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This month ASEF culture360 contributor David Fernandez travels to Yangon, Myanmar’s social and
cultural hub. In this article he describes the current panorama of contemporary arts & cultural fabric,
focusing mainly on the emerging creative platforms that are aiming to become the catalysts for a
shifting social landscape.

A 19th-century British colonial capital and largest city in Myanmar, with over 5 million inhabitants,
Yangon boasts one of the most spectacular and diverse urban landscapes in Southeast Asia. The
cosmopolitan city is colourful by an unmatched ethnic diversity containing a striking mix of British,
Burmese, Chinese and Indian cultural influences.

Boasting an almost unique example of colonial architecture, although decaying and beyond
appreciation, Yangon still houses one of the greatest collection of heritage buildings in the region.

Although Yangon was stripped of its capital city status after the government decided to move the
capital upcountry to Nay Pyi Taw in 2005, the city remains nowadays as the nation’s creative hub.

Creative Unrising
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Culturally neglected for decades, with a relatively non-existent infrastructure where public art

institutions barely existed or remained limited, in the last 5 years since Myanmar's unprecedented

political and economic opening, Yangon’s urban cultural scene is now booming.
Yangon has always had a vibrant arts & cultural scene. The only difference was that up until about
4 or 5 years ago, all those events were (or had to be) underground because of the political
situation. Before, every single poem, novel, song or movie had to be put up for censorship scrutiny.
That was a big challenge for the arts, inevitably ending being subversive. Now, that vibrancy is
much more out in the open for everyone to see. And the audience is growing, yet it is still not
mainstream in the sense that these events don't always appear in local papers that ordinary people
read. Thin Lei Win - Myanmar Now Chief Correspondent and TEDxInyalake Lead Curator

Rapidly, Yangon is becoming more dynamic, culturally speaking, and able to start raising awareness in

the global networks while shaping this fresh perception that seeks new dimensions for its cultural

cityscape.
Since the surprise opening of the country in 2011, following decades of isolation, stagnation and
extreme censorship, the windows and doors seem to have been thrown open. Free creative
expression has been unleashed with exciting possibilities. Young Burmese, grabbing the new
technology opportunities, are embracing social media with gusto. Innovative short videos,
pictures, writing on previously prohibited subjects are emerging daily. Virginia Henderson,
Author of Yangon Echoes and oral historian

Even before the recent political transition, embassy-linked cultural centres - including Institut
Francaise, British Council and Goethe Institut - have been nurturing the precarious cultural scene by

supporting the local creative development. Some emerging examples of this foreign-funded
development are initiatives such as the Yangon Film School, Yangon Photo Festival and several film

festivals such as the Human Rights Human Dignity International Film Festival, Wathann Film Festival,
and more recently also &PROUD, Yangon'’s first LGBT Film Festival.
Nowadays it is very complicated to raise funds for cultural projects of any kind here in Myanmar.

Apart from international organizations, we have never received any public support. Moreover we
are not always welcomed by some local cinemas to showcasethere. They are not very interested
in the type of films we select - mainly independent documentaries and short films. Still, we want to
introduce the audience to new kind of narratives, and also bring domestic stories to light,
facilitating local audiences to share, experience and connect common realities that remain
unknown for the majority of the country, not to mention the rest of the world. Thu Thu Shein -
Director, Wathann Film Festival

Cultural Reactivation
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