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A Mobile Phone? Yes, I Want One! A Royal 

City? Yes, I Want One! How International 
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Construction of Myanmar’s First Cities, 1800 

Years Ago.
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[ Abstract ]

In the modern world, we can share information and new 

products as quickly as an email can be sent, or a parcel 

can be loaded onto an aircraft. But the brick-walled 

urban centres that sprung up in Myanmar around 150 CE 

suggest that ancient people could be just as excited about 

new information and products, even though the transmission 

of data and cultural objects followed a different path. 

These huge resource-intensive cities, inspired by the 

walled cities of India, were not built in sequence, as has 

been generally assumed, but in the same period. Once 

the Royal City arrived, the chiefly families of early First 

Millennium Upper Myanmar just had to have one.
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Figure 1. Upper Myanmar: Early Urban centres and finds of Early Urban artifacts.
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I. Introduction

Early in the First Millennium CE, an expanding Iron Age population 

and new technologies and socio-political concepts coincided with 

the appearance of brick-walled cities in Upper Myanmar’s Ayeyarwady 

valley, and on the Kaladan floodplain on Myanmar’s west coast, 

in what is now Rakhine (Arakan) state <Figure 1>. The nomination 

in 1996 of three of the walled cities to the United Nations 

Educational Cultural and Scientific Organisation (UNESCO) World 

Heritage Tentative List stated that Beikthano, Halin and Sriksetra 

“were built from the 1st to 9th centuries AD” (Department of 

Archaeology 1996). This reflected the academic consensus at the 

time, and remains what we might call the popular view, as 

presented, for example, on Wikipedia (Wikipedia 2014).

It is not in doubt that Myanmar’s walled settlements were 

occupied during the First Millennium CE. There is an extensive 

literature that looks at their structure and contents (Aung Thaw 

1972; Gutman 1976; Luce 1985; Stargardt 1990; Aung Thaw, Myint 

Aung et al. 1993; Aung Myint 1998, 1999; Gutman 2001; Nai Pan 

Hla 2011; Moore 2012). This paper presents a new hypothesis on 

the chronology of the cities, proposing that while monument 

construction and cultural activities occurred over many centuries, 

wall construction took place over a limited period of time, 

around the 1st to 3rd centuries CE. This burst of activity was an 

expression of power and authority by independent local leaders 

who were influenced by Indic notions of merit accumulated from 

past lives, and consequently of the worthiness of rulers to rule, 

and to live in appropriately worthy surroundings.

Such rulers may have been encouraged by descriptions of 

fortified cities in Indian texts such as the Ramayana or the 

Buddhist Milindapanha (Schlingloff 2013: 11-16), or in handbooks 

of royal governance that were eventually compiled as the 

Arthasastra: "in the absence of forts, the treasury is to the 

enemy, for it seems that for those who own forts, there is no 

destruction" (Shamasastry 1915: 469). Perhaps traders or travelling 

monks had brought stories of the 60 or more enclosed urban 

settlements that were operational throughout the Indian 
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subcontinent by the early centuries CE, cities which "for ordinary 

inhabitants, as well as for elites, provided economic security at 

all times and physical security when needed" (Smith 2006: 

119-123). 

Further examples of the value of enclosed settlements in 

the 1st to 3rd century CE period came from China, where wealthy 

landowners responded to weakening central control by building 

fortresses across the country (Elv in 1973: 33-34). The news of 

this new style of living reached people in Myanmar who were 

well used to incorporating aspects of neighbouring cultures.

II. Archaeological Background

Around 70,000 years ago, modern homo sapiens followed the 

coast of South and Southeast Asia from Africa to eventually reach 

Australia. On the way, some of these explorer-settlers moved up 

the river valleys, leaving genetic traces in the modern populations 

of places such as India and Myanmar (Oppenheimer 2004, 2012). 

In Myanmar, the focus of our story, they left stone tools as 

evidence of their movement across the landscape (de Terra, 

Movius et al. 1943). The hunter-gatherer lifestyle (Moore 2007, 

Chapter 2) eventually merged or coexisted with agriculture 

(Bellwood 2005). By 4,500 years ago, people living at Halin, 

which much later became one of the walled cities, were making 

incised earthenware, a class of pottery identified with Southeast 

Asian agriculturalists (Hudson and Nyein Lwin 2012). From this 

period we begin to get a glimpse of individuals, not just of their 

tools and pottery. At Halin the people who were adding 

agriculture to their survival strategy buried their dead in a 

systematic way.

While a grave is a specific kind of cultural deposit, it is not 

merely a window on death rituals. It can be, as we often kindly 

say today at funerals, a celebration of life. In the graves at Halin, 

we see evidence of characteristics we can recognise in modern 

societies, such as the ownership of beautiful, useful or significant 

objects, and social differentiation.
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III. Deer, Snake and Cowrie Headdress: Social Status in a 

Stone-age Cemetery

The residents of an ancient village, site HL 30 at Halin, accumulated 

more than a metre of potsherds and ash during their period of 

residence. They were probably unaware that the skeletons of at 

least 37 people had been directly below them. In the walls of 

excavation trenches, we detect the outline of postholes the 

villagers had dug to support their houses, but none of the holes 

seem to have reached the burials below. We can see two 

consistent elements of human behaviour in these archaeological 

strata. In digging the post holes 30 or 40 centimetres down, 

nobody went to any more trouble than they needed to. And in 

throwing away their rubbish, the same principle applied. At the 

upper habitation level of HL 30, the debris of daily life 

accumulated. But ancient villages in Myanmar, as distinct from 

cemeteries, leave behind relatively little cultural information. 

Modern villagers who go hunting for treasure in these old sites 

will often talk of the "poor man’s layer" they have to dig through 

to find the earlier "rich man’s layer". This is the case at HL 30. 

It is in the earlier level, the Neolithic cemetery, that we begin to 

read some individual stories. 

We know from charcoal just above the cemetery that the 

burials date to a period some time before 1070 to 1240 BCE 

(OZM353 2935±30 BP). Some skeletons wear bone or stone 

bracelets. Some are accompanied by a polished stone adze. Three 

of the burials are strongly differentiated. One person was buried 

with a set of deer antlers. One had a snake skeleton between the 

legs, too neatly placed to be accidental. Could they be indicators 

of hunting prowess, or perhaps even nicknames or titles acquired 

through that prowess: the Provider of Deer Meat, the Conqueror 

of Snakes?

A third skeleton has an accumulation of cowrie shells at 

the top of the head, probably a headdress. Cowries were a 

common trade item in prehistoric times. These marine shells 

must have travelled a minimum of 400 kilometres from the 

Indian Ocean to reach Halin. At the feet of this skeleton is a 
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painted pot containing two half-shells from a freshwater bivalve 

shellfish <Figure 2>. Every skeleton in the cemetery, however 

poorly supplied otherwise with grave goods, was accompanied by 

a bivalve shell. The community shared a belief related to the 

shells that was significant enough to make them part of every 

funeral. These are not just local traditions. In a Neolithic 

cemetery at Ban Non Wat in Thailand, a body was entombed 

with cowrie earrings, while others were accompanied by painted 

pots and bivalve shells (Higham 2014: 112-117), indicating that 

trade goods such as cowries, and behaviours such as the use of 

a pot and bivalves in a funeral ritual, travelled long distances. 

Examples of the pot and bivalve shell combination were also 

found in a burial at NyaungGon, in Myanmar’s Samon Valley, 

which dates perhaps to the 4th century BCE, suggesting that this 

tradition was as long-lived as it was widespread (Pautreau, 

Coupey et al. 2010: 146).

Figure 2. Painted pot with bivalve shells, Halin, HL 

30, Neolithic cemetery
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IV. Jewellery and Feasting in Bronze Age Halin

By the time the bronze age came to Halin, from around the 11th 

century BCE going on regional comparisons  (Higham 2014: 137), 

we begin to see some major social differences in grave goods, 

and a new tradition, the provision of large quantities of food. In 

excavation HL 29 (these Halin excavations are so far unpublished, 

and my data comes directly from working on the sites with my 

Myanmar colleagues) we often see a rectangular outline in the 

soil, suggesting coffins that have long since rotted away. Each 

cavity contained between a dozen and thirty or more pots, which 

we assume had been filled with food, perhaps the remains of a 

funeral feast for the mourners, or supplies for the afterlife. The 

quantity of food used in the funeral ritual suggests that these 

people were capable of producing a surplus well beyond their 

daily needs.

Many skeletons here wear polished stone rings ontheir arms. 

There are a few bronze axeheads and spearheads. The bivalve 

shell and pot combination is seen again. A bowl with perforated 

pillars inside is a type found across Myanmar which has been 

classified as alcohol distillation equipment (Win Maung 2003). Two 

of the 48 excavated burials feature substantial personal ornamentation: 

arms loaded with bone or shell rings and bronze bracelets, layers 

of tiny perforated shells that seem to have been used to decorate 

cloth as modern people might use sequins, cowries, and beads 

made from semi-precious stones <Figure 3>.

Figure 3. Bronze Age wealth, Halin HL 29: shells, stone beads, bracelets.
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Charles Higham has suggested, on the basis of similar 

excavations in Thailand, that "the desirability of owning and 

displaying bronzes contributed significantly to the rise of social 

elites" (Higham 2014: 194). While the bronzes we excavate are 

coated with green copper oxide, in their original state, perhaps 

regularly polished by their proud owners, they would have shone 

like gold.

V. The Iron Age Turning Point

Iron appears in Southeast Asia from the 5th century BCE, on the 

current evidence (Higham 2014: 197), and the few available Iron 

Age radiocarbon dates from Myanmar bear this out (Pautreau 

2007 87-90; Pryce, Coupey et al. 2013). Economic growth and 

consequent expansion of trade is reflected in Myanmar in grave 

goods such as stone beads, glass, and bronzes (Lankton, 

Dussubieix et al. 2006; Moore 2007: 85-127; Pautreau, Coupey et 
al. 2010). Between 300 BCE and 300 CE, trade linked the broader 

area of Southeast Asia with India and China, new political and 

religious ideas spread along with trade items, village communities 

grew into large centres, and agriculture intensified. Iron, rice and 

trade were integral to state formation (Higham 2014: 271-348). 

Upper Myanmar was a participant in these changes.

VI. Basic Principle of Leadership: Take Care of the Followers

A potent symbol appears in Myanmar from around 200 BCE. 

This is a bead in the shape of a crouching feline, usually made 

from the semi-precious stone carnelian, perforated to wear on a 

cord. The form seems to be modelled on the bronze tally tiger 

of the Qin Emperor of China (Cheng and Cheng 1993: 193), but 

with a local variant: the tiger is usually carrying a baby tiger in 

its mouth <Figure 4>.
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Figure 4. The Qin Emperor’s bronze tiger (above) and a Samon 

Valley version in carnelian. Detail (right) shows the baby tiger 

carried in the mouth.

This modification of a regional symbol of power is an 

indication of the way information was passing down the trade 

routes of the time. We might also read into it something about 

the nature of leadership. Around 300 examples of these beads 

have been found, mainly in the Samon Valley, the area I have 

proposed previously as a key source of population expansion in 

the Early Urban period. Ambitious local leaders moved from the 

Samon region where centuries-old village chiefdoms had no room 

to expand, to found settlements inspired by new ideas and 

technology from India (Hudson 2005b).

VII. The Construction of the Cities

In India’s Early Historic period, from the 3rd century BCE to the 

4th century CE, there were more than 60 walled cities, whose 

inhabitants grew grain, and domesticated animals such as sheep 

and cattle. Key architectural features were ramparts with 

associated ditches, towers and gates (Yule and Böhler 2004; 

Deloche 2007: 3-47; Yule 2008a, 2008b; Schlingloff 2013). 

Politically, these were "regional dynasties with shifting allegiances 

that resulted in restructured power balances nearly every 
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generation" (Smith 2006: 100). There was no need for a "state 

level of political organization, only an initial impetus for 

settlement, some level of highly visible labour investment, and a 

sustainable social network" (Smith 2003: 273).

In Myanmar the indigenous population, expanding demographically 

and economically, adopted some of these social and architectural 

characteristics. A defining feature of this cultural change is the 

construction of settlements enclosed by brick walls, with entry 

controlled by corridor gates that curved inward into the city, 

frequently with rooms or alcoves in the gates that suggest 

permanent administrative functions (Aung Myint 1998). The 

adaptations from India were highly selective. Walled settlements 

in India were usually less than two square kilometres (Schlingloff 

2013: 49), while in Myanmar, the areas were up to 14 square 

kilometres, suggesting low density occupation that probably 

included agriculture within the walls. Due to a fortunate act of 

violence we have a convincing group of radiocarbon dates for 

wall construction at one of the Myanmar settlements, Halin.

VIII. Halin

An attack on the city and the burning of at least five of its gates 

<Figure 5>, which were not repaired or used again, was not 

fortunate for the inhabitants, of course, but it was valuable to 

archaeology. The burnt timber was preserved as charcoal. Wood 

buried under the ground in a monsoon climate will rot away to 

become part of the soil, but carbon pieces can last many 

centuries. While the charcoal from Halin does not tell us when 

the attack on the city took place, it does tell us the age of the 

wood at the time when trees were cut down and used to build 

the city gates. On the assumption that the brick walls and gates 

were built simultaneously with the wooden doors and 

superstructure, the radiocarbon dates show a construction period 

between 120 and 250 CE (Hudson 2012).
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Figure 5. Plan: brick corridor gate at Halin, HL 33, excavated in 

2011. Charcoal is from the destruction of the wooden gate and 

gatehouse at some unknown time.

  

Figure 6. Caltrops excavated at gate HL 31, Halin, 2010. Scale in 

centimetres.

  

Caltrops <Figure 6> were found during recent excavations at 

Halin. These four-sided iron spikes, which always have one part 

pointing upward to penetrate the feet of humans or animals, 

were known to the ancient Romans and were also found at the 

walled city of Sisulpalgarh in India, at a level dated to the 

period 200-350 CE (Khan 2003: 126-127). We have no way of 

knowing whether they were placed at Halin by the defenders or 



SUVANNABHUMI Vol. 6 No. 1 (June 2014) 3-26.

14

the attackers.

Early bricks in Myanmar are often marked with finger 

strokes, put on while the clay is still wet. These markings were 

also used in India and Thailand (Moore 2007: 134). Among more 

than 500 marked bricks recovered from the debris of three gates 

excavated at Halin since 2010, 2% bear what may be Indian 

letters or numbers <Figure 7>.

Figure 7. Bricks from the 120-250 CE gates at Halin. Fingermarks 

(left), letter a (centre), number 90 (right).

  

Among the clearest examples, one appears to be incised 

with the Brahmi vowel a which was used in India around the 

first Century CE (Dani 1963: 37). Another brick is marked in 

fingerstrokes with the 2nd century CE symbol for the number 90 

(Smith, David Eugene and Karpinski 1911). This is further 

evidence that India was the source of inspiration for the 

construction of the city. The presence of letters and numbers on 

bricks from a context dated between the 1st and 3rd centuries 

also suggests that literacy in Myanmar can be dated back at least 

to this period.

IX. Beikthano

While the dating of the construction of Halin is convincing, we 

need to consider circumstantial evidence for the origin of the 

walls at the other cities. At Beikthano, a brick building, BTO 32, 
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containing cremation urns and located outside the city walls, has 

charcoal from a fire dated to between 60 and 220 CE. The layer 

of ash is in just one part of the building. It is too widespread 

for a kitchen fireplace, but too contained to be debris from a 

destructive building fire. The likeliest prospect is that the ash and 

charcoal was from cremations. Burial urns are also found in the 

building. The 60-220 CE period is when the building was 

functioning. This for now is the earliest absolute date range for 

the city. Beikthano was also operational at the same time as 

Halin became operational (Hudson 2012). A painted cremation 

urn excavated at this site shows the continued use at Beikthano 

of a symbol used as coffin decoration (Moore 2007: 109) in Iron 

Age burials in the Samon valley <Figure 8>. They may have 

adopted new ideas, but they did not necessarily throw the old 

ones away.

Figure 8. An earthenware cremation urn from Beikthano, 60-220 CE, 

repeats the motif of a Samon Valley coffin decoration (insert).

X. Sriksetra

he earliest radiocarbon date for Sriksetrais for the period 50-200 

CE, from charcoal at the lower level of a deposit of iron slag in 

the centre of the city. We can suggest that the city was 

operational in this period. Sriksetra went through several 

construction phases. An inner wall was overwhelmed by annual 
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flooding from nearby hills and an eight-kilometre wall and 

brick-lined drainage channel was built. This channel was also 

eventually overcome by siltation, and in two places, we can still 

see the remains of later brick entranceways built on topof 

silt-filled corridor gates (Hudson 2007; Hudson and Lustig 2008 ; 

Hudson 2012). The majority of artworks from the early urban 

period come from Sriksetra.

XI. Maingmaw-Pinle.

The dual name of this site is used because when it was revealed 

to be an ancient city in the 1970s it was known as Maingmaw, 

after a village within the walls. More recently, archaeologists have 

called it Pinle, after a nearby fortress of the 11th–13th century 

Bagan period. Like Sriksetra, it has two clear phases of wall 

construction. A circular wall inside has been enclosed by a larger 

oblong wall (Sein Maung Oo 1981; Nyunt Han, Aung Kyaing et 
al. 2006). Several buildings have recently been excavated outside 

the east wall. They share decorative elements with buildings at 

Beikthano and Sriksetra. The outer wall also has a corridor gate. 

The city area is under intensive rice production, which makes a 

search for any possible underground structures difficult. 

Maingmaw-Pinle would be an ideal candidate for investigation via 

airborne laser scanning (Lidar) technology (Daukantas 2014). 

XII. Dhanyawadi and Vesali

These walled sites on Myanmar’s west coast, in the floodplain of 

the Kaladan River, have been dated on the basis of artifacts 

found in the cities, and in the region generally, to the 4th to 8th 

centuries CE (Gutman 1976, 2001; Singer 2008; Shwe Zan 2010). 

The Royal City hypothesis does not argue against the attribution 

of artworks, inscriptions and coins to this period. It suggests that 

the brick walls and corridor gates (Hudson 2005a) might belong 

to a separate period, the 1st to 3rd century, when the three 
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largest cities on the central plains, Halin, Beikthano and Sriksetra, 

were also operational.

XIII. Other Walled Sites: Tagaung, Waddi and Thegon

Tagaunghas three walls, each abutting the Ayeyarwady River. 

Distinctive local cremation and pottery traditions set Tagaung 

apart from the sites described above (Moore 2008). A radiocarbon 

date range of 710-940 CE (OZH969 120030 BP) for a cremation 

burial confirms activity in the early urban period, but based on 

the available evidence Tagaung does not have an archaeological 

claim to the Royal City period.

Waddi, a circular walled site west of Maingmaw-Pinle, has 

fingermarked bricks, stone beads and early coins, thus it comes 

within the Royal City purview. Thegon, south of Sriksetra, has a 

similar assemblage, though it is largely covered by modern 

villages (Aung Myint 1999: 49-63 & 89-97), So far there has been 

little archaeological investigation of either.

XIV. If the Walls Were Built at the Same Time, What 

Happened Next?

If we consider that the walls with corridor gates were built in 

the proposed 1st to 3rd century Royal Cities period, we have an 

explanation as to why so many buildings at Beikthano, Maingmaw 

-Pinle and Sriksetra were constructed outside the city walls, and 

why so many artifacts and inscriptions on the west coast 

(including the Sanskrit ye dhamma hetu formula, which was often 

a dedicatory element of a Buddhist monument) are found a long 

way away from the walled cities. The need to live within city 

walls had become less pressing.

Each city had a central elite complex. The followers would 

have lived and probably kept animals and grown crops within 

the outer wall, as indicated by habitation remains at Sriksetra 
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that date between 680-890 CE (Hudson 2012). Contrary forces 

would have pulled at the population. There would have been a 

need for more space, due to a combination of internal 

population growth and the inevitable attraction of new followers 

to the economic and physical security of the urban site. Inertia, 

due to the resources already invested, would have continued to 

hold people to their ancestral home. But subsequent generations 

of the leadership, as well as the followers, would have been less 

dedicated than the founders to staying within the enclosure. The 

walled city, as a physical representation of the power of the 

leaders, was replaced as a focal point for the society by religious 

monuments. Many were built in or near the walled cities, but as 

a monument was significant because of the relics it enshrined, it 

could be built anywhere (Hudson 2004: 148-153).

This was no great challenge to the leaders. They simply 

changed their method of expressing their dominance over the 

populace by becoming the principal donors of religious buildings. 

Sri Prabhuvarma did so at Sriksetra. We know this from his 

KhinBa pagoda, whose relic chamber survived into the 20th 

century (Duroiselle 1927). The aristocrats of Bagan did the same 

in the better recorded 11th to 13th century empire period (Ma Tin 

Win 2009).

At Sriksetra, the majority of cremation burials are outside 

the walls, and indeed more resources were used outside the 

walls than inside them for monument construction during the life 

of the city (Hudson 2007; Hudson and Lustig 2008 ). More of the 

Dhanyawadi period artworks on display in the museum at 

Dhanyawadi were found in the hinterland of the city than within 

the walls, according to my reading of the museum acquisition 

records. Some of these pieces came from Selagiri Hill, on the 

Kaladan River, a spot advantageous to trade. They have been 

dated to the 6th or 7th century (Gutman 2001: 49-52). The Royal 

City hypothesis suggests there is no need to relate them to the 

construction period of the walled site, nine kilometres away.

A map of archaeological finds from the early urban period 

<Figure 1> shows that they are spread up and down the river 
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systems. They do not cluster around the walled cities, as you 

might expect if the cities functioned as "central places"in the 

manner proposed for the earth-embankment sites in Central 

Thailand in the same period (Mudar 1999). In Upper Myanmar, 

there are three areas which have an accumulation of "early 

urban" materials, such as distinctive "Pyu" gold jewellery, 

stamped Buddhist votaries and fingermarked bricks, butthey have 

no brick walls. These are Myinmu and Minbu, on the 

Ayeyarwady River, and the Samon Valley <Figure 1>. We should 

expect these artifacts to date after the period of wall 

construction, when the urge to surround a settlement with walls 

had dissipated. Local chiefs may well have continued to 

appropriate Indian political and religious notions to enforce their 

position as leader, but these notions no longer included the 

construction of a royal city. At Myinmu someone left behind a 

magnificent gold makhara bracelet, which is now in the National 

Museum in Yangon <Figure 9>. This might have been just as 

much a symbol of wealth and authority in its time and place as 

the ownership of a walled city had been in the 1st to 3rd 

millennium.

Figure 9. Gold makhara (mythical animal) bracelet from Myinmu. 

Width 9 cms.

G.H Luce suggested thaton the basis of Buddhist and 

Vaishnavite artworks, Sriksetra had been founded in the 7th 

century (Luce 1985: 48-52). The Royal City hypothesis, informed 

by radiocarbon dates that were not available to Luce, has the 
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city functioning centuries earlier than this. This does not mean 

artworks must necessarily be redated, but there is now a broader 

chronological range to set them in, and this may help resolve 

some anomalies. One significant find at Sriksetra, a stone with 

warriors holding symbols of Vishnu and devotees guarding an 

aniconic Buddhist throne, may go back to the time of the 

construction of the city (Gutman and Hudson 2014, in press).

XV. Summary

The ancient people of Myanmar were as interested in new ideas 

and objects as modern people are, and made similar economic 

decisions. If we like it, need it and can afford it, we will try to 

acquire it. Exotic goods were traded long before the Iron Age, in 

a society where burial inclusions suggest that some people were 

much wealthier than others. The example of a mobile phone 

today was contrasted with the example of an Indian fortified city 

in the early First Millennium as something that people quickly 

and simultaneously found out about, liked the idea, and saw a 

benefit in allocating resources to it. In the case of the walled 

city, the followers gained economic and physical security, while 

the leaders who instigated construction reinforced their position 

in the social hierarchy.

Once built, the cities followed individual trajectories 

depending on local circumstances. Halin was eventually attacked 

and its gates, so significant to its founders, were put permanently 

out of commission (Myint Aung 1970; Hudson 2012). Charcoal 

that dates to a range between 380and 540 CE was found under 

the debris of two of the gates at Beikthano (Hudson 2012), 

suggesting that the city lasted at the very least until after this 

period. Clay stamps and intaglios at Sriksetra suggest continuing 

contact with India and beyond (Middleton and Wilkins 2005). 

Silver coins were made using Indian-derived and indigenous 

symbols by some, but not all, of the walled cities, and perhaps 

by other instigators. Thousands of examples have been found. 

Coins suggest the operation of local minting authorities between 
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the 4th and 9th centuries (Than Htun 2007; Mahlo 2012).

XVI. Testing the Theory.

A hypothesis is only valuable if it can be tested; otherwise it is 

merely an opinion. The periodisation of walls other than those at 

Halin could be directly helped by radiocarbon dating, but the 

ancients did not always light a fire where it would do the most 

good for future archaeologists. The sun-dried bricks used in the 

early Myanmar cities were not heated enough to date by 

thermoluminescence. Further excavation of walls and gates, and 

perhaps advances in dating technology, might provide some more 

direct evidence of the age of the walls.

The weight of archaeological evidence for cultural continuity 

amid selective adaptation of concepts or technologies that have 

come down the trade routes, not just in Myanmar but across 

Southeast Asia, as Higham (2014: 271-277) has pointed out, 

means that we can cast aside the once-popular idea that a new 

ethnic group came to Myanmar from "somewhere else" and 

began building cities. This is not to say that individual travellers 

might not have had an influence on the indigenous people who 

had always been so open to anything new that might bring them 

a benefit. Great value could have come from monks 

"accompanying traders and bringing in objects of power and 

protection, such as relics and images as well as a literary 

tradition in the forms of magical chants in sacred languages and 

also written texts" (Swearer 2013: 120). Are there new ways to 

reconcile Chinese and Indian historical sources and Buddhist 

literary traditions to illuminate the process of information transfer 

in Myanmar’s 1st to 3rd century period?

An immediate way to test the Royal City hypothesis is to 

apply a "what if" scenario. If the walls of the ancient cities are 

assumed to have been built in the 1st to 3rd century CE period, 

does the data from history, archaeology, numismatics, art history, 

palaeography and other disciplines that can be applied to the study 

of life in First Millennium CE Myanmar make more sense or less?
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