Burmese Textiles 

Ed. Elizabeth Dell and Sandra Dudley, Textiles from Burma: Featuring the James Henry Green Collection, 2003, Philip Wilson in association with the James Green Centre for World Art, Brighton, ISBN 0 85677 569 5 

South East Asian textiles have a woven beauty and intricacy that captivates and intrigues many of us. With the ease of travel today or whilst living in places with a rich textile history, we are able to collect, record, photograph, and study woven items. 

Burma, a land rich in resources has a complex society. Its cultural and trade relationships with India span over 2000 years and textile traditions have been greatly influenced by neighbouring South East Asian countries. 

Textiles from Burma, a recent publication, focuses on the Green Collection and its use by the Brighton Museum to form a basis for the study and development of textiles from Burma. A range of essays on Green, his study of anthropology and textile collecting, and of textiles in an historical, social, cultural, local, and wider context, written by academics, independent researchers and scholars, form the main text of the work. 

In the early part of the 20th century, James Henry Green served with the Indian Army in Northern Burma. Here, his work brought him into contact with some of the 120 different groups of people who inhabit the country. His photographs and documents interpret and capture aspects of their lives, textiles and weaving traditions. 
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Two Meru girls. Photograph by James Henry Green, c 1926 Royal Pavilion, Libraries and Museums no. 1034 


The book draws on Green's black and white photographic collection and sets these against colourful close-ups of finely detailed weavings and village scenes that successfully capture the past and present. His photographs illustrate the way different groups wore lengths of fabric woven on backstrap looms. 

A fascinating essay by Sandra Dudley, entitled Whose textiles and whose meanings? comments on past methods of using textiles and dress to help identify ethnic identity and raises many interesting questions. 

The book is superbly illustrated with old and new photographs, many of which show intricate weaving details. Essays give a brief overview of the textiles produced by the Akha, Burman, Chin, Kachin, Karenic, Naga and Shan State people and also set Bunnan court textiles, textile texts, and woven items of displaced Karenni refugees in Thailand in a local context. 

The wider issues of collecting, research, and commissioning are dealt with in the final section of the book. In 2002, The Green Centre commissioned and documented seventeen wedding outfits from Kachin State (as described by Lisa Maddigan in newsletter no. 23, October 2002). These form an important link through the weavers and researchers for the future. Nationally however, The New Light of Myanmar newspaper exhorts people to "Uplift national prestige, integrity and to preserve and safeguard cultural heritage and national character". The [mal essay by Mandy Sadan, makes searching comments on the influences of political instability that have over time, caused ethnic groups to seek the unity and identity encouraged by the Government through traditional textiles/dress. 

The book is well researched and provides a valuable and beautifully illustrated contribution on Burmese Textiles for textile enthusiasts and scholars. An introductory chapter on the complex history of Burma would have helped to create a broader understanding of the country. 

Enjoyment of some essays is lessened by the academic style of writing, which creates a distance between the reader and subject. The extensive notes, Bibliography and Museum Appendix are, however, an invaluable resource for further study and viewing of Burmese Textiles. 

Weaving as a cottage industry plays an important part in the economy and life of many families. Books outlining the rich textile heritage of South East Asia, not only give pleasure to many of us but encourage, educate and give status to all the weavers who continue with their intricate tradition. 
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