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Abstract  

The light cart, an emblem of ingenuity and practicality, has deeply woven itself into the 

fabric of Myanmar's rural landscape and cultural identity. This paper offers a glimpse into 

the history, significance, and multifaceted roles of light carts in Sagaing region. Originating 

in ancient times, light cart emerged as a response to the diverse terrains that characterize 

Myanmar's topography. Craftsmen honed their designs, creating carts that could navigate 

narrow pathways, steep slopes, and bustling marketplaces with finesse. They symbolize 

resourcefulness, community cooperation, and cultural identity. They are not merely modes 

of transportation but artifacts of resilience, deeply integrated into rituals, festivals, and local 

lore. Efforts to preserve the craftsmanship and knowledge associated with light carts 

underscore their enduring importance. As Myanmar navigates contemporary challenges, the 

history of light cart offers insights into sustainable development practices, cultural 

preservation, and the coexistence of tradition with modernity. The light cart emerges not 

merely as a utilitarian tool, but as a testament to the harmonious interplay between culture, 

geography, and human innovation in the dynamic tapestry of Myanmar's history. 
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Introduction 

Bullock carts have historically been used for various purposes, including agricultural tasks, 

transportation of goods, and carrying people in some cases. The design of a bullock cart varies, 

based on its intended use and the cultural context of the region. In many parts of the world, bullock 

carts have been an integral part of rural life and transportation systems, especially in areas with 

limited infrastructure or difficult terrains. They have served as essential tools for plowing fields, 

transporting harvested crops, moving goods between villages and markets, and carrying people for 

short distances. Bullock carts have played a significant historical and cultural role, often 

symbolizing themes of labor, resilience, and the relationship between humans and animals. 

Before the advent of modern transportation infrastructure, bullock carts were commonly 

used for transporting goods and people over short to medium distances. They were especially 

useful in areas with challenging terrain, where mechanized vehicles were not feasible. In recent 

decades, the role of bullocks in Myanmar's agriculture and transportation sectors has started to 

shift due to technological advancements and changing economic conditions. Mechanized farming 
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equipment and modern transportation options have become more accessible, leading to a gradual 

decline in the reliance on bullocks. 

Throughout Myanmar's extensive history, there exists little recorded evidence about the 

cart's initial invention and usage. In its early stages, the cart's wheel was a rudimentary piece of 

craftsmanship, quite distinct from the wheels of today. Wooden planks were assembled and shaped 

into a circular form. However, during long-distance travels, this wheel design exhibited 

shortcomings; the wooden planks would often become loose and weakened, necessitating frequent 

strengthening efforts. Over time, the wheel underwent gradual evolution, resulting in the 

contemporary wheel design that we recognize today, fortified by wooden spokes and iron bands. 

(Than Than Htay, 2016).  

This study aims to explore the elements employed in decorating carts for ceremonies, 

specifically focusing on how decorative light carts were adorned with Myanmar handicrafts and 

innovations. As Myanmar modernizes, there is a growing recognition of the need to preserve 

traditional practices and cultural heritage.  

 

Aim, Objectives and Research Question 

The aim of this paper is to comprehensively understand the historical, cultural, and 

practical implications of light carts in Myanmar and their significance in shaping social interactions. 

The specific objectives are to explore the different kinds of cart use in Myanmar and to find out the 

craftsmanship and design innovations associated with light carts, considering their adaptability to 

various terrains and local needs. The research questions are: what is the historical background of 

light carts in Myanmar and how have they evolved over time? 

 

Research Methodology, Population, Area and Period 

This research used descriptive study design. Both primary data and secondary data were 

used in this paper. Primary data were collected from direct personal interview with their family 

including makers and bullock-cart making cottage industry. The secondary source of the data 

includes books, journals, and newspapers, published and unpublished research work and internet/ 

online study. Book research, library research and field research are carried out in order to collect 

necessary information for this research. Thirty people were interviewed. They are the owner of cart 

making cottage industry, cart maker, their families, and cultivators. Research area is in Ohntaw 

village, Sagaing Township, Sagaing Region.  Study period was from 2017 to 2018. 

 

Literature Reviews 

Edward Burnett Tylor, a British anthropologist, presented a comprehensive definition of 

culture as "a complex whole of Man's acquired capabilities and habits, including knowledge, belief, 

art, morals, law, and custom" (Tylor, EB, 1907). Malinowski, another British anthropologist, referred 
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to "all the major components that bind men together in society, which include inherited artifacts, 

implements, and consumer goods, and termed them as culture objects" (Malinowski, 1957). 

Cultural change is a concept that denotes some internal and external factors leading to 

change in the cultural pattern of societies. It can be material as well as non-material in nature. 

Cultural change may come from many sources but most of them come through contact with other 

culture, inventions and internal adjustment of culture. 

 

Different Kinds of Cart in Myanmar 

The cart is defined as a vehicle pulled by man or animal. Besides, the cart is mainly divided 

into two categories: cart carrying goods and merchandise, and the Light-cart for travelling 

(Myanmar encyclopedia volume 12). 

In our ancient Myanmar society, different types of carts were used for various purposes. 

Many people would come to pagoda festivals with thousands of carts, each of which came in 

various forms. The following types of carts have been identified in the book 'Myanma Cart' 

(ခမနမ်ာေ့လ ည််း .(Additionally, these carts were categorized into seven different kinds based on their 

structural forms: 

1. Solid cart-wheel fashioned by joining slabs of timber (gja bi) (ြ ပ်  ်း/ြ ပ် ိန််း လ ည််း) 
2. Bullock cart with spokeless wheel (Be zat Hle)   (  ်းစပ်လ ည််း) 

3. Bullock cart body with high side-railings (Wet chan Hle) ( ြပ်ြ လ ည််း) 

4. Gon Hle (ဂိုဏ် လ ည််း) 

5. Daing Hle (ေိိုင််းလ ည််း) 

6. Ywet Hle (ရြွ်လ ည််း) 

7. Sa Htaung (စလထာင်လ ည််း) (Cittia, 1994).(see figure 1) 
 

 
Figure.1   Different kinds of cart 

Likewise, in the past there were seven kinds of carts commonly used by the people in old 

Myanmar society. 1. Box cart(  ေိိုလ ည််း), 2. Buggy( ာဂ လ ည််း), 3. Bullock-cart(န္ွာ်းလ ည််း), 4. 

Buffalo-cart(ြျွ လ ည််း), 5. Horse-cart(ခမင််းလ ည််း), 6. Elephant–cart(ဆင်လ ည််း), 7. Light 

cart(လ ည််းယဉ်). 
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In Myanmar society, different carts have had distinct names since the days of the Myanmar 

Monarchy. During the final Konbaung Period, King Thibaw, the last monarch, was dethroned in 

November 1884. The British transported King Thibaw in a box cart to the Gawein Jetty, from where 

he was deported to India. This event is a notable episode in Myanmar history and has been depicted 

in Myanmar paintings, featuring the box cart with King Thibaw. 

The role of the Myanmar bullock cart became increasingly prominent during successive 

periods such as the Ratanabon period (1878-1885), the British colonial period (1885-1947), and the 

post-independence government up to the Revolutionary Council Government in 1962. These 

periods witnessed changes that led to the cart's greater involvement in public works. 

During the Burma Socialist Programme Party (BSPP) period, bullock cart races and cattle 

beauty contests were held with capacity crowds at the foot of the Mandalay Hill, as noted by the 

author Cittra in the 1994 book "Myanmar Hle" 

 

Role and Function of Light Cart 

The Light Cart is used for limited ceremonial roles rather than transporting goods and 

merchandise. There are two forms of the Light Cart: the two-seater and the five-seater Light Cart. 

This vehicle is graceful, swift, and pleasing to the eye, and it has been valued by successive 

generations of Myanmar. 

The Light Cart has existed in various historical periods, including Bagan, Innwa, Pinya, and 

the Konbaung Periods. While times have changed, the affection for the light cart as an artistic 

object remains constant. In rural areas, the affluent employs vehicles like these in auspicious 

occasions, such as transporting Sayadaws and monks for religious ceremonies, conveying brides 

and grooms, and parading prospective young monks around the village (see figures 2, 3).  

         
 

 

 

Regarding the Light Cart, numerous Myanmar handicrafts are employed to enhance the   

beauty of this small vehicle. Another notable characteristic of the Light Cart is its swiftness in 

Fig. 2 Pre-colonial Burmese cart with one 

type of slab-wheel 

https://www.researchgate.net 

 

Fig. 3 Cart-1885 Vintage Myanmar  

https://www.pinterest.com 
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reaching the desired destinations (Nyunt & Phay, p. 47, 1972). In the eras of the Kings such as 

Bagan, Innwa, Pinya, and the Konbaung Periods, the Light Cart was reserved for aristocratic use. 

Following the demise of the monarchy, the Light Cart has continued to be employed in various 

forms up to the present day. During the day of monarchy even the rich had no right to use the 

Light Cart, and the 75 years old cart maker said  

"The Light Cart is not for the common people, it is used by the prince and 

princesses. When I was 12 years old I saw Shin Pyu ceremony (novitiation 

ceremony) by the people from the palace". 

Likewise, another 73 years old cart maker said  

"In the past only the king's relatives could use the Light Cart, especially the 

king's daughters. The king's son rode the elephant to the ordination ceremony to 

become a novice monk, two guards riding horses in front and at the back of the 

prince. The king's daughter rode the Light Cart, follow by other small Light Cart to 

the ear-boring ceremony and that is why the expression "Hsin Si Myin Yan" (ဆင်စ ်း 

ခမင််းရ ) comes about.’’  

The Light Cart cottage industry is traditionally done in the villages, Magyisin, 

Thalunphyu, Kywelue,Ohobo, Ohntaw and Ywa Htaung in the Sagaing Region. 

 

The Light Cart and It's Ornamentation 

In various locations, ornaments that grace the beauty especially of the light carts 

are called by different names, namely:Hyein Oke (ထိပ်အိုပ်/Forehead cover)Cha Kone 

(ြ ပ်ြ ို်း/dropping thread)Let Khun Part( လြ်ြွ ပတ/်Part Kyoe) (Encirling Chord)Boh Thaing 

( ိိုို့သိိုင််း/Boh Si-Wan Part)  Something slump across the hump of the cattle Doo Taik 

(ေူ်းတိိုြ/်Three tier tassel) (see figure 4) 

            
             Figure.4 Ornamentations of ox and light cart 

 

Challenges in Cart Making Industry 

The cart culture underwent socio-economic, climatic, and environmental changes that 

posed challenges to the cart industry, directly impacting the cart and light cart culture in Myanmar. 
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The builders within the cart industry also experienced shifts in their mentality: their perceptions 

and evaluations of carts, their beliefs, and the evolving criteria. In essence, the non-material culture 

was also evolving with the times. From these new perspectives emerged the new light cart, 

featuring attractive designs and innovative concepts rooted in old traditions. Thus, a new material 

culture came into existence. The new socio-economic environment gave rise to a modern-faced 

light cart. Therefore, it could be said that the material and non-material cultures were mutually 

complementary throughout the process of change in the cart culture. 

 

Starting the Use of Gold and Silver Decorated Light Carts 

As the Industrial Age progressed in Myanmar, the utilization of machines in economic, 

social, and farming sectors grew in tandem with the economy's advancement. Consequently, the 

use of bullock carts for farm work in the past was supplanted by machines, and similarly, the 

employment of light carts for transportation in the social sector diminished as mechanized vehicles 

took the place of traditional carts. This transition resulted in the gradual fading of the light cart's 

role, once a cherished symbol of Myanmar culture, even within rural regions. The political and 

socio-economic changes following Independence also posed a threat to the cart industry's survival. 

Cart-makers were compelled to seek alternative means of livelihood, leading to modifications in 

the design and decoration of light carts for use in special social occasions (see figure 5). 

 
 

In the early period, prior to the ornamentation of light carts, rural farmers and cart users 

would offer their light carts for parading novice-to-be monks (Shin Laung/ရှင်နလာင်ိုး (during the 

initiation ceremonies). Since these light carts were not extensively utilized for daily transportation, 

they were repurposed for this purpose. A fifty-seven-year-old individual who worked in the cart 

transport business recounted the following: 

"before the appearance of gold and silver gilded light carts, these vehicles were at 

fist festooned with floral decorations light the decorated pavilions in Anyar (Upper 

Myanmar) regions for donations and wedding occasions, renting them for a 

considerable fee". 

Figure.5 Decorated light carts 
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"village started making his old cart and gilded it and donated it to his village. Other cart drivers 

like it and people from other villages like it, and as more and more buyers / tenants become more 

competitive, I have to make different models from year to year," (see figure 5). 

 

 
Figure.6 Ancient light cart with Myanmar's handicraft 

In the past, the integral components of the carts, such as the Hsaung Pann Eain, Hle Eain Cout, 

and Hle Oo Hgnet, were adorned with wooden sculptures meticulously carved by the cart-maker 

himself. The wooden embellishments were inspired by the Chauk-Has-Htaung (လခြာြ်စလထာင်) 

light cart model. However, in the present day; several challenges have emerged that have impacted 

the traditional cart-making process. These challenges include the scarcity of hardwood raw 

materials, limitations in available space for crafting areas due to fireplace requirements for making 

wooden fork stands, bureaucratic delays in obtaining licenses for cart-making, and the absence of 

clear laws governing the cart industry. Consequently, cart makers now source ornaments from the 

ready-made market, purchasing them from master craftsmen or placing orders for the necessary 

ornament parts. 

The models of the gilded carts were replicated from those utilized during the reign of the 

Myanmar monarchy, while the decorations drew inspiration from illustrations of the Vesantara 

Drama (Zat Taw Gyi Hse Bwe/ Ten Great Dramas from Jataka Tales or Buddha Birth Stories). The 

box cart model, adorned with themes such as Karaweik and Hintha (Mythical birds), Naga (mythical 

king of serpents), Chinthe (mythical lion), Angels reaching for the stars, and the Myanmar drum 

music troupe, experienced a resurgence in popularity.  

According to a 52-year-old cart driver who is involved in both selling and renting carts, 

the evolution of light carts can be summarized as follows: 

"The popularity of gold and silver carts started around 2011. The cart driver Apo Nyan 

from Ma Kyi Sin village started making his old cart and gilded it and donated it to his village. Other 

cart drivers like it and people from other villages like it. Since more and more buyers / tenants 

become more competitive, I have to make different models from year to year," 
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In the present day, miniature light carts have become favored souvenirs for State leaders during 

their diplomatic missions. Citizens traveling abroad for trade purposes also offer these miniature 

light carts as symbols of goodwill and friendship to their foreign hosts. Additionally, at tourist 

destinations like Bagan and Chaung Thar, ornamented carts serve as prominent attractions, 

capturing the attention of foreign visitors. It's worth noting that light carts continue to be cultural 

cornerstones in the Myanmar imagination (see figure 8). 

 
 

It should be noted that individuals who value tradition or consider themselves 

traditionalists take pride in utilizing decorated light carts for their significant events such as 

initiation and ear-boring ceremonies, weddings, and other important occasions. Within hotels, 

restaurants, and the interior decor of living rooms, miniature models of light carts remain cultural 

symbols in the minds of the Myanmar people. Furthermore, toy carts can be found in pagoda 

festival toy shops and are also available in Myanmar handicraft stores throughout the country. 

 

Matters Concerning the Rental of Stylish Light Carts 

 In the past, light carts were a symbol of status for prosperous rural families. Presently, 

however, adorned light carts have found renewed purpose in initiation and wedding ceremonies 

and thus it is rekindling the traditions of the past. As these decorated light carts are often rented 

for such occasions, the commercial aspect of this rental business involves the collaboration of three 

Figure.7 Readymade handicraft sculptures of decorated light cart 

 

Figure.8 Myanmar toy carts 

https://www.bbt.org.sg/ 

https://www.bbt.org.sg/
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parties: the light cart owner, the oxen owner, and the motor-car transport operator. For significant 

events like the grand donation (Ah-hlu) ceremony, which necessitates the use of numerous 

splendid light carts to parade Maung Shin Laung (novices-to-be) through villages or towns, the 

cooperation of the oxen owner and the cart proprietor becomes essential for the smooth execution 

of the procession (see figure 9). 

             
Figure.9 Preparation for a long-distance transport of decorated light carts 

 
Attitudes and Mentalities of Cart Users 

In the past, affluent rural families proudly showcased their wealth and status through the 
use of light carts. These carts served as transportation for attending significant religious   and social 
events, including the novitiation and Ear-boring ceremonies (Shin Pyu Nar Tha Mengala) for their 
own sons and daughters, as well as those of others within their community. These ceremonies were 
marked by grandeur, with novices-to-be parading on decorated horses and ear-boring girls adorned 
like princesses, riding in ornate light carts. Additionally, the royal entourage that followed would 
dress in a manner reminiscent of the ancient Myanmar kings' processions. In some (Ah-hlu) 
processions, elephants were even utilized, adding prestige honor to the donation—a once-in-a-
lifetime event for some. 

Consequently, in the present day, ornate and stylish light carts are indispensable for solemn 
religious and significant social occasions. Traditional culture has been rekindled under the new 
social and economic circumstances. 
In the past, the cart master builders were skilled in the art of ten Myanmar handicrafts. They 
themselves sculpted the wood raw material, using the best quality wood free from defects for the 
construction of the cart. Thus, it was established that a cart builder must possess the skills and 
knowledge of past master cart-builders.In contemporary Myanmar society, all the gold and silver 
gilded light carts are adorned with new available innovations. However, these innovations are 
rooted in Myanmar's traditional culture. 

The cart industry of Ohndaw (အိုန််းလတာ) village suffered effects similar to those of the 
Myanmar cart industry mentioned earlier. The light carts have been transformed into gold and 
silver gilded ones, intended for use in social and religious occasions. However, these carts are 
predominantly seen by the people as cultural icons of Myanmar's cart culture, rather than being 
considered economically viable units. The same reasons, including scarcities of hardwood and 
deforestation, are factors affecting the cart makers and users in Ohndaw (အိုန််းလတာ) village, the 
sample size of this research paper. 
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Discussion 

This research conducted to comprehensively understand the historical, cultural, and 

practical implications of light carts in Myanmar and their significance in shaping social interactions. 

The specific objectives are to explore the different kinds of cart use in Myanmar and to find out the 

craftsmanship and design innovations associated with light carts, considering their adaptability to 

various terrains and local needs.  

In this study, it was observed that with regard to the practice of cart culture, Ohndaw 

(အိုန််းလတာ (village stands out as one of the villages in Myanmar that employs bullock carts and 

light carts. Furthermore, this village has been utilizing stylish light carts since 2011. 

According to Tylor and Malinowski, the culture of any people or nation comprises many 

factors: customs, traditions, attitudes, values, norms, ideas, symbols, knowledge, beliefs, art, 

morals, laws, inherited artifacts, implements, and consumer goods, all of which are collectively 

referred to as objects (Tylor, EB, 1907) (Malinowski, 1988). The research on the cart and light cart 

industry, it is important to note that many factors explained by these two scholars can be identified 

in the operation of the cart industry. 

In the historical context of Myanmar society, various models of carts were utilized, 

distinguished by their structures and functions. It has been observed that there were generally 

seven kinds of carts: the solid cart wheel (Chut Be), spokeless wheel cart (Be Zet Hle), Wet Chan 

Hle (with high side railings), Gon Hle, Ywet Hle, Sa Htaung Hle, Box Cart, and Buggy. Additionally, 

it has been noted that some carts were named after the animals used in conjunction with the term 

"cart," while others had specific names associated with the towns where they were produced, such 

as the Pago Cart associated with a certain town. 

This demonstrates that, in the past Myanmar society, carts were distinguished by names 

corresponding to their robust functions—carts designed for carrying merchandise and light carts 

intended for transporting people. Another intriguing aspect of the light cart or Hle Yin is that only 

affluent rural families could afford to own such carts, as they served as status symbols showcasing 

their wealth. 

In the village of Ohndaw (အိုန််းလတာ), numerous affluent villagers utilized carts or light carts 

to transport monks and other revered items to their homes, or to partake in events such as 

weddings and other social gatherings. Consequently, well-to-do parents employed light carts in 

their children's weddings and also to bring monks and religious articles. It was discovered that only 

a handful of families possessed such wealth and prestige within their communities. Similarly, in 

Ohn daw village, it is learned that carts are still used in their village for donations, weddings and 

other short trips. 

In the contemporary Myanmar society all the gold and silver gilded light carts are 

ornamented with the available new innovations, but all new innovations are based on Myanmar 
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traditional culture. The cart industry at Ohndaw(အိုန််းလတာ), in the Sagaing Division, had changed 

in accordance with the changing times owing to many combined short-term and long-term changes 

such as deforestation, difficulties in acquiring timer material, and changing forms of social system, 

and so the Ohndaw (အိုန််းလတာ) itself had to change in conformity with the prevailing social 

environment. 

In the Ohndaw (အိုန််းလတာ), the use of light carts has evolved in line with the changing needs 

of the times. In the past, light carts were primarily employed for personal or family transportation 

during religious and social events. In the present day, well-to-do families in Ohndaw (အိုန််းလတာ) 

village have shifted their approach, no longer purchasing light carts as personal property, but 

instead opting to rent elaborately decorated, gold and silver gilded light carts for their special 

occasions. Consequently, the rental of ornamented light carts has become a small-scale economic 

enterprise, with three or more carts available for hire. 

It has been observed that while a few individuals acquire ornamental light carts as cultural 

symbols for preservation, the majority of cart acquisitions are for the purpose of renting, often 

operating as a family enterprise. And the cart-renting, though as a small scale, is the cooperation 

of three more light cart owner, cattle owner and car transport owner. 

In Ohndaw (အိုန််းလတာ) village, there are individuals engaged in the business of renting 

ornamented gold and silver light carts as a small-scale venture. However, they encounter numerous 

challenges, including a scarcity of raw materials and limited space for cart production, high taxes, 

and various forest laws and regulations. As a result, a study has revealed that the cart industry and 

cart makers are putting in considerable effort to overcome these significant obstacles in order to 

sustain their livelihood and preserve the traditional Myanmar cart culture. 

 

Conclusion 

In the historical context of Myanmar society, various models of carts were utilized, each 

recognized for its distinct structure and purpose. This observation underscores the fact that in the 

past, within Myanmar society, carts were identified by names corresponding to their robust 

functions—carts designed for transporting merchandise and light carts intended for conveying 

people. Another intriguing aspect of the light cart or Hle Yin is that only affluent rural families could 

afford to possess such carts, which served as status symbols representing their wealth. 

The scale and artistry of cart-makers also depended on the abundance or scarcity of natural 

resources. Consequently, it has been observed that agrarian farm workers are directly connected 

to or dependent on this natural balance. Given the interdependency between the cart industry and 

agricultural work, it becomes apparent that the future of the cart industry appears rather bleak. 

In Ohndaw (အိုန််းလတာ) village, the use of light carts has adapted to the changing needs of 

the times. In the past, light carts were utilized for personal or family transportation during religious 
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and social events. Presently, affluent families in Ohn Daw village no longer purchase light carts as 

personal property, instead opting to rent ornamented, gold, and silver gilded light carts for their 

special occasions. 

In summary, Myanmar's ingenuity in constructing these straightforward vehicles has made 

them an essential aspect of both work and leisure within the country's social life, serving both 

royalty and common citizens. They remain integral to Myanmar's rural communities and are a 

fundamental component of its culture. Furthermore, they showcase the skills of our ancestors. 

Considering the significance and influence of these unassuming Light Carts on the preservation of 

Myanmar's culture, methods to safeguard this genuine Myanmar symbol need to be identified, 

regardless of the challenges that may arise in the future. 

 

Recommentation 

Collaborate with cultural heritage organizations, local communities, and governmental 

bodies to raise awareness about the importance of light carts in Myanmar's history. By highlighting 

their cultural significance, steps can be taken to ensure their continued recognition and protection. 
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