 
Mandalay Marionettes Theatre. 
mandalaymarionettes.com

PAPERMAKING
The Shan people are 
believed to have originally 

migrated from China’s Yunnan 
province – and many skills 
came with them, such as hand 
papermaking. Paper made this 
way, by hand rather than machine 
and using no electricity, is a rarity 
these days.

Three types of materials are 
used: rice straw, bamboo and 
bark from the mulberry tree. Rice 
paper is made in three thicknesses 
and quality grades. After resting 
in water and lime for five days 
– which breaks down the fibres – 
the rice straw is steamed under 
a wood fire for three more. The 
fiber is then rinsed with water and 
beaten with a wood stamper for 
at least 12 hours. The higher the 
grade of paper, the longer it must 
be beaten to create a thinner, finer 
product. Mulberry bark is soaked 
in water for a day, then cooked 
with wood ash for five hours. 
Bamboo paper goes through a 
similar process, but rests in lime 
water for a minimum of three 
years, and must be beaten far 
longer. 

The pounded wet fibre pulp is 
then poured onto a screen and air 
bubbles removed with a smooth 
stick; then the sheet is dried in 
the sun, and cut into the desired 
sizes. Decorative elements like 
flower petals and leaves are 
placed on the wet paper while it is 
on the screen, before drying. 

The end result is used for 
writing paper and to make items 
such as umbrellas and fans. The 

sheets are also burnished to make 
gold leaf, which are used  
for offerings and placed on  
deity statues.   

Check out: Learn the craft of 
papermaking at Inle Princess 
Hotel. inle-princess.com 

LACQUERWARE
This painstaking craft is 
deeply ingrained in Shan 

culture and across Myanmar – 
you can find lacquerware bowls, 
tableware and chests in palaces, 
temples and homes of regular 
Burmese. Each piece starts with 
a bamboo or horsehair base, 
which is then coated with seven 
to 16 layers of lacquer. After 
each coat the piece is set aside in 
an underground drying room for 
seven days, then smoothed with a 
knife. After buffalo bone powder 
and cotton are applied with more 
lacquer, the piece is ready for its 
intricate design. 

Using teakwood charcoal, 
cinnabar, indigo and other natural 
powdered colours, the craftsman 
creates his masterpiece using 
a small etching knife or needle. 
The finished product is dried 
underground again for one month, 
and then polished with petrified 
root powder before it can be sold. 
A small cup can take six months 
to produce, while larger pieces 
emerge over years. Sein Naing, 
a third-generation craftsman at 
Mya Thaw Tar in Bagan, says his 
favourite piece – a large chest 
designed on the inside as well as 
out – took him three years  
to complete. G
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Check out: Stop by Bagan’s 
smaller, family-owned workshops 
such as Golden Cuckoo and 
Mya Thaw Tar for personal 
demonstrations and to try your 
hand at creating lacquerware. 

SHAN NOODLE MAKING
Famed Shan noodles are 
one of the best loved foods 

in Myanmar. This traditional flat 
noodle is made with rice flour and 
water that are cooked together and 
fermented for several days, before 
being cut into strips and hung out in 
the sun to dry.

The Shan also make a bean 
noodle, usually with mung. The 
beans are ground into a thick 
paste, then grated into strips.

What sets Shan noodle dishes 
apart from other Burmese food is 
the emphasis on the noodles and 
seasonings, rather than the meats 
and herbs added to it. Served 
as the main component of both 
salads and soups, the noodles 
are mixed with vegetables 
and toppings such as sesame, 
chickpea flour or fried garnishes, 
and served with a side of pickled 
condiments. The combination of 
the noodles’ velvety texture and 
the sweet, sour and salty flavours 
of the dish is addictive. 

Check out: Inthar Heritage  
House offers cooking lessons 
– learn how to make four local 
dishes, including Shan noodles. 
thahara.com

This spread, clockwise from top: 
Delicate, detailed marionettes; 
combining bamboo and horsehair 
makes fine lacquerware flexible; 
Shan noodles hung out to dry; a 
tempting bowl of Shan noodles; 
lacquerware receptacles have 
numerous versatile uses
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