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lntroduction and aim s of this book

M yanm ar may belong to the countries richest in folktales, the author has encountered or known around 50 tales.
Dr Htin Aung, the form er rector of Yangon University, m entioned in the introductjon to his book, 'Burmese Folktalesz'
that there are over 1000 tales only in M yanm ar Ianguage. This is because Dr Htin Aung included the 550 Jataka stories
from Buddhist Iiterature. He used the term 'village story-teller' and according to him , these story tellers generally m ix
550 Jatakas with ordinary folktales, resulting in a count of over 1000 tales. Considering the diversity of folktales from
over 1OO ethnic groups in Myanmar, the total num ber could well exceed 2000. Comparatively, in European culture, two
books recorded in the early 19th century, one by Grim m and another by Andersen, contain around 35O tales combined.
This suggests that M yanmar may be am ong the countries with the richest folktales.

Stories such as ''The Golden Rabbit and the Golden Tiger'' or ''M aster Thum b'' were traditionally passed down
by mothers, grandmothers, or aunts before bedtime, fostering a sense of cultural unity and hom ogeneity among older
generations in Myanmar, contributing to what can be term ed as national identjty. These practjces were prevalent in a
time without TV, the Internet, Facebook, or sim ilar m odern facilities. The question arises as to whether these cultural
inheritances can still be preserved in the age of modern technology. M any advanced countries address this challenge
by cleverly incorporating traditional stories into TV programs for children or similar media. These adaptations, such
as m odern versions of Snow W hite or Cinderella, help maintain traditions while aligning with contem porary ideas of
m odern Iife. For exam ple, Snow W hite is no longer depicted as a helpless innocent girl but as an active and self-reliant
character. Sim ilarly, in the new version of Cinderella, she is portrayed as a fashion designer w ho has already m et the
prince incidentally before the bride-selectjon ball.

This book adopts a similar approach by blending traditions with m odern ideas, as illustrated in the story of the
M on ethnic group, 'The Hero of Hanthawaddy.' Unlike the traditional version where the hero's m other advised him
'to use tricksz' there is a subtle shift towards 'using intellect.' The em phasis on the hero winning the battle has been
im proved to applying his 'intellectual ability' rather than relying on physical strength. Sim ilarly, in the story of 'M aster
Thum b,? there is a greater em phasis on teamwork leading to success, rather than focusing solely on the actions of
M aster Thum b.
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The aim of the book is to record some traditional folktales in b0th English and Myanmar Ianguages, targeting
foreigners interested in M yanmar culture and those visiting M yanmar. Additionally, it aim s to contribute to the English
Ianguage skills of present-day young people of M yanm ar, drawing inspiration from the success of 'Burmese Folktales'
by Dc Htin Aung in im proving English Ianguage skil Is in the 1950s.

During the writing process of this book, references were m ade to 'Burmese Folktales' by Dr. Htin Aung* and
'M yanm ar Yoyar Pon Pyin M yar' by M ingala Zin Aung*+. However, only some stories are from these sources; m ost are
derived from w hat the author was told by elders or read from other sources. Interestingly, the author found differences
among stories from various sources; these variations are som etimes extensive, w ith only the name remaining the same
while the contents are oflen entirely different. For exam ple, when com paring the story of ''M aster Thum b'' in Dr. Htin

Aung's book and the one presented in this book, only the subject that Master Thumb went to fight the Sun was similar,
and those accom panying M aster Thum b were different, with varied abilities as presented in this book. The reasons for
such vast differences probably Iie in the way of transm ission, as these stories in M yanmar were orally passed dow n from
generation to generation, and the written versions appeared presumably only after the 1930s.

Since there are hundreds of folktales in the Myanmar language, as m entioned above, som e selection criteria
were adopted to determ ine which stories to include in this book. One criterion is to choose the most well-known and
com m on tales; another is to exclude those inappropriate for young minds, and the third is to select stories suitable
for illustration with pictures. Based on these criteria, the story of ''The Golden Rabbit and the Golden Tiger'' has been
om itted, although it is one of the most common tales told in M yanmar. The author holds the opinion that the Tiger is
unfairly and cruelly treated in this particular tale,

The tales in this book are grouped into four types: (1) animal tales, (2) general tales, (3) adventurous tales, and (4)

tltled 'W hy tine Crow iooks after Cuckoo's children,' the OwI is depicted as a cheater who betrayed his ow n friend. The
Rabbit is usual Iy assigned the character of a wise m a n; however, i n the humorous story of ''Dewor the Rider,'' the Rabbit
ls presented as unwise and a Iso a hasty? im prudent guy. As th is book ta rgets child ren and you ng people of M ya nmar,
the author drew pictures using a CAD system, incorporating them at relevant points to enhance the substance of the
'Atories.

Htin Aung, Burm ese Folk-tales, Oxford University Press Amen House, London, First published 1948,

JOOq

entertaining hum orous tales. Concerning the 'animal talesz' it is interesting that a Iarge num ber of them are based on
made-up explanations for natural phenomena, such as 'W hy the Crow Iooks after the Cuckoo's children' or 'W hy the Ow I
hides,' etc. This way of creating stories to explain natural phenom ena may be identified as ''the typical characteristics in
M yanm ar folktales/'. The characters assigned to animals are not always the same in aI1 M yanmar tales. For exam ple, in
the story of 'W hy the OwI hidesz' the OwI is portrayed as a good-natured m aster painter. However, in another story
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