BURMA, SEPTEMBER 2007.
CONTEMPORARY ART AND POLITICAL ICONOGRAPELY

by Max Seidel

The Saffron Revolution of September 2007 in Burma was not the usual armed popular uprising:
after decades of repression by the military dictatorship, the people reacted not with violence but
with peaceful demonstrations. On 20 September 2007 a thousand Buddhist monks, their hands
joined in prayer, filed through the streets of Rangoon chanting the Metta Sutta:

May all living creatures live in happiness and safety!
May no one trick another,

nor despise another,

nor with hatred or anger

desire another’s harm.

Large numbers of people associated themselves with the monks, holding hands and forming
a human chain to protect the demonstration, which reached its climax on 22 September with
10,000 monks gathered in Mandalay for a pacific and well ordered protest (fig. 13).

The most reliable account of the Saffron Revolution is to be found in the November and
December 2007 issues of the magazine The Irrawaddy, printed in Chiang Mai in Thailand, the
mouthpiece of the democratic opposition movement.! Under the heading “Window on Burma”,
The Irrawaddy proclaimed: “Burma is ruled by secretive and reclusive military men. There is virtu-
ally no press freedom. For many years, we have sought to shed light on this darkness — bringing
our readers throughout the world breaking news, analyses, in-depth reports and independent
viewpoints”. The Irrawaddy, together with Bertil Lintner’s classic Burma in Revolt?, have been
my principal sources. In the November issue of the magazine®, the Bangkok-based journalist
Thierry Falise whose photographs are reproduced here (figs. 2-6, 28) provides an eye-witness
account of the five days of revolution in Rangoon:

Monday, September 24: 1 go to watch thousands of monks gathering at the foot of the
Shwedagon Pagoda (fig. 2). A maroon and purple wave cuts through a compact crowd,
sweeps through the sacred pagoda and then flows down to the city centre. I feel enveloped
by a sweet cyclone of fervour and hope. A huge crowd is now gathering all along the streets
(fig. 3). Hundred of thousands of Rangoon dwellers applaud from sidewalks, balconies,
apartment windows, the roofs of department stores, from every corner of the city.
Tuesday, September 25: Someone announces that members of the National League for
Democracy are going to make a speech and loudspeakers are brought. But, at the monks’
request, there won’t be any political speeches.

Wednesday, September 26: Shortly before noon, security forces disperse the crowd with
tear gas at the Shwedagon Pagoda. About 100 monks manage to gather on a street below
the pagoda. In less than an hour, they are met by thousands of people surging from side
streets and buses and are welcomed emotionally by their supporters.

Thursday, September 27: A contact tells me that there is trouble near the Ngwe Kyar Yan
monastery, in northern Rangoon. I rush there with two colleagues. Soldiers, policemen
and vigilantes block the roads. The night before, at least 200 monks were brutally arrested
in this monastery, and we hear that one died. Hundreds of local people fill the streets,
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outraged by the arrests. We are told that soldiers opened fire on student protesters in
Tamwe Township... The whole area is infested with soldiers and policemen. I see two
large blood stains and dozens of slippers on the road (fig. 5), and I’'m told “a Caucasian
journalist has been killed”. Later, it’s confirmed that a Japanese photojournalist was shot
dead (fig. 6). At a large intersection near the central railway station, a small group of
monks has emerged from nowhere. In a few minutes, thousands of people gather around
them and start to walk on a nearby bridge. Soldiers suddenly appear from the bridge’s
sides and shoot at us. Run... run! Everyone must run for their lives.

Friday, September 28: Crowds defy the military troops in several parts of Rangoon.
Groups of people try to reactivate demonstrations but each time, security forces come and
separate them. Downtown, dozens of protesters have been arrested, bound and beaten.
The troops pursue fleeing people into buildings, singling out those with cameras.

Signs rather than words characterised this revolution. It is significant that Thierry Falaise
reports the monks as having told the representatives of the democratic opposition not to make
political speeches. But the most striking sign is the image of the massed ranks of Buddhist monks
like a red river streaming through Rangoon, all of them tramping with measured pace and with
hands joined (fig. 13). Or else remaining motionless, huddled up in disciplined order as the armed
soldiers threaten them. Equally symbolic as the hands joined in prayer is the gesture of the re-
versed begging-bowl (fig. 4): its meaning is that from the soldiers and from those who support
them no alms will be requested or accepted. By offering alms, a Buddhist seeks to escape the
circle of reincarnation and to attain Nirvana: the refusal to accept alms is therefore tantamount
to excluding someone from the community of believers.

The monks’ struggle is carried on by the systematic diffusion of images. The Irrawaddy defines
the nature of the Saffron Revolution: “The junta has its soldiers and guns. The people had the
media and the truth in words and pictures”.* The journalist Kyan Zwe Moe writes: “Compared
to the 1988 nationwide uprising when about 3000 demonstrators were killed, the September
demonstrations were small. But their worldwide impact was enormous, because of the Burmese
people’s use of media technology. [...] In retrospect, it took weeks for the world to see a picture
of the 1988 demonstrations. But in September, photographs and video clips arrived within min-
utes of the start of demonstrations in cities such as Rangoon and Mandalay and more and more
updated information flowed in by the minute”.?

The military regime feared this image-based propaganda campaign. The soldiers were given
orders to look out for cameras when searching arrested persons, and in an attempt to stanch the
flow of images out of the country, internet connections were for a while blocked. The soldiers’
hatred of photojournalists appears vividly in the photograph of 27 September showing the killing
of the Japanese reporter Kanji Nagai (fig. 6). We can clearly see a soldier who has been chasing
the crowd, stop for a moment and shoot the photojournalist who is lying helpless on the ground.
The Irrawaddy commented sarcastically: “The final shot — Did Kenji Nagai take a picture of his
own executioner?”®

In conducting their campaign through images, the opposition makes use of a technique also
found in the political iconography of European art. The contrast between good and evil is ex-
tremely accentuated: on one page we see the peaceful procession of monks, apparently leaderless
and guided only by interior conviction (ﬁgs. 2, 3, 13; significantly, The Irrawaddy writes: “The
alliance’s true leadership remains a mystery™’), while the facing page is dominated by the solitary
and demonic-looking figure of a general (figs. 26, 27).

The Irrawaddy praises the monks as the true heroes: “Without them, the people of Burma
wouldn’t have achieved the present political momentum which seems to be building toward
a chance of democratic reforms. Without them, the pro-democracy movement wouldn’t have
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2 Thierry Falise, Monks pray at Swedagon Pagoda. The Irrawaddy (November 2007).
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