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Foreword 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Sharing Cultures 2015 - 4th International Conference on Intangible Heritage follows the path es-
tablished by the previous Conferences on Intangible Heritage (Sharing Cultures 2009, 2011 and 
201 ) and aims at pushing further the discussion on Intangible Cultural Heritage (ICH) under 
the main topics proposed by the UNESCO Convention adding some new field of discussion, 
namely on what concerns management and promotion of ICH, educational matters and museali-
zation. 
 

The complete list of topics for this edition of Sharing Cultures included:  01 - Oral traditions 
and expressions; 02- Performing arts; 03- Social practices; 04- Traditional craftsmanship; 05- 
Management and promotion of intangible heritage; 06- Authenticity of intangible heritage; 07 - 
Intangible heritage and educational; 08 - Special Chapter: Ecomuseums, community museums 
and living communities. 

 
Under this topic papers discussed  issues pertaining to the following sub-topics:1) Commu-

nity-based museological approaches: challenges, opportunities, practice; 2) The evolution and 
geographical diaspora of ecomuseum practices; 3) Beyond ecomuseums – Sociomuseology, its 
theory and practice; 4) Place, communities and heritage – relationships and ecomuseological in-
terventions; 5) Nature, culture and communities – making connections through ecomuseology; 
6) The economuseum movement - conserving traditional crafts; 7) Tourism, environment and 
sustainability – ecomuseological approaches; 8) Working with ethnic minorities - community 
museology and indigenous curation; 9) Intangible cultural heritage – its significance to local 
communities and how museums/ecomuseums can assist in safeguarding; 10) Architecture and 
spatial planning – ecomuseological and inclusive approaches; 11) Urban ecomuseums: concep-
tual issues, challenges and opportunities; 12) Industrial communities - inclusive approaches to 
conservation and interpretation of industrial heritage. 

 
The concept of ICH gained its rightful place among the scientific community during the last 

decade and a significant amount of work has been done by a large number of researchers, aca-
demics and practitioners, leading to the recognition of ICH as fundamental piece for the com-
prehension of human societies, organisations and ways of living. Accordingly, scientific events 
that gather scholars, researchers and academics with on-going work on ICH are privileged mo-
ments to share experiences, problems, questions and conclusions. 
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Sharing Cultures 2015 aimed at being one of those events and the publication of the Proceed-
ings promotes broader dissemination of the knowledge produced thereof. All papers were pub-
lished after double-blind peer-review by at least two members of the Scientific Committee. 

 
We would like to thank all Members of the Scientific Committee who reviewed the papers 

and made suggestions that improved the quality of individual work and the over-all quality of 
the event. 

 
We would like to express our gratefulness to the Municipality of Lagos who made this event 

possible, by hosting the Conference. 
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Chapter 1 
 
 

Oral traditions and expressions 
 
 
 



 

  
 



1 HYPOTHESIS ON THE ORIGIN OF THE CIMBRIAN PEOPLE 

We generally call Cimbri the inhabitants of the highland district of the Sette and Tredici Comuni 
(Seven and Thirteen Communities). Their dialect, which is very similar to the German language, 
was first studied by the Bavarian scholar Johann Andreas Schmeller in his Essays of the Acad-
emy of Science.

In his work Die Ausbreitung des Deutschtums in Südtirol im Lichte der Urkunden (Munich, 
1927, vol. 1 pp. 89 and ff.), Stolz assumes that the settlements date back to the 10th-11th cen-
tury following an expansion coming from Germany.

One of the most popular theories on the origin of these people living on the mountains of the 
provinces of Vicenza, Verona and South Trentino, identifies them as the descendants of the an-
cient Cimbrian people, the dreadful enemies of Rome, who were defeated and destroyed by the 
army of consul Gaius Marius in the violent battle of the Raudine Plain near Vercelli in 101 BC. 
Another hypothesis suggested by historians from Padua and Verona, lies on the claim of de-
scendance of the actual Cimbri from the Tigurines, ancient inhabitants of Helvetia. Yet another 
hypothesis considered by Abbot Dal Pozzo focuses on the belief that their origin is to be dated 
back to a second immigration, which took place under the Ottonians.

The conservation of the Cimbrian language in Italy 

V. Martini 
University of Nova Gorica, Nova Gorica, Slovenia 

ABSTRACT: Cimbrian is a Germanic language related to Bavarian and most probably deriving 
from a Southern Bavarian dialect. The earliest record of the movement of Bavarians to Verona 
(Italy) dates to ca. 1050. A theory of Lombardic  origin of the Zimbern was proposed in 1948 by 
Bruno Schweizer and again in 1974 by Alfonso Bellotto. The debate was again revived in 2004 
by Cimbrian linguist Ermenegildo Bidese. The majority of linguists remains committed to the 
hypothesis of medieval (11th to 12th century) immigration. The presence of Germanic-speaking 
communities in Italy was discovered by the Italian humanists in the 14th century, who associated 
them with the Cimbri who arrived in the region in the 2nd century BC, whence the current 
endonym (Zimbar) has probably been adopted. Cimbrian is in danger of extinction both from 
standard Italian, which is often used in public, and the neighboring regional Venetian language. 
In Trentino, according to the census of 2001, the first in which data on native languages were 
recorded, Cimbrian was spoken by a majority in the municipality of Lusérn (267 people, 
89.9%). Cimbrian is officially recognised in Trentino by provincial and national laws. Starting 
in the 1990s, various laws and regulations have been passed by the Italian Parliament and Pro-
vincial assembly that put the Cimbrian language and culture under protection.  A cultural insti-
tute was founded by decree, whose purpose is to safeguard and educate on the language. School 
curricula were adapted in order to teach Cimbrian, and street signs are being changed to be bi-
lingual. The paper contains the results of a research on the history of this language, an overview 
on its current status and what are possible tools to conserve it as intangible heritage. 
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The most important scholar of Cimbric culture was the German linguist Bruno Schweizer 
(1867-1958). Schweizer is the author of numerous studies on the history and language of the 
Cimbri who populated the Veneto and Trentino regions. His analysis not only involves exqui-
sitely accurate linguistic thoughts, but also research on these peoples' religion, their traditional 
activities linked to the changing of the seasons, their popular beliefs, their clothing, food, super-
stitions, traditions, fantastic creatures, family relations, arts, crafts, music, ancient proverbs, rep-
resentation of nature, folklore and all that defines them.

2 THE PATHS OF THE CIMBRIANS 

The most ancient Cimbrian colony is the one of the Sette Comuni (Seven Communities) in the 
Altopiano di Asiago, a high plateau northwest of Vicenza; unfortunately no scholar has yet been 
able to establish the precise time period of this first wave of immigration, however it seems that 
this is to be connected to the incentives offered by bishops of German origin belonging to the 
dioceses of Vicenza and Verona (983-1122 BC) to the colonists, who decided to settle in the ter-
ritory and make it cultivable. The linguistic variant spoken in the Seven Communities has a few 
characteristics of Old High German, a language spoken in Southern Germany between 750 and 
1050 AD. After a certain period of time, some of these settlers decided to leave the High Plateau 
of Asiago and move west in the Posina area, probably urged by the necessity to find new lands 
to cultivate and live in.

After a few years, however, a group of colonists reached the High Plateau of Folgaria and 
moved in the Lavarone area before settling in the Luserna territory. Furthermore, other settlers 
coming from Posina found their ultimate dwelling in the mountains around Vicenza. In 1216 the 
bishop and the prince of Trento, Friedrich von Wangen, promoted a further immigration of 
colonists coming from the High Plateau of Asiago towards the highlands of Folgaria and 
Lavarone with the aim of enhancing the territory and build twenty alpine huts: therefore, the 
1216 document can be considered the act of birth of the Cimbrian colony in Southern Trentino.

However, it is worth noticing that although these colonists had come from the Seven Com-
munities, their language was definitely more similar to Middle High German (spoken in the 
South of Germany after 1050 AD) than Ancient High German, reason for which the majority of 
scholars believe these immigrants to be members of a later group, who reached the Seven 
Communities around 1100 AD, long after the first Cimbrian settlement on the High Plateau. 
Thus to highlight the proportions and the regularity of such a migratory phenomenon, which en-
gaged the Italian territory for centuries leaving an indelible trace in the historical memory of an 
entire community.

Fundamental for the reconstruction of the vicissitudes linked to these different language 
communities, who characterize and enrich the social-cultural foundations typical of the moun-
tains of Veneto and Trentino, is another document related to the authorization to establish a 
third Cimbrian colony (the one on the Thirteen Communities) in the Lessin mountains, which 
was granted on 5th February 1287 by the bishop of Verona, Bartolomeo della Scala to two men 
both named Olderico coming from the Seven Communities of Vicenza. Acting as representa-
tives for their own group, they received the grant to build an undefined number of alpine huts 
(from twenty-five to fifty and more) in today's Roveré di Velo, in the province of Verona. Both 
this act of concession and its validation, which took place on 6th August 1376 under the initia-
tive of the bishop of Verona, Pietro della Scala, extended the grant to all those who would find 
themselves in the above-mentioned territory then or at a future time. The path of the Cimbrians 
seemed to stop for a long time; but several centuries later, a clan of Cimbrians from Roana de-
cided to abandon the small community and look for a new strip of Venetian land on which to 
build their home. At the dawn of 1800 the small Cimbrian group stopped on the edge of a thick 
fir-beech forest: The "Forest of Cansiglio", a suggestive site populated by shadows and swept 
by gelid winds. The High Plateau of Asiago, the mountains of Folgaria and Lavarone, the Lessin 
mountains and the Forest of Cansiglio: these are the places Cimbrian people chose to live and 
reside in; difficult places, where nature is an unkind mother, where existence is dictated by the 
ancient rhythm of work in the woods and fields. Here the Cimbri lived isolated for a long time 
preserving and defending their own ethnical, cultural and linguistic alterity.

S. Lira, R. Amoêda & C. Pinheiro4



3 CIMBRIC FOLKLORE AND RELIGIOUS CONTENTS 

3.1 Voices 
It is about inexplicable natural sounds, hallucinations or unknown human voices, which make 
themselves heard at night as expressions of another world.

3.2 Klaga or Plira 
Schmeller and Bergman see in this figure a mythical little woman of the woods, who announces 
death and makes herself heard when someone is about to die. She is also called vortoedt, which 
means "predeath".

3.3 Spirits in general 
The Cimbrians see the world as populated by spirits, whose power increases at night after the 
ringing of the church bells. The recitation of the rosary is considered a strong means of defence 
against the enemy spirits as, with its repetitive structure, it is similar to magic formulae. Thus, it 
possesses the power of prayer as well as the strength of rhythm. 

The Bilje Mann (or Wild Man) is a creature who lives in the burrows of the woods.
The Salvanell is a dwarf, a combination of two mythical figures: the green nature of the 

woods and a red-blooded dwarf. In Roveda (in the Mocheni Valley, in the Trento province), the 
Salvanell symbolises a creature who frightens children.

The orc or orche, which derives from the Latin orcus, is a personification of the subterranean 
world. It possesses an incorporeal, therefore elusive nature. It can take different shapes: a fire 
flame, a monster, a black mass, a spirit, an elf, a little devil, a messenger from the world of the 
dead.

3.4 Customs and traditions 
The name Cimbri comes from the Cimbrian word tzimbarar, meaning "wood craftsman". Sure 
enough the Cimbri were very skilled woodsmen, carpenters and mainly scatoleri (makers of 
wooden boxes). With a well established technique, which was passed on from father to son, they 
made thin strips of wood called crivelli (sieves) out of the big beech trees of Cansiglio. Conven-
iently shaped and assembled, these turned into different consumer goods like cheese moulds 
used in alpine huts, cylindrical chests called brent for the storage of food, flour strainers called 
tamisi and many other utensils and work tools. The barter and sale of these objects in the 
neighbouring towns and later also abroad, allowed them to get all they needed in their daily liv-
ing.

3.5 Daily life of the Cimbri 
The Cimbrian family, men, women and children, were used to waking up early to go to the 
woods to the huta (alpine hut), where everyone contributed to the making of the scatoi (wooden 
boxes). Only the very elderly had to stay home with the children, who were often sent to the al-
pine huts to buy milk, butter and cheese, or get water from the rare springs or rain water puddles 
called lame. At midday, leaving in time to face long walks, food was carried to all those who 
were working in the woods. Only in the evening after dinner people gathered to tell each other 
the facts of the day and entertain the children by narrating the events of ancient history, the sto-
ries of elf Mazariol and those of the cruel witches called anguane.

3.6 Religious celebrations of the Cimbri 
Saint Osvald is the Cimbri's patron; the little votive church of Pian Cansiglio is dedicated to 
him. It was set on fire during the Second World War by the Germans, but was then rebuilt in the 
second half of 1900. The patron saint's festival is in Pian Osteria on the first Sunday of August, 
a good occasion for the Cimbri to meet again. The other traditional religious anniversary is the 
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festival of the Madonna del Runal, which is celebrated on 8th September. It is customary for the 
Cimbrians to gather in Campon and go to the little sanctuary the night before or in the early 
morning darkness with guiding lights. It is also their habit to stop in a few taverns to taste the 
traditional dish of sauerkraut and tripe before they go back home.

3.7 Features of the Cimbri 
Talking about the Cimbri in 1879 in his Nuova Rivista Forestale, Soravia wrote: "They are ro-
bust, clean people of few words and movements". The relations both within the ethnicity and the 
neighbouring populations were only based on being truth to one's word. The saying "tajà come 
an zimbarlo" ("as fair as a Cimbro"), which is common in the neighbouring villages, is a proof 
of this. As regards physical appearance, Tecini wrote "they are commonly solidly built, bear 
heavy strain, tolerate the cold and bad weather: they have a good skin tone, cerulean blue eyes, 
blonde hair and they are tall and slim".

4 TODAY 

The descendants of the Cimbrian people do not live in the villages built by their fathers any-
more. The paths of today's Cimbrians are not oriented towards the mountains anymore, but to-
wards the valley, towards the cities, new destinations which are putting at risk the identity of 
this remote race, whose history is still partially unknown.

Unfortunately, the phenomenon of gradual depopulation involving the Cimbric municipalities 
has been happening in the whole Italian mountain territory, which has been undergoing a rural 
depopulation phase. The abandonment of the marginal areas, the extensions of the settlements to 
the valley floor, the building of tourism facilities at high altitudes, the ceased use of the minor 
road network or its reconversion for tourist use and still, the decline of traditional customs and 
the breakage of the link between local resources and population are all elements which have led 
to the deconstruction of the economic, social and cultural systems typical of these areas.

However, those who have decided not to leave their native land are very determined to re-
cover the ethno-cultural foundation which belongs to the Cimbrian people in order to guard it 
and hand it down to the future generations. Since the Seventies the Cimbri have been promoting 
the foundation of institutions and associations devoted to the protection of their linguistic and 
cultural heritage. 

5 ACTIONS OF PROTECTION AND VALORISATION: LAWS AND PROMOTIONAL 
ACTIVITIES 

5.1 Luserna 
In Luserna, a miniscule municipality situated on the south-eastern border of Trentino and Vene-
to1, there are now 300 Cimbri. Another 700 are scattered around the world, however they still 
keep in contact with their country of origin. The Institute of Cimbrian Culture of Luserna (KIL)2 
works hard to promote the intergenerational transmission of the Cimbrian language, and all im-
plemented projects take into account this essential necessity. 

Among the projects of the Institute are: 
1. KHLUMMANE LUSTEGE TRITT. SMALL LITTLE STEPS 

Since 15th September 2011 a "continuity service" aimed at children aged between 3 
months to 3 years has been placed side by side with the nursery school. For this servi-
ce the local administrator asked the collaboration of the cultural assistant. Therefore 
the Institute collaborated by guaranteeing the presence of skilled staff able to speak 
Cimbrian with the children. 

2. COMMUNICATION PROJECT 
Among the tasks of the Institute is "the diffusion of the knowledge of the language, the 
culture, customs and practices of the Cimbrian minority through means of informa-
tion". 

S. Lira, R. Amoêda & C. Pinheiro6



In implementation of what has just been mentioned and to the addresses of the Provin-
cial Board, a continuity has been given to the actions of the information sector in the 
minority language through the following initiatives: 

 the fortnightly page in Cimbrian language “Di Sait vo Lusérn” published on 
the province leading daily newspaper “L’Adige”; 

 the weekly news broadcast “Zimbar Earde”; aired on TML and Trentino 
TV; 

 the periodic page on the magazine of the Autonomous Province of Trento 
“Il Trentino”; 

 series of TV specials for TML (linguistic minorities TV). 
3. YOUTH PROJECT (Spilstube – Zimbar Kolonia - Summar khindargart) 

In order to facilitate Cimbrian language transmission to the young generations, the 
complementary activities reported below, some of which have been implemented for 
years, have represented fundamental moments to stimulate the use of the language and 
strengthen the sense of identity and belonging to the Community. 

 “Summer camps” 
 “Spilstube” 
 “Summarkhindargart” 

SUMMER CAMP 
With its 25th edition, it is without any doubt the oldest among the implemented pro-
jects of the Institute. Both resident and non-resident children aged between 6 to 12 
years are admitted to the summer camp as long as they belong to the same Cim-
brian group identity. The use of the Cimbrian language is a priority in this context. 
SUMMARKHINDARGART 
As well as a summer camp for school children, the Institute organises a summer 
kindergarten for young children when preschool is closed, thus the continual use of 
the Cimbrian language is ensured by the employment of native speakers. 
SPIELSTUBE (Cimbrian playground) 
Goals and objectives 

 Promoting the culture of meeting and exchange between people of the same 
age and different generations in order to share experiences and valorise the 
heritage of abilities, competences and personal and collective knowledge; 

 Supporting the transmission of knowledge from one generation to another 
with particular attention to the local cultural heritage; 

 Creating opportunities to gather and meet among different generations; 
 Promoting and favouring the use, the learning and the development of the 

Cimbrian language within operative contexts which involve its use as a ve-
hicle for knowledge and communication. 

Activities 
The project has guaranteed a permanent laboratory within which the children of our 
community also meet with the adults, grandparents and parents who are willing to 
relate to them. During these meetings, manual and recreational activities have been 
conducted in Cimbrian language. 

4. ZIMBARZUNG 
The Luserna project for the conservation, valorisation and promotion of the Cimbrian 
language was carried out on three main levels with: 

a) a documentation project in Luserna through the registration and transcrip-
tion of oral records. 

b) a literacy and teaching project through the realisation of four Cimbrian 
courses in 2014: two elementary ones and two advanced ones of 10 hours 
each for a total of 40 hours. These courses have also been implemented in 
2015 with the extra creation of a school grammar and workbook, which co-
mes after the conservative grammar published by the same Institute eight 
years earlier. 

c) a support project towards the public use of the language. As regard the 
Sprachausbau activities, work was done on neologisms and the board gathe-
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red several times to evaluate the proposals elaborated on the translation of 
the certificates, which only need approval now. 
Here is what has been done towards the public support of the language: 

 the audio book of the Tönle's story translation 
 the voiceover of all forms and idiomatic phrases of the dictionary 
 the volume of Cimbrian tales Melissa von Kholar and related animated 

cartoon 
 the dubbing of a series of twenty episodes of the Lupo Alberto cartoon 
 the volume of Cimbrian tales Merle un Menòkk and related animated 

cartoon. 
Also, KIL and its operator took part in the PHD seminar at the University of 
Trento and the festival of the minorities at the festival Tra le Rocce e il Cie-
lo. 

5. "LUSERNA CROCHET SCHOOL" 
Among its fundamental objectives, the Cimbrian Institute statute also calls for the 
"conservation and valorisation of the tradition...the promotion and support of arts, 
crafts, traditional activities and cultural tourism development, in collaboration with au-
thorities having similar purposes". 
A lace pillow course for the female population of Luserna was implemented thanks to 
this project, and it is held every year. It is an important initiative for social gathering 
and the preservation of an ancient local tradition. 

6. LIN MIN TECH 
Together with other language minority institutes and other various organisations in-
volved in the Authorities' activities, the Cimbrian Institute founded the Lin Min Tech 
Association. Its aim is to maximise the efforts in the production of IT technologies ap-
plied to linguistic use. All this guaranteed IT support to the Cimbrian online dictionary 
"Zimbarbort", IT support of the audio version and the I-Pad application of the Cim-
brian dictionary. This is still an on-going collaboration within the association. 

7. KHOLGRUABE 
Among the types of mountain work which testify the existence of hundreds of years of 
hard labour were the "carbonai" (charcoal-burners). For several centuries until the e-
arly 1900s the woods of the high plateau were the workplace of these "fire artists". 
The coal cellar technique was very much in use in the past. It was used to transform 
wood, preferably beech but also fir, larch, ash wood, etc. into coal. There are only few 
people who still possess such art; thus the Cimbrian Institute has brought such tradi-
tional work back up in order to record it and possibly, save it. As well as suggesting 
that this activity linked to the production of wood coal should be brought back up, so-
me explicative seminars were also held for the children. 

8. J’ATZ LUSÈRN 
The KIL also collaborated with the Bolzano Südtirol Jazz festival for the realisation of 
a First World War remembrance concert which the entire Luserna community took 
part to. Readings in Cimbrian and German language were made to accompany the 
music. The event took place in July 2014 and will be repeated in Innsbruck in July 
2015. There will be another date of The Bolzano Südtirol Jazz Festival this year in Lu-
serna with original music compositions and Cimbrian language interventions. 

9. CIMBRIAN WRITING COMPETITION Tönle Bintarn 
As in the last few years, considering the amount of entries, a Cimbrian writing compe-
tition for children, teens and adults will be held again this year with the possibility of 
submitting poems and prose works too. The aim of the project is: 

 promoting the use of the written language among youngsters and adults 
 reconnect with the rest of the "Cimbrian world" (Seven Communities – 

Thirteen Communities). 

5.2 Roana 
The Roana Institute of Cimbrian Culture3 was born in 1973 with the aim to 
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"research and accompany the history of human settlements in the Venetian Alps 
and the origin and development of the Cimbrian language; to organize studies and 
conferences for the conservation and enhancement of authentic cultural traditions 
and the folklore; to publish books, magazines, newspapers,  in order to  explain 
and disseminate the results of studies, organize schools and libraries for the 
preservation of the linguistic heritage ..." 

 
The Institute activity is developing with the support of the Veneto Region, in close link with 

the Curatorium Cimbricum Veronense, the Luserna Cimbrian Institute,  the Cimbern 
Kuratorium Bayern (Curatorium Cimbricum Bavarense) and the European Unitary Committee 
of the historical linguistic Germanic languages in Italy. 

In last years, many publications related  both to the Cimbrian language (dictionaries, gram-
mars, stories, fairy tales, songs ...) and the Cimbrian culture (history, religion, place names, ter-
ritory) have been published. Since 1978, the  Quaderni di Cultura Cimbra (Notebooks of 
Cimbrian Culture) have being published, with the aim of disseminating researches and articles 
about the traditions, the life, the language of Cimbrian in  the Altipiano dei Sette Comuni (Vi-
cenza) and the surrounding areas (67 Quaderni  have been published). 

Some Cimbrian Language courses for children and adults,  cultural meetings, conventions, 
conferences and concerts - in collaboration with the municipalities and the local cultural associ-
ations - have being organized. 

The activity of the Folkloristic  Cimbrian Group  "De Grützigar" and  of the Roana and 
Mezzaselva Choral is also encouraged. 

In Roana, The Museum of the Cimbrian Tradition exibits documents, photographs, testimo-
nies of language, landscape, folklore, art and a wide collection of ancient instruments linked to 
the work in fields, in woods, in homes or in workshops. 

The research activity of this institution, involves: 
 teaching Cimbran language to the children, in a multilingual and intercultural per-

spective; 
 cimbrian Toponomy of the place; 
 the link between the Cimbrian culture and the 1st World War. 

In next years, the aim of this Institute is to continue the activity, with the aim: 
 to create new publications about the Cimbrian Culture; 
 to extend the existing Internet site (www.cimbri7comuni.it); 
 to innovate and extend the Museum of the Cimbrian Tradition. 

6 CONCLUDING REMARKS 

Cimbrian culture is in danger of extinction. In the Trentino Region, according to the 2001 cen-
sus, the first in which data on native languages were recorded, Cimbrian was spoken by the ma-
jority of people in the municipality of Lusérn (300). In other municipalities, 615 people declared 
themselves members of the Cimbrian linguistic group, a total of 882 in Trentino. 

Cimbrian is officially recognised in Trentino by provincial and national law. Starting from 
the 1990s, various laws and regulations, which ensure the protection of the Cimbrian language 
and culture, have been passed by the Italian Parliament and provincial assemblies. The Institute 
of Cimbrian Culture of Luserna (KIL) works hard to promote the intergenerational transmission 
of the Cimbrian language, and all implemented projects take into account this essential necessi-
ty. 

School curricula were adapted in order to teach in Cimbrian, and street signs are being 
changed to be bilingual. In the Veneto Region, the  Roana Institute of Cimbrian Culture was 
born in 1973 with the aim to 

 
"research and accompany the history of human settlements in the Venetian Alps 

and the origin and development of the Cimbrian language; to organize studies and 
conferences for the conservation and enhancement of authentic cultural traditions 
and the folklore; to publish books, magazines, newspapers,  in order to  explain 
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and disseminate the results of studies, organize schools and libraries for the 
preservation of the linguistic heritage ...". 

 
Also, the Veneto Regional law n.73 of 23rd December 1994 "promotes the conservation and 

valorisation of the historical and cultural heritage of the language minorities in the Veneto re-
gion and supports financially the initiatives aimed to guarantee the preservation, the recovery 
and development of their cultural and linguistic identity". 

This is a common and shared effort in order to make sure that Cimbrian culture and traditions 
do not get lost and are passed on to future generations. This has already given tangible results 
and will be of fundamental help to be able to maintain the real significance of these places, ac-
cording the aim of the International Doctrine for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural 
Heritage. 

 
 

 
Figure 1. Andrea Nicolussi Golo, Gisella Nicolussi, The Cimbrian Dictionary, 2014. 
 

 
Figure 2. A Cimbrian fairytale. 
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Figure 3. A Cimbrian fairytale. 
 

 
Figure 4. The wheel of mill, Bavaria, typical Cimbrian dance.
 

 
Figure 5. Cimbrian places. 
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ENDNOTES 

1  Legge Provinciale 19 giugno 2008, n. 6 , Decreto Legislativo 19 novembre 2010, n. 262, Decreto del 
Presidente della Repubblica 2 maggio 2001, n. 345, Legge 15 dicembre 1999, n. 482 - Norme in mate-
ria di tutela delle minoranze linguistiche storiche, Decreto Legislativo 16 dicembre 1993, n. 592 (mo-
dificato ed integrato con DLgs 19 novembre 2010, n. 262). 

2 Istituto Cimbro, Kulturinstitut Lusérn, via Mazzini / Prünndle, 5, Luserna /Lusern  info@kil.lusern.it 
(Andrea Nicolussi Golo and Anna Maria Trenti Kaufman (The Independent Trento Region). 

3 Istituto di Cultura Cimbra “Agostino Dal Pozzo”, via Romeo Sartori, 20, 36010 Roana/Robaan (VI) – 
Italy www.cimbri7comuni.it. President: prof. Sergio Bonato. The Veneto Regional law n.73 of 23rd 
December 1994 promotes the conveyance of the Cimbrian culture to the future generations. 
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1 WOLF VOSTELL: PARAPHRASE, HAPPENING, AND ART 

Wolf Vostell (1932 Leverkusen – 1998 Berlín) was an artist marked by the 20th-centiry history 
of Germany. As a child, he had to flee to Czechoslovakia to escape the Nazi horrors, as his 
mother was Jewish. In 1945, he returned to Leverkusen with his parents and his sister. As they 
did so on foot, he was able to appreciate the state of ruin to which the great German cities had 
been reduced. 

The Holocaust was to be one of his constant themes and is featured in many of his works 
(Shoah 1492 - 1945, 1997 or even in his first happening, Skeleton, in 1954), together with the 
defence of the most disadvantaged and those wronged by humanity (Lozano Bartolozzi 2000, 
pp.13–29). This is why he aims to show all elements that interrupt communication between 
people, sever our links with nature, and break up our alienated and guided society, as according 
to the artist's approach these are responsible for humanity's major problems. 

The historical and artistic heritage bequeathed to Vostell is actually a kaleidoscope of aes-
thetic trends. He recognised himself as being an inheritor of Dadaism in 1975 (Agúndez García 
1999, p.68) when he recalled the retrospective exhibition held in Düsseldorf on the theme of this 
artistic movement in 1958. It should not however be forgotten that he would also be influenced 
by artistic language such as that of Futurism, Surrealism, Expressionism, etc. It is for this reason 
and owing to his innate curiosity about History of Art that Vostell acquired considerable knowl-
edge of the movements and interrelations of artistic trends and of their artists. 

 
“Vostell wants to produce his version and to comment freely and respectfully in 

his own way on works that he considers to be vital to artistic life, but adding to 
them the sensitivity of our own times and of their own cultural shield with the in-
tention of recovering them from the standpoint of his tragic post-war romanticism, 
like an uninterrupted cry... from a new perspective”, Lozano Bartolozzi explains  
(1988, p.251). 

Wolf Vostell: Derrière l'arbre (or Duchamp hasn't understood 
Rembrandt). A happening at the garraf quarry 

M. Bargón García 
University of Extremadura, Cáceres, Spain 

ABSTRACT: This article concerns the figure of the German artist Wolf Vostell and the first 
happening he staged in Spain (Parcerisas, 2007), Derrière l´arbre (Duchamp hasn't understood 
Rembrandt), in 1976 together with the G Gallery of Barcelona. In it, we have had resorted to 
earlier texts on this experience and the Happening Fluxus Archive located at the Vostell Malpar-
tida Museum of Malpartida de Cáceres. We were able to consult there all the documentation that 
the artist kept for years for the production of this work and also to get to know and analyse im-
ages not previously exhibited. 
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Once again he expounds his maxims for life through art under his aesthetic prism of the con-
fluence of various disciplines. 

According to J. A. Agúndez, Vostell thought that 
 

“if the artist is aware he has the HISTORY OF ART behind him, continuously 
supporting him and advising him. Artists also have the responsibility of bringing 
the history of art forward. This is why Wolf Vostell has a great knowledge of art 
tradition and grammar and of its history, and of its manifestations and its artists. He 
recognises his debt to the history of art and his aim is for his work to constitute a 
dialogue with society and also a dialogue with man, a dialogue with history” (1999, 
p.66). 

 
On asking himself what is art therefore, Vostell can state endless postulates (“Art has such a 

difficult position because it is sublime, something precious that not everyone encounters”, or 
“Art is the positive force of humanity that has existed for 30,000 years since the Cave of Al-
tamira”  (Agúndez García 1999, p.69)) until he comes to his great axiom: 

 
“Art = life. Life = art” 

 
Although the artist understands that life may become art provided that the individual inspects 

himself (both inside and out) and discovers that he has the same capacity as an artist; he also 
knows that it would never be possible without a relationship with the outside world and with all 
the stimuli that this offers us. To acquire knowledge of the world and its artistic variety in itself 
there must be curiosity and willingness, which Vostell understands to be natural to man (al-
though this has nowadays been lost in many cases given the alienation of man subject to empty 
experiences owing to the breaking off of contact with nature). 

The acceptance of nature, understood in all its concepts, was to be one of the defining fea-
tures of the happening as initiated by the artist in Europe in 1958. A happening is an ephemeral 
work of art that links human beings with either physical or psychological nature, which is a trait 
also present in Derrière l´arbre. Cirici explains that the happening is a movement that “would 
clearly take part in the revolution in favour of nudity and would in general fight against all 
forms of repression of what is corporal and natural” (1979). The happening is therefore under-
stood as an action of anti-repression that communicates with the desires of the artist and the 
public. The desire to participate, to fight, and to produce an individual and common manifesta-
tion can be liberated, and hitherto taboo feelings such as desolation, uncertainty, or brutalism 
can be portrayed, and in this way a reunion with the primitive soul will be glimpsed. In short, 
discovery comes from participation. As Vostell said, “the artist's work is to make what is invisi-
ble visible to the public” and the happening is one of the vehicles that the artist uses to do so. In 
Duchamp hasn't understood Rembrandt the contact with nature itself and human nature is clear; 
the artists aims to highlight the disassociation with the natural flows of the human being in natu-
ral surroundings. 

2 WOMAN URINATING, REMBRANDT, 1631 

As has been mentioned, on many occasions Vostell worked by revising the work of artists who 
treated vital themes in one way or another. On this occasion, he chose an engraving by Rem-
brandt Harmenz van Rijn of 1631, Mujer urinating, and added a subtitle: "Duchamp hasn't un-
derstood Rembrandt". “He had already said in the 1960s that if for Duchamp a urinal was a 
sculpture, for him the act of urinating was a work of art”, Mercedes Vostell explains in her book 
(2011, p.225). 

This Rembrandt engraving was part of a series of two representing a man urinating in a jocu-
lar manner and a woman also urinating but with an embarrassed expression. Clausin voiced an 
early reflection on both engravings, The woman having a piss (1631) and The man having a piss 
(1631), as in principle neither can be understood without the other. 

 
“187. The man having a piss. 
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A potbellied peasant is moving to the right; he has a knapsack on his back and carries a bag 
on one side. An inscription in the lower part reads: Tr 1630. This is a carefully engraved exam-
ple.  

Height: 3 inches of 1 line. Width: 1 inch at 10 lines. 
 

188. The women having a piss. 
 
A peasant woman is squatting at the foot of a tree, which is to the left of the print. Judging by 

the way she is looking around her, she seems to be afraid of being caught in the act. In the lower 
part in a narrow margin an inscription reads: Rt 1631. The bottom part of the first examples was 
very dirty. 

Height: 3 inches. Width: 2 inches of 4 lines.”  (1824). 
 It is true that the image in question can be understood much better together with its “mas-

culine counterpart”, but it can also transmit on its own Rembrandt's stance regarding the act of 
urinating. The treatise on urbanity of Richard West (1619) entitled Public behaviour which is 
allowed and not allowed mentions that showing one's private parts is detestable and rude in any 
situation. Only twelve years later Rembrandt raises the opposite idea with his engravings. In or-
der to do so he produces a scene with a major urination as the centre of the action next to a tree 
in the middle of the countryside. Although the peasant woman is relieved to be able to empty 
her bladder given the urgency (which we can suppose from the strength of the urination), she is 
afraid of being discovered. She raises her skirts just enough to avoid staining them. A stain on 
her clothes could reveal what she has been doing behind the tree where she could not be seen.  

This denaturalisation of such an involuntary and natural act and as inherent to the human be-
ing as that of urinating is shown as a constant of human behaviour throughout history. It has not 
gone unnoticed by other important authors of the History of Art such as David Shrigley, who 
produced similar scenes, although we do not know if they knew Rembrandt's work and therefore 
the importance of previous artists as Vostell maintained. 

This is the case of Pablo Picasso, who painted La pisseuse in 1965 (Musée National d'Art 
Moderne, Centre Pompidou, Paris). The paraphrasing of Rembrandt's engraving is evident. Pi-
casso places the scene in a wood with just a few wavy brushstrokes that reproduce a tree on a 
blue and green background. The darkness and the vegetation merge together. He also gives the 
scene some ground so that the character can be found in a simulated reality recognisable to the 
viewer. The centre of the scene features the large vulva of Jacqueline Roque, whose defrag-
mented face has an expression of innocence and serenity. It shows no anxiety or nervousness. In 
this case Picasso give his character the necessary naturalness to oppose the social visions be-
tween Rembrandt and himself. He also does this by showing the two breasts, previously merely 
glimpsed and now outside the blouse without any embarrassment. 

Vostell will go a step further. The question will be asked as to why such a natural act is con-
sidered almost obscene and how key artists in the History of Art and its conception have not 
emphasised this aspect. For this reason he resorts to the historical moment when Marcel 
Duchamp presents his Fountain (1917), which removes any everyday object from its original 
context. However, Rembrandt had already been capable of giving art its own impulse. Accord-
ing to Vostell's own impression, Mr Mutt should have impregnated his work with a more vindi-
cating and natural character, as the object exposed was an important part of a vital activity. If it 
elevated the object to the category of art, why not do this with vital actions? 

3 DERRIÈRE L´ARBRE (OR DUCHAMP HASN'T UNDERSTOOD REMBRANDT) 

In order to stage the happening Derrière l´arbre (or Duchamp hasn't understood Rembrandt) 
the collaboration of the German Institute of Culture, of the video department of the Barcelona 
Theatre Institute, of the La Ginesta Quarry of Garraf, and of the participants themselves was 
necessary. 

The enclave for staging Derrière l´arbre was to be the La Ginesta Quarry in Sitges in the 
province of Barcelona1. This quarry, a symbol of industrial progress, has broken down the iden-
tifying landscape of the town of Garraf and has meant that its population breathes in dust at a 
rate of 200 times the average. This enclave was suitable for carrying out the action, as the hill 
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was dismembered and deprived of its own fluids, of its plant cover, and of its relationship with 
other species because of the quarry. It is therefore an identity deprived of its nature. 

The G Gallery would hold the exhibition under the guidance of Vostell himself; this private 
gallery “carried out the laudable activity of supporting the new artistic behaviours of the ZAJ 
Group, Carlos Pazos, Eulalia Grau, etc.” according to Lozano Bartolozzi (2000). The period in 
which Vostell worked with the G Gallery was artistically directed by Agustí Coll (Parcerisas 
2007, p.476) although they had known each other since 1974 when the artist attended the Cycle 
of New Artistic Behaviour in Barcelona (Guardado Olivenza 2011, p.225). The letters kept in 
the Happening Fluxus Archive reflect their conversations on their common concerns regarding 
the development of subsequent action (the exhibition) in which the artist played a very active 
part from Berlin.  

On 2nd April 1976 a few days before the action, the G Gallery wrote to Wolf Vostell to con-
firm its commitment to acquire the portfolio Vostell 40. Drawings, Photos (1973), which had 
been published by Multhipla, for the sum of 4,900 marks (Happening Fluxus Archive MVM. 
Box 89: Derrière l´arbre I. Correspondence File.). This document shows how the activity with 
the gallery was not restricted to Derrière l´arbre as there were other exchanges between them 
(for example the sale of the painting Extremadura or Elna Art, etc.).  

There is also a large amount of preparatory material at the Happening Fluxus Archive of 
Malpartida located at the Malpartida Vostell Museum. The artist had the habit of filing all the 
documentation deriving from his work. The file kept on the preparatory material for Derrière 
l´arbre includes:  

 An article by José Allende Landa from the newspaper Nuestro Tiempo that speaks of 
atomic terrorism as a real possibility; this subject worried Vostell. The article is re-
solved by the individual's conscience as the only solution to the social conflict raised. 
It also mentions through the media the possibility of living and dying, and again de-
termines that it is one's conscience itself that settles these matters. 

 A newspaper cutting that shows a lifeless being in a car crash, with its seatbelt on and 
its hands on the wheel. The title reads: Of every four two got out alive. 

 A page that has been torn out bearing an engraving by Jan Gossaert, Mabuse, of 1523: 
Adam's penis and Eve's hand. There is a strong eroticism in this image in which the 
sexual organs are explicitly detailed as originating the action without their presence 
dominating the scene. 

 A newspaper cutting containing a piece of news signed by Amparo Arangós that nar-
rates how a young woman from Navarra has been beaten during an interrogation, to 
be specific on the buttocks. The photograph illustrating the news is absolutely explicit 
and shows the bruises on the girl's backside in detail. The back of the page includes a 
piece of news entitled The police are in the street. 

 There is also an advertising object. It is an original and intact negative slide projector.  
The same file includes the script that Vostell prepared to publicise the happening and make it 

understood. These documents give very clear guidelines for the carrying out of the actions and 
give us a very palpable vision of how the artist wished Derrière l´arbre to unfold (Happening 
Fluxus Archive MVM. Box 89: Derrière l´arbre I. Script File.): 

A) “A video camera focusing on a fixed place is installed in the quarry. There will also 
be a photographic camera focusing on a fixed place. 

B) It is essential for each of the participants to be able to produce the video and photo-
graphic documentation of his actions without being observed, controlled, or manipu-
lated by anyone. 

C) The actions aim to use 4 liquids: 2 = water and perfume on the human body; and 2 
liquids leaving the human body = urine and blood. 

D) It is a critical dialogue with Duchamp who has forgotten to declare the process of life 
as art. Rembrandt had drawn it and you and I practice it by living. 

E) Actions:  
1. Starting to operate the video camera. The participants must pose at the point of 

the quarry indicated opposite the camera and the video camera. 
2. Moisten a cloth and cover your face with it. Shoot with the camera whenever 

you feel like it. 
3. Urinate and shoot with the camera whenever you feel like it. 

S. Lira, R. Amoêda & C. Pinheiro18



4. Strip to the waist. Put a perfume bottle under your armpit, smell it and suck it, 
and shoot with the camera whenever you feel like it. 

5. A doctor will take a blood sample from you; shoot with the camera whenever 
you feel like it. 

6. Unplug the video apparatus and return to Barcelona with your blood sample so 
that it can be exhibited next day in the G Gallery with your photographic and 
video documentation. 

F) The  actions should be carried out in a natural manner with a maximum duration of 5 
minutes per participant; likewise each participant must take 4 photos with a maximum 
duration of 5 minutes.“ 

This happening was part of a programme of activities that can be found today in the portfolio 
that was published by the G Gallery for the presentation of Derrière l´arbre on 12th May 1976, 
with text by María Luisa Borras and Victoria Combalía. The programme (Happening Fluxus 
Archive MVM. Box 89: Derrière l´arbre I.) was as follows: 

 
Programme of activities: 

 Monday 10th and Tuesday 11th May 20 H. 
“Filmed happenings”. (films) 
German Institute of Barcelona, Avenida José Antonio, 591 

 Wednesday 12th May 20 H. 
Inauguration of the exhibition; presentation of the Vostell 40 portfolio (21 
silk-screen prints) 

 Thursday 13th May 20 H. 
Debate with the participation of Wolf Vostell. 

 Friday 14th May 
Behind the tree. Happening 

 Saturday 15th May 20 H. 
Inauguration and presentation of the photographic documentation and a 
videotape of the “Behind the tree” happening. 

 
Because of this, after the exhibition of the Happenings previously filmed and the presentation 

of the aforementioned portfolio, a debate was held with the artist on the key points of his work 
and the first happening that he was to stage in Spain. 

On 14th May as planned the happening Derrière l´arbre (or Duchamp hasn't understood 
Rembrandt) was staged. The participants went to the chosen site, the quarry of Garraf, and en-
tered one by one the space prepared for the purpose there, carrying out the actions proposed by 
the artist: taking photographs of the two actions in which liquid had to reach the body (water 
and perfume) and of the two actions in which liquid left the body (urine and blood). Some 
transgressed the indications and took things a little further, taking all their clothes off (instead of 
stripping to the waist as Vostell had asked), urinating in the cloths that were to be moistened 
with water to put on their faces, etc.. All this was reflected by the camera that was recording and 
by the photos that the participants took themselves at the exact moments that they felt that they 
should portray the action as an essential and committed part of the happening. These photo-
graphs and many more are kept in the Happening Fluxus Archive of the Malpartida Vostell Mu-
seum (MVM) (Box 90: Derrière l´arbre II ) and show the journey, the participants, the leisure 
moments, and the images of the actions (and even a young Miquel Barceló (Parcerisas 2007, 
p.476) taking part in this happening). 

On 15th May the participants travelled to the G Gallery in Barcelona to inaugurate the exhibi-
tion related to the happening. The photographs taken the day before and also the materials used 
and those deriving from it were displayed. The former were shown in rectangular compositions 
on the walls of the Gallery, while the objects were arranged in boxes hanging from the walls. 
Each participant gave rise to a structure created by the images that they took themselves and a 
box with their personal belongings deriving from the actions. 

Pilar Parcerisas declares about the artist's subsequent exhibitions that the 
 

“remains of these actions took on shapes of dramatic settings with brutalist aes-
thetics in which objects were presented as being detached from their everyday 
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framework. Young artists of the time linked to the G Gallery and the aesthetics of 
conceptual art, such as Carles Pujol” (Parcerisas 2007, p.476) 

 
 took part in Derrière l´arbre. However, the atmosphere of Derrière l´arbre is not at all bru-

talist; it is rather serene and direct with no concessions made to the aesthetics of chaos. Every-
thing in it is order and harmony. 

This happening was also shown on another occasion. Vostell and his happening Derrière 
l´arbre were in charge of representing the G Gallery on the stand presented by the latter at the 
Artexpo fair in 1976 (Parcerisas 2007, p.476). This exhibition was prepared by Agustí Coll, 
Manel Valls, and Wolf Vostell thanks to frequent correspondence. A letter of 21st November 
1976 attests that Vostell gave precise instructions as to the design of the book to be published. 
This design was to give rise to an artist's book that expounded everything that had happened at 
the Garraf quarry by means of photographs, texts, etc. 

 
“The model is definitive; you can begin to make photolithographs according to 

the reasons I have selected. The pages with the contact sheets are to be extended 
according to my design. The background of the double-page spread inside is a pho-
tograph of the landscape of the Garraf quarry; print it on a bluish grey and then on 
top of it there is silk-screen printing and to the left Rembrandt's engraving Derrière 
l´arbre also printed in black (also silk-screen printing). The title is reproduced as I 
have done on the white fabric. I'm going to compose the text of the Happening with 
a phototype in Spanish and I'll send it to you as a film that has already been made. 
I'll also send you an introduction to the small book. I want all of the photos (contact 
sheets) with a red cross for the small book”, Vostell said (Happening- Fluxus Ar-
chive MVM. Box 89: Derrière l´arbre I. Correspondence File). 

 
Wolf Vostell also prepared a multiple exhibition with all the material obtained. In order to do 

so he made a freehand sketch in which can be seen the elements that a zinc suitcase should con-
tain: the lithograph of the quarry, test-tubes with the liquids deriving from the various actions, a 
reproduction of Rembrandt's engraving, and a brief catalogue with photographs and explana-
tions of the happening (Guardado Olivenza, 2011, p.225) for this new exhibition. 

 
 

 
Figure 1. Multiple created by Vostell. 
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However, the works deriving from the happening were not what was really important to the 
artist but rather the action and not the commercial image deriving from it. “Vostell's starting 
point is that the transformation of society will occur after this individual raising of awareness in 
which art operates as a inciter, a promoter, a critical adviser. “The work of Leonardo da Vinci is 
much more influential in our society than the 1917 Revolution”, he affirms, and the phrase sums 
up this concept very well”, (Happening Fluxus Archive MVM. Box 89: Derrière l´arbre I. Text 
by Victoria Combalía for the Derrière l´arbre exhibition. 1976). 

Vostell's work was based on actions, real elements, and references from general culture so as 
to subsequently let his genius come into play. “He liked first to experiment and then to produce 
all necessary works until the experience was exhausted”2. This is why various graphic works 
have derived from this happening. The most representative was to be a lithograph in which the 
artist shapes the Garraf quarry itself as the background. On it liquids can be seen to run in allu-
sion to the inner and outer substances that were worked on during the happening. Two inde-
pendent silk-screen prints were to comprise the artist's graphic work, one on the Rembrandt en-
graving and another on the images of the actions carried out (Cortés Morillo n.d., p.259). 

Once all the work deriving from the Derrière l´arbre (or Duchamp hasn't understood Rem-
brandt) happening had been completed, the G Gallery came to Extremadura to show what was 
called the G Collection, founded by Manel Valls himself, which brought together everything 
that the gallery considered to be the best and most representative of conceptual art at that time 
(Parcerisas 2007, p.476). María del Mar Lozano Bartolozzi gave a lecture entitled The G Gal-
lery group of Barcelona and Conceptual Art in which she brought conceptual art alive to the 
audience, explaining individual actions carried out by this group of artists. 

 
 

 
Figure 2. Some parts of the happening Derrière l´arbre (Duchamp hasn't understood Rembrandt), 1976.

4 WHY DUCHAMP DIDN'T UNDERSTAND REMBRANDT 

The human being as an individual has been denaturalised. Throughout history millions of people 
have fought for a social evolution reflected in progress. However, Wolf Vostell does not under-

SHARING CULTURES 2015 
Proceedings of the 4th International Conference on Intangible Heritage 21



stand this progress as such but rather as a total and absolute cut-off with the intrinsic vital func-
tions of living organisms. 

The objective of the happening, among others, is the recovering of the link with forgotten vi-
tal functions, far from the public space and relegated to a private one at the most. This is why 
Vostell relates Derrière l´arbre (or Duchamp hasn't understood Rembrandt) to nudes, to fluids, 
and to nature. 

Human beings need to take off their clothes to feel freedom like animals. Likewise they also 
need to cover their faces to experience confusion and loneliness. If we cannot see or breathe 
freely we allow other senses that are generally passed over to emerge. The wet cloth that cov-
ered the face of each participant was a stimulus for the forgotten senses. The watery liquid of 
the cloth related them to the exterior: skin and air came into contact thanks to the water, without 
which survival is impossible. It also links the perfume that must be deposited in the armpit and 
sucked from it. This is nothing more than the smell to which so many other animals (cats, dogs, 
mice... etc.) resort for enjoying themselves. In itself it is not an act of cleaning but of pleasure 
and self-satisfaction. In this case Vostell takes us back to primitive forms in which the secretion 
of sweat from the body is not considered to be unseemly but is rather thought to be natural, as 
man cannot secrete perfume when he sweats. 

Blood is considered to constitute a bond between the members of a family and living beings 
in general; let us think that in the animal world herds are capable of smelling the blood that 
unites them. It is the strongest vital impulse, but our society has eliminated blood from all sce-
narios. The same thing happens with one of the most vital actions of human beings: urinating. 
All mammals resort to it more than once a day and do so with all naturalness, but once again we 
humans hide it in favour of decorous social progress. 

Wolf Vostell criticises this extreme denaturalisation to which man has been led by capitalism, 
politics, etc. and wants us to reflect as a result of the actions of his happenings. Once again he 
shows us that the way forward is not that of empty experiences and criticises the fact that great 
artists have not presented life (and its actions) as the greatest work of art. 

According to Vostell, Duchamp also should have understood life itself as a work of art. This 
is what he does in Derrière l´arbre, an ode to life and to the nature that surrounds us. 

Vostell himself explains it as follows: 
 

“My happening is no more than a slice of life that can last from three to six 
hours or more, a slice of life that makes no distinction at all between the artist and 
the participants. The artist must not be the centre but he alone has to allow every-
one to experience the total liberation of the senses beyond any analogy with real 
life. Everyone must act because passivity, immobility, is a violence that the system 
exerts on the individual. Everything is implicit in Duchamp's urinal. Duchamp 
showed a whole generation how to place the objet trouvé in art but was clearly un-
able to go any deeper into psychological problems because psychology was not as 
advanced as it is today. It is not longer a case of presenting an inert object, an in-
dustrial object, as a work of art. It is no longer a case of the urinal but of how to 
use it. It is no longer a case of the objet trouvé but of the vie trouvée”3. 

ENDNOTES 

1 Pilar Parcerisas emphasises a previous performance by Vostell in Cataluña in the Plaza de Cataluña as 
early as 1962, with this being his first contact with the region of Cataluña. (Méndez 2015, p.119). 

2 Interview of Mercedes Vostell. 21st January 2015. 
3 Wolf Vostell's artist's book of the happening Derrière l´arbre (or Duchamp hasn't understood Rem-

brandt). It is an explanatory text written by the artist himself. Page 4. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

First paragraph. The cultural sector has been gaining a prominent role in European Commission 
cooperation, programmes, policy of cohesion and therefore funds. According to the Expert 
Group on Cultural and Creative Industries� 1 culture-based industry is essential in post-industrial 
economy and it should be more and more mainstreamed into development strategies built on 
partnerships between public and private interests, local and civil organisations (EGCI, 2012, p. 
7). In 2003, the turnover of the cultural and creative sector in Europe amounted to €654 billion 
and the investment represented 2.6% of Europe’s GDP (Ibid.). Investments in culture, through 
the EU Structural Funds (which are part of the Cohesion Policy of € 344 billion for the 2007-
2013 period), have been largely linked with the protection and promotion of cultural heritage, 
such as intangible heritages, in view of enhancing local cultural and sustainable tourism. The 
approach to international cooperation and development shifting from an economic to a culture-
based development can be traced back to UNESCO’s vision of “culture’s development poten-
tial” within the first Convention for the Protection and Promotion of the Diversity of Cultural 
Expressions (2005) and with the previous 2003 Convention on Safeguarding Intangible Cultural 
Heritage (2003) where the centrality of intangible heritage in people’s lives and a more holistic 
development is strongly advised. During 2007-2013 years, the European Regional Development 
Fund established with article 4 for “protection and preservation of cultural heritage; develop-
ment of cultural infrastructure and cultural services” (ERDF, 2007, p. 4). Thus investment by 
European Union, and other international agencies and institutions, in cultural industries2 related 
with traditional cultural expressions has increased parallel to the new approach to culture and 
development process. With the stress placed on intangible heritage by the 2003 Convention, its 
safeguarding is becoming a crucial issue for communities still practising their cultural. Besides, 

Modernisation for development: the living and changeable 
identity of Purulia Chhau dance 

S. Cardinale 
London Metropolitan University, London, UK 

ABSTRACT: When intangible heritage enters international markets and project of develop-
ment, issues of interpreting of a very localized heritage arise. Drawing from a case study on the 
Art for Livelihood project in West Bengal, India, this paper presents the Purulia Chhau dancers’ 
story and their relationship to innovation and modernization under the Art for Livelihood pro-
ject. The actor network theory will frame the case study, offering a theoretical and analytical 
framework in understanding the actors’ perspectives and imbalance of relationships when deal-
ing with cultural expressions and project of development. The network reconstruction around 
the heritage of Chhau dance traces actors’ associations to define the cultural expression in the 
project practice. The paper highlights the actors’ positions in the project, which resulted in the 
creation of coexisting representations of Chhau heritage. 
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many developing countries given their often rich intangible cultural traditions, have perceived 
this Convention as a chance to overcoming a Western hegemony for long established within the 
first Convention on World Heritage (1972) in cultural heritage field (Smith & Agakawa 2009; 
Vecco, 2010); also as chance to revitalise their dying traditions and use their potential in terms 
of cultural tourism development benefitting from the new flow of international and institutional 
funds. Expansion of culture-related projects is going much further these days presenting intan-
gible heritage as new chance for developing countries to address problems like poverty, gender 
and social inclusion. For instance, actions of safeguarding and promoting cultural expressions 
through tourism and developmental projects have been implemented as a strategic tool to fight 
poverty and discrimination (UNESCO, 2012). Examples of these actions from Brazil, Egypt, 
Estonia, Kenya, Samoa and Spain, illustrating how projects investing in intangible heritage have 
contributed to building sustainable development in tradition bearers’ communities, were shown 
as part of UNESCO’s exhibition and stories of success in Paris, last October 2013 (UNESCO, 
2013). 

This framework is also where the case study discussed in this paper, the heritage of Purulia 
Chhau artists and the Art for livelihood project from India, is situated. Despite unquestioned 
economic and social inclusion potential benefits of conveying folk arts in cultural tourism, pro-
ject practice linking intangible expressions to development aims raises several questions: role of 
actors, questions on the interpretations of the heritage, power dynamics, quality of the actions 
undertaken, cultural entrepreneurships and sustainability of project action. These issues are fur-
ther complicated by UNESCO’s prescription to foster a participative approach3 to any action 
and by the nature of the heritage4 as its constantly evolving by its bearers and it is well anchored 
to the local community. For instance, in India cultural expressions are part of daily life. They 
connote the identity of cultural community and sometimes even the social status of artists show-
ing an unbroken continuity with the past, religiosity and history. As in the case of Purulia Chhau 
dance presented here, Indian traditions possess a mix of elements from the past integrate with 
elements from the present days, showing a strong capacity of the culture to be permeable to 
global changes and innovations (Srinivasan, 2011). While revitalisation and innovation is valu-
able for keeping alive the expressions and develop cultural tourism opportunities it must also be 
understood how to keep alive a tradition without discarding its main traits. Particularly today, 
when intangible cultural expressions have become hubs of policy, project actions, personal in-
terests, research discussions and local interests. The present work seeks to empirically investi-
gate the micro-level dynamics involved in constructing a particular type of project linking folk 
art and livelihood. It seeks to examine the changing nature of the folk heritage of Purulia Chhau 
under all the project process. The construction and revitalisation of the folk dance of Chhau un-
der the project, cannot be reduced only to two main forces and tensions; local and global. An ar-
ray of other driving forces and conditions (interpretations, interests, knowledge) engage with the 
on-going construction of the folk dance in the realm of the project. Purulia Chhau dance is asso-
ciated and is challenged by the innovations, international and local new collaborations, perform-
ing stages, research articles and reports, UNESCO Nomination (UNESCO, 2010) and touristic 
promotional events, as well as, many other actant elements, too numerous to mention here in 
this paper. In turn challenging and sustaining the way the heritage knowledge of Purulia Chhau 
dance is produced, represented, materialised and shared in various contexts. 

To understand how the given cultural element is translated during the project the research 
draws on actor-network theory (Callon, 1986; Law, 1997; Law, 1999; Law, 2004; Latour, 2005) 
and ethnographic approach. The display of network assemblages through the actor-network will 
help to understand the mechanism of safeguarding rural folk art as a means for livelihoods. It 
will also help to highlight the meaning that revitalization and participation assume in the realm 
of the implementation of projects. 

2 CASE STUDY 

The Art for Livelihood (AL) pilot project, financed by the European Commission within the 
programme “Investing in People” (European Commission, 2010), uses cultural expressions as a 
vector of development. The AL project is an effort to improve artists’ livelihoods by utilising 
their intangible heritage. It aims to develop artists’ expressions for new markets, to create cul-
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tural tourism options, increase awareness of local folk arts and sustain the artists (Project docu-
mentation, 2011). Revenues from the livelihoods under the project were to create the conditions 
for artists to sustain their family, perpetuate their art as well as invest money at village level, al-
lowing economic benefits from the project’s activities to trickle down to local community (Field 
notes, 2010). It must be said that the six rural districts of West Bengal the project encompassed 
— Nadia, Bankura, Malda, Purba and Pachim Medinipur, Purulia — with their cultural expres-
sions, Patachitra (painted stories on scrolls papers), Baul and Fakiri, (Sufi music of Bengal), 
Jhumur (traditional music and dance), Chhau (male masked dance combined with martial arts) 
and Gambhira and Domni (folk theatre) are rural areas considerably poor (Dasgupta & Chat-
topadhyay, 2008; Mukunda, 2012). Particularly Purulia Region, the birthplace of the intangible 
heritage of Purulia Chhau dance presented here, is affected by a high rate of unemployment and 
suffers frequently from drought. 

This peculiar dance is a vigorous masked male dance anchored to narrating stories to villag-
ers to whom artists developed a specific language made of masks, costumes, music and steps. 
The dance has indeed a number of significant and distinct meanings expressing characters’ feel-
ings, values and roles in the story. However, it is very difficult to capture the complexity of this 
dance that presents a number of polysemic images. Particularly, the detection of meanings with-
out the ability to recognise the characters can be very challenging for an unprepared audience.  

At local level, this dance has always been known for its religious connotation, charged with 
an aura of belief (Bhattacharya, 1989; Reck, 1972; Chatterjee, 2004; Mukunda, 2012), to narrate 
the stories of God, Goddess (Shiva-Sakti) and tribal heroes to an illiterate audience. Common 
themes in Purulia Chhau productions are those of hero and deities of Krishna (Fig. 2) or Durga 
(Fig. 3c) both considered avatar of Shiva-Shakti, such as the killing of ‘Mahisasura’5 (a main 
demon) or Kirat Arjuna's story about the fight between Arjun and Shiva where values of cour-
age and moral distinction between “good” and “bad” are transmitted (Kothari, 1968; Arden, 
1971). The repertoire of Purulia Chhau is quite often centred around a dramatic fight. The dance 
is presented in a form of contest between two or three troupes (10-12 members) of dancers6 
(Field notes, 2011) which normally compete on the same story in a show that can last all night 
(Figs. 3a-3b-3c). 

As John Arden wrote in 1971 watching a night performance: “there was nothing human about 
him (the masked Chhau dancer) at all. He was - to an audience already prepared by deep belief 
and the music of drums - an incarnate deity who was gracing their village by his presence" (Ar-
den, 1971, p. 68). Like the old pre-Hindu tribal festivities of spring, autumn and fertility, in 
these villages “seasons are marked by religious rituals related to the Shiva-Shakti cult in which 
deities are worshipped both in their benevolent and terrifying aspects” (Citaristi, 2001, p. 47)7. 
Purulia Chhau dance is still today strictly linked to Chaitra Parva (month of full moon) pujas’ 
rituals. However, the dance is also a part time job and helps artists to build their role inside the 
community conferring them visibility, fame and pride. 

Being a Chhau is a long life engagement for dancers. From the age of 7-8, dancers are taught 
and disciplined in the art as an intrinsic part of their very being. They train almost every after-
noon when not involved in farming. Besides, they are usually born into families with a Chhau 
dancer and from birth are taught to accept their vocation of dance as an unquestionable given in 
order to carry on the family tradition. Dancers become ustads, an honorific title given to mas-
ters, because they are highly skilled dancers, appreciated by different audiences. It helps if they 
have gained some public recognition for being excellent with their art (for example, a local or 
national prize, if they have exhibited on important stages or had sponsorships for their artistic 
work). The respect gained through art establishes artists’ position in local society, not only as 
“farmer” but as important people. During their lifetime as dancers, they develop enough experi-
ence and also make enough money to have their own group; they can train up to 10-15 youth to 
become good dancers in one single troupe. To set up a Chhau troupe it is not only necessary to 
be an experienced and esteemed dancer, but also requires financial and be a good manager, as-
suring the group that initial costs (to buy masks, costumes, pay musicians, transportation and as-
sistants) are well managed, covered, and also shared among members equally (Field notes, 
2011). Every ustad has his own group/troupe but sometimes, to increase their popularity and 
business, they can also be master of more than a group therefore getting to cover more requests 
of exhibition from more villagers. 
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The fact that Purulia Chhau dance has gained a position among international heritages of the 
World within UNESCO (UNESCO Nomination file, 2010) and in liberalised markets in terms 
of cultural products under the AL project may provide more livelihood and visibility to the art-
ists; but whether and how this affects the local tradition is part of what this paper investigates. 

3 RESEARCH APPROACH AND METHODS 

Conceptual argumentations that networks are present whenever actions are to be redistributed 
(Latour, 2011) is a well known assumption in researches exploring projects of development 
where any project outcomes can also be seen as different actors’ engagement within the frame-
work of a network theory: policy papers, experts, beneficiaries, administrators, international 
funding agencies, project managers, NGOs can all be viewed as actors within the project net-
work (Mosse, 2005; Lewis & Mosse, 2006). Conducting ethnographic fieldwork on the AL pro-
ject and Purulia Chhau heritage presented a whole set of ideas that led to rethink the relationship 
between the interpretations of the cultural expression among the different actors, and how to ap-
proach the project as a process in which actors were bringing in different perceptions and inter-
ests. It is at this point that an approach informed by actor-network theory (ANT) to analyze and 
reconstruct the project network was needed. 

Many elements justified the adoption of an ANT framework of analysis for this case study: 
the materiality of heterogeneous elements acting in the project (documents, photos, video, 
masks, costumes, international stages, people and tourist packages); concerns and interests in 
the productivity of practice and circulation of cultural expression of Purulia Chhau; and the 
study of the way the intangible heritage passed from hand to hand and therefore is translated 
during all the project. All of these are “signatures of actor network theory” (Latour, 2009, p. 
144; Law, 1997). Seen from another perspective, we could argue that I am translating ANT, ap-
plying it to this case study, transforming the theory, and putting it in a different set of networks 
(Law, 1999)  - those of intangible heritage practice and developmental project. This is where a 
field research work based on ethnography informed this study with data (participant observa-
tion, unstructured interviews and informal conversations, field-notes, video and photo records) 
as well as secondary sources analysis (newspapers, UNESCO documentation, project docu-
ments, websites and other studies on Chhau dance). Interviews were conducted with human ac-
tors. Key informants (4 Chhau masters, 1 local researcher employed by the project, 2 project 
workers) were used to seek factual information about the project activities and the state of Pu-
rulia Chhau dance tradition. My main respondents, Chhau masters, were middle-aged men with 
a long, well-established career as dancers. A total of 10 Chhau masters from different villages, 
all men, were interviewed with semi-structured interviews. Visits to private houses, local 
schools and academies to interviews other artists were also part of the data collection for a field 
work lasted almost 4 months in India. Conversations, field note observations, photo and video 
data were transcribed and coded into themes in relation to theoretical concepts, participants’ and 
personal observations. The process of assigning codes enabled me to sort through records in a 
systematic manner, with the support of NVivo qualitative software. Additionally, applying an 
actor-network analytical framework helped to describe and analyse what collected with ethno-
graphic methods: the progressive constitution of the project actor-network, actors’ perspectives 
and actions.  

The analytical method adopted refers specifically to actor-network theory and model of rep-
resentation elaborated in a four-phase translation model of network construction (Callon, 1986) 
and applied to the case reconstruction of the Art for Livelihood project. The four phases model 
(problelmatisation, interessement, enrolment and mobilisation) is applied as seen in Figure 1. 
From an actor-network perspective, the first question to address is who and what makes up the 
AL project actor-network therefore relevant human and non-human actors, which will remain 
anonymous according to ethical position adopted within the social science (ASA Ethical Guide-
lines)8, needed to be identified. On the whole, we could resume that the AL project yielded the 
following human and non-human actants as they emerged from the fieldwork: 

 the social enterprise (SE), Purulia Chhau, a researchers team from London Metropoli-
tan University, and UNESCO with its Nomination File No 00370 and representative; 
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 other main sub actors: UNESCO 2003 Convention, international partners and around 
3200 folk artists, beneficiaries of the AL project. 

Relevant actors have many distinct roles in various phases and in overlapping actor-networks, 
some roles more stable than others. In terms of ANT analysis the local social enterprise is the 
project leader; Purulia Chhau artists are beneficiaries of the project; UNESCO representatives, 
documents and its Nomination file gives to this folk dance status as intangible heritage and re-
newed recognition; traditional masks and costumes confer distinctive traits to the folk art; stages 
are where the art is presented in space and place; researchers as project partners give an episte-
mological significance to the folk art and disseminate project findings, as this paper is also do-
ing. These sophisticated actors have multiple interests, co-ordinating, aligning, and administrat-
ing a mundane array of social, political, and economic tasks and resources under the project 
network. The enrolling of actors is described throughout the AL actor-network reconstruction, 
carried on during the analysis, and it enables to understand the object of translation and how and 
by which means the new associations have been established. 

 
 

 
Figure 1. AL actor-network reconstruction according to Callon (1986).

4 FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

As a researcher applying ANT, I cannot assume a priori the existence of social aggregates, I 
needed to demonstrate them through the story and the description (Paget, et al., 2010). For the 
survival of any actor-network, all actors have to work together towards the same aims (Callon, 
1986), which in this case study involve the SE posing the main problem to be addressed. Thus, 
having introduced the relevant actors, the description goes on the first negotiation point, the 
problematisation, when the SE became concerned with the possible risk of losing the folk dance 
of Chhau and the idea of challenging its sustainability with a livelihood approach. The SE, 
whose founders are a small group of ex professionals, individuals who after working for multi-
nationals corporations (i.e. IBM, Microsoft) returned back to India and applied their skills to so-
cial entrepreneurship (Bradley et al., 2013), sets itself as the main actor. Through the AL project 
indeed she engaged other relevant actors to be in line with their goals with little contest, assisted 
with the several opportunities proposed by an EU funded project. According to the SE actions 
for safeguarding the heritage of Purulia Chhau focuses on “innovating folk art products appeal-
ing to wider market segments, capacity building of the folk artists, documentation of the oral 
traditions, and promotion and dissemination of the art forms” (SE, Project report, 2011, p. 5). 
As a reported by the SE’s leader about the need to develop modern Chhau productions: “we 
trained the artists to work on the adaptation (of their art) without telling them anything about its 
origin. Different kinds of masks and scroll paintings were used as the backdrop. Strains of fakiri 
music was used in the background (…)” (Interview, Telegraph India, 2012). 

The SE defines the enhancement of artists’ skills and art potential “as a social and economic 
capital” (Field notes, 2013) as it reads hereafter: “The folk artists have learned to apply techni-
cal theatre techniques for stage performances. Six new productions developed primarily based 
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on Chau, have also incorporated different folk art forms like Gambhira, Domni and Patachitra”. 
(Project report, 2011, p. 6). 

During the enrollment phase, actors followed the development of innovation around the cul-
tural expression of Purulia Chhau (Law, 1997). Central to keep actors involved in the network 
was also UNESCO and other institutions involvement as project supporter, with field visits, at-
tending project cultural programmes and conferences. In addition, the nomination in December 
2010 of Chhau dance among intangible heritages of the World (2010) brought a renewed inter-
est to this folk dance. 

The mobilisation stage focuses on securing continued support from the enrolled actors, 
thereby stabilizing the project network and institutionalizing its underlying ideas of transform-
ing art in livelihood. In order to prevent resistance and improve involvement, the innovation (the 
translated artefact of Chhau) needs to be continually circulated (Latour, 1987). Only by doing so 
actors previously enrolled remained attached to the network. Circulation of translations of 
Chhau dance is accomplished through formal events where new Purulia Chhau productions, 
among all the Macbeth-Chhau, are performed, presented in ad hoc fair, reports and communica-
tion material. But also through meetings and seminars where the SE explains the evolution and 
the success of project outcomes: increased visibility, number of show performed by the benefi-
ciaries, international fairs and festivals attended, number of new modern productions. However, 
the moment translations in the AL actor-network are produced, and they start to circulate among 
actors, problems emerged as a result of the dynamic nature of this collaboration among actors 
(Latour, 1987). 

4.1 Actors’ perspective on revitalisation through modernisation 
“Macbeth and Banquo step into the makeshift stage, discussing the weather. Three 
witches arrive somersaulting into the stage to deliver a prophecy that will alter the 
fortune of the generals. No prizes for guessing that the scene is from William 
Shakespeare's famous play Macbeth. But as artists swirl in the air falling onto the 
floor on their knees exhibiting unparalleled stamina, the audience is floored by the 
riveting new idiom of performing arts. Welcome to the new avatar of traditional 
Chhau dance, the martial folk dance of Bengal and Jharkhand, ready for a global 
audience” (Press, Telegraph India, Kolkata, January 2012) (Figs. 4a-4b). 

 
This extract is the opening of an article from a local newspaper the day after the Macbeth-Chhau 
took place in Calcutta, in 2012. This press article condensed the main translation of this network 
presented with the title of “Daikini Mongol” (Tale of Three Witches) and developed as a fusion 
of elements from different local folk arts (Chhau dance, Pathacitra art, Jhumur and Fakiri). Dif-
ferently from traditional Chhau dance and stories, masks and costumes were simpler made of 
lighter material and music and steps were adapted to the subject. This production was developed 
for urban audience, played on national and international stages during the project and soon after 
its end. It was however met by the disappointment of some artists and local audience that did 
not want to play the Macbeth-Chhau at village level unless specifically requested by the project. 
Examples of actors’ positions from field notes illustrate the existence of an artists’ perspective 
divergent from the one of the project leader; that artists had quality criteria to distinguish be-
tween bad and good Chhau dance performances reflecting the level of mastery in using tradi-
tional traits in their dance - which they did not seem to push through the project actor-network; 
that some traditional elements were being weakened by external circumstances with the specific 
livelihood actions - namely the modernisation of the folk art. 

Traditionally ustads develop the art piece, and it is their role to teach, supervise, and unify the 
vision, as well as help dancers to install the bhava9 (Ganpule, 2014) into the character for an ex-
cellent Chhau production. In an interview from the field work (2011) a Chhau master reported 
that they intend to convey their emotions and some values to the spectators and to do some ele-
ments are considered the essence of this dance: steps, masks, music and themes. When the lan-
guage of communication with the audience is changed with new steps and masks, like in Mac-
beth-Chhau, the story and meanings are not more recognizable by the traditional community. 
On this regard critique from artists were pungent and some newly developed productions were 
indeed tagged by artists as “not being real Chhau” (Field notes, 2011). They reported that the 
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community during cultural events purposely organised by the project recognised in those devel-
oped during the project "bad performances" (Field notes, 2011). Some of the best Chhau groups 
limited the new Chhau stories to specific occasions or when required by the project’s activities 
(Field notes, 2011). To this end a main Chhau ustad commented “villagers […] did not appreci-
ate this ‘modern version of Chhau’ and kept requiring to perform traditional Chhau stories” 
(Artist, pers. comm., 2011). However, artists reported also 

 
“at national and international level, perhaps, we could perform the newly devel-

oped themes [from the AL project]. And we will probably do if we will ever get 
involved to international stages again after the project ends because the interna-
tional audience likes it“(Artist, pers. comm., 2011). 

 
In the complex social space of the project, the modernisation of the folk art emerged as 

strongly linked to the project leader’s vision, creating an imbalance of relationships (Paget, et 
al., 2010) with the main beneficiaries. The exchanges among actors in the actor-network are not 
necessarily a win-win situation for all - the analysis demonstrates this modernisation as having 
negative impacts on the art according to traditional bearers. Nevertheless, Purulia artists decided 
to stay enrolled in the project, in pursuit of the opportunity for socio and economic development 
concealed in cultural tourism, paid programmes, and international markets/stages. Besides, other 
actors such as UNESCO representative and researchers with their presence on the project and 
academic and scientific production, combined with internal research produced by the SE, le-
gitimized the success of the action and created expectation who genuinely convinced artists of 
the need of this modernisation (Field notes, 2011). This enabled the translation of the cultural 
expression to take place, as well as to create enough space for multiple representation of the folk 
art to co-exist and be real. 

Economic factors (exposure, more programmes, travels abroad) and the new “status” of 
global heritage bestowed by UNESCO are key factors that contribute to the cultural adaptability 
of Purulia Chhau dance. Artists benefitted from the project activities without necessarily deriv-
ing a sense of identity and ownership with new developed Chhau productions. This folk culture 
has managed to live on during the project process because artists with a great deal of adaptabil-
ity learnt and managed to sustain a different representations of Purulia Chhau dance: one tradi-
tional at village level and one international, for project’s goals. The best proof that different rep-
resentations of Purulia Chhau dance correspond to some sort of real ontological domains is that 
they begin to exist when they are redistributed, diffused and used into the network and outside 
(in written, human and audio-visual forms). In this way allowing any audience watching the 
dance to define it by what is represented in that specific moment (Law, 1997). 

Yet, these cultural tourism developments are also contributing to strengthening a local iden-
tity and symbolic boundary construction (Chew, 2009) between what is the intangible heritage 
of Chhau - particularly how it is represented and its traits at village level, only sensitively 
changed - and how this heritage can also be permeable of external innovation to get the oppor-
tunities of greater markets. The project indeed reveals to be a tussle between tradition and mod-
ernity that has managed to create its own unique social and political dynamics within the actor-
network assemblage and associations. 

5 CONCLUSION 

This paper used actor-network theory to examine the case study of Purulia Chhau dance and its 
bearers beneficiaries of the Art for Livelihood project. This analytical approach shows that a 
single issue that of safeguarding folk arts from Purulia through livelihoods is enough “to in-
volve a whole series of actors by establishing their identities and links between them” (Callon, 
1986, p.10). The actor-network reconstruction demonstrates the continuous “knowledge produc-
tion” around the heritage is leading to misrepresentation and multiple representations of the folk 
dance according to traditional bearers’ perspectives. During the project process, the revitaliza-
tion of the folk art appears first as the result of a particular positioning of SE’s leaders on a 
modern-like shaping of the folk art of Chhau; secondly in its promotion with cultural tourism 
events and on international stages. In practice, during the trainings and workshop for the artists 
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beneficiaries, where participation and exchange with other folk arts was also fostered, artists 
channelled into their art SE’s perceptions and prescriptions. Ideals of “modern”, for example, 
according to western standards and SE’s approach. Thus the revitalization in our case study re-
sulted as be managed by a new mediator or cultural entrepreneur that is the project leader. 

Intangible heritage comes with a flexibility of its own and the way it is expressed changes as 
people introduce innovations. This is a peculiar aspect of the “living heritage” that is embedded 
in the hands of its traditional bearers (UNESCO, 2003). Convention seeks for defence of local 
and specific cultural elements to preserve their diversity, traditions and specific manifestation. 
At the same time, intangible cultural heritage needs to ‘transform’ itself and to adapt to modern 
time and according to traditional bearers in order to stay alive. As the case study provides us 
folk arts have the power to take also a form in accordance with the taste of external circum-
stance; besides, cultural bearers can provide a new cultural continuity by incorporating modern 
elements to their art as it is always been the perception of each master. 

In the end, the entanglement of representations of the case of Purulia Chhau poses the prob-
lem of what is to be faithful representative to a cultural expression that is no longer only locally 
located. As we know that ‘authenticity’ is not a criterion to UNESCO 2003 Convention and 
lists, neither drives our research questions, it is however the quest for qualities related to its 
original meaning, sense and context that Purulia artists and cultural tourists centrally seeks from 
the representation of a folk dance. Thus the actor-network process, wherein multiple representa-
tions are created through deliberate changes (such as in direction, aesthetic and themes of the 
dance) and utilized for economic purposes, seeks to undermine the very idea that there might be 
such a thing as fidelity by insisting that all representation also betrays its object (Law, 1997; La-
tour, 2005). Yet with stakeholders collaborating with one another to push Purulia Chhau dance 
toward commercialization it is difficult to envision how the development of Chhau dance could 
be transposed to a more faithful representative path in the near future under similar actions.  

In light of these considerations few questions thus remain open about the relationships be-
tween artists and modernization and when (until what extent?) modernization could be consid-
ered a loss for the traditional heritage? 

 

 
Figure 2. Purulia Chhau dancer – Lord Krisna. Bamnia Village, Purulia. 2011.

S. Lira, R. Amoêda & C. Pinheiro32



 
Figure 3a. Chhau dancer – Demon. Bamnia Village, Purulia. 2011.
 

 
Figure 3b. Scene of fight between God and Demon. Bamnia Village, Purulia. 2011.
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Figure 3c. Goddess Durga: scene from Mahishasuramardini story.
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Figure 4a. Macbeth-Chhau, Calcutta, 2011.
 

 
Figure 4b. Macbeth-Chhau, Calcutta, 2011.
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ENDNOTES 

1 http://ec.europa.eu/culture/library/publications/cci-policy-handbook_en.pdf (accessed: October 2014). 
2 http://ec.europa.eu/culture/documents/greenpaper_creative_industries_en.pdf (accessed: October 2014). 
3 Participation is also stressed and prescribed in the 2003 Convention text:‘‘communities, in particular in-

digenous communities, groups and, in some cases, individuals, play an important role in the produc-
tion, safeguarding, maintenance and re-creation of the intangible cultural heritage, thus helping to en-
rich cultural diversity and human creativity…to ensure the widest possible participation of 
communities [.. .] and to involve them actively in [ICH] management” (art.15, Convention 2003). This 
prescription the Convention and other UNESCO text does not give any indication on how this partici-
pation has to be accomplished and the level of participation is not really expressed in the Convention 
text (Smith, 2010). 

4 Intangible cultural heritage in UNESCO 2003 Convention definition is described as a living cultural 
element where the living essence of the element is embodied in the local community way of life. This 
is regarded as an essential factor to maintain a sense of place and sustainable conservation of the cul-
tural expression. 

5 “Shattered by the oppressions and exploitations of Mahisasura the gods appeared before Lord Brahma 
with the appeal to save them and his creation from the demon Mahisasura. Arrayed with the most 
powerful weapons in her ten hands, Goddess Durga on the back of the lion fought with Mahisasura and 
killed him.” (Acharya, 2013). 

6 The number of Chhau troupes exhibiting at a local event in Purulia can vary according to the festival 
funds and the contract obtained by the troupes. However, the tradition sees normally two or three 
troupes exhibiting in a sort of contest with the same stories (Field notes, 2011). 

7 These rituals, called pujas, secure the continuance of life for another year, as described by the dancer 
and researcher Citaristi (Ibid.) hereafter: “during rituals the devotees exercise a series of self-control 
tests and physical exertions (also other Hindu rituals such as bathing, pray, and gathering in festivals), 
starting with the full moon of the month of Chaitra up to the beginning of the solar month Bisakha” 
(p. 47), which is normally coinciding with March-April. Although all people at the villages take part in 
these rituals, the Chaitra Parva (month of full moon) is particularly linked to Chhau dances and those 
of ancient soldier class� . In fact, the period of Chaitra ends with four days of Chhau dance festival 
dedicated to Shiva-Shakti (Field notes, 2011). According to Bhattacharya (1989) the origin of Chhau 
dance from Orissa and West Bengal it is strictly connect to the soldier class of pre-hindus communities 
and it is among them that the martial traits of this dance evolved. Moreover, Citaristi (2001) studying 
rituals in Orissa demonstrates that although “it is certainly difficult to establish the historical reasons 
for this military connection (between rituals and martial traits and soldiers) many elements of self-
discipline, physical fitness and vigorous dance involved in the performance of danda rituals, together 
with the fact that both forms of physical expression are situated in the background of the Siva-Sakti 
cult, which can partly explain this cultural link.” (p. 48). 

8 The ASA Ethics guidelines suggests anthropologist’s work should be aware of “ethical and legal di-
lemmas occurring at all stages of research: in the selection of topic, area or population, choice of spon-
sor and source of funding, in negotiating access, making 'research bargains' and during the research it-
self while conducting fieldwork, including the interpretation and analysis of results, the publication of 
findings and the disposal of data. Field notes (and other forms of personal data) are predominantly pri-
vate barring legal exceptions. This is the most important way in which confidentiality and the anonym-
ity of subjects is ensured. Anthropologists have a duty to protect all original records of their research 
from unauthorised access. They also have a duty to ensure that nothing that they publish or otherwise 
make public, through textual or audio-visual media, would permit identification of individuals that 
would put their welfare or security at risk” Ethics Guidelines on the ASA web site, 
http://www.theasa.org (accessed: December 2013). 

9 The N tyas stra, the earliest work on the Indian Poetics, is the first treatise to expound the theory of 
rasa (aesthetic) and bhava: the word bhava corresponds to the feelings, the emotion, installed in the 
character and passed to the audience. Rasas and bhavas are strictly connected and rasa cannot emerge 
in their absence. The Natyasastra identifies eight rasas with eight corresponding bhava: Rati (Love); 
Hasya (Mirth); Soka (Sorrow); Krodha (Anger); Utsaha (Energy); Bhaya (Terror); Jugupsa (Disgust); 
Vismaya (Astonishment). 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Tangible and intangible culture—theatre 
Theatre reflects the culture of the period and place in which it was written, exploring the social 
mores of the time. Plays give evidence not only of the more universal aspects of humankind, but 
also of the zeitgeist of the era; they tell us what was important to people of various classes, rac-
es, and cultures, as well as what was shunned or distained, providing a cultural time-capsule of 
sorts. When researched and performed according to what we know of historical practices, the 
performance of early drama can provide a window into the past—albeit a window fogged at 
times by our own uncertainty of early theatrical staging conventions. The ephemeral nature of 
live performance coupled with a lack of clear evidence for staging practices create an intangible 
cultural artifact, although a few tangle elements—from drawings, block prints or other arti-
facts—provide the clues to the reconstruction of costume, property or scenic devices. Study of 
the intangible and tangible aspects historical plays through performance serve UNESCO's goal 
of understanding "traditions or living expressions inherited from our ancestors" (2011). 

1.2 The Three Lords and Three Ladies of London — project overview 
At the center of this research is an Elizabethan play contemporaneous with the drama of Shake-
speare called The Three Lords and Three Ladies of London (performed 1588/89, printed 1590), 
performed by Queen Elizabeth I’s acting company, which appeared regularly at the royal court. 
Written by Robert Wilson, an actor with the troupe, The Three Lords and Three Ladies is a cel-

Staging the tangible and intangible: the cultural significance of 
The Three Lords and Three Ladies of London 

A. L. Fliotsos 
School of Visual and Performing Arts, Purdue University, West Lafayette, Indiana, USA 

ABSTRACT: Dramatic performance is by nature ephemeral, or intangible, yet by staging plays 
from the past we can find new insights into the culture of the era; furthermore, modern audience 
reception of historic plays provides evidence as to which aspects of our cultural heritage still 
resonate and which are problematic. A recent production of Robert Wilson's The Three Lords 
and Three Ladies of London, performed at the Festival of Early Drama in Toronto, provides cul-
tural insights into the culture of Elizabethan England at a very particular time: in the wake of the 
Spanish Armada (1588/89). In addition to offering insights about cultural symbols and attitudes 
of this era, the project examines modern audience reception in two differing venues. 
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ebration of the Queen and the City of London in the immediate wake of the failed Spanish Ar-
mada of 1588. Unlike Shakespeare’s plays, it is rich in stage directions that offer significant 
clues about the play’s original performance at the royal court and elsewhere. Its political and 
cultural topicality, conveyed through pageantry and ceremonial language, demonstrate its con-
siderable importance to the history of Elizabethan dramatic performance. 

With an Enhancing Research in the Humanities and Arts Grant from Purdue University in the 
United States, Professors Paul Whitfield White (English), Anne Fliotsos (Theatre), and Richard 
Sullivan Lee (Theatre) produced a cut version of the play at the Festival of Early Drama, spon-
sored by the Center for Performance Studies of Early Theatre at the University of Toronto, Can-
ada in June of 2015. Three Lords and Three Ladies was staged alongside its “prequel,” The 
Three Ladies of London (1581), performed by McMaster University. Our performance was an 
experiment in historical research in that we intended to stage it according to original practices—
a relatively recent movement in theatre, which endeavors to discover and implement the dra-
matic techniques and conventions of the period of a play’s first performances and to reconstruct, 
as much as possible, its original conditions of performance and reception. It involves such ele-
ments as cross-gendered casting, the doubling of roles, universal lighting, and the iconic use of 
costume and props. Our aim was to explore the play's historical and present-day context, includ-
ing what the play can tell us about original staging, reception and cultural significance. In addi-
tion to offering fresh insights about Elizabethan stage conventions and performance, the project 
aims to examine modern audience reception, popular as well as academic, to this little-known 
Elizabethan play. The study begins with a description of the play itself—the artifact that we 
studied—then transitions into our findings about the cultural significance in the staging and re-
ception of the play. Post-production surveys with two modern audiences provide insights into 
the play's relevance today. 

2 APPROACH TO THE PLAY AND PERFORMANCE 

2.1 Exploring the play as artifact 
Populated with allegorical characters and set in the streets of London, The Three Lords and 
Three Ladies of London reflects upon vice, penitence, redemption, and new beginnings. With a 
combination of rustic clowning and poetic sincerity, the play exudes a culture of resilience as 
England celebrated victory over the Spanish. Episodic and uneven in structure, the play employs 
multiple subplots, but centers around three lords (Pomp, Pleasure and Policy) who seek to wed 
three ladies (Love, Lucre and Conscience) who have succumbed to vice and imprisonment in 
the previous play, The Three Ladies of London. Primarily through the ladies' redemption and re-
lease from prison, The Three Lords and Three Ladies of London explores "righting the wrongs" 
of the past, reflecting a new hope for England under Elizabeth's reign. All plot lines lead to this 
sense of redemption: the lords and ladies' marriage, the defeat of the Spaniards in a mock-battle 
scene, and the punishment of the vice characters (Fraud, Dissimulation, and Usury). From its 
prologue glorifying God and the queen to its prayer of thanksgiving at the end, The Three Lords 
and Three Ladies of London reveals a thankful, celebratory, and forward-looking London that 
acknowledges vice, but refuses to succumb to it. Although the themes and cultural context of 
the play are apparent in the script itself, the pageantry, clowning, chivalric show of emblems, 
and devotions of courtly love can only become fully alive in the staging of the play. 

2.2 Significance, methodology, and limitations 
Though scholars in early English drama have written about the script with conjecture about its 
performance (Mithal, 1963; Nugent, 2003; Jowitt, 2012; Munroe, 2009; McMillin and Mac-
Lean, 1998), there is no indication that The Three Lords and Three Ladies has been produced 
since the Elizabethan era; thus our staging provided a fresh opportunity to study the play in per-
formance, with careful attention to cultural relevance and modern audience reception. Such 
study is clearly in keeping with the goals of UNESCO Intanglible Cultural Heritage. 

The Purdue University production team had three major issues in claiming to produce an 
Original Practices production: 
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a) The cutting or adaption of the play is in and of itself an abrogation of the original 
script, yet our festival required that we perform a ninety-minute version of a nearly 
three-hour play. 

b) The original play had thirty-four characters and was almost certainly not meant to 
tour. Our make-shift company had to travel internationally with a limited budget and 
limited personnel. 

c) Our actors were primarily PhD students in the Department of English; it was impossi-
ble to replicate the rehearsal techniques of a seasoned performance troupe such as The 
Queen's Men with a group of amateur actors. 

As we grappled with the goal of Original Practices research from various perspectives, it be-
came clear that we could only approximate some of the more tangible aesthetic elements 
through historical research, such as the symbolic props and the use of the performance space. 
Even these aspects of so-called "historical accuracy" were murky at best, as there is no descrip-
tion of the staging of this play, only the stage directions themselves and our knowledge of con-
ventions of the period. Our research fits more closely with Practice-based Research (PBR), 
which Baz Kershaw defines as "research through live performance practice, to determine how 
and what it may be contributing in the way of new knowledge or insights" (2002, p.138). This 
broader conceptualization of research is of necessity descriptive and interpretive, having more 
in keeping with phenomenology than with more traditional scientific methods. Just as phenom-
enology investigates a first-person experience of an object, our post-production survey sought 
reflective and highly subjective responses from individuals behaving within the larger body of 
the audience. It is notable that audience members react in both in a communal and individual 
ways; responses such as laughter, tears, applause, restlessness or rapt focus may be altered by 
the behavior of the larger audience. For example, an individual is more prone laughter if sur-
rounded by a laughing audience. An audience member who is not responding with the rest of 
the group often feels self-conscious or uncomfortable. Audience surveys provoke reflection up-
on this dichotomy if an individual finds him or herself out of sync with the responses of the 
larger community. 

 
 

 
Figure 1. Opening pageantry, with prologue delivered by London herself. Three Lords and Three Ladies 
of London, Purdue University, 2015. (Photo: Daniel Vukobratovich).
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3 STAGING AND RECEPTION 

3.1 Practical considerations of staging 
With its thirty-four allegorical characters and heavy reliance on spectacle through emblematic 
props and costumes, The Three Lords and Three Ladies of London was clearly not written for 
touring, but rather for performance in London and at court. A successful modern production of 
this play hinged upon reducing the multiple subplots and focusing on the titular plot of the lords 
and ladies, a story of courtly love and redemption. Upon casting the play, the doubling of roles 
offered interesting parallels. For example the actors playing the vice characters also played the 
three Spanish lords—Pride, Ambition, and Tyranny—depicted as arrogant bullies. The three la-
dies—Love, Lucre, and Conscience—were easily doubled as the lord's pages—Wit, Will, and 
Wealth—providing parallel "couplings" for the lords. The structure of the play suggests these 
were likely doublings in the original production as well; none of the doubled characters appear 
on stage together, and there is enough time for costume changes, though our own cutting made 
these changes tight. For sheer practicality, some performers took on as many as five roles, liter-
ally changing a hat or cloak just off-stage before returning. This convention was in keeping with 
the clowning that characterized the style of The Queen's Men. Indeed, the play's subtitle states 
that the play is "Comically interlaced with much honest Mirth, for pleasure and recreation". 

Our staging of The Three Lords and Three Ladies deserves a note about its problematic end-
ing. Intermingled with the final celebration of the wedding are two scenes of retribution: the 
branding of Usury, and Simplicity attempting to burn out Fraud's tongue for swindling him. 
Although it is fitting that the vice characters be punished, it is jarring that these violent acts take 
place as the couples are going to and from the church. The play then ends very abruptly with a 
prayer; it mirrors the prologue in terms of humility and sincere appreciation to God and the 
queen, but falls flat in terms of setting a final tone. Our director wisely added a celebratory 
dance for the curtain call, in the tradition of many Shakespearean comedies, which ended the 
play with an air of a joyous celebration rather than a solemn prayer. 

3.2 Audience survey results 
As survey results reveal below, audience response to this four-hundred-thirty-five-year-old play 
was overall positive. We produced the play in two venues with two different audiences: 1) at 
Purdue University, where faculty, staff, students and community members gathered to watch a 
dress rehearsal, and 2) at the Festival of Early Drama, with an audience composed of faculty and 
students who had familiarity—and in some cases expertise—with early drama. Approximately 
three-quarters of our audience in each venue filled out post-production survey comprised of two 
biographical questions and eight qualitative prompts regarding their responses to the play. One 
over-arching question had a scale, requiring them to rank how engaged they were—a subjective 
outcome that relies upon self-reflection and judgment. The audience scores at Purdue averaged 
8.2 on a scale of 1-10, and the scores at the festival averaged 8.7. It is notable that the audience 
at Purdue included people who were completely unfamiliar with early drama. They reported that 
it took time to "tune into" the language and found the first section of the play difficult to 
grasp—in part due to the language and in part in because they were trying to understand the re-
lationships of so many allegorical characters. 

Overall, there was agreement about the most captivating aspects of the production. Both au-
diences reported that the comic scenes, particularly those with the Spanish lords, were high-
lights. Only a few respondents remarked that the "over-the-top" humor was too ridiculous, 
though historically, it was in keeping with the clowning of The Queen's Men. In terms of which 
elements were most "surprising," the majority responded that they did not expect the accompa-
nying live music, singing, celebratory dancing at the end, or the abundant humor throughout the 
play. Several people remarked on the shocking depiction on the shield of the Spanish lord, Tyr-
anny. This particular emblem provoked comments of both distaste and delight in the surveys. 
One viewer remarked, "baby on spike was too graphic for me," yet Wilson's stage directions 
clearly dictate that Tyranny's "impress [is] a naked child on a spear's-point, bleeding" (1590, 
p.33). 
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The Spanish battle scene in particular deserves closer analysis, both for its popularity and its 
comic clash of cultural stereotypes. The stage is filled with English and Spanish lords and their 
heralds—strutting peacocks unleashing a battle of words with very few actions other than pos-
turing and bullying each other in a mock-battle. When the Spanish herald, Shealty, introduces 
his lords, he distains to address them, declaring that they will conquer London, "that proud pal-
try market-town," and take their women "Prisoners, to use or force as pleaseth them." (1590, 
p.35) The English lords fire back at Spain, swearing to protect the honor of their women and 
country. As insults escalate, Lord Pomp vows to: "make a dunghill of your rotten bones,/ And 
cram our chickens with your grains of gold" (p.38). The staging of the play's climactic moment 
is inextricably linked to the audience's response, as a seemingly concrete command results in a 
bewildering cultural kinesthetic response. Lord Policy commands the English lords to "charge 
them all at once," at which point stage directions dictate: "Let the three Lords pass towards the 
Spaniards, and the Spaniards make show of coming forward and suddenly depart" (p.38). The 
battle was one of false bravado, harkening back to the cultural ancestry of Plautus' braggart war-
rior and El Capitano of the commedia dell'arte. The screams that ring out are not of battle, but of 
the Spanish running away like frightened children, much to the delight of the audience. Though 
the comedy in this scene has historical roots, it also has more modern counterparts, in particular 
to the scene between King Arthur and the French soldiers in Monty Python and the Holy Grail 
(1975). In this famous "taunting" scene the British appear to be logical and serious in their ap-
proach to the French, invoking God in their quest to seek the Grail, but the French, who are 
guarding their castle, only shout outrageous insults in thick accents: "You don't frighten us Eng-
lish pig-dogs! Go and boil your bottoms under a silly person." Despite the politically incorrect 
stereotyping of other cultures, our modern audiences laughed heartily at this age-old show of 
caricature, bravado, and lunacy. 

 
 

 
Figure 2. Fraud posting as a "Foreign Artificer" with Painful Penury and Simplicity. Three Lords and 
Three Ladies of London, Purdue University, 2015. (Photo: Daniel Vukobratovich).

 
 
Despite the success of the Spanish battle scene, not all audience members accepted the por-

trayal of other cultures in the play. The issue of the Jew, Usury, is particularly difficult in Three 
Lords and Three Ladies. Depicted as one of the vice characters, a greedy money-lender and pre-
cursor to Shakespeare's Shylock, Usury is branded on stage, just before the celebratory wedding 
scene. Though public punishment was not uncommon to Londoners, the staging of this cruel 
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torture—and the persecution of a Jew—was be shocking several audience members. The vice 
characters are depicted as outsiders, not trusted on the streets of London. In one scene Fraud 
pretends to be a Frenchman and sells Simplicity fake gold buttons and rings; Wilson's spellings 
of the French artificer's lines purposely convey a muddle of European accents: "Look you dere, 
mastra, de feene buttoon de la gold, de ring-a de gold, de bugla shean: two shelleng un doozen 
de buttoon, un shelleng-a un ring" (1590, p.26). When Usury tells Dissimulation not to betray 
his native country, Dissimulation retorts, "'Tis not our native country, thou knowest. I, Dissimu-
lation, am a mongrel--half an Italian, half a Dutchman: Fraud so, too--half French and half Scot-
tish; and thy parents were both Jews, though thou wert born in London." (p.32). The "half an 
Italian, half a Dutchman" line drew much laughter, as did the "half French and half Scottish" 
comment, but the laughter stopped when Jewish heritage was mentioned. Though the majority 
of the audience laughed readily at the nationalistic jokes and stereotypes in the play, one audi-
ence member at Purdue found it offensive, complaining of "ethnic name-calling" and writing: 
"That was ugly." Actor Allison Layfield reflects, "I think they [the audience] couldn't help but 
bring 20th century history into the way they experienced humor, whereas they were willing to 
enter the historical moment in the verse, the vocabulary, the costumes, etc." 

Surprisingly, no audience members complained about the role of women in the play, though 
several lines provoked an uneasy chuckle or smirk. In the previous play, The Three Ladies of 
London, the ladies align with the vice characters and are locked away for their amoral and crim-
inal acts. They are described as "spotted" and doomed to life imprisonment, yet the three lords 
arrive to "marry them and make them honest wives" (Wilson, 1590, p.12). In a show of courtly 
love, the lords swoop in to save the women. In one of the most unusual scenes in the play (also 
the first appearance of the ladies) Sorrow, the jail-keeper, leads the veiled women to sit upon 
stones of Remorse, Care and Charity—the final penance before their redemption. Soon after, 
beautiful gowns are brought to the ladies, and Nemo announces that three lords have come to 
marry them. It is a convention of early fairy tales, also based in courtly love, that we have come 
to accept: Cinderella made beautiful for the ball, whisked away from a horrible life by her 
prince. The trope is an old one, but not one that is not as easily accepted in modern times. The 
women's humility, modesty, and great beauty dazzle the lords, and the happily-ever-after tale 
continues toward their marriage. Yet as Simplicity's wife, Painful Penury shows, after marriage, 
the courtship is over; Painful Penury is the stereotypical fishwife, nagging her husband and even 
hitting him with her staff, much in the vein of Punch and Judy puppets. Such are the roles for 
women in the play. 

 

 
Figure 3. Simplicity, admiring Tarlton's picture, surrounded by the lords and ladies. Three Lords and 
Three Ladies of London, Purdue University, 2015. (Photo: Daniel Vukobratovich).

S. Lira, R. Amoêda & C. Pinheiro46



4 COMMENTS AND CONCLUSIONS 

We can never know exactly how early audiences responded to this play, for no first-hand ac-
counts exist. We know that English clowning and dancing traditions were extremely popular, 
both with the mass audiences at outdoor theatres and with the royal court. For example, the im-
portance of Richard Tarleton, the infamous clown of The Queen's Men, is duly noted in the play 
when Simplicity laments Tarlton's death, stating, "O passing fine Tarlton! I would thou hadst 
lived yet./ It was the merriest fellow, and had such jests in store/ That, if thou hadst seen him, 
thou would'st have laughed thy heart sore" (Wilson, 1590, p.9). Director Richard Sullivan Lee 
found the clowning fundamental to the play's continued popularity, stating, "The physical hu-
mor in this play still survives hundreds of years later.…[It is] always easier for the clown to be 
the social commentator on political and social issues." He also noted that the lack of profession-
al clowns for these demanding roles was problematic, finding, "…our amateur actors were 
not always able to clarify or highlight the puns, irony and antithesis". 

The Three Lords and Three Ladies of London demonstrates that the lampooning of foreign-
ers, the jests about long-married couples, and comic idiocy of the rustic, Simplicity, were con-
sidered appropriate humor not only for the people of London, but also for the queen and her 
courtiers. But does the production resonate with a modern audience, or does it work only as a 
"relic," a museum piece to be studied? We surveyed our audiences specifically on this point and 
were heartened to find that for most, the play remains engaging—but how so? Several wrote 
that they were very intrigued by unusual style of the play: the allegorical characters, coupled 
with the witty allegorical puns and ironies. Despite stylistic differences, they were amazed that 
the play resonates with our modern culture, and also provides clues to our cultural ancestry. One 
viewer observed, "Xenophobia, unfortunately, is still rampant (and funny)." Another wrote spe-
cifically about cultural heritage, stating, "The relations between the names and how each reso-
nate in today's world is uncanny! Great example of how the English view their founding person-
alities/traits." This comment in particular echoes Claire Jowitt's critical analysis of the script, 
which concludes, "…perhaps the true legacy of The Three Lords and Three Ladies of Lon-
don…is to show the powerful cultural work literature can perform, then as now, in debates over 
what and who counts as 'English'" (p.320). 

As director Richard Sullivan Lee reflected, the play also resonates today because "love is still 
a universal theme." Perhaps the most insightful and complex survey response came from a stu-
dent of English, who saw immediate connections with love and the human condition, writing: "I 
think people still fundamentally struggle with the competing desire of the human heart (and its 
vagaries) against more practical and mercenary considerations. Plays/divertisements like this 
force us to consider why we choose certain people to share our lives with (i.e. Simplicity being 
under the yoke of a termagant like Painful Penury)". 

Though our survey collected some insightful comments from the audience, as evidenced 
above, it should also be noted that modern audiences often lack the ability to reflect upon the 
cultural and personal impacts of the theatre and other arts. Many audience members answering 
our survey only mentioned how funny the actors were, how lively the dancing and music were, 
or which actors were "better" than others. They were fixated on the performance over the con-
tent. Too often American audiences focus upon entertainment or see the theatre as a commercial 
product, thanks in part to the Broadway and West End models that dominate the tourist trade in 
the US and UK. As Theatre Professor Kathy Foley writes, "The Western pyramid scheme of 
professionalism has turned many humans into relatively passive consumers of the arts—we 
watch, while the trained artist performs…. The psychology of consumption and advertising, too, 
of course is used effectively to create viewers of our cultural productions, but often leads to the 
passive viewer position for most" (p.383). As we educate our students in theatre programs, we 
aim to help them understand that the arts are a reflection of the human condition. The most vi-
brant and lasting artistic examples deserve study not because they have been declared "master-
pieces" by a governing body or hierarchy, but because they have intrinsic value to us as we re-
flect upon our own lives and cultures. 

UNESCO states (2011) that expressions of Intangible Cultural Heritage "contribute to giving 
us a sense of identity and continuity, providing a link from our past, through the present, and in-
to our future." As North Americans, my students and I (as well as the Canadians in our Toronto 
audience) have inherited a tradition of theatre that stems largely from British antecedents. Re-
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grettably, our knowledge of historical drama is often limited to the textual study of canonical 
plays—particularly those of Shakespeare—rather than performances. By resurrecting this large-
ly-forgotten play, which is both vibrant and unusual in performance, we have discovered more 
about the ideals, tastes and cultural attitudes of Londoners at the time, particularly in terms of 
their attitudes regarding foreigners, courtship, marriage, vice, retribution and redemption. Alt-
hough it is impossible to completely recreate our theatrical ancestry with authenticity, or the 
play's historical reception, the staging of Three Lords and Three Ladies has shed new light on 
the ancestral roots of the humor of The Queen's Men troupe, particularly in regard to the players' 
conveyance of meaning through stereotype, symbol and allegorical characters. These revelations 
deserve further detailed study that is outside of the scope of this report. 

As for the future, we are just beginning to contemplate the pedagogical opportunities this 
production presents for both students and teachers. In his paper on archiving performance, 
Gavin Findley writes: 

 

In order to fully understand theatre in intangible heritage terms and to develop 
strategies to better preserve it, we need to better understand what it is that brings 
audiences to it, and what audiences bring to it…. In other words, we need to map, 
describe and analyse the entire ecosystem of theatre: not just the work and those 
who made it, but the context in which it was created and the ongoing interactions 
between the company, its audiences and the wider community, and the physical 
spaces in which the work occurred (p.127). 

 
Archiving this cultural event through video is an imperfect source of evidence, and can never 

capture or recreate the energy exchange of performer and audience. However imperfect, it is the 
only means of capturing the mise-en-scene of the play, which otherwise exists as a written arti-
fact. Video clips of Purdue's performance will ultimately be posted on the Queen's Men Editions 
website, along with several versions of the script and accompanying dramaturgical essays, in 
hopes of breathing new life into this intangible cultural expression. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

The Vostell Malpartida Museum (MVM), just a few kilometres away from the town of Malpar-
tida de Cáceres, is a contemporary place found in a rural area. Founded by the German artist 
Wolf Vostell (Leverkusen, 1932-1998) in 1976, following the opening of the environment: 
VOAEX (Viaje de (h) ormigón por la Alta Extremadura) (Concrete journey through the top of 
Extremadura), it is located in an ancient wool-washing plant, at Los Barruecos Natural Park. 
Here, a project for an art and nature museum has been developed with works such as Happen-
ing-Fluxus and other artistic performances. A museum of collections but also temporary exhibi-
tions and shows carried out by international artists from different periods. We will present some 
of the performances carried out between 2009 and 2014 which stand out for being Specific-site 
art performances. 

2 MONIQUE BASTIAANS AND MASS MOVING 

We shall start with the Belgian artist Monique Bastiaans (Jemappes, Mons, Belgium, 1954) resi-
dent in Valencia since 1988, who exhibited between October 2011 and March 2012 the works 
titled Ha llegado a su destino (You have reached your destiny) (Cortés, J. et al., 2012), includ-
ing sculptures, interventions and temporary scenes. The works, of conceptual nature and in 
some cases Fluxus, designed specifically for the museum, were exhibited both inside and also 
outside in the open-air patio space in the entrance. From the first, it is worth mentioning Aspirar 
la brisa (Breathe in the breeze) light iron sculptures in the shape of garlic cloves -moved by mo-
tors-, and a sound installation featuring the electro-acoustic composer Leopoldo Amigo, titled: Y 

Art installations and performances in dialogue with the bino-mial 
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(Spain), during the last decade 
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ABSTRACT: The Vostell Malpartida Museum (Extremadura - Spain), is a forefront museum 
inaugurated in 1976, with funds from its own founding artist: Wolf Vostell (Leverkusen, 1932 - 
Berlin, 1989) and international artists of conceptual art and action art: Happening, Fluxus, Per-
formances, etc. In addition it develops diverse activities related to art of the above-mentioned 
aesthetic trends and particularly in relation to the setting of the museum placed in Los 
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and performances that have been carried out in dialog with the binomial Vostell Malpartida Mu-
seum/ Natural Park "The Barruecos", during the last decade. 
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ellos entendieron (And they understood) made up of large floating feathers in memory of a per-
sonal experience when from her bed she dreamt of feathers hanging from the ceiling (a piece 
which reminds us of the weightless Nubes plateadas (Silver clouds) by Andy Warhol which 
float in the Leo Castelli gallery in New York). Unicelulares en tiempos de crisis (Single-cells in 
a time of crisis); a participatory piece, as spectators modelled small pieces with clay that look 
like flowers and contributed to construct an organic architecture such as a tree or multi-cellular 
body of collective synergy. 

The works in the exterior interacted with nature and configured a new landscape. Thus, one 
could see: Primavera viral (Viral spring): a mixture of synthetic shadows manipulated to pro-
duce sound with bells moved by the wind and Cuántica para cuervos (Quantum for crows), a 
collection of metal saucepans placed upon granite boulders, that looked like lichen and that pro-
duced bright reflections thanks to the light from the sun (Lozano, 2013). 

In the same year, 2012, the exhibition Mass and Individual Moving. 1969-1979, took place, 
which was a similar approach to the work of the Belgian artistic group Mass Moving, active be-
tween 1969 and 1976, a year in which it was decided to finalise its collective creation with the 
destruction of the documentation generated until that point. Not every member of the group par-
ticipated in this action and some of them, with Raphaël Opstaele (ORAS) and Luc Schutien as 
leaders, set up a new initiative called Mass & Individual Moving, whose three first years were 
documented in this display. 

At the opening Raphaël Opstaele and his wife, Bárbara Hann, were present, who had already 
began talks with Wolf Vostell in 1978, having visited him in Malpartida, who was joined by the 
Portuguese artist and art critic Ernesto de Sousa. 

Sometime after the exhibition, Raphaël Opstaele wished to donate to the museum one of the 
group’s works: a wind organ called Templo del viento (Temple of wind), put together with 36 
bamboo canes of 450cm in height and 15cm in diameter, that produce sound when the wind 
blows through them. 

The origin of this resonant installation dates back to December 1974 when the Mass Moving 
group travelled from Brussels to Cameroon by bus and began in February 1975 the project 
known as Sound Stream, with the construction of four wind organs on the beach of Nanga 
Ndjango (Kribi, Cameroon). 

Several months later, five members of Mass Moving, with ORAS as leader of the expedition, 
travelled to Stödi (Norway), in the Arctic Circle, with the aim to build the final link to Sound 
Stream. This trip entailed the breaking-up of the original group and the start of Mass and Indi-
vidual Moving. 

As well as these short-lasting organs, other permanent ones were made in different places 
around the world, with the first being that which was constructed in the Dutch city of Vlissin-
gen, in 1975. 

At the same time, ORAS thought of and built, in 1978, a modular system easily assembled, 
dismantled and transported.  These characteristics are shared by the Templo del viento of the 
MVM. 

 
 
 
 

 
Figure 1. Primavera Viral and Cuantica para cuervos, Monique Bastiaans. Templo del viento, Raphaël 
Opstaele. 
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3 EXCHANGE LIVE ART 2013 

Another series of actions carried out at the museum and led by artists, were result of an ex-
change project called Exchange Live Art, which involved two moments of development. The 
first activity took place on 4th of May in 2013, coordinated by the museum and with the help of 
Ana Matey and Isabel León (from the groups ARTON and Hatajo, respectively). The objectives 
set forth by these were: “…to exchange performance scores in order to be “interpreted” and 
driven by different artists.” And the research: “into the Exchange of processes and ways of mak-
ing and understanding art”. The artists that carried out the activities were: Willem Wilhelmus 
(Dutch 1964 /Finnish), Bartolomé Ferrando (Valencia, 1951), Koke Vega (Mª José Vega Am-
pudia, León, 1963) and Belén Cueto (Madrid, 1971). 

The score of Willem Wilhelmus, an author who has presented his work internationally since 
1999, is a written text that describes the action: 

 
“I take my left arm and I trace a line along my arm with a felt-tip pen to my 

hand/ when the pen touches the inside of my hand I grasp it and keep it held 
tightly/ with my right hand I wrap a sheet of paper around the hand holding the 
pen/ and I guide the wrapped hand towards and over my body/ and towards the 
floor/ where I leave the paper/ wrinkled/ and I give in to another new sheet of pa-
per/ and I scribble some words or some lines or drawings/ of the story I have in 
mind/ handing in more and more sheets of paper/ marking them/ words, lines, 
scribblings/ scrunching them all up/ until the story is told”. 

 
It was interpreted by Koke Vega, an experimental artist and action poet who works in Extre-

madura, whose works are poetical-visual meditations (often ironic), about the human condition. 
Koke made the text his own by establishing a direct encounter with the physical setting in which 
he performed it. He drew imprecise black traces on paper, with expressive bodily movements 
that revealed an internal urge, and then he threw them around onto a black fabric with cathartic 
gestures of liberation; finally the artist collected and carried the remains to a fountain that sur-
rounded the work by Vostell: “Why did the process between Pilate and Jesus last only two min-
utes?”, where he submerged himself completely in a symbolic act of purification. 

Bartolomé Ferrando, artist and performer who forms part of different groups of action art, put 
together a score that was interpreted by Belén Cueto and consisted of various actions: Action 1 
–“In the first, the performer will begin with their arms held out, full of small threads, small pa-
pers, leaves or small branches, that the performer will let fall bit by bit, very slowly, onto the 
floor as they walk along- the path followed will thus be marked by threads, leaves and branches 
until there is nothing left in their arms – Next, the performer will turn around and will “recite” 
the seeded path, interpreting each one of the lines produced as if they were from a “musical” 
score” Action 2 –“Before beginning the action, paper tissues will be handed out to all the par-
ticipants –all the participants will be asked to make noise at the same time, at each signal given 
by the performer. A general test will be given –The performer will initiate the reading of the 
phonetic poem attached, and will take a pause wherever he/she seems fit. Following each pause 
taken, he/she will ask the audience to make noise, waving their tissues, (to the entire audience). 
Everyone will sound at the same time on each occasion –The action will last until the end of the 
recital of the attached text. The performer will take as many pauses as he/she wishes”. Belén 
used tissue for this action which was participative. 
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Figure 2. Exchange live art, Koke Vega. Bartolomé Ferrando. May 4, 2013.

4 MARIO GARCÍA TORRES. A WORK ABOUT THE MEMORY OF MVM 

The same year, 2013, in October a project was produced by Mario García Torres (Monclova, 
México, 1975). An exhibition formed by a joint intervention “in situ”, carried out by the artist as 
a response to the complex and rich memory of the MVM that occupied spaces carefully chosen 
by Garcia Torres himself, who found himself in full reflection upon the notion of “the faraway”. 

We must highlight that Mario García Torres has gone deeply into the history of the museum, 
a place where creative activities, inclined towards sociological analysis, have been ongoing. 
And he has done so with complete respect for the initiative and vision of a pioneering creator; 
from the understanding of his motives when it comes to creating the MVM and from the dis-
tance that grows as the years pass us by, his individual knowledge and experiences with the mu-
seum itself, his funds, the Happening Vostell Archive and the town of Malpartida. 

The work by Mario García Torres buries its roots in conceptual art. Through a practice of in-
termediate character, it investigates the forgotten episodes in the history of art and brings them 
back from the very moment they were abandoned. 

The process of work began in 2012 when, with the collaboration of the Town Hall of Malpar-
tida de Cáceres, the artist’s first visit took place along with his field work, interviews with Mer-
cedes Guardado or consultations from the Happening Vostell Archive. Interested in the histori-
cal presence of Vostell, Mario García Torres starts by asking himself what remains of that first 
encounter of his with the landscape, of that vision from the imaginary Fluxus. 

The resulting interventions of that process of research and understanding were: Third version, 
a one-channel video without sound that reflects upon the idea of “the faraway” through the se-
ries of texts and fixed images of the sub aquatic life in the Barruecos de Abajo Lake adjacent to 
the museum buildings.  Quise que la luz de mi estudio fuera parte de esta exposición (I wanted 
the light of my studio to form part of this exhibition), a bronze sculpture that represents neon 
lights and which was exhibited in open air. The piece makes reference to the idea of inspiration, 
and points to the natural setting of the Barruecos, an area which has inspired Vostell and many 
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other artists from different backgrounds or generations. Vostell Malpartida Museum 1976-2000, 
printed décollage over cloth which worked as a tautological artefact or as an auto-referential one 
regarding this technique. At the same time, it presents the practising from décollage as a narra-
tive that reviews the first twenty-five years of the Vostell Malpartida Museum’s life. Y Lo que 
yo siempre soñé (And what I always dreamt of) a sound piece that makes reference to Wolf 
Vostell’s first encounter with the landscape of Los Barruecos. The work adopts the form of a 
love song that understands this natural setting as a being a magical or make-believe area. 

 
 

 
Figure 3. Third version and Quise que la luz de mi estudio fuera parte de esta exposición, Mario García 
Torres. 

5 EXCHANGE & MVM 2014 

On 25th October EXCHANGE & MVM 2014 took place as part of the museum’s activities 
within the programme Forosur Cáceres 2014, organized by the Ministry of Education and Cul-
ture of the Government of Extremadura. The event was a performance with exchange of action 
scores within the context of the museum. The authors and performers were Nieves 
Correa (Madrid, 1960) and Abel Loureda (1973, Mieres, Asturias), two artists with international 
experience since 2012 who share their creative processes. Each one put forward a proposal. Per-
forming the actions alternatively they followed their own score and that of the other artist with 
the formula for exchange, up to a total of four actions. 

Abel Loureda’s proposal: “27 actions in relation to the alphabet” suggested: “one action for 
each letter, done without any possibility to be continued so that in the end the spectator will re-
member some, one, or perhaps none of them.” That of Nieves: 

 
“uses a modified photograph of a Tengwar inscription which is part of a more 

extensive poem. The part that corresponds to the inscription is the last two verses 
from the poem, whose full version is included as part of the score, though. The 
modification of this “photograph” consists in the crossing out of some words from 
the inscription-poem so that it can be interpreted in a freer way”. 

 
The Tengwar inscription reminds us of J.R.R. Tolkien and his masterpiece The Lord of the 

Rings. The interpretation was carried out by the artist Nieves herself, organising action space in 
the open air between the well-known photograph Jean Arp con el monóculo-ombligo (Jean Arp 
with a naval looking-glass) (1928), reproduced various times and stuck into the grass to form a 
border, and a chair opposite on which she sat in a domestic outfit (a checked robe) sewing inside 
a frame, she moved several times between daily and artistic space... Abel, however, was in an-
other area, also outdoors, marking circles with his body as he turned around a wooden post, roll-
ing a string around it until it reached the end. First, he did so on foot, but as the route got shorter 
he got nearer to the ground and in the end  he did so completely stuck to the ground, with a su-
perhuman strength that left the spectators with a strong feeling of discomfort. Abel’s score was 
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done afterwards by the two artists inside the museum with different actions that recall the letters 
of the alphabet. 

 
 

 
Figure 4. Exchange & MVM 2014, Nieves Correa. Abel Loureda. October, 25, 2014. 

6 CONCLUSIONS 

As Bartolomé Ferrando affirms: 
 

“In essence, the performance is a unique act carried out in a setting whose charac-
teristics are appropriate and to which the borders of an unrepeatable time embrace. 
Its meaning shall be extracted by the receptor based on the reunification of the ex-
posed elements. The thread is mandatory. The performance is a blink. The eye does 
not laugh, it smiles”. 

 
 In the performances and installations described, that thread mentioned by Bartolomé 

Ferrando not only binds its members with the world of personal references and intel-
lectual recipients, space and the time in which they take place, but also the MVM acts 
in them as a catalyst, through that which the actions are cohesive with each other and 
linked to a common substrate of a telluric power and a conceptual charge of analogy 
impossible in other atmospheres. 

 The permeability between the open and closed spaces of the museum makes the flow 
of action energies possible.  The architectural complexity, residing in a mill and a 
wool-washing plant, is articulated from the concurrence of natural spaces limited by 
the walls and covered industrial places used, originally, by the textile industry. There 
have been actions, in both of them, which include the landscape in its essence, the 
flora and the fauna of the natural museum. The installations of Monique Bastiaans 
like Y ellos entendieron, or the one-channel video Third version, by Mario García 
Torres, made  partly from the images of the inside of the Barruecos de Abajo Lake 
and the experience lived by the artist himself having faced alone the landscape which 
forms part of the museum, are examples of two-way flows. 

 The different ways of developing proposals for art and nature in the MVM  have been 
carried out under the condition of using the natural areas -already stepped upon his-
torically by the founder Wolf Vostell- as a stage, through the installation of Specific-
site art. 

 The use of messages previous to those of Vostell or his antecedents: Duchamp, Jean 
Arp, and even writers such as Tolkien, linked to the artists belonging to a culture of 
interpretation and quotes. The maximum expression of the re-reading processes 
herein described are, in the very essence, of the two events of action Exchange. Both 
quotes, put together from the idea of exchange of processes and ways of making and 
understanding art, offer the chance to make contact with the personal and creative 
world of the artists implied, through an original idea (a previous message) and to 
learn how this concept which rose from the field of mutual experimentation, gives 
birth to a new meaning through the translation and interpretation of each one of the 
creators that produced it. The process of exchange converts the premise into another 
reality, reformulating its meaning through the new time-space parameters where it 
takes place, and through personal, intellectual and aesthetical references by the inter-
preter. 
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 The materials have been light and have not affected the original state of nature. In the 
performances and environments analyzed, elements extracted from daily life and/or 
nature itself coincide, that are intervened (shadows from Primavera viral, by 
Monique Bastiaans) or relocated (bamboo canes in Templo del viento, by Raphaël 
Opstaele) or grass, tissue, pens, papers, from the Exchange actions. In other cases, the 
natural or daily-life element is reproduced on a more or less real scale, through indus-
trial materials such as plastic (feathers from Y ellos entendieron, of Monique Bas-
tiaans) or the bronze (in the shape of a neon light in Quise que la luz de mi estudio 
fuera parte de esta exposición, of Mario Garcia Torres), by personally reconstructing 
the object, with the aim of intention, space and action in which they are inserted. 

 There are artists that use their own body as a means of gesturing, prominence or ex-
pression of the creative process; such is the case with Bartolomé Ferrando, Belén 
Cueto, Koke Vega, Nieves Correa and Abel Loureda. The body as the protagonist and 
as a tool lends its physicality to the evolution of an idea; this feeds upon body lan-
guage, time, space, movement, silence, voice, sound, rhythm, the mood of the per-
former, the knowledge of the viewer...The body as an instrument to know the limits 
of experiences, as a support or creator, as a channel or as a message. In each one of 
the experiences outlined, the corporeality of the performer is confronted with a space 
and a natural and wild environment, whose physical boundaries arrive from a con-
structive element of enormous visual potential, rooted in the way of life of the past 
and lived, nowadays, by the permanent collections of Wolf and Mercedes Vostell and 
Fluxus-Donacion Gino Di Maggio. The atmosphere thus requires, from the artist, an 
energy that balances the vital aesthetic impulses that houses this place, a requirement 
that the aforementioned performers recognised and understood. 

 All the works raise conceptual issues with ethical reflections about nature, and espe-
cially the communication/miscommunication, thanks to the commitment of the artists 
that resort to emotional poetry. The direct dialogue with the environment that is pro-
duced in works like Templo del viento, by Raphaël Opstaele or in Quántica para 
cuervos, by Monique Bastiaans, gives meaning to the pieces as they exist in relation 
to their positioning in the space that they occupy. The video Third version, by Mario 
García Torres, resolutely serves the vital memory of the museum and its natural set-
ting, the human trace at this place, the motivations of the artists to create a space for 
reflection in the midst of a landscape which is undergoing permanent evolution; the 
same evolution that Vostell hoped would provoke critical consciousness among hu-
mans and which  García Torres investigates, follows, questions in the natural and hu-
man landscape  of  Malpartida de Cáceres, in order to offer his expertise, following 
the assimilation of the footprint left behind by Vospell in the same location. 

 Exchange and relational aesthetics is an aesthetic formula from the XX and XXI cen-
turies that implies the planning of social issues which are more than symbolic. The 
exchange unfolds, it multiplies, not only between the artists of the two exchange ex-
periences but prior to when the artists physically meet the MVM. When for complet-
ing a performance proposal or installation proposal they have to have thought care-
fully about the area and established a strategy to get closer to and occupy the area; it 
is at that meeting point where works of Fluxus permanently coexist with the docu-
mental trace left in the Happening Vostell File or through collective performances 
that are linked to nature and their sustainability as Mass Moving / Mass and Individ-
ual Moving. 

 The creation of expressions of sound art has been frequent, or usual in the Fluxus 
movement to which the works of MVM are related. The sound experience is present 
in several of the installations commented upon, which include concepts like interfer-
ence, chance, repetition or sense of humour, inextricably linked to that “mental state” 
which is Fluxus. The necessary presence of gusts of air to travel through the bamboo 
canes of the Templo del viento, by Opstaele, or the vibrations provoked by small mo-
tors in Aspirar la brisa, by Bastiaans, require two different versions of sound installa-
tion, defined by a necessary collaboration with the space in which they are placed and 
a reliance upon nature. Whereas, the sound piece Lo que siempre soñé, by García Tor-
res deals with more personal references of the artist by means of a love song. 
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To finish, we consider that the MVM is a privileged area for all the action artists and in par-
ticular, those for whom nature and artistic memory join together with the action of the artist. 
Therefore, it is a perfect niche for exchange, creativity and humanism. 

ENDNOTE 

This work is included in the Project: “La patrimonialización de un territorio: conformación de paisajes 
culturales entre el Tajo y el Guadiana en Extremadura” (The patrimonialization of a territory: confirma-
tion of cultural landscapes between the Tajo and the Guadiana in Extremadura). Financed  by the Ministry 
of Science and Innovation of the Government of Spain. HAR2013-41961-P. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

Portuguese traditional dances (PTD) are presently a performing, leisure and recreational as well 
as social and ethno-choreographic forms of display of preservation and promotion of the Portu-
guese traditional and cultural heritage. They symbolize culture and the social status of the local 
communities (Chaves, 1937). They are timeless, inherited and changeable as generations evolve 
(Fernandes, 1996). Each dance fits into the local society´s time and space in which it was creat-
ed or taken in and disclosed. 

To speak about Portuguese traditional dances, is to know them, not only in theoretical terms 
or by a given name (verde gaio, vira de quatro, malhão do souto, folia, etc.) and/or regarding 
their general features (ancient dances, dances dedicated to work, seduction, ritualistic, religious, 
etc.), but it’s also about the way they are performed. As a cultural heritage, rhythm, movement, 
positioning, social and spatial relationships, gestures and expressions that characterize tradition-
al dances, are the choreographic dimension of dances that are nowadays experienced and dis-
closed by the folk groups. Our main target is to think about the traditional choreography and its 
relationship with the actual group they belong to. How are the Portuguese traditional dances de-
scribed in choreographic terms? Which are their spatial, technical, rhythmic, performing and re-
lational components? Is it possible to find an exclusive pattern structure of a choreographic rep-
ertoire in a specific ethnographic region? Are the Portuguese dances specific to each region or 
are they rather an influence or even, influenced by other ethnographic regions? Can we talk of a 
genre, a typical choreographic pattern for each of the traditional Portuguese regions? 

Choreographic traces in Portuguese traditional dances 

M. Moura 
Faculty of Human Kinetics, University of Lisboa, Lisbon, Portugal  
INET-MD Institute of Ethnomusicology - Music and Dance, Lisbon, Portugal 

ABSTRACT: The Portuguese traditional dances characterize the traditional choreographic her-
itage, symbol of culture and collective personality of the Portuguese people. Currently present 
themselves as playful event recreational event and also performative event with the main objec-
tive to preserve and to promote the cultural and traditional Portuguese heritage. The specific 
choreography, which characterizes and distinguishes this vast repertoire, spreads across the 
country presenting traits that unify and differentiate the traditional dances. Consequent from our 
experience and professional intervention and our field work, we intend to reflect on the choreo-
graphic traces of these Portuguese dances distributed from North to South of Portugal, through 
the provinces, Minho, Douro, Beira, Ribatejo, Estremadura, Alentejo and Algarve. It is our goal 
to clarify the questions: How are characterized dances with regard to choreographic dimension? 
They differ from region to region? Any unique pattern structures of a region. 
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Our study lays on the trend that can be found in field work carried out within different Portu-
guese regions, safeguarding inter-regional cultural influence since each region adapts and dis-
closes culture in general, according to local devotion and tastes, and not only each region´s own 
culture (Duarte, 1997). Geographic borders and folklore borders do not necessarily coincide 
within a certain region, since the first haven’t always been established according to the people’s 
will (Ribas, 1990). 

2 PORTUGUESE ETHNOGRAPHIC PROVINCES/REGIONS 

Presently, folk dancing is very dependent as well as a consequence of its research in field work, 
preservation and disclosure carried out by the folklore groups. They are specific to a certain lo-
cation and therefore represent a parish, a municipality, a county, a region/province to which 
they belong. 

Arroio (1909) in Chaves (1937) both split Portugal into four distinct choreographic areas. The 
‘Top Area’ is north to the Tagus River, where you mainly find diverse songs, lively, merry 
harsh types of dances, with simple and persistent rhythm such as the ‘Chula’. The ‘Low Land’, 
which includes the ‘Beira Litoral’, ‘Estremadura’ and ‘Ribatejo’ prevailing sweet and expres-
sive songs and such are their dances (with exception of the ‘Fandango’). Alentejo represents the 
third choreographic area, prevailing sad and slow songs and where dance reveals harshness, but 
also joy and liveliness at some stages, such as the traditional dance named ‘As Saias’. Algarve is 
rich in joyful and lively songs, and somehow erotic and shallow. They are exteriorized through 
merry and bold dances known as the ‘Corridinho’, and is the fourth choreographic area. But 
there are other geographic divisions. According to Vasconcellos (1986): a) North, Centre, South 
and the Islands; b) The Inland, Mountains, Coast and Plains; and c) Mountains, Countryside and 
Coast-line. Ribas (1983), on the other hand acknowledges a geographic division based on ad-
ministrative units – ‘Minho’, ‘Douro Litoral’, ‘Trás-os-Montes’, ‘Beira Alta’, ‘Beira Baixa’, 
‘Beira Litoral’, ‘Estremadura’, ‘Ribatejo’, ‘Alentejo, ‘Algarve’, ‘Açores’ and ‘Madeira’. 

However this province/region division has no longer a legal support, but the fact is that the 
Portuguese society in general and the ethno-choreographic community in particular, still assume 
as real, the province/region definition set by Ribas (1983). In this group we may include ethnog-
raphers, folklore specialists as well as the folk groups (privileged disclosure sources of the Por-
tuguese traditional dances). They present their dances with pride of the province they represent.  

We are aware of this reality and so, despite the difference between anthropologic and ethno-
logic borders, and political and administrative borders, we commit ourselves to the geographic 
split suggested by Ribas (1983) which links it to the definition of the ethnographic region. With 
discreet cultural and folklore borders, the ethnographic regions are mainly featured by choreo-
graphic acculturation that only considers the dance´s acceptance, integration and appropriation 
by local people. This leads to what we define by Portuguese traditional choreographic style and 
traditional regional style. 

3 PORTUGUESE TRADITIONAL CHOREOGRAPHIC STYLE 

There are many authors experts in Dance, that have talked about style, Costa (1962), Laban 
(1975b), Ribas (1983), Delporte (1985), Borba e Lopes Graça (1996) with concern about its def-
inition, however, there are also many. Some are extensive and other more specific and individu-
alized. Some are more explicit and others being more contextualized, implied or ambiguous. We 
have adopted de Kavolis (1968) suggestion, which refers to style as the echo of a specific cul-
ture, and defends that a variety of styles is proportional to cultural variety. According to his per-
spective, traditional choreographic styles are a result of the regions in which the dances are in-
serted and therefore create what is known as the traditional regional style. However, the 
geographic context is continuously adaptive and adapted, as a result of socio-economic, politi-
cal, educational and cultural changes, along with internal migration and people’s acculturation 
(both national and foreign) of today´s society. Profound choreographic influence can be seen 
among different regions. Dance and song are never exclusive to a village or parish they are a re-
sult of the influence of a group of communities (Sardinha, 1996). 
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Traditional regional style includes the whole existing local repertoire plus the one received, 
accepted and used by local population. ‘Popular’ means whatever people create or receive, use 
and appropriate turning it into something they call their own (Ribas, 1983). The ‘Fandango’ (re-
lated to the Ribatejo region) in the Beira region (Vasques, 1994) is an example of what was pre-
viously said, as well as the choreographic genres like the ‘Bailarico’ (from Estremadura), the 
‘Vira’ and ‘Farrapeiras’ (from Beiras) and ‘Saias’ (from Alentejo), in the Ribatejo region 
(Ribeiro, 1994). There are as many traditional choreographic styles as many as the Portuguese 
regions, more precisely: the ‘minhoto’ style (Minho region), the ‘transmontano’ (Trás-os-
Montes region), ‘duriense’ (Douro Litoral region), ‘beirão’ (‘Beira Alta’, ‘Beira Baixa’ and 
‘Beira Litoral’ regions), ‘estremenho’ (Estremadura region), ‘ribatejano’ (Ribatejo region), 
‘algarvio’ (Algarve region), ‘madeirense’ (Madeira Archipelago region) and ‘açoriano’ (Azores 
Archipelago region). According to this approach it is possible to see similar dances bearing sim-
ilar names being performed in different ways depending on its geographic area. The same with 
dances with different designations performed in a similar manner in different geographic areas. 
These variations show the local or regional colours (Duarte, 1997). 

Traditional choreographic styles are characterized by the dynamics and rhythm of their per-
formance. Intensity and length of rhythmic and motor actions, define the movement´s quality of 
each traditional dance.  This way, displayed in Table 1, which was adapted from Fernandes 
(2000) are the major features of the traditional choreographic genres, accordingly with each re-
gion. 

 
 
 

Table 1. Portuguese Traditional choreographic styles according to the geographic distribution, by region 
or province. 

Genre Type Specific Features 
 

Minhoto Lightness and speed. Low intensity and short length.
Duriense Moderation. Normal intensity and length tends to be long.

Transmontano Strong difficulty, moderation e beat. Low and high intensity and length tends to be 
short and long. 

Beirão Simplicity, levity, moderation, expression and slowness. Normal or low intensity 
and/or normal and/or short length.

Estremenho Levity, skill and speed. Normal or low intensity and short and very short length. 

Ribatejano Levity, skill, moderation and/or speed. Normal or low intensity and short and very 
short length. 

Alentejano Slowness, speed and strong beat. Normal and high intensity and long and short 
length. 

Algarvio Smooth, skill and speed. Normal or low intensity and short and very short length.
Madeirense Moderation. Normal intensity and short and/or normal length.

Açoriano Slowness and moderation. Low and very low intensity and tendency for long 
length. 

 
 
 
As a consequence of the documentary review (Andrade, 1959; Costa, 1962; Ribas, 1983; 

Mota Leite, 1986; Sampaio, 1986; Mourinho, 1987; Duarte 1996) and the ethno-choreographic 
recollections from field work carried out for over 2 decades (Fernandes, 1991; Fernandes, 2000; 
César & Moura, 2010a; César & Moura, 2010b; César & Moura, 2010c; César & Moura, 2010d; 
César & Moura, 2010e; César & Moura, 2010f; Cruz, C. B. & Moura, M. 2010) we present Ta-
ble 2 below, based on Fernandes (2000), the traditional choreographic genres distributed among 
the Portuguese regions. Choreographic genres holding the most region´s features are highlighted 
in block capital letters. 
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Table 2. Traditional choreographic genres distributed among the different regions. 

Region Choreographic Genre

Minho CHULA , MALHÃO, Moda/Passeio, VIRA
Trás-os-Montes PAULITEIROS or Lhaços dos Pauliteiros, Danças de Roda/Moda, Vira 
Douro CHULA, Malhão, Moda/Passeio, Vira
Beira Alta MODA, Malhão, Vira
Beira Litoral MODA, Malhão, Verde-gaio, Vira
Beira Baixa MODA or Danças de Romaria, Fandango
Estremadura BAILARICO, Fandango, Galope/Polca, Moda, Vira, Verde-gaio 

Ribatejo FANDANGO, FADINHO, VERDE-GAIO, Bailarico, Corridinho, Moda or Baile 
de Roda (... mazurcas e polcas), Vira

Alto Alentejo VIRA/SAIAS, Bailarico, Corridinho, Galope/Polca, Moda/Bailhos Fandango 
Baixo Alentejo MODA/Bailhos 
Algarve BAILE/Moda or Bailes de Roda, Vira/Valsas Amazurcadas (valsas e mazurcas)
Madeira BAILINHO/Baile
Açores BAILE / BAILHOS, Bailhos Velhos, Bailes de Roda/Modas

 
 
While looking at Table 2 you can determine the existence of choreographic genres with simi-

lar designation in different regions, notwithstanding that the specific regional style of every re-
gion grants nuances and variables (technical, spatial and social relations) in the manner of per-
forming the dances of those very choreographic genres. 

4 CHOREOGRAPHIC DESCRIPTION OF THE PORTUGUESE TRADITIONAL DANCES 

Fernandes (2000) defends that the choreographic variables Space, Motion and Technical Ges-
tures, Rhythm and Social Relations characterize, the Portuguese dances’ choreographic dimen-
sion. She also refers that the dance’s rhythmic-motor, spatial and relational significant diversity, 
has a national spread out, it exists in dances of all ethnographic regions, so to say. 

Based on Fernandes (2000) and ethno-choreographic researches carried out all over the coun-
try throughout decades, we can present the principal results on the feature of Portuguese tradi-
tional dances’ choreographic dimension. 

4.1 Space 
Regarding the spatial element we highlight the following: 

1) The traditional dances of most of the Portuguese regions - Minho, Douro Litoral, 
Beiras (Beira Alta, Beira Baixa, Beira Litoral), Estremadura, Ribatejo, Alentejo, Al-
garve, Açores and Madeira – are preferably performed in a circle, in which partners 
define a circle (simple circle) or two circles (double circle). Among the several types 
of circles, we concluded that the favourite ones are: 

a) Facial-sideward simple circle (partners are positioned facing each other and 
standing sideward to the circle centre); 

b) Simple circle in path-lateral (partners are positioned behind each other and 
standing sideward to the circle centre); 

c) Facial double circle (partners are positioned facing each other, one of them 
facing the circle centre and the other standing with his/her back to the circle 
centre); 

d) Lateral-lateral double circle (partners are positioned side by side and standing 
sideward to the circle centre). 

2) Other special formations: lines1, columns2, square dance3, trios4, duets5, also exist in 
the traditional dances in the several ethnographic regions, however they are less fre-
quent than the circle (except the dances in ‘Trás-os-Montes’ where lines prevail).  

3) The ‘Trás-os-Montes‘ region traditional dances, are performed mainly in simple lines 
(just female or male dancers in one single line) more precisely, facial-lateral simple 
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lines (pair is positioned facing each other and sideward to the audience). There is a 
significant dominancy of traditional dances from the ‘Trás-os-Montes’ region perfor-
med in simple lines when compared with any other spatial formation type. 

4) Traditional dances from ‘Minho’ to ‘Algarve‘ and from the Madeira Island show 
great diversity of spatial formations and evolution. The choreographic genres, ‘Gota’ 
(Minho), ‘Baile Mandado’ (Algarve) and ‘Bailinhos’ (Madeira) are an example of the 
previous mentioned. 

5) Contrary to the latter, traditional dances from ‘Alentejo’ and the Azores show a more 
discreet diversity of spatial formations and evolution. 

6) Portuguese traditional dances, are in general progressive dances, they display spatial 
movement by using directions (with or without turning - ¼ turn, ½ turn, complete 
turn of the body through the right or the left side), forth-back, right-left and diagonals. 
The curve shaped path with progression in reverse and direct way6 are mostly used 
(specific to circle dances). Rectilinear paths with spatial progression forward and 
stepping back, as well as the lack of progression (steps on the spot) are common in 
Portuguese dancing performances. 

4.2 Motion and technical gestures 
The technical component that integrates rhythmic-motor and expressive elements of the Portu-
guese traditional dances are as follows: 

1) Traditional steps and their rhythmic structures (RS) assume certain features regarding 
the ethnographic regions. The same type of step is appropriated and interpreted in a 
different way (technical, rhythmic, spatial and individual style variables) according to 
the region in which it is performed. Expressive and pampered gestures as well as 
body positioning depend on the specific region and characterize the ethnographic sty-
le. Traditional dances of Madeira Island, performed with a tilting torso are a specific 
example of how styles show unique features of the Portuguese traditional choreogra-
phic heritage. 

2) The most frequently used steps in the Portuguese traditional dances, with more or less 
expression, throughout the ethnographic regions are specifically: chula, corrido, cor-
ridinho, escovinha, fadinho, fandango, galope, malhão, passeio, saltado, saltitado, 
sapateado, serrar, verde-gaio e vira. Two combined steps at a time, is also very fre-
quent in one same performance, for example the ‘corrido’ step combined with the 
‘saltitado’ step or the ‘vira’ step with the ‘batido’ step. The traditional steps link 
themselves to the corresponding choreographic genre. The choreographic genre 
‘Vira’ integrates the ‘vira’ step, the choreographic genre ‘Malhão’ integrates the 
‘malhão’ step, and so on. Some steps (passeio, saltado, saltitado, galope and corrido) 
are common to several choreographic genres and are performed in traditional dances 
of every region. 

3) Despite the existence of traditional steps in dances all over the ethnographic regions, 
some are more expressive according to their specific regions: 

a) The ‘saltitado’ step is largely represented in the dances in Madeira Island and 
Algarve. 

b) The ‘vira’ and the ‘malhão’ steps are expressively common in traditional dan-
ces in most regions except Madeira and Algarve, where they are less marked 
and noticed. In Algarve, the ‘vira’ step is performed in a more dynamic way 
with a swirl similar to the waltz steps. 

c) The ‘passeio’ step is highly represented in traditional dances in the Azores and 
Beiras (Beira Alta, Beira Baixa and Beira Litoral), where the choreographic 
genre is more predominant, ‘Modas’ or ‘Danças de Romaria’. 

d) The ‘pauliteiros’ steps only exists in the dances of Trás-os Montes. 
e) The ‘corrido’ and ‘corridinho’ steps are very frequent and typical in the tradi-

tional dances of the Algarve. 
f) The ‘serrar’ step is common in the dances in Douro Litoral, Minho, Estremadu-

ra and Ribatejo. 
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4) If we relate the distribution of the traditional steps by the ethnographic regions, we 
may say that the ‘malhão’, ‘saltitado’, ‘vira’ and ‘passeio’ steps are found to be per-
formed in dances throughout all the regions. They are undoubtedly the steps most per-
formed in the traditional Portuguese dances. And among them the ‘vira’ and the 
‘malhão’ steps are the most used. 

5) All traditional steps assume multiple variables (spatial, rhythmic-motor, relational or 
a combination of all three) and deliver technical and performative nuances that con-
tribute to the choreographic diversity that is present in all dancing folklore. 

6) The Minho, Ribatejo and Algarve regions, assume a great diversity of rhythmic-motor 
performances (different traditional steps). Contrary to this, the Beira Alta and Madei-
ra regions assume a discreet diversity of different traditional steps. 

4.3 Rhythm 
All traditional steps occur within a proper time and rhythm. Each step’s RS is a result of the per-
formance’s dynamics, the musical and choreographic tempo and also depends on the proper 
style that the dances present within the ethnographic regions. This feature allows identical danc-
es form the same ethnographic genre (for example, the ‘Vira’) to assume different musical, cho-
reographic and contextual specifications. 

According to the rhythmic and time dimension of the traditional Portuguese dances, we were 
able to verify there is a large number of rhythmic-motor combinations working in perfect har-
mony with the music. Dances performed in moderate, quick and slow choreographic tempos, 
seem to prevail with a bigger or smaller emphasis in all ethnographic regions. In the North of 
Portugal (Minho, Douro, Trás-os-Montes and Beira Alta) the prevailing dances seem to be per-
formed in a moderate choreographic and musical tempo, despite the typical ‘Vira of Minho’ be-
ing performed in a quick and even very quick choreographic and musical tempo. In the central 
and southern regions (Beira Litoral, Beira Baixa, Estremadura, Ribatejo, Alentejo and Algarve) 
prevail the traditional dances with quick and even very quick choreographic and musical tempo, 
as seen in the choreographic genres like the ‘Fandango’, ‘Fadinho’, ‘Verde-gaio’, ‘Bailarico 
Saloio’ and ‘Corridinho’. The dances from Madeira and Azores are performed preferably in 
moderate and slow tempos each. 

The fact that most Portuguese traditional dances include the ‘corrido’, ‘saltado’, ‘saltitado’ 
and ‘galope’ steps, makes it possible to find in every Portuguese region, dances performed in a 
moderate-fast choreographic and musical tempo. 

Concerning musical bars, we point out: 
1) Musical bar, 2/4 and 2/8, used more often in traditional dances in different regions, 

followed by ¾ and 6/8 bars. 
2) The musical bars 2/4 are present in traditional dances of all ethnographic regions. 
3) There are traditional dances that have more than one musical bar in the same dance, 

but this is not a common situation. 
4) Bars 6/8 and 12/8 are in their majority, interpreted in choreographic terms as simple 

ternary (3/4), each tempo is sub-divided in three small steps (‘vira’ step). This result 
is in line with previous studies about the prevalence of the ‘vira’ step over the other 
steps. 

5) Contrary to this, there are musically interpreted dances in ternary bar and that are 
included in other steps than the ‘vira’ step (saltado, sapateado, fandango). 

4.4 Social relationships 
Concerning the relational element, the Portuguese traditional dances, pay a special attention to 
the dancing partner, whether they are facing each other or standing side by side and using sever-
al types of contact – physical and kinesthetic or visual.  This result is easily understood since the 
Portuguese dances are performed in their majority with a partner, ‘their partner’. 

The dancer’s positioning is generally vertical however most of the dances performed in Ma-
deira Island show a tilting torso positioning.  

Other types of social relationship are also frequent in Portuguese traditional dances, such as: 
pair and counter pair, alone, with other partners and with the group. 
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It is natural that the pair establishes a relationship among each other and with the pair right 
next to them (which can be the counter pair or any other pair – when changing partners is in or-
der) contributing to a common collective language. The direct relationship and the biped posi-
tion prevail. 

Being as it is, a form of social dance, collective with pairs performed in a group, the Portu-
guese traditional dances explore cooperative, synchronism, defying, challenging, alternation, 
surprise, ritual and novelty relations, in a performing representation of the community’s every-
day life. 

5 CONCLUSION 

The geographic distribution of the present traditional choreographic repertoire is not as unique 
and distinguished by region or province, but shows similar features as those mentioned by 
Arroio (1909) that remain from generation to generation, and are still present today. The chore-
ographic germination and acculturation, present all over the country and the Islands (Azores and 
Madeira) are its proof. The influences among neighbour regions and the disuse of certain chore-
ographic costumes are other reasons for not allowing or even make difficult the exclusive and 
unique description by region or province. The communication means that allow each peasant to 
visit or live in the big cities are a reason for the most beautiful traditional Portuguese dances 
have been adulterated, forgotten and even replaced (Ribas, 1974). 

Upon this assumption and the field work developed, we think it isn’t possible to mention a 
unique and exclusive choreographic pattern (Fernandes, 2000) since there are no structure pat-
terns exclusive to one only ethnographic region. However, there are common traces that are 
more representative in some regions rather than others, as well as choreographic traces unique 
in some regions, as an example we have the ‘pauliteiros’ steps from the Trás-os-Montes region, 
the ‘corrido’ step and the ‘saltitado’ step from the Algarve region, or the ‘bailinho’ step in Ma-
deira. 

We defend the same way we did in 2000 (Fernandes, 2000), the existence of a national cho-
reographic pattern, a Pattern Structure which is a consequence of the way choreographic varia-
bles organize and relate themselves, as well as the variety of regional styles, and that are mainly 
characterized by: a) dances performed in a single circle or a double circle; b) by means of a 
large variety of steps, being the ‘vira’, ‘malhão’, ‘passeio’, ‘saltitado’, ‘serrado’ and ‘corrido’ 
the most frequent ones, although with different proportions according to each of the ethnograph-
ic regions; and c) and with a diversity of social relationships, being the social relationship with 
one´s partner the most preferred. 

ENDNOTES 

1 Dancers standing side by side 
2 Dancers standing behind one another 
3 Dancers forming a square 
4 A group of 3 dancers, frequently 2 female dancers and 1 male dancer. This space formation is very 

common in the traditional Madeira Island dances. 
5 A group of dancers: 2 male dancers; 2 female dancers or 1 pair (male dancer and female dancer). This 

space formation is frequent in traditional dances from the following regions: ‘Minho’, ‘Ribatejo’, ‘Es-
tremadura’ and ‘Algarve’. 

6 Opposite direction consists on anti-clockwise way; direct direction consists on clockwise way. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

In seeking to understand what constitutes the actor's work, we discovered that according to Peter 
Brook (2008) an individual is acting when an external observer considers him the carrier of a 
fictional situation, a role that is performed. However the observed individual needs to be aware 
that he is performing in order to have a clear theatrical situation. Thus, the evidences of an ac-
tor´s work first rely on his live presence without any mediators and then he has a double condi-
tion in which he is a real present person and at the same time he is an imaginary absent charac-
ter (Pavis, 1996). For that, he uses his body. 

2 WHAT IS THE ACTOR´S JOB ABOUT? 

The job of an actor is characterized by the search of the comprehension and the control of his 
body, aiming to make his acting “free” (i.e. no attachments, no corporeal difficulties or even 
standardisation) and real. “The search is that the actor conducts the scenic discourse as well as a 
good driver who talks to the person next to him and is even capable of getting emotional with-
out loosing his ability to do the most complicated manoeuvres safely (Brites, 2015). In this way, 
it is necessary that he is aware of his artistic virtuosity and recurring features. He needs to bring 
up all his experiences (real, physical or emotional, and from former roles) in which, based on 
the idea of the Body as archive from André Lepecki  (2010), it will turn the body into a kind of 
frontier that can create and rewrite the movements, feelings and also transform them into an ar-
chive. This maintenance, consultation and comparison with past and present forms will become 
a repertoire of the actor’s body. In this sense, repertoire means a set of knowledge, emotional 
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and corporeal, that will be used in the composition of the role, building in the spectator an illu-
sion of being in the presence of a real person and producing personal identifications. It is when 
he recovers the archive that the actor touches the spectator (Espinoza, 1992), accessing also 
those saved feelings and turning the reconstructions into feelings and sensations about what he 
sees in the scene. 

In attempting to understand what the actor’s job is about, it can’t be denied the need of ges-
tures and movements with expressive power to use the enhancing body which Brook (2007) 
calls as spontaneous movement, organic gestures. Bucchieri (2011) reports that the actor works 
with ephemeral materials and also with the fact of being subject and object of his own founda-
tion process. The bodywork must be a result of a practice in which the expressiveness is justi-
fied by the well-developed kinesthetic perception, an intimate consciousness of one's own body. 
When we observe the actor’s body, we see individuals that represent from figurations, abstrac-
tions or interpretive images and, according to many researchers a body preparation is necessary 
and important to an actor. In this study we consider that the body preparation of an actor reflects 
on him his ability of building and destroying the body according to the need of configuration of 
a specific role. For that, the body needs to have some physical and motor features.  

3 A LOOK AT THE FORMATION... 

Turning our eyes specifically to the formation of an actor, with knowledge through experience, 
we observe some difficulties related to practice and motor skills as well as perception of one’s 
own body, which can be highlighted as: posture, flexibility, motor coordination as well as diffi-
culties in understanding the relationship of weight, time and space in their own movements, 
which have links with the kinesthetic sense and proprioception (Schmidt & Wrisberg, 2001 Ta-
vares 2013). 

In attempting to answer the questions 'what body is necessary for an actor and what would be 
the bases for the formation?' we conducted an exploratory study proceeding with the survey on 
which vectors are involved in working a body of an actor, from the ideas of theater masters such 
as Stanilasviski (1964), Meierhold (1969), Grotóvyski (1971), Artaud (2006) and some re-
searchers of contemporary theater as Peter Brook (2008), Théâtre du Soleil, (Azevedo, 2002) 
and the LUME group (2008). Among them all, we found main characteristics such as: coordina-
tion, flexibility, organic quality, accuracy, fluency, rhythm, agility, posture, forms, static and 
dynamic balances, agility, spatial awareness, dexterity and kinesthetic sense. We could also find 
common vectors and coincidentally (or not) these are also some of the difficulties mentioned 
above. 

From this information, we started a survey in attempting to understand if the body formation 
which the actors have (or had) meets the expectations considered so important to the whole re-
quired physical capacities for an actor. We conducted three interviews with actors in Portugal, 
considering one initial criterion: experience (minimum of 10 years of formation). The interview 
was recorded, transcribed and approved by the interviewees and was divided into three different 
stages: formation, preparation to act, and ideal formation/preparation. Another question that 
happened was the importance of bodywork with the actor. In order to preserve the identity of 
the interviewees, they will be named as the following: Interviewee 1- more than 10 years forma-
tion in higher education. In her profile, there is continuing education and every six months/one 
year, she has some kind of specific training ‘something that challenges the relationship with the 
body’, besides that there is an on-going work of maintenance, floor barre, craniosacral therapy; 
she has been teaching ‘body’ for a while in the graduation course. Interviewee 2 graduated 
twenty-three years ago and has higher education as well, holding a graduate degree and years 
later got an associate degree after presenting a thesis. He has never taught and as a guest for this 
task only had some informal conversations, sharing his professional experience. Over his career, 
he has done some specific jobs more focused on contemporary dance and contact improvisation 
as well as has tried several bodywork methods such as Lee Strasberg’s. ‘I believe that one of the 
actor’s duty is to keep a neutral body, with a high performance in order to build and unbuild it 
with some speed’ and for maintenance he runs, goes to the gym and to the dance studio. At last, 
Interviewee 3 has more than twenty-five years of experience, initially in a free training course in 
a cultural centre, more focused on practice and exercise of different actions in the theatre. Being 
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close to a professional company, during this process, he had several chances of figuration as 
well as acting exercises opened to the public. Even though he still acts out, his job is more re-
lated to staging. He is also a guest teacher in some Higher education schools.  

First, the question about the initial formation and experiences gained by these raises some in-
formation about the activities developed as a way of corporal work.  There weren’t too many 
and they were: acrobatic gymnastics, aikido, judo, fencing, basic and initial ballet (in the past) 
and contemporary dance (more recently) lessons. Interviewee 2 says ‘Our first teacher was a 
former ballerina with some age and the body work was not so demanding and even very initial.’ 
Interviewee 1 thinks that there was a formation more specifically based on acting and it hap-
pened through activities such as physical theatre, pantomime, commedia dell’arte. The tech-
niques more focused on the body worked, somehow, more autonomously, as in a maintenance 
work. Thus, we can notice that the body activities focused on the formation of the actor are usu-
ally directed to the creation of a motor repertoire. As it was said by the interviewee 1, ‘it was 
like you have created technical competences for two years and in the third year the lesson that 
was technical began to have more interpretative elements. All interviewees mention that as 
means to practise the knowledge, they performed exhibition and spectacles that were result of 
some study and preparation. For Interviewee 3, the articulation between the reflexive compo-
nent and practical, professional component (doing different things like preparing costumes, set-
tings) is essential for the formation of the actors. 

As part of the second stage, it was our interest to know the bodily practices of maintenance 
and preparation to act, before rehearsals or for different acting proposals. Interviewee 3 says 
‘the physical practice is fundamental because we work from ourselves, from what we are physi-
cally’. However, as common sense, this preparation is very specific and varies from job to job, 
group to group. And he adds ‘the preparation work is also related to repetition of a set of ges-
tures that later on we will reproduce on the stage… Actually, it is not the physical preparation, I 
would call it the availability for the theatrical gesture, for the theatrical act.’ On the other hand, 
Interviewee 2 says that, from the experiencing of a method in which the body is essential, where 
everything comes from the body, ‘the initial process of any rehearsal, job, preparation or per-
formance is always to relax the body’.  It’s through the initial relaxation, based on the percep-
tion of being that it is available for the process. He claims that the relaxation suggests a more 
sensitive state, more creative to be able to work all the rest: ‘the body is the front door for what-
ever comes’. Interviewee 1 thinks that ‘throughout time my preparation has changed drasti-
cally. First it was more about muscle.’ According to her, there was a long way of working the 
muscle and coordination. ‘Nowadays my workout is less designed… it’s more about breathing, 
it has breathing as a starting point’. But this always happens before the performances. ‘Because 
you have to be open, available, be able to project.’ According to them, the preparation to act be-
fore the performance changes a lot according to the goal and the group. Some interviewees dis-
agree about the work being done individually or in group. Some say that it is an individual ex-
perience ‘It’s has to do with what you connect with, with what you prepare in this binomial of 
how I am today x what I need to do for what I have to do.’ Others believe in the importance of 
group work. ‘The preparation must be in group, regardless of the individuality of each body, 
energy that we have and that is different from person to person, but besides that to create a 
common inspiration (Interviewee 3).’ However, they agree that even in an individual prepara-
tion, there may be a moment of group work, regardless of individual researches, creating ‘a 
moment in which all the group is connected’ (Interviewee 2). 

About the ideal formation/preparation the interviewees agree that there isn’t one because we 
are individuals with specific particularities. ‘A formation in this sense must respect the individu-
alities and time for learning.’ (Interviewee 2) They mention the importance of ways of creating 
opportunities for the act to realise himself, to create supporting bridges for the acting work. For 
Interviewee 2, it’s really important to ‘have in the body’ the impressions and details of the char-
acter, a pragmatic part that enables the actor. ‘There is nothing that weakens me more than hav-
ing a character who has a profession and not having that profession in my body.’ For him, a 
good formation is the one that creates this repertoire or the possibility of discovery, experiences, 
offering the safety of knowing where to go. ‘It’s like when we were younger and we had an 
exam at school, I believe there were only two feelings: ‘I studied and I know’ or ‘I didn’t study 
and I don’t know.’ And these two feelings were so strong that they defined completely the pleas-
ure or the absence of pleasure of taking the exam.’ Furthermore, he says that ‘in processes of 
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creative and artistic works with all the subjectivity it’s necessary to have supports of ‘I studied!’ 
It’s a body preparation, which gives credibility, because, when together with the abstract side, 
the subjective and the imaginary of the theatre have where to hold on. He also mentions the 
process of listening to the body that enables the actor to be aware of himself, to feel his excite-
ment, his fever for each work. But to develop this it is necessary to have physical discipline and 
also certain freedom, which has two sides, ‘to have freedom there must be some control of the 
technique’. 

About the same focus, Interviewee 3 suggests that ‘for each work you will always have to ad-
just the body’. Because of that, the formation can provide the discovery that together with study 
and emotion constitutes the scene. He claims that we can have physical routines to do- it’s clear 
that they are important. ‘But for each spectacle there is a different question. Different questions 
are asked and we have to look for the answer in different ways because the questions are not the 
same. Therefore, the physical work has to look for those answers too’.  

Interviewee 1 raises the question in an opposite way: in her regular practise, she is always 
looking for different specific formations and then she seeks an opportunity to experiment and 
apply in the processes of work. In this case, the formation has diversified and varied techniques 
of experiencing the body. She also believes that an ideal formation is a utopia because there are 
always things we don’t know. But she believes that for beginners (and she always thinks about 
that because she is a teacher) ‘the first step is the conscious of your body, thinking about it as a 
confluence of systems (respiratory, articulatory) and as it is gained you open to the importance 
of breathing and how it connects everything.’ For her, the actor’s place is on the same level of 
physical fiction, in a dynamic relation between the more technical and mechanical body to the 
sensorial one. In a basic formation, the possibility to notice the actions that connect the me-
chanic and sensorial body gives the chance to introduce the word ‘because from the moment 
that you start to introduce the word and the vocabulary, you are introducing the possibility of 
the text’ (Interviewee 1). From the teaching point of view, Interviewee 3 understands that for the 
beginner the path is to create a common language that doesn’t focus the learning capacity, but 
the possibility and creation of a unit. He suggests the importance of creating a regular line of 
gained abilities, integrated physical knowledge, a vocabulary and consciousness that can be 
common for all. But it has to take into consideration the individualities through self-perception: 
the consciousness of how my body is and how I fell with it. Besides that, according to Inter-
viewee 3, the ideal formation must provide interrelationships with yourself and the other, 

 
‘shutting down the modesty of novices to show what they know and what they don’t 
know’. It’s a formation that creates the availability for self-discovery.’ 

‘Even novice actors as human beings have different abilities, I mean, not differ-
ent abilities, I would say they have the same ability but different times to answer it. 
And it doesn’t mean that one thing is bad and the other is good’ (Interviewee 3). 

 
These individualities vary from each person and must be respected because that is what 

makes us different and the scene needs different actors. It doesn’t need clones. The formation 
cannot be at the same level and format when everybody answers in the same way. ‘I prefer that 
the actor has other things, that he is able to be a poet in the scene, being able to transform ges-
tures in poetry, I prefer when they are not parrots’ (Interviewee 3). The interviewees criticise 
the simple reproduction of actions, because one actor must be able to look, to feel and see in the 
same physical plan. There is a world of possibilities around him and he needs to be aware, to be 
able to capture it and abstract it. 

An actor must use all the means to turn the character into a possibility, bet everything on it, 
because he is responsible for it. What is clear in the interviews is that this is a daily task that is 
not only about the control of the body (movement, voice, emotion) but the perception, the abil-
ity to be aware, the mental ability of looking further. 

 
‘This is something you do every day. You must go everyday to the gym, to the 

gym of emotion, whatever this is, you have to workout daily. You must have some 
rules for food. If possible, you have to do vocal work frequently… And then it is a 
specific work when you have a character to protect, when there is a definite object 
of work in which you are going to join and at that moment there is a physical, vocal 
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and emotional work, specific to answer to those questions. But if you are not ready 
before it, you will hardly reach the specificity of that work… we have to do the 
regular work every day, about us, about our theatrical practice… to be available in 
a proper moment…’ (Interviewee 3) 

4 ABOUT THE IMPORTANCE OF THE BODY 

An implied idea in all statements of the interviews is the importance of the body for the actor’s 
work. But when asked this directly, they all agree that the body is important but in different as-
pects. When answering about the importance of the body for the actor’s work, Interviewee 3 an-
swers right away, ‘Completely. Because this body is my work tool. It’s my job, like my voice is 
my job, just like everything I’ve lived or what I think about life, about the others, are tools for 
the work I do’.  Interviewee 2 places the body in an instrumental level and says, ‘I am too literal 
in the proximity of the body. I believe that if we need to make a dancer dance well, a runner run 
well it’s because we all have our addictions, they are all in our body…’ Then, he thinks about 
the point of control, domain. He talks about one experience when he had to loose lots of weight 
for a character and, according to him, this discipline made him close to the character severely 
because it was as if he was experiencing that life, that body. ‘It was the front door to understand 
that character’. He also says that body discipline is able to transform the body and he considers 
this a kind of trance to understand better and live the soul of the character. 

‘My body is matrix’.  That is how interviewee 1 defines the importance of the body and she 
justifies that her body is her voice, her reason, her food, her imaginary and that enables her to 
live everything from it. She thinks the body in its original sense, ‘it’s from where you go and 
where you come from’. For her, acting is constant recycling and without the body is impossible 
to have an actor’s work. And it’s not because you can’t see that there is no actor. It’s also a 
process of communication, in the sense of contact. The body communicates when it is acting 
with the other inside or outside the scene, it communicates when it establishes the relationship. 
The body always means something, always represents a big network of influences, which don’t 
separate what we are from what we do (Pereira, 2015 in press). 

From the spectator point of view, Interviewee 3 says there are always expectations about the 
other, realizing that the other one will do some things and we will not do other things that even-
tually are expected. Therefore, ‘my work is to tease the other, provoke him, making him confi-
dent.’ According to him, it is from a circle of trust appropriate to the theatrical creation that the 
actor shows us his body. ‘We need our bodies to get emotional… we need our bodies to show 
our voice’ and not only as actors but also as human beings, we are living, emotional creatures. 
‘Because these things are not separable… People and their individualities are inviolate, they 
are not transactional, it’s that body, that head… it’s that memory, it’s that voice’. 

5 BUT WHERE IS THE DANCE IN THIS? 

After gathering information about what they think about and how these respected Portuguese 
actors’ experience was, we understand that the formation of the actor’s body, generally, is about 
an exercise of consciousness of the body as well as the creation of a sensorial-motor repertoire 
that enables him to be available to live the character in the scene. In a pedagogical perspective, 
to discuss the body needs of an actor in the contemporaneity means to understand the dynamic 
relations that permeate a contemporary vision of the body and the interferences from it (Ta-
vares, 2013). According to Marcus Bulhões- researcher of methodological approaches of crea-
tion and coordinator of a research group of “Performative Practices Lab” at Universidade de São 
Paulo- when a teacher doesn’t work with models, he lets the students in the hands of his own 
repertoire that most of the time comes from TV and from the standards in the current Education. 

Why not introduce the dance as a regular work of body formation for the actor? According to 
Laban (1978) the dance stimulates the control of the movement, giving a chance of creation of 
body language and letting the proper physical qualities- most of these qualities were mentioned 
previously as vectors of the bodywork of an actor. The power of the dance is on establishing 
communication with multiple motor and sensorial languages that are inherent and present in the 
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body from opposites: delicate and strong, vigorous and fluid, dynamic and smooth, focused and 
precise, but also intelligent and flexible. Finding a space for dialogue between dance and the 
main vectors for the formation of an actor is to realize the importance of constant bodywork. 
The more experiences are provided, the more proprioceptive and kinaesthetic senses specialize 
and in that sense it may not be important which technique or dance style is used, but the diver-
sity of ways that the movement has (Azevedo, 2002). Bulhões also claims, in a conference in 
the School of Human Kinetics, that a work with dances, and not only one dance for the actor, 
must focus on the body and the development of a rich and plural language that wakes him for 
the perception away from the models. It’s like the example mentioned by Interviewee 2, from 
the body preparation based on the dance, ‘it increases my spatial sensibility and my ability of 
abstract movement, not the stylized movement or the social movement.’ This experience is fa-
vourable to develop the tools where there were difficulties. 

Given the diversity of possibilities, understand the dance and movement as a way to expand 
the actor's body measurements (Gil, 2001), as a privileged means for body training, may be an 
option for a body that is set in the preservation of their raw material: the expressive movement. 
And so, one can get to this repertoire, to these vectors, to this list of skills capable of automating 
(not in the robot sense, but towards the definition of the term: do something by instinct or ac-
quired habit) the body of the actor beginner. From the interviews about the preparation for act-
ing, it is clear that with actors with some experience this is already internalized and that prepara-
tion is about the awareness, readiness for what comes next. However, according to the 
experience mentioned in the beginning of the text, it’s believed that when it’s about beginners 
who usually don’t have this self-consciousness, the answer to this question would be really dif-
ferent. For an experienced actor, with a body already under development for some time, it real-
izes and modifies after every job, but for the beginner who is still lacking of repertoire, this may 
be different in the sense that he did not even know the ways to follow. This is evident in an ex-
cerpt from the interview 1, 'over time my preparation has changed dramatically. Initially, my 
preparation was more on muscle '. According to her, there was a complete path for reaching, 
connecting and then working the muscle, working the coordination. 

From all the considerations about the body formation or even the task of acting, many of 
them can be met by a constant work done through dance. And we are still in process of study, 
what kind of dance it would be. But whether it be academic, typical, folk, somatic or popular, all 
accommodate concepts between technical and intuitive, working the body 'naturally' and offer-
ing possibilities encoded to develop the movement to later start a new process, scrapping the ex-
cesses and clichés that bring up the standardization of the body. And wouldn’t that be what our 
Interviewee 3 wanted to say when he asks for the actor to be a poet in the scene? So, isn’t dance 
a poem for the body? 

Concluding, we continue with the question that leads to the study, is dance able to equip and 
prepare the actor's body? But the answer still goes a long way. We can only say here that we be-
lieve the dance is able to provide the actor's body at the scene, working your posture and breath-
ing as well as relaxation of the body not only in the muscular form, but also in the form of an 
opening for perception, for this look to be here and now, so important to the actor that needs not 
only to take care of himself, but also to defend the character he plays. 'We have this world of 
possibilities around us. If we are aware, and if we are really looking we'll find them. 
'(Interviewee 3). 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Research background 
China is a unified multi-ethnic country, 56 ethnic groups have their own unique traditional cul-
ture. Nuotangxi is a kind of Nuo Opera in Dejiang of Guizhou province, as well as the tradition-
al culture of Tujia people with multi-religions, a variety of folk and variety art fusion, known as 
"the living fossil of the play" together with the saying that " Chinese Nuo opera in Guizhou, 
Guizhou Nuo opera in Dejiang" popular in the insiders. In 2007, Dejiang nuotangxi was listed in 
the national intangible cultural heritage. 

Nowadays has witnessed the rapid socio-economic development, with the acceleration of in-
dustrialization and urbanization, the deepening of the market economic system and perfecting, 
the inheritance of the ancient Nuo Operas have also been affected. This research we selected 
Chang xing village in Wenping of Dejiang, Guizhou province as the survey site to analyses the 
inheritance patterns. Nuotangxi, as a Tujia Nuo Opera, has played an important role in China's 
minority cultures and the Nuo culture .Meanwhile, its inheritance patterns are conducive to its 
historical and cultural information transmission, deepening the Tujia people's identity on their 
culture. 

1.2 Literature review 
Now masses of scholars have recognized the significance of Nuo Opera, such as Tuo Xiuming 
with his book A review of the Nuo culture in China Tuo Xiuming, 1997 he defined that the 
Nuo culture is intended to drive away pestilence and auspicious wish as well as the ancient cul-

Dilemma and choice: research on the contradiction of Dong 
people’s intangible cultural heritage Dong-dong-tui in Changxing 
village of Hunan province 

S. Wang 
Zhejiang University, Hangzhou, China 

ABSTRACT: "Dong-dong-tui"(Nuo Opera), which belongs to Dong people in Hunan Province, 
has its long history and has been one significant part of the ancient Nuo Culture. Dong-dong-tui 
was enrolled in the National Intangible Cultural Heritage List in 2006. From then on a lot of re-
searches came out. Sponsored by GCCX at MUC, our team finished our field research last 
summer. We lived at Tian-jing-zhai Village, Gongxi Town, Xinhuang County for three weeks. 
Our methodology consists of questionnaire, deep interview and participation. These problems 
with Dong-dong-tui right now, we found there, are as followings: the lack of relative talents, the 
shortage of funds and the insufficient of publicity. 
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tural phenomenon which  makes the witchcraft activities as the main part. Nuo Opera is the old-
est carrier of the Nuo culture. In addition, some studies also focus on specific areas, for instance, 
He Ligao with The research of culture characteristic of Nuotangxi of Tujia People in east 
Guizhou ( He Ligao,2007), which described the features, style, and cultural values, organiza-
tional structure and so on of the Nuo Opera of Tujia People in detail, but it did not involve the 
inheritance patterns. Others like Zhang Junhua with The field investigation of the living condi-
tions of the Nuo Opera in Yihuang ( Zhang Junhua,2009), mainly introducing the historical de-
velopment and the show content of Yihuang Nuo Opera without the inheritance patterns though. 
In the mean time,Zhang Bangqi and He Genhai with Discussion on academic value of Nuo 
Opera, the living fossil, in Chizhou ( Zhang Bangqi,2008), which included the spiritual meaning 
and artistic features of Nuo Opera in Chizhou other than the inheritance patterns. Overall, there 
are little literature focusing on the analysis of the inheritance patterns of Nuo Opera. 

There are few related studies on Nuotangxi in Dejiang of Guizhou, and they can be divided 
into several categories: 

1. 1.Reaserch on music and singings, such as Wu Xiaozhong with Nuotangxi of Tujia 
People and its singing characteristics in northeast Guizhou (Wu Xiaozhong, 2008), 
which analyses the singing form and style characteristics of Nuotangxi. 

2. Research on opera characteristics, such as Xiong Xiaohui with The play characteris-
tics of the Nuotangxi of Tujia People (Xiong Xiaohui,2007), discussing the features of 
the Nuotangxi. 

3. Research on field of communication studies, such as Ran Jing with the Nuotangxi in 
the view of communication studies (Ran Jing, 2010), analyzing the content and effec-
tiveness of nuotangxi. 

4. Research on mask art, such as Yang Xiaohui with The aesthetic features of the mask 
art of Nuo (Yang Xiaohui, 1997), which introduced the styling characteristics and us-
age of Guizhou Nuo masks, but did not summarize the inheritance patterns. 

5. Research on protection and utilization, such as Zhang Lianhuai with The discussion of 
the protection and use of Nuotangxi in Dejiang (Zhang Lianhuan, 2003), which 
pointed out the faced problems in the conservation and utilization of Nuotangxi in 
Dejiang, but lack of detail information. 

6. Research on economic development, such as Wu Yingshi with Discussion on the cul-
tural industry development of Nuotangxi in Dejiang (Wu Yingshi, 2007), which tend-
ed to the development of economic value, without involving inheritance. 

7. Comprehensive research, such as Yang Jiaming with The investigation report on the 
culture of Nuotangxi and masks art in Dejiang of Guizhou province (Yang Jiaming, 
2010), overall introduced the performances, the masks and the inheritance status, but 
limited to data, without discussing the inheritance patterns and problems. 

There are few discussion on the analysis of the inheritance patterns of Nuotangxi, and it not 
only provided us with the guidance, inspiration and bedding, but also left room of development 
for the inquiry. 

2 RESEARCH METHODS 

2.1 Literature method 
Before the field work, our team have checked out a lot of documents, understanding the history, 
culture and living conditions of Nuotangxi in Dejiang in detail. Meanwhile, through a summary 
of the achievements of previous learning and experience,  we established the overall framework 
and field research content, which laid the theoretical foundation for the implementation of the 
project smoothly. 

2.2 In-depth interviews 
This paper integrated structured interviews with semi-structured interviews, the interviewees 
were mainly the inheritor of Nuotangxi, heads of relevant government agencies and the public. 
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We interviewed 2 inheritors of Nuotangxi, 2 villagers, 2 staffs of Nuo culture museum, 1 staff 
of the Bureau of cultural relics in Dongren. 

 
 

 
Figure 1. Dongren Bureau of Cultural Relics. Figure 2. Guzhou Nuo Culture Museum. 

2.3 Participant observation 
We went deep into the village of Changxing to experience the daily life of Tujia people. Includ-
ing the observation of the daily lives of Tulaoshi as well as the villagers’ perception of 
Nuotangxi and the support status. 

3 SURVEY SITES OVERVIEW 

3.1 The overview of Wenping town, Dejiang 
Dejiang locates in the northeast of Guizhou province, southwest of Tongren, famous as the 
hometown of Nuo Opera. According to the Nuo Rhyme written by the Dejiang Bureau of Ethnic 
and Religious contains survey carried on June 2003 showed, there are 131 Nuo altars and 641 
Tu Teachers in 5 towns of Dejiang, 15 ethnic minorities towns, 120 villages. 

 
 

 
Figure 3. Dejiang Administrative Area Map.
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Wenping Town is located in the southeast of Dejiang County, 20 kilometers from the county, 
a total of 20 villages, including 10 villages which have Nuo altars, 13 palm division, 66 people 
engaged in Nuo art, 467 Nuo masks totally ( Dejiang Bureau of Ethnic and Religious Af-
fairs,2003). Wenping has a long history of culture and the Nuo Opera is the treasure of our an-
cestor in Wenping. 

3.2 The overview of Nuotangxi in Dejiang,Guizhou 
Nuotangxi is a performance to drive away pestilence and auspicious wish as well as an ancient 
and primitive ritual drama. Dejiang There was no documentary history of Nuotangxi before the 
Ming Dynasty, speculating according to the number of generations of some ancient troupes, 
back to Sui Dynasty and Tang Dynasty, Nuotangxi already prevailed in the region and it 
evolved to maturity in Ming Dynast. Overall Guizhou Record composed 
“

” in Jiajing Period of Ming Dynasty wrote with the en-
dorsement of Sinan Fu Record ·Customs that: Sinan people 
“ ” Of the two historical records, the former referred to 
the whole Guizhou province while the latter specifically pointed to all counties under the gov-
ernment of Sinan Fu, including Dejiang. At the time, Dejiang was a county under Sinan Fu. 
Combining the two records, it could be concluded that at the latest, Nuotangxi had started in the 
middle of Ming Dynasty in Dejiang. ( Dejiang Bureau of Ethnic and Religious Affairs,2003) 
Dejiang’s Nuotangxi has two schools based on different ancient masters, the Maoshan School 
and Shiniang School, with the former always maintaining the domination status (Yang Jiaming, 
2010). 

 
 

 
Figure 4. Dongshan Sage and Namshan Sage.

 
 
During the Great proletarian Cultural Revolution, Nuotangxi was banned as the feudal poi-

son, a large number of ancient masks, costumes and original script being burned, masses of 
Tulaoshsis were also denounced. Only late in the mid-or late-1980’s, Nuotangxi could emit a 
dazzling brilliance again. (Dejiang Bureau of Ethnic and Religious Affairs, 2003) So far, “Nuo” 
has still played with the strong flavor of folk culture activities as well as assumed the Tujia peo-
ple’s wishes. 

4 CURRENT SITUATION OF INHERITANCE 

From the 80's of the last century to the present, Dejiang Committee and Government have been 
active to support the visits of experts and scholars both home and abroad, as well as statistic in-
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vestigating the number of Nuo art teacher in Dejiang, collating the scattered folk Repertories 
and  ancient masks together with published books. Meanwhile, seminars and external exchanges 
have been carried on, for instance, in 2003, they successfully organized the Chinese nuo culture 
International Symposium in fanjing mountain, while in 2006, Dejiang nuotangxi participated the 
International Festival of folk arts in Japan, in 2007, Dejiang nuotangxi was listed among the 
first batch of national intangible cultural heritage. 

According to the related statistics of the Bureau of Religious in Dejiang, among the jurisdic-
tion of 20 townships in Dejiang, Wenping town has the maximum of Palms , the personnel en-
gaged in Nuo art as well as the Nuo masks. While the Masters in Changxing Village said, 
Changxing is the original land of Dejiang Nuotangxi, so that the costumes, masks, painting in 
Changxing were unsophisticated and complete. What’s more important is that the Masters in 
Changxing can play all the 24 operas, some of which, the unusual repertoires, won’t be played 
in other village, so that people in villages have often come attracted by Masters’ fame and invit-
ed them to conduct a religious rite. Changxing village is the alpine zone located about 5 km 
from the Wenping town. The long-distance bus can only pass the county road down the hill and 
it still need to walk about 1 km of road from there to Changxing. Only recent years have wit-
nessed a cement road being set up, before that there were all dirt roads, leading to the inconven-
ient traffic and inaccessible information, so as to save the Nuo Opera’s old charm. 

4.1 The Way of Inheritance of Nuotangxi 
According to statistics from village committees in 2011, Changxing village has about 294 
households, a total of 1212, 798 people in the labor, 330 migrant workers. Village economy 
largely depend on traditional agricultural production and go out to work, with annual production 
valued at 630,000 yuan. There are masses of gravel soils, which are barren, so that villagers 
work hard all year only to solve the problem of food and clothing, and it is a poor village. 

Changxing village now has 1 Nuo altar, and 6 custodians, including 1 palm division, remain-
ing as apprentices, who belong to the Maoshan sect. The palm division Wei Wansui is about 80 
years old, and he has 5 apprentices totally who were all men and come from village, including 
palm division’s grandson. 

 
 

Table 1.   the name list of the inheritors of Nuotangxi in Changxing village. 
Number Name Gender Age

1 Wei Wansui male 80
2 Wei Wanbo male 47
3 He Huaan male 42
4 Wei Zhongfei male 31
5 An Minghui male 27

Notes: There are 6 inheritors in Changxing village, but due to misbehavior, villagers are unwilling to tell 
one’s name, so that there are 5 left on the list. 

 
 
The traditional Nuotangxi inheritance mainly depend on oral face-to-face teaching , combin-

ing with family and master, and the performers are called Masters by local people. Masters gen-
erally have good acting talent and a remarkable memory. In Dejiang, Nuotangxi troupes are 
nearly in every village, their members are formed voluntarily by like-minded villagers. We 
knew in Changxing Village that, in addition to the local villagers, the division can accept the 
apprentice without blood, geopolitical relations, as long as the learning interest and ability, not 
limited to men or women. 

There will be no fixed time for Nuotangxi apprentice to be coached to operate the altar inde-
pendently, which mainly depends on the apprentice's personal ability. Some have higher cultural 
level, or the ability to understand as well as performance ability, so that they can master all the 
repertoire within a few years; While others who lack skills will spend more learning time. 
Nuotangxi's performances are known as the "Tan(altar)", and a Nuo altar contains from six or 
seven to more than ten people. In Changxing, there is seven people at the most of one Nuo altar. 
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When refer to the regulations of operate altar and accept apprentice, Wei Zhongfei, one of the 
inheritors, said: 

 
“As long as having seven people, we can share the altar if one finish his appren-

ticeship, but it can be divided into up to seven, regardless of the number of people, 
you can teach many if you want. The apprentice can have their own apprentices af-
ter he finished his apprenticeship. And finishing the apprenticeship means to mas-
ter all the things”. 

 
Apprentice learn mainly by self-study, and the division teaches them oral face-to-face, with 

no fixed teaching programs. As the farming life of the inheritor, the division can teaches them 
face to face only during the opportunity of operating the dojo. The master may teach ,but pro-
gress is up to the hard work of the individual. One should be diligent in thinking and polishing 
to make improved. He Anhua, one of the inheritors in Changxing, said: 

 
“If someone do the Dojo, we all go to participate. First of all, masters will give 

you book to read, then you should recite all the parts and keep it by heart. Then 
master will let you participate in the opera and you must remember what the master 
has done. After that ,you exercise it by yourselves. In a word, how master teaches, 
how you're going to follow him, such as how to do the Eight Diagrams, master can 
only say to you, you need to remember depending mainly on your own”. 

4.2 The details of inheritance of Nuotangxi 
Dejiang Nuotangxi consists of three parts which are Nuo ritual sacrifice folk music, Nuo operas, 
Nuo tricks, and the Nuo operas accounts for the largest proportion. And the Nuo operas are the 
Nuoxi called by local people. Nuoxi has zhengxi( ) and chaxi( ) two sorts. There are 
more than 80 Nuotangxis in Dejiang, including 24 zhengxi( ).In Changxing, the division 
will arrange different repertoire to each apprentice according to their character and ability, but 
Tangshitaipo( ) Jianjiaojiangjun( ),guanshengdijun( ),guangongz
hancaiyang( )are the traditional repertoires and must be mastered. 

 
 

Table 2. The list of zhengxi( ). 
Number name Number name

1  13 
2  14 
3  15 
4  16 
5  17 
6  18 
7  19 
8  20 
9  21 

10  22 
11  23 
12  24 
 
 
The Nuotangxi in Changxing village is mainly the performances, the way of which is to oper-

ate the dojo, that is to say, the Masters perform the Nuotangxi to redeem a vow to god as well as 
dispel evil. In fact, the Masters live on agriculture in essence, only during the farm free time will 
they perform the votive office. According to the introduction of Nuo opera in Guizhou (Gao 
Lun, 1987), the main scope of functions of Masters are as followed: 

First, people are suffering from the disease, who treats little, thought to be sinned against the 
God or Lord gives of diseases. Second, baby's sick, or reach a certain age, they need to ride out 
a storm. Third, people often have night sinking, or feel the house is not quiet where there is of-
ten a strange sound. Forth, for their deceased loved ones, family and friends for an early incar-
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nation of rebirth. Fifth, bless their parents live quite a long time (longevity). Sixth, people have 
occupied, have made pledge to the gods that they would votive by meat and wine so as the Do-
jo. Seventh, people who are reaching upon certain age so that to thank God bless. 

In Changxing village, the inheritor Weizhongfei explained the several cases of the "Dojo" to 
us: 

 
“First is to pass that is to say, to do the Dojo to let the children be quiet; Se-

cond is make a vow for longevity, the old has a full ten, say 60, 70, 80, should do 
the Dojo by someone; Others is the “Disease of God”, people make vows to never 
sick and the “Peace of God” is to keep peace”. 

 
As you can see, whether " " in ancient society or" " in modern 

society, Dejiang Nuotangxi is closely related with the daily lives of Tujia people, strongly main-
tains their cultural life and spiritual beliefs. 

4.3 The inheritance of masks and props 

4.3.1 The inheritance of masks 
Mask is one of the most striking features of Nuotangxi, in addition to Chaxi, Nuotangxi perfor-
mances are usually required to wear masks, called Qi, Xiang, Lianke, Shenmian and so on. The 
length of the mask is 22-30cm, and 12-18cm wide, Nuotangxi in Tongren has a saying that half 
opera needs 12 masks, while whole opera needs 24 masks. But due to geographic and cultural 
differences, each Nuo altar has the different number of masks. In Changxing village, there are 
19 masks which are all woody and quaint. According to the inheritor, masks are the antiquities 
passed down from generation to generation, relatively complete, are extremely valuable and can 
perform the whole opera. 

 
 

 
Figure 5. The masks in Changxing village.

 
 
According to Nuo Yun (Dejiang Bureau of Ethnic and Religious Affairs, 2003), “previously, a 

Nuotangxi Troupe in Dejiang mostly used masks carved by the “carving master” in their own 
troupe.” If the troupe had no carving masters, they would buy masks from folk artists or get 
masks from the donation of believers; there were also some masks inherited from deceased mas-
ters”. It can be seen that the inheritance of Nuotangxi’s masks, on one hand, would be the job of 
the carving masters in the Nuotangxi Troupe, and could be the job of folk artists. According to 
the Survey Report on Nuotangxi and Mask Culture in Dejiang of Guizhou Province, since the 
middle of Qing Dynasty and the Republic of China period, the inheritance mode of famous 
mask artists in Dejiang was usually the father-son inheritance mode, with some artists passing 
the masks down to their students. Nuotangxi’s mask artists usually had the major business of 
carpentry, including house repair and item fabrication, so carving masks was only one of their 
business activities. In the 36-year period from early 1990s to mid 1980s, folk fabrication of 
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masks basically stopped. Starting from 1987, under the care of Dejiang ’s Ethnicity and Reli-
gion Bureau and Cultural Bureau, mask fabrication and inheritance recovered again. 

4.3.2 Inheritance of costumes and props 
Dejiang Nuotangxi ’s performance costumes are divided into three parts: head wrap, opera shirt 
and opera dress. According to Nuo Yun, head wrap is the crowns the local masters wore; opera 
shirt is also known as formal costumes or official costumes; opera dress usually had eight cloth 
sections. Dejiang Nuotangxi still wears ancient clothes in performance. Some costumes are new-
ly made and some are passed down by masters. 

During performance, the instruments used in Nuotangxi include frequently used instruments 
and rarely used instruments. The former includes pray flags, horns, master knives, tablet belts, 
token rings, swords, chains, Nuo bamboos, Gua Zi, wooden fish and divine drums, etc. Their 
size, dimensions, patterns and quality all follow strict specifications and have symbolic mean-
ings. The latter refer to those used in specific programs that were not frequently seen. Divine in-
struments used in Changxing Village mostly are passed down generation by generation from 
masters, ancient and precious. As some instruments are old, some successors also have made 
new ones. As divine instruments are mostly simple, successors could fabricate these instruments 
themselves or ask folk artists to do the job, so there is no fixed succeeding mode. 

 
 

 
Figure 6. Gua zi used in Changxing Village.

4.4 The change of inheritance background 
As early as in the Spring and Autumn and Warring States, primitive witch ceremony activities 
had prevailed in the region. History of the Han Dynasty ( Ban Gu, Yan Shigu ,1962)also record-
ed that: Chu’s region “believes in witch ghosts and abuses worship”. Over the 600 years from 
Yuan Dynasty to Qing Dynasty, Dejiang was under cruel ruling of the Chieftain system and 
people were extremely poor, so the folk custom of believing in immortals and witches became 
their important spiritual support. Besides, eastern Guizhou belongs to a typical closed society 
with fragile economy. Natural and manmade disasters, birth, ageing, disease and death all had 
important impact on the economy of families, offering activity space to the development of 
Nuotangxi. In addition, the region is full of high mountains and deep valleys, offering extremely 
inconvenient transport conditions, forming a unique regional culture out of long-term isolation. 

Therefore, it can be seen that the pass-down of Dejiang Nuotangxi generation by generation is 
mainly because of small impact from the mainstream new culture and relative lagging develop-
ment of the society, economy and culture as well as relative lack of cultural life among local 
people. However, with flying development of natural science and the surge of the tide of com-
modity economy and the improvement of people’s cultural quality, posing greater and greater 
challenge to the folk foundation of Nuotangxi; under the impact of the market economy, in the 
young generation, some consider the revenue from Nuotangxi performance too low so they 
choose to leave home and work in other regions; another part has been learning at school since 
they were young, so they have no chance to be exposed to Nuotangxi, losing faith and interest in 
it. 
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Regarding the remuneration for performing Nuotangxi, Wei Zhongfei introduced to us that: 
 

“The host families would pay. Besides, there would be pig heads, lamb and 
chicken. Translating into money, it would be over 100 yuan one night and over 200 
yuan for a day and a night, 24 hours”. 

“As long as there are people who want to learn, I would teach them without res-
ervation. In winters it is OK, but in summers it is too hot. Several villages nearby 
could not offer chances that ritual events be conducted every day. It is a very occa-
sional event. In winters there are more chances, but in summers the odds are very 
low, so the revenue is highly instable”. 

 
The daily revenue of 100 to 200 yuan is nothing, compared to the hard performance of the 

Nuotangxi successors. Therefore, the major business of the local masters is still agriculture. 
Through the attitude of Changxing Village’s successors we can see that local masters perform 
Nuotangxi only out of personal interest and care not so much about how much money they 
could make. By interviewing a villager in Changxing Village, the survey group gets the 
knowledge that: 

 
“Young people in the village have been trying hard to go out. Students have 

gone to other regions to attend university and would surely be reluctant to return to 
the villages in poverty. The outside world is so much better. Young people not at-
tending universities also went out to Guangdong and Guangxi to work at early ages 
so they could earn more money. Even children have moved to the town to attend 
junior middle schools. This job (referring to the Nuotangxi), indeed does not make 
money for you”. 

 
Traditional techniques need successors so they could be passed down generation by genera-

tion. The performers of Nuotangxi are all villagers and most successors learn and perform 
Nuotangxi out of free will. While, the popularity of modern living style and philosophy and the 
prevalence of commodity economy have impacted the life of traditional Tujia villages, casting a 
question mark over whether the next generation of successors could succeed the opera out of 
“free will”. 

By interviewing local masters we understood that, in Dejiang, Nuotangxi ’s succession has 
systematic stipulation and tradition, with the Nuotan in each village worshipping the same an-
cestor in the same ritual; succession is made by masters in oral manner face to face to their sons 
or students without fixed teaching procedures; in terms of the repertory of Nuotangxi, there are 
24 major programs. Difference in regional customs would lead to minor differences in perfor-
mance. However, the existence of fixed script mean the expression of contents would not be af-
fected; in terms of masks and preps, some regions still use old and ancient ones passed down 
from ancestors, while some regions use recently fabricated ones with the same specs and pur-
poses. The change of the inheriting background is not a problem Changxing Village is facing 
alone, but the challenges the whole Dejiang region faces in the development of times. 

5 DISCUSSION ON THE REASONS FOR CURRENT STATUS OF SUCCESSION AND 
MODERN THINKING 

5.1 Discussion on reasons 
All cultures exist and develop under objective special social background and would be water 
without source and trees without roots if there is no such background. The natural and proper 
succession of Dejiang Nuotangxi is also based on specific social background. This paper tries to 
use internal and external reason analysis to discuss the reasons for the formation of natural suc-
cession of Dejiang Nuotangxi from two aspects. 
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5.1.1 Internal reasons: the local property of Dejiang Nuotangxi itself 

5.1.1.1 Long historic tradition 
Before the liberalization, Dejiang was a small county relying on its own supply of small agricul-
tural economy. Local people lived in the region generation by generation, bonded with the blood 
tie of religion and the spiritual hub of religious culture, with a slow development of commodity 
economy. Regarding culture, Dejiang is mainly subject to the influence of the Chu Culture and 
Shu Culture. The belief in immortals and witches is their important spiritual pillar. Out of his-
toric reasons, plus that people generally believe that local masters playing Nuotangxi have the 
function of “practicing divination, necromancy, Yin and Yang, singing and dancing”, the mas-
ters are equaled to the harbinger of immortals who could drive away the evil, give benediction 
and gives sons to couples in the mind of people. 

5.1.1.2 Maintaining the belief of Tujia people 
Dejiang Nuotangxi is strongly tinged with primitive religion, popular among Tujia people with 
strong local ethnic atmosphere, also reflecting the cultural awareness and psychological features 
of Tujia people. In human culture, rituals are commonplace and the psychological representation 
of human beings’ cultural psychology. Local people are praying to immortal rather than watch-
ing the opera performance. Until today, upon important events, Tujia people still invite people 
to give Nuotangxi performance in the form of “ritual activity”. It shows people’s reverence for 
the immortals, featured with strong religious presence. Nuotangxi firmly maintains the unique 
spiritual belief of Tujia people. 

5.1.2 External reasons: stability of the rural society 
Dejiang is situated among mountains in eastern Guizhou Province, with lagging economy and 
culture and low productivity as well as precipitous landform and secluded transport and infor-
mation. Within the region, Changxing Village is a more typical mountain village, with residen-
tial houses distributed in the mountain in a proper manner. Villagers mainly work on agriculture 
and have very simple amusement activities. They are exposed to Nuotangxi frequently and are 
very familiar with and like it. In Tujia villages, Nuotangxi has always been in natural develop-
ment with no interference from the government, relevant authorities or social entities. People 
continue the ancient tradition generation by generation by their own passion and public support. 

5.2 Modern thinking 
Dejiang Nuotangxi was listed into national list of cultural heritage in 2007, and the government 
also gave it certain extent of attention. Two national successors in Dejiang would receive certain 
amount of subsidy every year and could be publicized in major TV media. However, with con-
stant social development and the surge of the tide of market economy, together with deepened 
reform of the education system, children would leave home and attend school when they enter 
into school age. Regarding youngsters in the village, they either attend universities or work in 
other regions. Only a few people stay in villages, mostly the senior people, young children and 
women. In the survey, though youngsters showed passion and support for the Nuotangxi, almost 
none of them were willing to spend time learning and engaging in the activity. The modern edu-
cation system is gradually changing the old succession mode and teaching environment. When 
children reach school age, they would be sent to schools, thus they gradually disconnect with 
the background of familial teaching and learning and lose attention to and interest in the tech-
niques of their elder generations. Performers of Nuotangxi get involved out of their passion and 
interest, and they get very limited remuneration in the process around 100 Yuan and 200 Yuan. 
However, it is a very demanding job to learn and perform the opera, requiring a lot of time and 
energy, so youngsters do not wish to learn it. This whole time, the succession of Nuotangxi has 
been based on the “passion” and “free will” of successors. While today, when the philosophy of 
money worship and material comfort dominates, there is a big question mark over how much 
such “passion” could have left and if such “free will” could be passed down to the next genera-
tion. 

The popularity of commodity economy and the tide of urbanization sweeps through the land 
on which the survival of Nuotangxi depends, gradually changing the rural society into an open 
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modern society. Under such background of times, Dejiang’s Nuotangxi, though showing no ob-
vious succession crisis, is also under huge pressure for survival. 

6 CONCLUSIONS 

The ancient Nuotangxi culture is a very important cultural state in traditional Chinese culture, 
reflecting the integration of multiple religions, multiple ethnic customs and multiple arts. The 
Nuotangxi in Dejiang of Guizhou Province is a unique performing form only seen among Tujia 
people and an indispensable part in the ethnic culture of Tujia people. Till today, conducting 
“ritual activity” is still an important part in daily life of Tujia people, inheriting the ancient be-
lief and wish. Dejiang’s Nuotangxi needs our care, love and appreciation, reasonable guidance 
and protection by the government and the love and succession of generations of Tujia people. 
We are now in a special age with social transformation. However, we not only need ever in-
creasing GDP, but also the succession and development of ancient traditional culture, which re-
flects the spirit and psychology of an ethnicity and which is an important measure in realizing 
great recovery of the Chinese people. Successors of Dejiang’s Nuotangxi are full of passion in 
this ancient art and does not care about hardship in reserving it, and such precious gift from our 
ancestors also deserve our common succession so it could be passed down to future generations. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

With the rapid economic and social development of China following the economic reforms ini-
tiated by Deng Xiaoping and China’s integration into the global economy, traditional Chinese 
culture has faced a profound challenge from  foreign cultural influences and from modern global 
cultural trends. China’s rapid modernisation and integration into the global economy has also 
reduced the space for traditional Chinese culture in the public sphere.  This has created several 
problems relating to the preservation, transmission, and development of various traditional Chi-
nese art forms and consequently has affected Chinese cultural identity (Qu and Qu, 2001, p138-
140). 

On November 2003, the Chinese musical art of Guqin was proclaimed by the United Nations 
Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) to be one of the masterpieces of 
humanity’s intangible cultural heritage. Intangible cultural heritage includes such manifestations 
of human cultural achievement as music, social customs, arts and crafts, folk dance, porcelain, 
painting, literature and so on (Zhang, 2005, p 208). Guqin, also called Qin or the Chinese zither, 
represented the zenith of cultivated learning in ancient China. The art of Guqin is not only a mu-
sical form but constitutes a major influence on the cultural and social life of China and is deeply 
connected with other traditional Chinese art forms (Zhang, 2005, p 301). As a comprehensive 

The inheritance and transformation of the Art of Guqin since 
1949: the Hong Kong context 
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ABSTRACT: Qin, also called Guqin or the Chinese zither, represented the zenith of cultivated 
learning in ancient China. The art of Guqin is not only a kind of music form but a major influ-
ence on the cultural and social life in China and is deeply connected with other traditional Chi-
nese art forms. As a comprehensive expression of Chinese traditional arts, its shape and produc-
tion, strings, music score, practitioners, music theory, history, different Schools of Qin and so 
on, are closely related to Confucianism, Taoism, Buddhism and other traditional Chinese phi-
losophies, especially ethics. In the Chinese cultural tradition, Guqin is recognised to be the one 
of the highest art forms and has become an important symbol of Chinese cultural identity. This 
research project proposed here will analyse the historical development and transformation of the 
art of Guqin since the foundation of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in 1949 in Hong 
Kong. This project will use the inheritance and transformation of the art of Guqin as "text” to 
understand the challenges the art of Guqin and traditional Chinese culture face in an era of mod-
ernisation, globalisation, and Westernisation in Hong Kong. It will also focus on the role of pol-
itics in Hong Kong in these changes and aims to analyse the historical evolution of the art of the 
Guqin, its instructional traditions and forms, contemporary changes in instruction and form, and 
the social and political factors influencing the development of these, as a basis to explore the 
modern transformation of Chinese culture since the establishment of the People’s Republic of 
China in 1949 in Hong Kong. 
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expression of Chinese traditional arts, its shape and production, strings, music score, practition-
ers, music theory, history and different traditional “schools”  are closely related to Confucian-
ism, Taoism, Buddhism and other traditional Chinese philosophies (Zhang, 2005, p 308). In the 
Chinese cultural tradition, Guqin is recognised as one of the highest art forms and has become 
an important symbol of Chinese cultural identity (Zhang, 2005, p 400). 

 
 

 
Figure 1. The Guqin. 

 
 
Unlike many studies of Guqin or of Chinese arts and society, the Hong Kong Guqin artist and 

Chinese cultural studies scholar, Liu Chuhua, argues that the contemporary fate of Guqin is 
closely related to social changes in contemporary mainland China. She argues that after the 
founding of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in 1949, the development of mainland Guqin 
changed from an individual activity to an activity guided by the national government and collec-
tive organisations. Guqin survived by conforming to the political dictates of the PRC and its 
cultural policies. This has changed the contemporary study and practice of Guqin and the status 
of masters of Guqin. She further argues that the original tradition, which highlights the inde-
pendence of art, had to abandon its traditional subjective and emotional approach, resulting in 
significant changes to the ways in which knowledge was transmitted from teachers to students 
and the ways they relate to each other (Liu, 2010, p 9). The Guqin art is akin to that of many of 
the traditional Chinese arts. She adds that to understand Guqin art, it is necessary to start at the 
level of basic education (Liu, 2010, p 11).  Since the return of Hong Kong to China in 1997, 
promoting thenational and cultural awareness of current and future generations has gained 
greater importance  in the educational agenda of Hong Kong. 

In the literature summarised above, the historical development and transformation of the art 
of Guqin is studied from a macroscopic level but lacks discussions in depth and is not applied to 
specific practices of Guqin actually found in Hong Kong. This paper will take a different ap-
proach and will analyse the historical development and transformation of the art of Guqin in 
Hong Kong since the foundation of the PRC in 1949 by employing multiple case studies to un-
derstand the challenges faced by the art of Guqin and traditional Chinese culture in contempo-
rary Hong Kong. More specifically, it will also focus on the role of politics in Hong Kong and 
aims to analyse the historical evolution of the art of Guqin, its instructional traditions and forms, 
contemporary changes in instruction and form, and the social and political factors influencing 
their development, as a basis to explore the modern transformation of Chinese culture in Hong 
Kong since the establishment of the PRC in 1949.  

There are two principal questions for this paper. First, since the founding of the PRC in 1949, 
how has knowledge and practice of the art of Guqin been transformed in Hong Kong? How 
have its practitioners changed the way Guqin is performed and taught? Do these changes foster 
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the sustainable development of this traditional art form or not? Second, since 1949, with the im-
pact of modernisation and the increasing influence of consumerism, in what ways does the 
Hong Kong government manage the conflicts between China’s traditional cultural heritage and 
contemporary economic and social developments with specific reference to the challenges fac-
ing Guqin? 

Chang tai Hung applies the framework of new cultural  history  in  his research (Hung, 2003). 
His theoretical perspective is based on a mixture of anthropology, cultural studies and social 
science. He analyses different cultural texts such as comics, Chinese Communist war songs, 
press, the Communist Party of China Festival, architecture and sculptures in order to analyse 
and understand Chinese politics and culture in the twentieth century. He concentrates on the art-
ists' psychological processes, social experiences and cultural formation against the background 
of the turbulent Chinese political situation after the founding of the PRC. His focus is on texts 
or symbols to understand Chinese society in this time period and he uses these to provide a con-
crete description of Chinese politics and culture. This paper applies the new cultural history the-
ory in explaining the inheritance and transformation of the art of Guqin in the Hong Kong con-
text. 

This study employed a case study approach with non-participant and participant observation, 
formal and informal interviews. The aim was to understand the specific details of instructional 
traditions and forms, contemporary changes in instruction and form as well as relevant social 
and political factors. One Guqin art public training institution and one Guqin art private training 
centre were chosen as the subjects. In addition, in order to understand how the participating stu-
dents and teachers have been influenced by social and political factors, in-depth interviews were 
conducted at the two centres, including with the head of the Choi Chang Sau Qin  (CCSQM). 

2 CHOI CHANG SAU QIN MANUFACTURE(CCSQM) 

The CCSQM was established in 2011 in Hong Kong with the aim of transmitting the art of mak-
ing Guqin in Hong Kong. Its head, Choi Chang Sau, studied the art of traditional Guqin making 
under master Xu Wenjing and started to offer classes in 1993. Up to now 30 students have par-
ticipated in the Guqin making class. Choi Chang Sau explains that the Hong Kong government 
has already actively participated in the protection of Guqin, especially following the UNESCO 
proclamation.  Hong Kong has established an Intangible Cultural Heritage Unit under the Hong 
Kong Heritage Museum by the Hong Kong Leisure and Cultural Service Department (LCSD). 
In addition, in 2013 the Hong Kong Heritage Museum has cooperated with CCSQM to prepare 
an exhibition on the art of making Guqin.  However, he admits that the main driving force of the 
art of Guqin in Hong Kong is still grassroots interest among local people;compared with other 
Chinese traditional musical instruments, there are few Guqin centres and associations. 

3 PRIVATE GUQIN CENTRES 

Professor Liu Chuhua, who is a member of the Deyin Qin Society and a scholar of Chinese phi-
losophy and culture, offers private Guqin classes. She insists on a traditional one to one ap-
proach in her courses. Students are required to write Guqin musical scores by hand. Professor 
Liu Chuhua learned the art of Guqin from her teacher Tsar Teh-yun who came to Hong Kong 
after the fall of Shanghai to Japanese Imperial forces in 1931 and who was the first teacher to 
implement systematic teaching of Guqin . Both Liu Chuhua and her teacher use traditional ab-
breviated character notations in their classes mixed with repeated explanation and demonstra-
tions. 

One of Professor Liu Chuhua’s students, who works in a Hong Kong university and who has 
learned Guqin from Professor Liu Chuhua for four years, explains that at art education colleges 
in Hong Kong the traditional Chinese approach towards Guqin training and education is consid-
ered to be an arcane teaching method with no scientific basis. In contrast, modern Western 
methods of teaching music in colleges are exerting considerable influence on students and have 
changed the ways in which students learn music and teachers evaluate the results of their teach-
ing methods. Take final examinations as an example. These examinations often allow students 
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who learn Chinese and Western musical instruments together to perform on the same stage. The 
same aesthetic standards are applied and the aesthetic differences between these types of music 
are gradually eroded. He further suggests that Guqin art is a special kind of music with profound 
cultural significance. In order to preserve its cultural purity, Guqin should be taught and per-
formed separately from other forms of music. 

Professor Liu Chuhua also expresses her worries in relation to the way courses are designed 
and the teaching methods that are used in Guqin education and training centres. She believes the 
art of Guqin should adhere to high musical standards and should require technical mastery. The 
popularisation of the Guqin art, especially the use of some modern media forms, can produce 
negative results. Although it should be considered desirable that teaching the art of Guqin 
should involve many people, contemporary Guqin art education should not only treat the teach-
ing of Guqin art as simply as a musical instrument. The spread of the art of Guqin to large num-
bers of people should not mean that its high cultural musical quality and the striving for tech-
nical mastery should be neglected. 

4 CHI LNN NUNNERY 

This centre is the only school which offers group Guqin classes in Hong Kong, and has been ac-
tive since 2004.  In this Guqin education and training centre, due to economic considerations 
and space restrictions, group lessons with four to ten students have replaced one to one private 
lessons, which are similar to electronic piano, clarinet, Guzheng and other instrument lessons. 
Although the government offers some assistance, the classes are fully self-financed. In the actu-
al classes, teachers assess students’ learning outcomes and decide what direction is most suita-
ble for each student. The teacher normally would group students who learn very quickly into the 
same group. Most of the students do not have any background in music theory. Therefore, the 
teacher normally bases the lessons on different pieces of Guqin music. Students would gradually 
enrich their Guqin musical knowledge through this learning process.  Also the fees differ by 
various teaching modes and contents in order to meet the needs of different types and levels of 
students, which allows students to choose their suitable learning modes according to their eco-
nomic ability and learning purpose.  In order to highlight the attributes of Guqin culture, the 
Guqin centre also carries out traditional cultural lectures on topics such as Guqin and its history. 

Based on our survey, in the Guqin art education and training centre, white-collar workers, 
civil servants, teachers and students in universities who have higher education backgrounds and 
stable finances account for a considerable proportion of learners. In addition, many learners are 
working under conditions of heavy pressure and time constraint and see the learning of Guqin 
art as a way to de-stress. A large number of people who are cultivating slow-moving hobbies 
like Guqin, yoga and Tai Chi are aiming to relax their minds and to stay calm .  Through the 
study of the Guqin, such students frequently state that they have benefited substantially from the 
high cultural qualities of Guqin music. Also by constantly gathering together to conduct activi-
ties like drinking tea and chatting with each other, Guqin not only provides a channel for busy 
and stressful people to relax and self-cultivate, but also creates a new way of making friends. In 
this sense, compared with ancient Chinese learners of Guqin art, the purpose and reasons behind 
contemporary Guqin practice in Hong Kong differs significantly. 

5 CONCLUSIONS 

This study aims at investigating and examining related social phenomena through the analysis 
and reconstruction of historical process and puts more emphasis on the dynamic process and 
various possibilities of historical development.Findings reveal that since the founding of the 
PRC in 1949, the knowledge and practice of the art of Guqin has been participially transformed 
in Hong Kong. Although contemporarily there are some arguments regarding the design of 
Guqin art teaching modes, the importance on the integration of the Chinese traditional culture 
and Guqin art teaching courses has been emphasised by all the teachers. Many experts are trying 
some new methods and ways of teaching Guqin. Yet how does the differences under learners 
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from diverse backgrounds such as age in different learning conditions affect learning outcomes 
is a subject which remains an issue for further research. 

After the demise of the traditional Chinese literati class, to reconstruct such an elite culture, it 
must also cultivate the elite culture in the population at large. On the other hand, with the spread 
of Guqin arts in general public with more standardised criterion, inevitably the inheritance 
quality would fall substantially to a certain degree and affect the Guqin cultural attribute. How 
to coordinate the contradiction between the inheritance of Guqin arts in general public and 
maintaining its high cultural attribute in original upmarket and niche audience is still an im-
portant and debatable issue. This problem is also faced by a large number of other traditional art 
forms. Unlike western music training with theoretical basis, although the actual cases listed 
above, indicate the importance of combination with other traditional cultural activities in Guqin 
art education, these cases are based on experiences only. In other words, these experiences lack 
detailed research design and clarified explanation of the research subjects. Also in terms of the 
results of the study, these classes design mainly rely on descriptions of the feelings of the expe-
rience of the teachers rather than basing its research results on theoretical basis.   

Based on the numerous investigations above the Hong Kong government impacted by mod-
ernisation, and the increasing influence of consumerism, has set up various departments to in-
volve in arts and culture management. School education whether it is formal or non-formal is a 
basic way and place in which culture is communicated and inherited. Suitable teaching methods 
helps to liven up a lesson.However, with specific reference to the challenges facing Guqin, the 
government does not take the initiative to help until it was proclaimed to be one of the master-
pieces of humanity’s intangible cultural heritage. Contemporary Hong Kong society is mainly 
based on modern Western concepts of "democracy" which emphasises subjectivity, initiative, 
free will, the value of the individual (Chen and Stacy, 2011, p109). Although one may argue 
that Chinese society should retain some sense of its traditional culture, what aspects it should re-
tain are open for debate as is what aspects of Western culture to adopt and adapt and how to 
identify and avoid negative Western influences on Chinese culture is still a debatable subject 
and challenges the traditional Chinese arts. 

REFERENCES 

Chen, J. & Mosher, S. 2011. The national studies craze: the phenomena, the controversies, and some re-
flections. China Perspectives 1, p. 22 – 30. 

Chuhua, L. 2010. Essays on Guqin: Guqin inheritance and humanistic ecology. Hong Kong: Tian di tu 
shu you xian gong si. 

Huaying, Z. 2005. Guqin. Hangzhou Shi: Zhejiang ren min chu ban she. 
Hung, C. 2003. The new cultural history and Chinese politics. Taibei Shi: Yi fang chu ban you xian gong 

si. 
Xuewei, Q. & Yong, Q. 2001. Chinese values: the consensus and conflicts between traditional and mod-

ern culture. Jiangsu Social Science 4, pp. 136-142. 
 
  

SHARING CULTURES 2015 
Proceedings of the 4th International Conference on Intangible Heritage 89



 

S. Lira, R. Amoêda & C. Pinheiro90



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 3 
 
 

Social practices 
 
 
 
 



 

  
 



1 INTRODUCTION 

In 2011, the Buenos Aires Government acknowledged the importance of the social practices that 
have taken and continue to take place in the city’s coffeehouses by passing a Bill to incorporate 
them to the city’s Cultural Patrimony inventory under the category of “Intangible expressions 
and manifestations” (Gobierno de Buenos Aires, 2011). A further level of recognition was 
sought in the global stage by the National Argentinean Government through the lodgement of 
the entry “Café culture in the neighbourhoods of Buenos Aires: rituals, practices and social rela-
tionships” (Petrina, 2013) for inscription of this integral aspect of the Porteño1 culture on the 
UNESCO’s Representative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity in 2014. This 
paper explores some of the facts that underpin these claims for recognition.  

2 COFFEEHOUSES AS SOCIAL SPACES 

A variety of social values are enacted in the particular social space that coffeehouses provide. 
Although some of these values are common to coffeehouses located in different countries, 
which leads Tocancipá-Falla (2010) to posit that a process of mimesis took place when 
coffeeshops were initially established in countries other than Turkey, other values are typical of 
the contexts of situation and culture characteristic of those countries. There are also values that, 
once adopted, are reshaped to reflect the culture of the place that adopts them, a process that 
Tocancipá-Falla (2010: 425) not surprisingly refers to as “adaptation”. 

In this sense, coffeehouses, as socially constructed spaces, allow for points of coincidence 
and of conflict to be shared and discussed contributing in this manner to the reconfiguration of 
social relations, politics and culture (Tocancipá-Falla, 2010). Thus, throughout the centuries, 
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ABSTRACT: This paper analyses the Buenos Aires coffeehouses as social spaces that enabled 
practices which have transformed the city’s social, political and cultural fields while functioning 
as melting pots of values pertaining to different cultures. In the field of politics, this paper anal-
yses the role of coffeehouses such as Marcó and Catalanes in the shaping of the political imagi-
nary at the time of the fight for independence as well as the role of the coffeehouses of the De 
Mayo Avenue during the Spanish Civil War. The paper also considers how social net-works that 
developed at the Tortoni, El Japonés and Richmond coffeehouses resulted in the spreading of 
avant garde literary and arts movements. The paper goes on to describe the recent trends of 
themed coffeehouses as well as of those that are being housed in bookstores of which El Ateneo 
is a notable example. 
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Porteño coffeehouses have played and continue to play an important role in identity configura-
tion at both the individual and societal level. 

3 PORTEÑO COFFEEHOUSES: FROM COLONIAL TIMES TO THE TWENTIETH 
CENTURY 

The Porteño sociability practice of exchanging, critiquing and developing ideas in a shared 
space began in colonial times with tertulias2 which were held mainly in the privacy of friends’ 
homes. These were later complemented and, gradually, almost completely replaced by those 
held in the public space of the coffeehouse (De Llera, 1996). Therefore, the coffeehouse culture 
has been an integral element of Buenos Aires’ intangible patrimony for over three centuries 
(Scenna, 1969). During this time, coffeehouses have functioned as social spaces that have ena-
bled practices which have transformed the city’s social, political and cultural fields (Bourdieu, 
1990) while functioning as melting pots of values pertaining to different cultures This was par-
ticularly so in times of high immigration (Cartolano, Saer and Lemaire,1998) during the first 
half of the twentieth century when people from different countries converged at coffeehouses in 
search of a social space where they could share their ideas, establish contacts and build a reputa-
tion (Gayol, 2000).  

In the field of politics, coffeehouses played an important role in the shaping of the political 
imaginary at the time of the fight for independence from Spain. Bilbao (1934) states that coffee-
houses functioned as social clubs for men during colonial times. These men were members of 
the American Spanish elite: young lawyers, priests, merchants and unemployed sons of well off 
parents. They were soon to become revolutionaries and plotters (Llanés, 1969). This was espe-
cially the case at the Catalanes and Marcó coffeehouses where the carefree youth with high so-
cial capital met. 

Having opened on 2nd January 1799, Catalanes was the oldest and most important coffee-
house (Bilbao, 1934). It continued trading until 1873 and was frequented by the most well-
known families of the Porteño elite (Bossio, 1968). Catalanes was the meeting place for those 
who organised public demonstrations of ordinary citizens to demand the viceroy’s resignation in 
1810 (Tagimán, 1810). Thus, this coffeehouse can be considered one of the “natural institu-
tions” of the nation which, having played a big role in the lead up to the 25th May 1810 Revolu-
tion, is forever linked to one of the most defining moments of the Argentinean national history 
(Bossio, 1968: 35). Not surprisingly, it was one of the venues where the May Revolution and 
the declaration of independence were celebrated (Bilbao, 1934). 

Marcó coffeehouse, which opened in 1801 (Bossio, 1968), also played an important role in 
the early stages of the fight for independence from Spain and until the last three decades of the 
nineteenth century (Bossio, 2002). Several generations of Porteños started their political in-
volvement through the discussions that took place daily within the walls of this coffeehouse. It 
was the venue where the Porteños’ political activity had its headquarters (Bossio, 1968). It was 
also there that Álzaga plotted a coup against Viceroy Liniers in 1809. This led to Liniers tempo-
rarily shutting it down (Bilbao, 1934). The fact that those who were committed to politics pre-
ferred to meet there rather than at the Town Hall or the Consulate signaled a change in the imag-
inary that had begun to be focused on independence from Spain. Towards the end of March 
1811, the tertulias held at the Marcó were attended by in excess of 300 individuals, a large 
number of whom were quite young. Among them were lawyers, members of the military, busi-
nessmen and clergymen (Bossio, 2002). The most active members of the Sociedad Patriótica3, 
some of whom occupied government positions but opposed the ideals supported by Saavedra 
and the followers of his government, also used to meet there to debate political topics of im-
portance for the running of the country. However, in April 1811, they were forced to resign and 
emigrate. It was at this coffeehouse where, in July 1812, Monteagudo delivered a vehement 
speech criticising the government exhorting people to get involved and fight against it (Bilbao, 
1934). Marcó also played an important role in the economy since the city did not have a Busi-
ness Bureau and the most affluent business men met at this coffeehouse to conduct business 
there (Galvez, 1942). 

Other examples of coffeehouses that were linked to happenings in the political field were 
those located along the De Mayo Avenue. With over 1,100,000 Spanish immigrants arriving in 
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Buenos Aires between 1880 and 1930 (Sánchez Albornós, 1995), the reverberations of the polit-
ical upheaval that resulted in the Spanish Civil War (1936-1939) were felt in many of these cof-
feehouses. When the war broke out, two of them became particularly important: the Iberia cof-
feehouse was the place of choice for Republicans while Franco supporters met at the Español 
coffeehouse (Giusti, 1982). Loud discussions took place within these coffeehouses and spilt on 
to the adjoining sidewalks. Some of these discussions gave rise to brawls between supporters of 
the opposing parties who had to be separated by the police (Bossio 1968:186). 

In the literary and arts fields, the social networks that developed in coffeehouses resulted in 
the publication of several literary magazines and the spreading of avant garde literary move-
ments like Modernism led by Darío and Ultraism by Borges. Some examples of this were those 
networks that were formed at the Tortoni, La Cosechera, El Japonés and Richmond among 
many other coffeehouses. 

The Tortoni housed tertulias organised by writers, painters, musicians, journalists and politi-
cians for most of the twentieth century (Bossio, 1968). A tertulia led by Quinquela Martín 
which used to meet at La Cosechera moved to the Tortoni and met there from 1926 to 1943. Its 
members were visual artists, writers, musicians and journalists. This tertulia was called 
“Agrupación de Gente de Arte y Letras La Peña” and it became known as “La Peña”. The aim 
of those who set up La Peña was to provide a neutral meeting place for artists and art lovers 
while promoting literary and musical auditions, conferences, exhibitions and art shows thus con-
tributing to the building of relationships between artists and intellectuals who met there. 

The habitués were always well-informed about local issues since the Tortoni offered the main 
newspapers and magazines free of charge. It also provided weekly classical music sessions. The 
likes of Filippo Marinetti, the leading figure of Futurism, and Luigi Pirandello, the famous Ital-
ian playwright, were guests of the Tortoni in 1927. In the 1930s Ricardo Viñez, a famous Span-
ish pianist, introduced French impressionism to the members of La Peña. Between 1935 and 
1938, the Teatro Íntimo functioned within the Tortoni. Milagros de la Vega and Carlos Perelli 
directed many classic and modern plays during this time. This was the first Porteño coffeehouse 
to house a theatre. The first Teatro Lírico de Cámara, under the direction of the composer Al-
fredo Schiuma also functioned within the Tortoni. The first performance took place in 1926 
(Requeni, 1986). Initially, only the members and the friends of the most important members 
could attend the sessions. Later, La Peña opened up the meetings held on Saturdays to the pub-
lic and started charging entry (Abal, 1984). Between 1858 and 1970 this coffeehouse attracted a 
large number of local and foreign individuals who played an important role in the national life. 
The famous Polish novelist Witold Gombrowicz held a tertulia at the Tortoni for 24 years till he 
left for Europe in 1963. In 1977, the basement was refurbished and given the name La Bodega. 
To this day, it houses artistic shows, conferences, book launches and other cultural events. 

In the 1920s El Japonés and Richmond Florida coffeehouses were two of the main meeting 
places for two literary groups that espoused opposing views on literary production: the Florida 
group and the Boedo group.  The Florida group stood for aesthetic renewal while the Boedo 
group sought social change through art. The articles written by these groups in literary maga-
zines that accompanied newspapers not only resulted in the emergence of a literature production 
that was truly Argentinean but also of a large group of book readers that had not previously ex-
isted. Up until then, the literary supplements of the big newspapers and weekly magazines had 
been the source solely of information for the middle and lower classes. The Boedo-Florida con-
frontation had as its by- product the development of a passion for books, art exhibitions and 
concerts in people who belonged to those social classes (Requeni, 1986). 

The Boedo group met at El Japonés coffeehouse, where the payadores of the neighbourhood 
also converged, and at the Bar Nipón, later known as the Canadian (Requeni, 1986). The Boedo 
group writers considered themselves to be first and foremost revolutionaries and then writers. 
Many of the group members were anarchists who defended the Russian Revolution and shared 
the ideas that Dostoiewsky, Tolstoi and Gorki presented in their writings. Some of its members 
were active trade unionists who collaborated in trade union newspapers. Their works depicted 
the plights and lifestyle of tenement house dwellers and casual rural workers. The group was 
very active in the cultural field. They were the founders of the Teatro del Pueblo4, the first in-
dependent theatre, El Teatro Proletario5, the Unión de los Escritores Proletarios6 and the Unión 
de Plásticos Proletarios7. The Boedo group also published magazines such as Izquierda, 
Extrema Izquierda and Claridad. The latter was Antonio Zamora’s and was later transformed 
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into the editing firm Claridad, where Elías Castelnuovo directed Los Nuevos series. It was with-
in this series that Roberto Arlt, Leónidas Barletta, Roberto Mariani, César Tiempo and Álvaro 
Yunque were first published. 

The Florida group considered literature to be “un juego que cumplía su finalidad en sí 
mismo”8. The group met at the Richmond Florida and La Cosechera coffeehouses (Cartolano, 
1999). According to Bossio (1986), the tertulia that met at the Richmond Florida was one of the 
most important ones of the 1920s. In the summer of 1923/1924 the group started writing the 
Martín Fierro magazine at those coffeehouses. The group then grew to incorporate: Jorge Luis 
Borges, Alfredo Brandán Caraffa, Ricardo Güiraldes, Roberto Ortelli, Roberto Smith and 
Homero Guglielmini, the editors of the earlier magazines Prosa, Prisma and Inicial who had 
been working on these magazines at the Hippodrome, Pedigree and Munich coffeehouses prior 
to joining the Florida group. It was through his collaborations in Prisma that Borges introduced 
in the Argentinean literary field the tenets of Ultraism, a literary movement which he had be-
come familiar with in Spain. Among those who were attracted to the group later on were Fran-
cisco Luis Bernárdez, Baldomero Fernández Moreno, Oliverio Girondo, Leopoldo Marechal 
and Horacio Quiroga (Cartolano, 1999) all names that form part of the Argentinean writers’ 
most iconic group of that time.The editors of the newspaper La Fronda also met at the Rich-
mond Florida (Bossio, 1968). The interests of those who attended the tertulias held at the Rich-
mond coffeehouse were not related solely to the arts field. Some of these tertulias also had a po-
litical tone. The group had a nationalist penchant and opposed Yrigoyen. The role of being the 
instigator of the 1930s revolution has been attributed to this tertulia (Bossio, 1968). 

The Bon Marché coffeehouse was also the scene for important changes in the literary field. 
Rubén Darío who was to become one of the most famous Nicaraguan poets, arrived in Buenos 
Aires in 1893 (Requeni, 1986) at a time when the city was transitioning from “great village” to 
metropolis. The literary movements that were in vogue then were Classicism and Naturalism 
(Cartolano, 1999). Luis Berisso , one of the most respected critics of the American literary evo-
lution, acted as a patron for Darío taking him to the El Ateneo tertulia which was held in a top 
floor salon of the Bon Marché coffeehouse. It was there that Berisso introduced Leopoldo 
Lugones to Darío (Llanés, 1978). In the eyes of the followers of Classicism and Naturalism, 
Darío was a decadent who appealed to a group of hedonistic youths. However, in the five years 
that he stayed in Buenos Aires (1893-1898), he became the leader of the Modernist movement. 
His followers also met with him in tertulias held at three beer halls: Cervecería de Luzio, the 
Cervecería Suiza and the Aue’s Keller. (Cartolano, 1999) which was rather unusual since 
tertulias held in public places were mainly held at coffeehouses. 

4 CONTEMPORARY PORTEÑO COFFEEHOUSES 

4.1 Themed coffeehouses 
Needless to say, much more could be said of the role played by coffeehouses in the develop-
ment of the Porteño intangible patrimony during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. How-
ever, due to space restrictions and in order to highlight the continuity of the coffeehouse as a 
Porteño social phenomenon, this paper will now focus on contemporary times when coffee-
houses remain a very important element of the Porteño lifestyle and are continuing to evolve in 
keeping with their patrons’ changing needs. This evolution has given rise to a new breed of cof-
feehouses: the themed coffeehouses9 which started to emerge towards the end of the twentieth 
century but made a more noticeable appearance at the beginning of the twenty first century, a 
time when the Argentinean economy was in big turmoil. (Fernández Irusta, 2003). 

Themed coffeehouses provide a space for a new type of social exchange and for a different 
articulation of customs by welcoming practices that had previously been characteristic of other 
social spheres. As Aprea and Martínez Mendoza (1998) explain, themed coffeehouses present a 
variety of experiences which go beyond those normally offered by a typical Porteño coffee-
house, namely social encounters and the consumption of food and beverages. Indeed, themed 
coffeehouses incorporate other practices related to a particular topic identified as being of inter-
est to a sector of the population. In this sense, this new type of coffeehouses are representations 
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of changes that are occurring in different areas of social exchange but at the same time serve to 
reinforce and consolidate those changes (Aprea and Martínez Mendoza, 1998). 

Many of the Porteño themed coffeehouses try to promote patrons’ active participation by of-
fering a wide range of activities such as dance classes, music sessions and presentations on vari-
ous topics or video screenings followed by discussions (Berruet, 2010: 23-25). Therefore, in 
themed coffeehouses, the setting is an extremely important factor. Design pervades the venues 
influencing not only the décor but also staff clothing and goods offered for sale (Fernández 
Irusta, 2003). 

Some of the interests that themed coffeehouses cater for are arts and design, astrology and 
ufology, games, literature, means of transport, music, politics and sports. Some cater specifical-
ly for lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender clientele. The following are some illustrative ex-
amples. 

La Farmacia coffeehouse offers designer goods and art exhibitions (Fernández Irusta, 2003). 
The Cinema Bar coffeehouse caters for Hollywood movie enthusiasts. Themed coffeehouses 
which combine design and cultural offerings are becoming very popular with young Porteños. 
The coffeehouses in the Palermo suburb align themselves with these interests (Fernández Irusta, 
2003). 

The Mudra coffeehouse is decorated in Oriental style and offers Hindu inspired goods for 
sale. It organises exhibitions of products designed by young artists and Lodz courses on reading 
and interpreting Viking rhunes. I-Ching, Tarot and rhunes readings are also available. The ven-
ue can be hired for private social functions as well as for product launches (MudraBar). 

Among the numerous coffeehouses that cater for lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender clien-
tele, Pride functions as “an unofficial gay tourist information centre” (Oliver Balch, 2009); 
Sitges offers performances by transgender artists; Flux Bar hires DJs to provide entertainment 
on Thursdays and Saturdays; Bar Tazz offers pool tables, darts and other games; Bar Jolie holds 
an event known as BARDEARTE which brings together thespians, live bands and visual arts ex-
hibitions. Transgender and strip tease shows take place at the basement of the Km 0 coffeehouse 
and at the Bach Bar. Cero Consecuencia is very popular with young gays. Goût Cafe and 
Peuteo are the most recent additions to the lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender coffeehouse 
scene (The Gay Guide, 2015). 

The Orsai coffeehouse opened in October 2011 named after the title of a magazine written by 
Hernán Casciari which has a huge following in South America. The coffeehouse offers talks 
during which two artists who come from different artistic fields chat and debate topics related to 
the arts, culture and creativity. A literary session called “Los Mudos” is held on Thursdays while 
the Universidad Orsai delivers narrative and chronicle workshops among others everyday. 
There are also film showings on Sundays (Di Bártolo, 2013). 

Four coffeehouses cater for car lovers. Museo Renault within the Palacio Alcorta. Modena 
Design, located within meters of the National Museum of Fine Arts, showcases Ferraris and 
Maseratis. Members of the business world host social events at the exclusive purpose-built sa-
lons that boast the latest in design and technology. This coffeehouse is also used to discuss 
business and launch new products. The Bar Cero doubles up as a sales point for BMW’s Mini 
Cooper while Rond Point has a display of Audi models. Rond Point is the only one that does not 
display real cars since it only has a collection of 93 miniature cars on display (Berruet, 2010). 

Coffeehouses and tango have been associated since the birth of this typically Argentinean 
music form. It is therefore not surprising to find many Porteño coffeehouses whose décor con-
sists in tango themed photos, posters and prints. Many of these coffeehouses play tango music 
in the background, offer tango lessons and tango shows. The most traditional coffeehouse 
where those interested in tango meet is El Viejo Almacén. The refurbished Homero Manzi cof-
feehouse can house 400 patrons. It has a stage where every night tango dancers entertain the 
crowd. The coffeehouse has a permanent cast of singers, musicians and dancers. The names and 
addresses of over fifty five coffeehouses that cater for tango fans are listed at 
http://www.buenosairesyeltango.com/cafes-de-tango/. 

Several coffeehouses cater for enthusiasts of other types of music. 40x5 Tributo Bar aims to 
entice Rolling Stone fans and The Cavern is set up to attract Beatles lovers. Notorious is another 
coffeehouse devoted to music; it also offers a wide range of books to its customers. A distinc-
tive characteristic of this coffeehouse is that it provides tables with headphones that allow pa-
trons to select the music to which they wish to listen. CDs can also be purchased at the coffee-
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house. Notorious also organises live music shows mainly Jazz, Bossa Nova and Tango (Berruet, 
2010). 

Three coffeehouses address a political theme: Un café con Perón, Perón Perón, and El Gen-
eral. They all offer a visual representation of General Juan Domingo Perón’s10 public and pri-
vate lives (Gómez, 2011). Sitting at one of the tables of Un Café con Perón is a real life size 
statue depicting a smiling Perón dressed in a white coat and a black bowtie. Patrons can take a 
photo of themselves sitting at the table as a memento or buy any of the multiple souvenirs with 
images of Perón and Evita11 on offer at the shop that operates within the coffeehouse 
(Coudannes, n.d.). 

Sports enthusiasts also have a choice of themed coffeehouses. Locos X Futbol attracts soccer 
fans who can watch replays of important matches and best plays in the many giant screens that 
are found throughout the coffeehouse. Los Pumas Café provides its patrons with a similar set up 
but devoted to rugby (Berruet, 2010). 

4.2 Coffeehouses within or adjacent to bookshops 
More recently, a new modality of bookshop has emerged. Such is the case of El Ateneo, Clásica 
y Moderna, Crack up, Etena cadencia, Cúspide and Dunken Recoleta to name a few. These 
businesses combine a bookshop with a coffeehouse. Customers can browse the shelves and read 
excerpts of a book of their choice at the coffeehouse which is within or adjacent to the 
bookshop. Thus, they can make an informed decision on whether they wish to buy a particular 
book or not. Clásica y Moderna and Dunken Recoleta also have an area devoted to music and 
dance shows. 

The Ateneo bookshop is housed within what once was the Cinema and Theatre Grand Splen-
did. The venue has four floors which cover more than 2000m2. It stocks over 120,000 titles as 
well as cds and dvds. On Fridays and Saturdays it remains open until midnight. Paul Auster, 
Mario Benedetti, Andrés Rivera, Ernesto Sábato and Mario Vargas Llosa are some of the au-
thors who have launched books there (Mascareño, 2010). What was once the stage has been 
converted into a coffeehouse. 

Clásica y Moderna12 book store was declared a Place of Cultural Interest by the City of Bue-
nos Aires Legislative power. Founded by Don Francisco Poblet and Rosa Ferreiro, his wife, in 
1938 as a bookshop, in 1987 part of the venue was refurbished to incorporate a coffeehouse 
where musical shows and book launches take place. At present Natu Poblet is in charge of or-
ganising the weekly artistic shows (Mascareño, 2010). 

Crackup13offers a book store as well as a space used to hold cultural events and to run cours-
es. A publishing house that functions on site makes it possible for emerging writers who consti-
tute Buenos Aires’ literary avant-garde to publish their works in carefully monitored editions. A 
coffeehouse is also available within the venue (Mascareño, 2010). 

The Eterna cadencia14 bookstore offers a coffeehouse as well as a space for talks and a pub-
lishing house that focuses on young but already successful Argentinean representatives of the 
literary field such as Diego Guebel and Guillermo Piro. 

The Cúspide15 bookstore holds one of the largest selections of titles in the city as well as an 
elegant coffeehouse. It offers a tracking service for customers who are trying to find books that 
are incunabula, out of print or that have had a small print run. 

5 CONCLUSION 

As Berruet (2010) points out, the intangible characteristics of Porteño coffeehouses are related 
to the fact that they have responded and continue to respond to needs that go beyond the con-
sumption of a beverage. She (Berruet, 2010) rightfully adds that some coffeehouses due to their 
characteristic “mystique” and “almost historic leading role” have gained an important place in 
the Porteño cultural patrimony (Berruet, 2010:1). 

In sum, Porteño coffeehouses are related to Buenos Aires’ essence since they function as 
meeting places where the reality of the context in which they are inmersed converges with 
evolving imaginaries as well as with the creative forces that make the necessary changes to en-
act those imaginaries possible. Therefore, as constitutive elements of Buenos Aires’ daily life 
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and given the important role that coffeehouses have had in the development of the Porteño so-
cial, cultural and political fields, coffeehouses have been and continue to be incorporated into 
the Porteño collective memory and thus form an important part of both the tangible and intangi-
ble cultural patrimony of the city. 

ENDNOTES 

1 “Porteño/a” denotes something or someone that comes from the city of Buenos Aires. 
2 The 2001 edition of the Diccionario de la Real Academia Española (Spanish Royal Academy Diction-

ary) defines a tertulia as “Reunión de personas que se juntan habitualmente para conversar o recrearse” 
(A meeting of people who get together habitually in order to chat or to partake in activities in which 
they take pleasure). 

3 Patriotic Society. 
4 People’s Theatre. 
5 The Proletarian Theatre. 
6 The Proletarian Writers’ Union. 
7 The Proletarian Visual Artist’ Union. 
8 A game that fulfilled its aim within itself. 
9 Themed coffeehouses are called “cafés temáticos” in Spanish. 
10 General Juan Domingo Perón was president of Argentina on three occasions. He only completed his 

first term in government (1946-1952). His second term (1952-1958) was cut short by a military coup in 
1955. His death in 1974 prevented him from completing his last term (1973-1977). 

11 María Eva Duarte de Perón was Perón’s first wife. 
12 More information on this bookstore can be found at www.clasicaymoderna.com. 
13 More information on this bookstore can be found at www.crackup.com.ar. 
14 More information on this bookstore can be found at www.eternacadencia.com. 
15 More information on this bookstore can be found at www.cuspide.com. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

The main aim of this paper is to analyses how is changing the mentality and culture of people on 
the topic of food. Such analysis is carried out by the observations of new social practices in the 
field of sharing food. The issues concerning food and sharing food are nether obvious nor sim-
ple and their relevance is growing more and more under the pressure of EXPO event that is 
about Food - Feeding the planet. Energy for life. In the meantime, the culture of sharing is be-
coming, under the boost of new technology development, more important day by day (the de-
bate about sharing economy and sharing city are only examples of the pervasive feature of the 
sharing topic). 

In order to reach the goal defined above, we start to describe the food system, after that our 
attention will be on the experience of sharing food, the food app  and sharing platform. Provi-
sionally, it is worth to highlight that the food system indicates a collaborative network that inte-
grates several components in order to enhance a community’s environmental, economic and so-
cial well-being. Such process needs to be managed by a business management infrastructure: 
those are things that farmers often don’t have the time or resources to handle. 

Strictly interconnected with the food system management is the problem of the waste of food 
and how the food sharing practices can contribute to contrast this trends. Nowadays the waste 
food are widely discussed because 1.3 billion tons of food produced each year are lost. Accord-
ing to FAO data, about one-third of the world food production goes lost or wasted. Food losses 
mainly occur during production, while food waste occurs mainly at the level of retailers and 
consumers. It is estimated that waste per food loss in Europe, North America and Oceania hov-
ers between 95 and 115Kg per year, while sub-Saharan Africa, South and Southeast Asia it is 
between 6 and 11kg year. While 870 million people worldwide suffer from hunger, about half 
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new research 

N. Borrelli & D. Diamantini 
University of Milan Bicocca, Milan, Italy 

ABSTRACT: The main goal of this paper is to develop a wide presentation of different kind of 
social practices in the field of sharing food. By this paper we would like to suggest some first 
reflections on the impact (and potential impact) of sharing food practices. How such practices 
are diffused, used and appreciated.  Such reflections are developed by the analysis of a first sur-
vey carried out in Milan and addressed to evaluate how people is informed about the practice of 
sharing food and how they are interested in them. 
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of the whole food production goes wasted in industrialized countries. The most common reason 
is that producers, distributors and consumer eliminate food that is still good for consumption. 

In this context the food sharing practices are becoming a very good opportunity for contribut-
ing to an efficiency food system management. And the main problem becomes how and if such 
practices are diffused, used and appreciated enough. 

The food sharing widespread is investigated by a survey carried out in the city of Milan and 
addressed to comprehend how food sharing practices are known, used and appreciated. 

To sum up, this paper debate about food and sharing food social practices, and develop a re-
flection and new hypothesis on how such practices can contribute to change the culture of food 
production, distribution and consumption. Such investigation are developed by a survey in the 
city of Milan, addressed to comprehend how such practices are used and appreciated in the city 
of Milan. 

2 DEFINING THE FOOD SYSTEM 

The concept of the food system regards a number of  activities concerns the practices that take 
place and the materials used to feed us. This includes the growing, harvesting processes, pack-
aging, transporting, marketing, preparing, consuming, and disposing of our food (Mertens, 
2014b). The food system is huge, extremely complex, and totally oriented to face environmental 
and social challenges including greenhouse gas emissions, environmental pollution, soil erosion, 
loss of biodiversity and hunger. 

The food system it is is composed by six elements. 
 

“Production is the planting, growing, raising and harvesting of food, and in-
cludes urban and rural agriculture. Processing concerns the process of altering raw 
food stuffs to create a different, more refined product. Examples include cook-
ing/baking, preserving, preparation, meat processing, grain milling and other value-
adding operations at a variety of scales. All these changes require the use of energy 
and natural resources. The reasons for processing include the need to manage har-
vests, reduce waste, keep food safe and protect public health, improve palatability, 
feed large urban populations and feed rural and remote communities. Distribution 
refers to the distribution and storage of both raw and processed food and the retail-
ing, wholesaling and purchasing of food products. This takes place from farms to 
grocery stores, markets and restaurants. Energy and natural resources are used both 
in the packaging process and in the transport of both the food and the packaging 
materials to the places where packaging is completed. Access & Preparation refers 
to accessibility and affordability of food in addition to the preparation of both raw 
and processed food products. This takes place from the farm to grocery stores, to 
farmers markets, to communities and households. Choices are made subject to cer-
tain constraints such as money available, time available to shop for food, to prepare 
and cook food, the skill and confidence in food preparation and cooking. Other fac-
tors include the facilities available in the home and access to shops and transport, 
likes, dislikes, allergies and cultural factors. Choices are also limited by the food 
supply. Consumption concerns the act of eating and enjoyment of food. This can 
include food-related events and eating in both the public and private realms. Food 
waste recovery refers to the diversion, management, and utilization of organic 
waste. Recycling and reusing of food matter provides a valuable resource when 
considering food choices within the framework of the food cycle”1. 

 
The sustainable food system is built on principles that further the ecological, social, and eco-

nomic values of a community and region. Quoting Pothukuchi, K. and others, 1999, the main 
characteristics of a sustainable food system can be summarized as follows. 

 
“A sustainable food system is reliable to change and accessible and affordable to 

all members of society; is energy efficient; is an economic generator for farmers; is 
healthy and safe; is environmentally beneficial or benign; balances food imports 
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with local capacity; adopts regionally-appropriate agricultural practices and crop 
choices ; uses creative water reclamation and conservation strategies for agricultur-
al irrigation; works towards organic farming; contributes to both community and 
ecological health; builds soil quality and farmland through the recycling of organic 
waste; supports multiple forms of urban as well as rural food production; ensures 
that food processing facilities are available to farmers and processors; is celebrated 
through community events, markets, restaurants, etc.; preserves biodiversity in 
agro-ecosystems as well as in the crop selection; has a strong educational focus to 
create awareness of food and agricultural issues; and is fairly traded by providing a 
fair wage to producers and processors locally and abroad”2. 

 
One of the most important impacts of the sustainable food system is the reduction of carbon-

intensive foods. From a carbon perspective, not all food is created equal. For instance, the con-
sumption of red meat (beef and pork) results in more than twice the carbon emissions, on a per-
calorie basis, of dairy products, almost three times that of chicken, fish, eggs, fruits and vegeta-
bles, and almost eight times the emissions of cereals and carbohydrates. Red meat production is 
significantly more carbon intensive than other foods because: (a) the digestive process of cattle 
produces large amounts of methane gas and (b) over 30 calories of inputs are often needed to 
produce one calorie of beef3. If the average household were to shift the calories of one day’s 
meat and dairy consumption per week to grains and vegetables, the resulting carbon emissions 
reductions would be equivalent to driving approximately 10 percent less per year (Weber, 
2008). 

Another important aspect of the sustainable food system concerns local food capitalization. A 
public-private initiative can significantly increase the amount of home-grown food and reduce 
the carbon intensity of the food chain. A community-based, local food system can reshape the 
community’s relationship to food and provide substantial environmental, economic, social and 
health benefits. 

3 WHAT FOOD SHARING IS? 

The concept of Food Sharing as a way of preventing food waste was first conceived a few years 
ago in Germany by Valentin Thurn and Stefan Kreutzberg and has since become an increasingly 
widespread internet phenomenon, particularly after the latest FAO report which denounced “a 
waste of food fit for human consumption equal to 1.3 billion tonnes a year”. Indeed, over the 
last two years, the number of websites, blogs, associations and internet profiles dedicated to 
promoting lifestyles based on a prudent and ethical and approach to food consumption and food 
resources, have triplicated. 

The basic philosophy of Food Sharing is «Do not give to others what you wouldn’t eat your-
self», and is aimed at anyone (individuals as well as food manufacturers or retailers) who find 
themselves with surplus food or products that are about to pass their use-by date. Contacts are 
created through the website www.foodsharing.de set up in 2012 and currently available in a 
number of German cities including Berlin, Cologne, Munich, Ludwigsburg and Chemnitz, with 
new locations being added on a daily basis. 

Food-sharing activities are diverse and range from providing information about market stalls 
selling “misshapen” produce at reduced prices, or collection points (currently available in a lim-
ited number of cities) where volunteers fill crates with fruit and vegetables, which would nor-
mally be discarded, and then redistribute them free of charge. Or even I Food Share and Food 
Swapping: the first is a non-profit association created by two young entrepreneurs from Catania 
and active in Italy since last February where anyone can donate their surplus food to be redis-
tributed among the needy, thus combining solidarity, social commitment and environmental sus-
tainability. Food Swapping on the other hand is where food is made available on food sharing 
platforms to be donated or swapped with other foods made available by other members of a lo-
cal or neighbouring community. The key requirement of these activities is to specify the prod-
uct’s expiry date, origin and basic characteristics. 

Another way of undertaking food-sharing is by creating contacts between gardening and al-
lotment enthusiasts with the aim of generating solidarity food banks for every community. The 
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idea was conceived by American businessman Gary Oppenheimer who, through his AmpleHar-
vest.org website, has created a platform where 40 million urban farmers across the USA can 
connect with 50 million vulnerable citizens who do not have access to even one meal a day. An-
other significant initiative to help avoid food waste and provide skilled cooks to unleash their 
imagination is called the Casserole Club, a platform where extra portions can be shared and dis-
tributed at the click of a mouse. www.casseroleclub.com works using a geolocation function 
that, once registered, identifies the potential beneficiaries of a hot meal (Erika Facciolla, June 
2014). 

But internet food-sharing is not limited to blogs or websites. The latest trends are waste pre-
vention Apps, or rather country specific platforms. BringFood for instance, is an Android App 
managed by Banco Alimentare, thanks to which cafés, restaurants and canteens can donate their 
food surpluses to a charity. Or LastMinuteSottoCasa, conceived by a start up company in Turin 
and currently only available locally, where it is possible to submit, in real time, details of food 
products that are close to their expiry date at reduced prices. Other applications worth mention-
ing include Breading and Ratatouille: Breading was set up by six young entrepreneurs from 
Lombardy aimed at bakeries and cafés, who provide information about any unsold bread prod-
ucts and can then be contacted by local charities, using a geolocation function. Thanks to this 
App «we are able to help six million people who live below the poverty threshold» say the 
founders in a Sky TG21.it interview. The App has won the Bergamo StartUp award and has 
seen such positive results in the Lambrate district of Milan that Andrea Oliviero, Deputy Minis-
ter of Agricultural Policies, recommended it for Expo2015. The second App, Ratatouille, was 
devised by four young entrepreneurs from Treviso with the aim of “sharing the contents of a vir-
tual fridge”. The App works using a geolocation function which allows access to information 
about the contents of the nearest available fridge, including the “expiry date and the time and 
day in which it is possible to collect the goods offered” (Sonia Colombo, November 2014). 

Lastly, a very particular example of Food Sharing has been devised in the Roihuvuori district 
of Helsinki in Finland, called Saa Syödä! (literally license to eat) which works by “creating a 
contact point for local food sharing, a place where all inhabitants of the community can take 
their surplus food, or access products made available by others (Alessia, March 2013). 

4 RESULTS FROM A SURVEY CONCERNING WHAT PEOPLE LIVING IN MILAN 
KNOWS ABOUT THE FOOD SHARING 

4.1 Methodology 
The study sets out to take an in-depth look at how the food sharing practices are currently im-
plemented in the City of Milan are known to the local population and what the level of interest 
is in them. 

The operational approach to these areas of interest was carried out by creating three depend-
ant variables: one is about the availability to share food, one is about the use of Food APP, last 
is about the level of utility of this kind of application. 

The study set out to examine the trend of these variables in the city’s population. Moreover, 
the theoretical model assumed that the independent variables capable of explaining the differ-
ences in the population group examined, were represented by the socio-demographic data. 

Data was collected using a dedicated questionnaire, comprising 11 questions that covered the 
following subject areas: 

 availability of people interviewed to share food. 
 availability of people interviewed to get food on loan. 
 availability in using launches and dinner shared 
 the importance of reinforcing the sharing food practices  
 reasons for considering the food hub useful 
 socio-demographic data. 

Survey participation was anonymous and voluntary. The questionnaires were submitted in 
different areas of Milan, taking care to include areas that were diversified in terms of type of 
frequentation (commercial areas, parks, street markets, city centre, university area, outskirts) 
and to cover different times of day. People were approached by an interviewer who, after a brief 
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introduction and explanation of the purpose of the research, would remain available during 
completion of the questionnaire in order to provide any required clarification. 

4.2 How important is sharing for the citizens of Milan 
The sample used for this food sharing research comprises citizens of any age, resident in Milan 
or in neighbouring municipalities. 

The survey sample appears fairly evenly distributed in terms of gender with 55.5% female re-
spondents and 44.3% male. In terms of other the socio demographic variables the sample group 
shows a number of differences: the majority (74.2%) falls into the 16-30 age group; in terms of 
education 32.8% declare to be graduates and 54.2% to have obtained a high school diploma. 
The majority of those interviewed state to be students (61.5%). 

From the results obtained it is therefore possible to observe that a significant percentage of 
those interviewed are students (61.48%) belonging to the age group 16-30 (74.19%) with high 
school diplomas (54.17%) or degrees (32.79%). 

With regards to place of residence, on the other hand, those interviewed are equally distrib-
uted between the categories identified: city centre (31.7%), suburbs (29.6%), neighbouring 
towns (38.7%). 

In terms of willingness to share food (see Fig. 1), the majority of respondents claim to be 
“very favourable” meaning, therefore, that a high number of people within the sample group are 
well disposed to food-sharing. Moreover, over half have indicated a score of “6” or above, 
where six is the threshold in terms of willingness, albeit in limited form, to undertake this prac-
tice. From the second graph a very different situation emerges in response to the question 
“would you consider borrowing food”. In this case the majority of responses fell into the “not at 
all favourable” category, followed by the opposite end of the spectrum, “very favourable”. 

Moreover, the various responses appear to be well distributed within the central segments of 
this scale. Taking an average of scores given we obtain a number between “5” and “6”, which is 
indeed the median. 

 
 

 
Figure 1. Willingness to share food. Figure 2. Willingness to borrow food. 

 
 
With regards to the question “have you made use of SHARED LUNCHES/DINNERS” the 

trend indicates that the majority of responses are distributed between in the category “never” 
(587) followed by the category “don’t know about it” (372). It therefore appears that this social 
practice is either not used by those interviewed or unknown to them. 

The vast majority of those interviewed see positively the suggestion of consolidating the con-
cept of food sharing, with a significant number of respondents selecting the option “very impor-
tant”. It therefore appears that despite many not being aware of, or using, food-sharing practices, 
they are nonetheless very sensitive to the issue and understand its importance. The question was 
submitted on a Likert scale with 80% of respondents giving a score between 6 and 10, and 
28.2% choosing 10. 
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Platforms for selling surplus food are considered useful by 639 respondents, followed by 237 
who “don’t know” and then by a minority who either “disagree” or “strongly disagree”. 

Donating surplus food is considered even more beneficial to many respondents with answers 
distributed primarily between the categories “agree” and “strongly agree”. 

With regards to questions about food-sharing services, they are all considered useful. 
Whether they are used to sell and donate surplus food, to create contacts between producers and 
retailers, or producers and consumers, or even for purchasing local organic products. Selling 
food is not considered the main objective of these types of services. Food donations are consid-
ered the most important objective (nearly 45% of the survey group “agrees” and around 40% 
“strongly agrees”). Creating “contact between producers and retailers” generates a greater dif-
ference in opinion (around 23% of the survey group neither agrees nor disagrees, around 48% 
agrees and a further 23% strongly agrees). Similarly diverse is the response to the aim of creat-
ing “contact between producers and consumers (17% neither agrees nor disagrees, about 50% 
agrees, and 27% strongly agrees). As far as the objective of “purchasing local products” or 
“purchasing organic products” is concerned, scores are generally in the medium-to-high range. 

For a more in-depth analysis of the survey group, a number of correlations were made. As far 
as the willingness to share food is concerned, the variables gender and age do not appear to be 
relevant: for both sexes and across all age ranges the scores given are medium-to-high. Simi-
larly level of education, occupation or place of residence, do not generate any significant differ-
ences in responses. Two interesting observations however: responses given by post-graduates 
tend to be polarised at the two extremes and a significant number of housewives (37%) state to 
be very favourable to food sharing. 

The correlations between willingness to borrow food and socio-demographic variables are 
also scarcely significant. The only interesting result is the linear correlation that shows a nega-
tive correlation (-0.1) between age and the willingness to borrow food. Indeed, older respon-
dents appear more reluctant to borrow food, meaning the score given to the question “would you 
borrow food” tends to decrease as age increases. 

With regards to lunch/dinner food sharing services they are mostly not known and hence 
not used by either men or women. Similar responses are seen in the different age categories: if 
50% of respondents have never used such a service, 33% state they are not even aware of its ex-
istence. These percentages are similar even when considering the variables education, occupa-
tion and place of residence. 

A number of correlations were also made between socio-demographic variables and those 
relative to the possible uses of food-sharing services, from donation to facilitating contact be-
tween producers and consumers. In this context there are no significant correlations with gen-
der; although women tend to agree more with donation than men. Similar results were found 
with the independent variable education. The majority of respondents who agree with food do-
nation services have completed high school (54.5%), whereas respondents who have only com-
pleted primary school appear to be the least favourable to food donation (0.7%). 

4.3 Conclusive considerations on the survey 
On the basis of field research undertaken it can be seen how a propensity to food sharing is seen 
far more favourably than a willingness to borrow food. Shared lunch/dinner services are not yet 
sufficiently known about or used. Nonetheless the benefits of a widespread diffusion of such a 
service are recognised by all. Indeed, when asked about the prospect of consolidating food-
sharing services, the survey group stated to be very favourable. 

The group analysed also responded favourably to the reasons for which an on-line food-
sharing platform is useful, with donation of surplus food being the most popular objective (84% 
in favour). 

With regards to the characteristics of the group we can assume there is a correlation, albeit 
marginal, between place of residence and propensity to food sharing; the further we move away 
from the centre of Milan, the greater the inclination to share food. Weak correlations were also 
noted with the occupation variable: from the data analysed it was observed that those more in-
clined to share are the unemployed and entry-level employees, possibly also because though ne-
cessity, while those less prone to sharing belong to the categories “trader/artisan” and “self-
employed”. 
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These results were somewhat counterintuitive. We expected inner city residents to be more 
aware of the many and varied services available in Milan. 

From data analysis it emerges that the lack of knowledge and limited use of these services is 
common to all residents of Milan where, objectively speaking, a number of diversified food 
sharing solutions do in fact exist. It is therefore possible to assume that, in Italy at least, these 
types of services are still at an embryonic stage and that in order to flourish and function they 
need to be communicated more efficiently throughout the city. It appears evident that prompt 
action must be taken by the city administrators who should not merely rely on web platforms, 
but should focus on planning and developing concrete urban governance policies for food re-
lated activities. All citizens should be put in condition to be able to make informed diet and nu-
trition choices ensuring health and safety to him/herself, society as a whole, the environment 
and to future generations. The desire to share and cooperate that emerges form this research 
must find adequate outlets. 

5 CONCLUSIONS 

In conclusion, it can be noted how the population of Milan is favourable to the concept of food 
sharing, but not yet significantly predisposed to engaging in concrete food sharing activities. 
With regards to this, better communication is necessary both with the aim of informing those 
who are, as yet, unaware of food sharing activities, and creating greater engagement of citizens 
who already make use of these sharing practices. 

Food-sharing is therefore a new social practice that, with the help of new technologies, is in-
troducing significant social innovations. These innovations are capable of gradually changing 
the way food is consumed, produced and distributed. We are looking at innovative practices that 
need to be further researched and consolidated because they represent a new and different way 
of placing food in an urban context. 

It would therefore be both useful and interesting to map these new practices, identify the in-
terested areas and identify the users in order to understand what needs they are responding to 
and what other needs could be addressed. To analyse, with qualitative research, how they are af-
fecting the approach to food consumption, distribution and production and to create links be-
tween businesses, public bodies and consumers with the aim of finding new areas of innovation 
that can further improve this performance. 

ENDNOTES 

1For more information about the six dimensions look at 
http://www.calgary.ca/CA/cmo/Documents/CalgaryEATS!%20SUMMARY%20Food%20System%20
Assessment%20%20Action%20Plan%20for%20Calgary%20May2012.pdf. 

2For details on this issue look at 
http://www.calgary.ca/CA/cmo/Documents/CalgaryEATS!%20SUMMARY%20Food%20System%20
Assessment%20%20Action%20Plan%20for%20Calgary%20May2012.pdf. 

3See also, Horrigan, Leo, Robert Lawrence and Polly Walker. “How Sustainable Agriculture Can Address 
the Environmental and Human Health Harms of Industrial Agriculture.” Environmental Health Per-
spectives, May, 2002,p. 448. 
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Intangible Cultural Heritage (ICH) is recreated by communities and collectives in a response to 
the environment in which they are situated (See UNESCO, 2003, 2008, McCleery et al, 2008, 
Ruggles and Silverman, 2009). This paper understands ICH as partially recreated in response to 
a collective’s engagement with the ‘natural’ environment and with their physical and oral histo-

Shared experiences within Scottish ‘natural’ landscapes for group 
wellbeing? - A proposal of reverie as a framework for 
Participatory Ethnographic Research 
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ABSTRACT: Intangible Cultural Heritage (ICH) is constantly being recreated by communities 
and collectives in a response to the environment in which they are situated. It is recreated in re-
sponse to a collective’s engagement with nature and with their physical and oral histories. This 
provides collectives of individuals with a sense of identity and continuity. I argue that an 
achieved sense of belonging or an identification with other and place often allows for height-
ened empathic engagement; deeper communications, a sense of ‘fellow-feeling’ and wellbeing. 
I seek to explore how these phenomenological notions are manifest within group experiences 
within the Scottish ’natural’ landscape. Every aspect of one’s identity manifests within the un-
derstanding of one’s body and how it might relate in space and to others. By engaging with so-
cially inclusive outdoor practices in ‘natural’ areas of central Scotland this research will aim to 
uncover understandings and articulations of experience during and after encounter; uncovering a 
pre-conscious behaviour marked by epistemologies and ontologies that ultimately enable physi-
ological reactions and actions, including those signifying empathy, belonging and identification. 
Visceral and emotional connections to the ‘natural’ environment are integral to wellbeing. Be-
longing comes from identifying with other and place. Empathy, is developed through strength-
ening communication with other and this connection is vital to human wellbeing. The three con-
cepts above; identifying, a sense of belonging and empathy for other develop a sense of 
communitas amongst groups. I believe leading to positive social relationships. Communitas for 
me is at the core of human wellbeing and lacking in many ways within urban Scottish society. 
Access to these experiences must be wholly socially inclusive – allowing for meaningful en-
gagement, collective shared experiences, journeying and collective exploration. This plays in to 
concepts of Intangible Cultural Heritage: Exploring Scottish traditions, identity, place and cul-
ture. This will not be an analysis interested in psychological perspectives but instead a corpore-
al, imagined, lived and articulated perspective. This research is concerned with the ‘natural’ 
Scottish landscape and positive shared experiences of groups of people within. More recently 
wellbeing, and notions of it, have been tentatively addressed by social sciences. A unique con-
tribution however is in how this research intends to approach its intangible and ephemeral sub-
ject with an interest in exactly how these notions may be manifest and qualitatively analysed 
utilising participatory ethnographic methods. Focus then will turn to experience, aesthetics, em-
bodiment, representation, and the importance of specific landscape as well as of course intangi-
ble cultural heritage. 

SHARING CULTURES 2015 
Proceedings of the 4th International Conference on Intangible Heritage 109



ries. This provides collectives of individuals with a sense of identity and continuity. There is an 
intention to safeguard and celebrate practices with the ability to achieve these aims (UNESCO, 
2003). I argue that an achieved sense of belonging or an identification with other and place of-
ten allows for heightened empathic engagement; deeper communications, a sense of ‘fellow-
feeling’ (Smith, 1759/2007) and ultimately improved wellbeing. I seek to discover how these 
notions are manifest within group experiences of the Scottish ‘natural’ landscape; indeed how 
these notions may be articulated and analysed through suitable methodology using reverie as a 
means by which to approach these intangible experiences. I consider these experiences as wor-
thy of preservation. 

Overall PhD research intends to engage with groups of people carrying out idle activities in 
various ‘natural’ areas of central Scotland. I will refer to all chosen landscapes as ‘natural.’ This 
is due to the predominant foci of this research being on the act of leaving urban environments in 
pursuit of ‘the natural,’ regardless of specificities of topography or inhabitation, and in what is 
manifest within these circumstances that maintains a desire in groups to journey from urban en-
vironments to those considered ‘natural1.’ Research aims to uncover understandings, values 
placed, and attributes of shared experience of these ‘natural’ spaces with regards to inter-
subjective relations between human and non-human others that may otherwise remain private. It 
intends to engage with new animism2, an area of research addressing the non-human as sentient, 
affectual and with autonomy. This may offer useful insights in to encounters of the non-human 
kind and challenge rationalist Western/Cartesian dualisms, with the presupposition that these 
experiences are bodily, phenomenological, sensorial and intangible, thus offering scope for new 
ways of knowing what these experiences within these ‘natural’ environments offer to groups 
and why they may be worthy of preservation. This follows an engagement with Merleau-
Ponty’s conceptions of the lived body (1945/2012) where the experience of the body responds 
to this engagement. The methodology of this research is interested in collaboratively exploring 
the liminal and sensorial aspects of these experiences and in what idleness and creative methods 
may offer with regards to understanding the intangible elements of these experiences. There is 
an interest too in what idle acts and imaginative engagement enable, alongside how these spaces 
become ‘places’ of significance endowed with meaning and value (Tuan, 1979) and in how 
communitas (Turner, 1969, 1986, 1988) may develop amongst the group. Research intends to 
uncover pre-conscious and conscious behaviours as well as narratives marked by epistemologies 
and ontologies that may ultimately enable physiological reactions and actions, and bodily and 
verbal inter-relations. 

This paper however is specifically interested in the potentials of Scottish outdoor practices 
and the sharing of narratives as beneficial to the wellbeing of groups: Engagement with the land 
and with others may allow for a sense of identity to be formed due to the liminal crossing of 
boundaries that occur when journeying in to new spaces, meeting new people and sharing new 
experiences that may facilitate personal transformations.  In a similar vein to Turner’s study of 
‘communitas’ (ibid.) ICH is about promoting and safeguarding customs and practices of culture 
however this may take shape, this safeguarding is about enhancing the participation of commu-
nities. For this paper the intangible cultural heritage for safeguarding is the ephemeral experi-
ences had within the Scottish ‘natural’ landscape on encounter. First though these experiences 
need to be documented and analysed through the use of suitable method for such phenomenon 
in order to then be articulated and protected in conjunction with the tangible landscapes that en-
courage such human experiences. This presents the intertwined nature of the intangible with the 
tangible when it comes to heritage preservation. Kauffman (2013) also discusses the mistaken 
divide between tangible and intangible cultural heritage: ‘([T]angible) places owe their im-
portance to intangible values, so too many aspects of intangible heritage are grounded in specif-
ic places and cannot survive without them.’ (ibid: 20). 

Idleness, for French philosopher Jean Jacques Rousseau (1783/2011), is at the core of mo-
ments of reverie within the ‘natural’ environment. Whilst Rousseau (ibid.) defined reverie as the 
act of being idle, Gaston Bachelard (1960/1969) preferred the notion of conscious imagination 
when considering the same state. There is a difficulty for both researcher and participant-
informant in accessing, expressing and representing intangible elements of experience. For Tuan 
(1979) this is because: ‘Intimate experiences lie buried in our innermost being […] we lack the 
words to give them form (ibid: 136-137).  This becomes more pertinent when research considers 
inter-subjective experiences. For these reasons this research will adopt both Rousseau and 
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Bachelard’s imaginative notions of reverie for these idle sensory and engaged moments within 
the ‘natural’ landscape and utilise this term as not only the act of interest within these situations 
but as a framework for collaborative, creative and sensory methodology. Utilising a hybrid 
methodology of sensory ethnography and participatory research I intend to collaboratively en-
gage with participant-informants within these Scottish landscapes in order to understand the 
phenomenological manifestations within and ultimately to consider why it is that people contin-
ue to journey from urban environments to ‘natural’ ones. 

This paper engages with Rousseau and Bachalard’s notions of reverie with an interest in the 
relationships with the space manifesting place and the inter-subjective experience of groups 
within these ‘natural’ landscapes3, how they may be expressed and subsequently represented. 
Research has recently addressed notions of childhood reveries4 however very little has been 
seen with an interest in adult reverie and its potential value. Whilst the term reverie may for 
some conjure slightly archaic notions it serves this research’s analytic and methodological pur-
poses in allowing for further themes such as evocation, aesthetics, affect, imagination, mind-
scape (See Kabat-Zinn, 2014) and creativity to be explored in a way that simply “leisure time” 
may not. Whilst this research does not intend to look specifically at spiritual practices within the 
natural environment5 it is perhaps worth noting a definition, from Plumwood (2002) that may 
more openly incorporate those practices that may be deemed “spiritual,” whether accurate or 
not, and of which an alternative term may be difficult to find (considering also practices within 
the ‘natural’ environment that may, due to lack of an alternative term fall in to the therapeutic 
category): 

 
We could define spirituality itself in terms, as a certain kind of communicative 

capacity that recognises the elements that support our lives […] In this sense, spir-
ituality can mean rediscovering the ‘spirit’ in things that reductionist views and 
discourses of nature have dispelled. 

 (ibid: 218)  
 
This definition aligns itself with the practices of which this research is interested regardless of 

the fact that the activities nor agenda are categorically spiritual. They are instead acts of jour-
neying in to the ‘natural’ often engaged in for varying reasons, to discover or re-discover what 
is manifest. An acknowledgement must be given to the vast amount of research within the re-
mits of greenspace and wellbeing with varying agenda: This paper is certainly given buoyancy 
due to prior research into the benefits and impact of engagement with the natural environment 
(both urban and rural) on notions of wellbeing within the UK6, the United States7, Japan8, Aus-
tralia9, Canada10, and Europe11, research addressing the self within wild natural spaces12 as well 
as more general research in to subjective wellbeing and happiness from the fields of positive 
and social psychology13. More recently wellbeing, and notions of it, have also been addressed 
by further social and political sciences14, ‘Happiness movements’15, social policy scholars16 and 
economists17. 

Shared collective experience of idleness and creative sensory engagement with the ‘natural’ 
out with the urban in adulthood, for those who may be deemed nature deficit18  and perhaps may 
consider themselves to lack in opportunities to “connect” with others19 may provide something 
beneficial. I must acknowledge here that there has been discussions of idle time outdoors as a 
predominantly white middle class pursuit as discussed by Jones (1997), and reinforced by 
Ward-Thompson’s more recent research in the UK finding, notably, that the majority of people 
visiting ‘natural sites’ were ‘white, young to middle aged, able bodied and male’ (2007). Whilst 
perhaps a desire to partake in countryside leisure activity may be a particularly middle class, 
British notion, perhaps a desire to simply be idle within natural environments is something more 
inclusive, out with social and cultural boundaries of appreciation and the ability to be affected? 
It may be useful to remember, as Tuan (1979) states in his discussion of space and place that; 
‘culture dictates the focus and range of our awareness,’ (ibid: 148) and that an attachment to 
homeland is both profound as well as a worldwide phenomenon (ibid.). By placing these phe-
nomena within the realm of only culture this research would fail to see that shared traits ‘trans-
cend cultural particularities and may therefore reflect the general human condition’ (ibid: 05). 
Perhaps then the phenomenological relationship with the ‘natural’ landscape may transcend cul-
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tural boundaries. The positive meanings and attachments that are transposed in to place may be 
culturally and socially necessary for wellbeing: 

 
For most in urban contexts both place and the more-than-human sphere are dis-

empowered as major constituents of identity and meaning. 
(Plumwood, 2002: 231) 

 
This paper then is concerned with the effect of shared experience and sharing those experi-

ences through narrative in groups of people. Bachelard (1960/1969) speaks of a consciousness 
of roots when engaged in reverie, perhaps a tapping in to cultural roots through narrative and 
experience. When I speak of reverie I speak of action that removes individuals from perceived 
adult responsibility, to where one might in a manner of speaking ‘do nothing’ in natural spaces. 
It is a call for, as Philo (2003) suggests; ‘an imaginative revisiting of the reveries – the absent-
minded daydreaming – of bored and ‘idle’ children.’ Something I encourage, to explore rela-
tionships with the Scottish ‘natural’ landscape. The average urban adult may not, has not, no 
longer or rarely engages with nature20 in this open, exploratory and sensory way, nor perhaps do 
they actively engage in imaginative reverie. This research will question whether practices of 
reverie may have positive implications for groups of people and their wellbeing21 whilst simul-
taneously utilising reverie as a means by which to collaboratively engage with this landscape.  

I argue that visceral, emotional and shared connections to the ‘natural’ environment are inte-
gral to wellbeing. A perceived sense of belonging comes from identifying with other and place. 
I seek to discover whether empathy and communitas (to be discussed later in this paper) may be 
developed through strengthening communication with other within these environments through 
shared experience, circumstances of reverie and the sharing of narratives amongst the group. 
This research seeks to consider and engage with the personal and collective processes by which 
people transform geographical spaces in to meaningful and valued places perhaps through bodi-
ly attunement, reverie and focusing: 

 
What begins as undifferentiated space becomes place as we get to know it better 

and endow it with value. 
 (Tuan, 1979: 06) 

  
First and foremost this paper focusses on presenting a number of questions with regards to 

the links between intangible cultural heritage, the tangible Scottish landscape and notions of 
wellbeing. As relatively early in this research endeavour, many notions are anecdotal, based on 
intrigue and theoretical enquiry alongside my own auto-ethnographic experiences and research 
within multiple Scottish ‘natural’ landscapes. These ‘pilot studies’ are intended to ‘guinea pig’ 
myself and methods in order to address subjectivities and practicalities and to concretise objec-
tives of my over-arching PhD research question. 

As a Scottish person who has, since a child, engaged with ‘natural’ Scottish landscapes, with 
this desire to do so linked to a childhood spent visiting family in remote rural areas, there is of 
course a fond interest in spending time within these spaces. As an adult I choose to engage with 
these spaces. I position myself, as a researcher, as someone who deliberately engages with ‘nat-
ural’ environments due to my own perceived benefits, regardless of their intangibility. Living 
within urban Edinburgh, I choose to journey to ‘natural’ areas to walk, to rest and to explore for 
many reasons. This choice is telling of a subjective disposition to what this may provide for me, 
this does not however de-value the question of what this kind of activity may offer to groups 
and of what manifestations within these spaces may tell us of the phenomenological experience 
of place and communitas. Clearly however within this research there is a need to outline and 
address, within methodological structure, a subjectivity that may discredit the research and in-
deed the research question. This will be detailed looking at auto-ethnographic visits to such 
spaces to acknowledge subjectivities prior to field work and throughout and in the development 
of a collaborative methodology to explore the alternative experiences of others within these 
spaces. 

Plumwood (2002) questions the, often taken for granted in academic discourse, ‘objective re-
searcher.’ She believes the ‘knower’ or researcher is in fact always active, seeking and select-
ing, and constructing knowledge. Whilst her questioning may seem a non-sequitur for some in 
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that objective research is not a denial of research as the process of creating knowledge, 
Plumwood (ibid.) suggests that the relationship between knower and known may be more col-
laborative and with more fluidity of influence.  Research for Plumwood is a social activity that 
is not passive, nor neutral, nor pre-social however this is only in the absence of care, respect and 
responsibility. (ibid.) According to Plumwood to deny all relationship between the knower and 
the known (in this case, between myself and the experience with groups and within the ‘natural’ 
environment) would be, as a researcher, to be the objective knower. It would disengage and 
place a rigid barrier without care between the subject and the object: Alienating the known from 
the knower. (ibid.) In order to work towards embracing the subjectivities of myself as a re-
searcher yet remaining as objective as feasible in representation of an others experience it is in-
tended that throughout this research project the auto-ethnographic will be returned to frequently. 
This is in order to maintain an awareness of subjective dispositioning and the potential lens that 
may impact understanding, validation, and analysis of experience within these landscapes. 

It is my intention to enter the field, so to speak, in the next academic year, with groups to en-
gage in idle acts and sensory based activity following a format of “facilitated” case-study, with a 
move towards Participatory Ethnographic Research. For these reasons I will facilitate opportuni-
ties for participant-informants to attend excursions in to several environments to collaboratively 
investigate relationships within and experience of the ‘natural’ space. Whilst these excursions 
will be “created” as it were, their structure and content intends to be basic and flexible enough 
so as not to ‘manufacture’ specific experience but to allow for a sensory and imaginative en-
gagement with the space that may allow for a collaborative enquiry in to the experience of being 
with a group of people in these specific spaces. What is intended here is an opportunity to gather 
groups within landscapes of interest. It must be acknowledged that there is a higher level of risk 
in ‘creating’ case study situations in terms of accusations that may be made with regard to the 
researcher becoming non-critical due to the distraction of being subjectively involved in facili-
tating, timetabling etc. It must be said that actual facilitation will be very minimal, instead par-
ticipant-informants will be carrying out basic activities in which I will be acting as observant 
participant aiming to maintain a more traditional immersion in the group as an ethnographer 
with the ability to detach. These case studies will follow the framework of reverie and will be 
complemented by additional secondary case studies exploring current projects that remove indi-
viduals from the urban for varying agendas. 

I would like to turn focus on to the importance of ICH within this research project and the no-
tion that engaging with one’s heritage practices, in Scotland prevalently the aesthetic experience 
of the natural landscape, may provide positive benefits to groups of people. Here I will question 
supposed dichotomies between the tangible and intangible with regards to Scotland’s notorious 
natural landscape and our undeniable cultural relationship with the land (briefly outlined in the 
following paragraph). In other words the ‘natural’ landscape as cultural heritage and our experi-
ence as the element of intangible cultural heritage of interest:  The landscape is tangible, our ex-
periences within these landscapes are very much intangible and I argue worth preservation ef-
forts due to potentially positive implications for people engaging with this landscape. This will 
not be an analysis interested in psychological perspectives but instead a corporeal, imagined, 
lived and articulated perspective. A unique contribution is in how this research intends to ap-
proach its intangible and ephemeral subject with an interest in exactly how these notions may be 
manifest and qualitatively and accurately represented and analysed. 

For Edensor (2002) identity is to do with affect and sensuality as well as cognitive processing 
of meaning, this is with regard to bodily disposition, space inhabitation and engagement. He be-
lieves that notions of identity are partly sustained through the ‘circulation of representations of 
spectacular and mundane cultural elements:’ (Edensor, 2002: 139) including, but not exclusive-
ly limited to, landscapes, mundane rituals, gestures and habits. Again, the experiences within 
these environments are what I deem worthy of safeguarding. These experiences manifest, due to 
multiple practices, walk hand in hand with the tangible landscapes inhabited. This research is in-
terested in whether people may adopt these representations and histories or whether perhaps 
they may relate personal ones. It asks whether personal narratives, epistemologies and ontolo-
gies may impact personal and shared experiences within the landscapes. I must acknowledge 
that relationships between people and landscape in principle is not unfathomable within any or 
most other cultures, however this research is concerned with what is innately Scottish within 
this relationship and these experiences, whether that be with respect to people observed or spe-
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cific location. I wish to decipher the phenomenological affect and effect of these specific land-
scapes on human interaction in order to understand the relationship between the landscape and 
notions of wellbeing. With the intention to suggest a safe guarding of such interactions and en-
gagements as vital to not only wellbeing but to Scottish heritage. 

In Scotland, there are long standing traditions of engagement with the land22; from the admi-
ration of Celtic philosophers, folklorists, poets and artists23 and beliefs of Scottish travelling 
communities24 to industrial agricultural relationships and contestations of land access and own-
ership spanning decades25, and, perhaps more relevant to this research, a longstanding tradition 
within Scotland and the United Kingdom of rambling, outdoor activity, camping, and leisure 
time spent within the landscape26. Not to mention a resurrection of these traditions within eco-
logical, permaculture, sustainability and biodiversity endeavours of late, as well as a fresh inter-
est in questions of land ownership in recent years27. The Scottish ‘natural’ landscape is very 
much rooted in Scottish culture and, for many, their Scottish identity. Traditionally for some the 
land is a rural home, for others a space for extreme sporting activity and for others still as a 
place for exploring, admiring and wandering. For many the landscape is a place of labour and of 
course for the Scottish tourist board the landscape is also an economic commodity. 

Amereswar (2008) discusses the concept of ‘first voice’ in intangible Cultural heritage con-
servation, recognising ‘the carriers and custodians of cultures and their related heritage re-
sources all over the world’ (ibid: 11). In this sense I would argue that all those within these en-
vironments (in other words, this research’s informants), experiencing something, are the 
potentially custodians of this practice and heritage. All can be involved, it is wholly accessible. 
It is in how to capture this intangibility to provide a collective depiction of worth that is of inter-
est here and where ethnographic methods may be capable of collating such data. Kauffman 
(2013) speaks of a ‘storyscape,’ ‘based on the simple idea that the stories people tell about plac-
es reveal which places matter to them and why’ (ibid: 27) Stories (or narratives) are not the in-
tangible element of which I speak but instead the mode in which the experience is articulated. 
After all; ‘What any particular place is, or seems to be, is shaped by the life story that each per-
son brings to it.’ (ibid: 28) It is my intention to gather these narratives utilising multiple creative 
methods in order to attempt to understand meaning and value placed within these spaces whilst 
accepting the validity of this intangible, experiential value. 

Before I continue with the methodological enquiry I would like to briefly acknowledge two 
important concepts, mentioned above, that are susceptible to misinterpretation: They are both 
phenomenological in nature and on this basis have formed, in part, my chosen methodology. 
The first of these concepts is empathy: To start, this research understands sympathy28 as the sub-
jective expression of concern towards another’s misfortune and, quite differently, empathy as 
the truly imaginative and physiological inter-subjective sharing of emotions and affectual im-
pact of experience whether positive or negative with another. The mental engagement in empa-
thy requires an imaginative leap. It is in this later sentiment that this research is interested, for it 
is empathy that allows for open communication and potentially the ability to identify with other. 
It is also the sentiment that may allow for an imaginative positioning of the self towards materi-
al others or within the landscape.. Many have clarified that when Adam Smith spoke of ‘Sympa-
thy’ within The Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759/2007) he was in fact speaking of this very 
differing sentiment: empathy29. This is perhaps a definition more suitably aligned with this re-
search’s adopted definition of empathy. Smith (2007) saw this sentiment as integral to human 
nature and the fundamental ingredient to ‘fellow-feeling’. 

Further to empathy, phenomena to be approached through suitable method, is the liminal no-
tion of communitas. For Marsh (2013) ‘It is accepted that though we make choices as individu-
als we all need groups to relate to, to discover, explore, perhaps even ‘make’ or ‘construct’ the 
beliefs and values by which we live’ (ibid: 199). For this reason, this research wonders whether 
situations in which groups are brought together to share in an experience, collective values may 
emerge. As do James30 (2012), Maslow (2014), Turner (1969, 1988), Turner (2012), Ehrenreich 
(2008), Csikszentmihalyi (2002) and Seligman (2012), Snow describes feelings of collective au-
tonomy as something that is both momentary and transient. (ibid.). Perhaps transformed collec-
tivity emerges fully from the momentary interaction; as aside from physically, this “collective” 
may not have “existed” prior to proposed engagement. Throughout a given social interaction, 
perhaps as roles become evident, purpose emerges and action takes place collective identity 
forms, and instantaneously changes; a continuous re-invention and re-negotiation, as Turner 
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(1969) describes when speaking of ‘communitas’. Central to this research is an argument that 
there is in fact no collective identity until post-shared experience; until informants have crossed 
over that liminal threshold: By engaging in shared experience of reverie, this practice may allow 
for positive communitas to manifest. 

Turner’s ‘Communitas31’ (1969) speaks of a moment of connectedness, with sometimes often 
utopian notions regarding social interaction and idealistic states of the social incurring: ‘An es-
sential and generic human bond’ (Turner, 1969: 83). It is ‘within the liminal phase of ritual and 
within the liminoid of phenomena, Turner asserted that communitas could develop.’ (Olaveson, 
2001: 93) Controversially when I speak of liminal moments of experienced ‘communitas’ I con-
sider them to be, not solely rites of passage nor ritual excursions in the traditional anthropologi-
cal sense, but instead suggest that every moment of experience is liminal32. After all if we con-
sider the etymological meaning of “moment” which is movement, a changed state we can see 
that each moment has the potential to be liminal. Through meeting others, sharing experience, 
and entering new spaces we are consistently changed, constantly transforming from moment to 
moment with every interaction. The intangible is found within community, relationships, stories 
shared, temporal spaces, the senses, the phenomenological and often ephemeral experience had 
within the rural Scottish landscape whilst sharing activity with others or solitarily. There is a 
‘sensoriality and sociality’ to engagement with natural environments. (See Pink, 2008) These 
experiences are momentary ones where there are potential instances in which participants may 
be caught up in ‘flow’ (See Seligman, 2012 and Csikszentmihalyi, 2002). These temporal expe-
riences may provide scope for what Abraham Maslow (2014) referred to as a ‘peak-experience,’ 
or William James (2012:1902) as ‘absolute happiness;’ so how might a researcher capture this 
intangible experience? 

The physical senses play a key part in apprehending the natural environment. Not only for 
‘receiving data from external stimuli but as an integrated sensorium,’ (Berleant, 1992: 14-15) 
this understands sense qualities as integral to perceptual awareness, not simply psychological or 
neurological but key to the engagement of the conscious body within the natural environment. 
(ibid.) For Berleant though, attempting to explain this sensual awareness, perceptions, under-
standing of our self and aesthetic experiences in nature is difficult: More pertinent if this re-
search then considers the inter-subjective experiences of the group. Experiences are consistently 
effected or affected by our presuppositions, habits, and traditions. (ibid.) Our body in natural 
space is affected by both kinaesthetic and synesthetic intrusions to the psyche and thus arguably 
our interaction within this space and with further bodies.  It is clear from understandings such as 
this that there is a need for varying subjective descriptions of experience within the ‘natural’ en-
vironment when approaching this focus whilst also a need for an objective approach to represen-
tation and analysis of data. Multiple or collective experiences may then provide a holistic under-
standing of this type of embodied experience. 

Landscapes within Scotland provide a unique and ‘distinctive “emotional terrain”’ (Parr et al, 
2005) and for Conradson; ‘[s]pending time in scenic natural surroundings is a valued counter-
point to the demands of work and home life […] in part appreciated for their capacity to move 
us to think and feel differently.’ (ibid: 103) perhaps this is due to environmental contrasts that 
may be utilised to understand or manage emotional experiences. Conradson believes that the en-
counter between self and landscape is a relational one, in that there are felt dimensions within 
these encounters. The place has a significant affect on our beings. He too questions how being 
within a given landscape allows for a sense that subjectivities are altered, not only temporarily 
within the moment of encounter but indeed after said event. In a similar vein, Urry (2005) asks; 
‘what are the different senses mobilised by being elsewhere?’ (ibid: 77) in his discussion of the 
pleasures and emotions of an unfamiliar place he speaks of a ‘distinct form of belongingness’ 
(ibid.). Here Urry is talking of the ‘collective tourist gaze’ that often comes when groups expe-
rience a place together with other and the impact that this has upon a landscape. For him it in-
volves conviviality and a sense of liveliness (ibid.). 

What aligns this research with the above emotional geographies (Davidson et al, 2005) is the 
desire to approach the intangible and phenomenological affect that being together within the 
‘natural’ environment has upon people not only as individuals but as collectives. The concept of 
an ‘emotional geography’ suggests that landscape itself is not exempt from the human charac-
teristics of evocation or affect. There is an understanding that a philosophy of environment must 
start from human embodiment due to the fact that anthropocentrically one can only view and 
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understand nature from a human perspective (Berleant, 1997), however for Berleant this is a dis-
tortion due to the singling out of a particular form, the human body from all existence, consid-
ered only from this vantage point thus projecting human characteristics on to the world of the 
natural. This distortion also implies that we can then contrast the human body with that which is 
not, i.e. ideas and mental constructs normally given alternative status. (ibid.) Perhaps we can on-
ly engage with the natural environment by anthropomorphising elements? Participatory Ethno-
graphic methods will aim to articulate and understand these human encounters with landscape 
acknowledging the complexities of both anthropocentric accounts and ethnocentric accounts or 
indeed the cross over between being unavoidably anthropocentric and unavoidably ethnocentric 
whilst remaining truthful to the experience of participants. 

Some pilot studies have already been carried out, pertinent here however is the way in which 
these short auto-ethnographic journeys in to the ‘natural’ have shaped the development of meth-
odological approach thus far. This is mostly to do with methods and their ability to capture the 
ephemeral and intangible whilst not impacting upon the phenomena under study. These jour-
neys, have put in to question the detrimental effect of traditional ethnographic methods on the 
flow of experience, questions of ownership (both of the experience and of the physical land-
scape), the effect of technological presence within these environments and additionally the pos-
sibilities for accurate recounting of experience in terms of methods used to access this experi-
ence. All of these enquiries directly having an impact upon the elements under investigation. 

At points within one journey, walking the Great Glen Way from Fort William to Inverness, I 
wanted to take cones, sticks, leaves and stones to bring back home (to the city) with me. I won-
dered why, arguably I am perhaps alone in this desire, however seeing dusty collections of 
stones, cones and shells in many a household would tell me otherwise– one might question this 
desire to keep the landscape or perhaps a desire to make tangible the experience through the 
ability to bring back, as it were, the experience by means of material objects. Perhaps I seek val-
idation for experience, a reminder (a sustainable or tangible memory, whether accurate or not) 
or to share it with others who are not there with me: A conceptualisation of the landscape that 
may inform a desire to return. This could be said of collecting items but perhaps more im-
portantly of the desire to “capture,” or to make tangible the experience of spaces using photog-
raphy. As a research method in this situation it has consequences that are twofold: perhaps a dis-
tinct impact on the flow33 of experience (or perhaps a lack of presence in the moment) when 
used as a collaborative tool and an effect had due to the presence of technological equipment 
that may be detrimental (or counter-intuitive) to the basic experience of the ‘natural’ environ-
ment. If approaching the experience of the ‘natural’ landscape one might wonder whether tech-
nology is a variable that has an impact and question the appropriateness for researching such a 
phenomena. Again presenting the need for an alternative means of collaboratively documenting 
experience and engaging with the space34. 

Whilst at Pishwanton Wood, East Lothian35 - during another pilot study I was asked to tell 
‘the story’ of my own two hour “alone time” in the forest, this presented another issue in terms 
of what may be demanded of participant-informants in the interest of acquiring data. A tradi-
tional method that I had once been favouring, instead left me questioning ethics and the implica-
tions of asking others to share potentially personal experiences with a group in such a struc-
tured, direct manner. When asked to do so myself I felt incredibly vulnerable, unwilling to 
share, embarrassed and certainly not open to telling what in reality had surfaced in my thoughts. 
Recounting my experience in this manner left me feeling as though something of the experi-
ence, due to an ineffability of the experience or inarticulacy on my part, had been diminished. 
An inability to articulate with words something that may affect participant-informants deeply 
may not only be distressing but ultimately of no real worth in the bid to access true intangible 
experience. This led me to question sharing openly, immediately post-event. Even more so due 
to the fact that this encounter effected all subsequent experiences on this trip due to a fear of 
having to share again! It de-validated shared storytelling as a method due to the ineffability of 
experience, the fact that some may require a period of reflection initially before being able to 
recount experience, the vulnerability of being forced in to such a situation and ultimately the 
failure of language perhaps to describe the experience. I have discovered through conversation 
with other participants and previous participants that this method, for introverts, or perhaps kin-
aesthetic learners may have negative consequences on accurate accounts of experience. 
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A major issue that arose during my journey through the Great Glen was to do with the effect 
that the researcher documenting (whether through recording, photographing or note taking), and 
questioning throughout experience, alongside a felt knowledge that interpretations of experienc-
es may also be shared by participant-informants post-experience would have, in the moment. 
This is an issue to do with the presence of the researcher in general, something that for obvious 
reasons cannot be avoided, however there may be ways in which a researcher may be present 
whilst counteracting the dangers of the aforementioned. Ultimately the task at hand is to devel-
op a set of methods by which there is minimal threat to accurate and representative data of these 
experiences being accrued, and by which the ‘flow’ of experience is not altered or disrupted. 

Due to not wanting to disrupt these experiences, or the ‘flow,’ there was a consideration that 
perhaps interviewing informants afterwards may be the answer, only to discover a further issue 
concerning memory and the accurate retelling or recounting of what was experienced in the 
moment; would this be truthful memory or imaginative construction? – This then led me to 
question validity – does it matter if what is recollected is accurate? Or does it merely matter that 
the informant believes this recollection to be true of the experience had? The act of retelling, re-
counting, remembering may alter this experience each time. Whilst not discounting post-
experience interview, this does highlight the need for some sort of method of encountering the 
intangible experience as it happens, a way of accessing this flow of experience without neces-
sarily proving detrimental. This may be found in the silent researcher; lack of direct questioning, 
open- conversation and utilising the space and creative tools as prompt for this. 

Having engaged with Kahneman and Riis’ Chapter ‘Living, and thinking about it’ (2005) 
where the dichotomy of the experiencing and the remembering self are discussed, several deci-
sions with regard to timely points of structured reflection have been made: As Kahneman and 
Riis state ‘retrospective evaluations are […] less authoritative than reports of current feelings.’ 
(ibid: 285) In that vein according to Kahneman and Riis (ibid.) if a participant-informant is 
asked about an experience, after encounter, it will be the evaluating self who answers. Whilst on 
the one hand this research wishes to avoid impacting the ‘flow’ of experience methods must do 
their best to allow for in the moment capturing of elements of the experience perhaps using tools 
by which participant-informants may create stimuli within the moment that can be utilised post-
experience; retaining something during potential flow experience and tactile encounter that will 
allow coming closer to a more accurate remembering. If a decision was made to only 
acknowledge what is said out with the experience or upon reflection the memory perhaps may 
become more tangible, however ‘the remembering self is sometimes simply wrong’ (ibid: 286) 
There are dangerous implications here of a negative culminating moment, a misguided question 
or conversation, a peak end, or ‘a representative moment’ (ibid.) on accurate representation of 
the entire lived experience. Alternatively acknowledging only that which is observed or spoken 
during the experience may provide access to the raw and unfiltered phenomena at play, argua-
bly, the accurate and bodily experience, however the mere asking of questions by a researcher 
disrupts flow, therefore impacting this raw phenomena. This is something that may be counter-
acted by allowing only free-flowing narratives, free-writing and drawing as prompted by the 
space and tactile engagement and in deliberate silence on both the researcher and participant-
informant’s part; an empathic action. Free-writing, drawing and built structures may then be uti-
lised as stimuli for discussion. 

Whilst the experience may be fleeting, the remembering post-encounter is what lasts for peo-
ple. Instead of deliberating which may be more valuable to a researcher, I intend to correlate in-
formation from both the remembering/evaluating self and the experiencing self.  If we were to 
presume that whatever manifests was in some way positive then one might suggest that this is 
what should be made sustainable or more accessible to all: This experience is worth safeguard-
ing. If we carry experience with us as Kahneman and Riis suggest, then it is important to recog-
nise what it is that is carried away; what the remembering self believes to be true of the experi-
ence, in order to recognise a desire or lack of desire to repeat activity in these circumstances. 
For example in Kahneman and Riis’ research; ‘It was the recalled enjoyment […] and not the 
experienced enjoyment that predicted people’s desire to repeat the experience’ (ibid: 287) pre-
sumably true in the reverse. 

With the above issues in mind I suggest then sensory and creative methods to offer multiple 
means of expression in collaborative hands-on tools, a means of tangible engagement that may 
open up a focus for conversation, may provide multiple physical stimuli for one on one discus-
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sion and open-conversation post-experience and hopefully a means by which to allow conversa-
tion to expand beyond what may seem to be or not to be immediately accessible: An attempt to 
access the intangible and ineffable elements of experience. I consider then a semi-hybrid of sen-
sory and collaborative ethnography and participatory research to approach this intangible sub-
ject: A Participatory Ethnographic Research approaching the shared experience of ‘natural’ 
spaces in Scotland. Whilst observant participation within some chosen case studies is sufficient, 
there is a need to facilitate further case studies where there is scope to simply be in the space 
exploring in an imaginative and sensory manner: A case study that would allow for the explora-
tion of experience within the rural environment, within the geographical area of interest and 
without any additional influence aside from the ‘natural’ space upon this experience (i.e. with-
out a therapeutic, spiritual, environmental or rehabilitory agenda or physical activity) would 
have to be ‘manufactured.’ This is to ensure that the groups are sharing the experience of the 
landscape without being influenced by purpose and also to ensure that the case study may in-
corporate a wide variety of participant-informants of varying epistemologies and ontologies. For 
these reasons I will facilitate opportunities for participant-informants to attend excursions in to 
several environments to collaboratively explore relationships within and experience of the ‘nat-
ural’ space. 

The collaborative and sensory methodology of which I propose then hopes to begin to not on-
ly observe and to become attuned as a researcher but to collaborate with informants to come to a 
collective understanding of experiences with a hope to create a ‘continual dialogue’ (Shneider 
and Wright, 2011). Case studies will be facilitated where participant-informants will be gathered 
within a given space to explore the experience of this space collaboratively. These scenarios 
provide scope for ‘play’ and creative collaboration in the vein of knowing. With place-making36 
in mind, along with the aforementioned issues with traditional methods I have begun to develop 
case studies that will remain faithful to principles of ethnography whilst allowing for collabora-
tive exploration of specific sites with group of individuals, with a focus on the embodied experi-
ence and on sensory engagement particular to the progression of space to place. These excur-
sions will follow a structure using reverie as a framework for this Participatory Ethnographic 
Research potentially offering insight into the shared experience of ‘natural’ spaces; that is, plac-
ing idleness, the senses and conscious imagination at the centre of attempting to collectively un-
derstand the shared experience of the ‘natural’ landscape. A framework and set of practical 
tasks that I will have to leave for discussion in another paper. Can participant-informants collec-
tively, openly and attentively acknowledge and attempt to understand their intangible experi-
ence of these tangible ‘natural’ Scottish landscapes? 

ENDNOTES 

1 To reiterate: The word natural will be in single quotation marks throughout due to the understanding that 
for many the fact that these spaces are or have been interfered with by man; managed or maintained by 
forestry associations and landowners etc. they may technically by other than natural. This may be said 
also of some wild areas in Scotland that have been made more accessible. I intend to use the word 
natural as an umbrella term for spaces that would most likely be considered as natural environments to 
non-specialists. 

2 New animism as opposed to “old” animism or simply animism - the animistic beliefs of indigenous cul-
tures as supposed and queried by western theorists, is concerned with animism as a relational ontology, 
where we may interact with (with degrees of reciprocity) other-than –human persons. (See Harvey, 
2015). 

3 I do acknowledge that people may also experience reverie and feelings of wellbeing within urban 
environments and in urban exploration as often explored within the literary genre of psychogeography 
stemming from Guy Debord and the Situationists, see for example: Papadimitriou (2013), however this 
thesis focusses on the rural. 

4 See Owain Jones (2003, 2008), on memory and children’s landscapes and Chris Philo (2003) on 
Children’s geographies. 

5 Of course in a similar manner to the meditation practice of mindfulness, elements of attuning to one’s 
space and perhaps focussing may be relevant here too, although this research intends to focus on non-
spiritual practices it is worth noting that, for some, these experiences may take some sort of spiritual 
form. For research into mindfulness see Kabat-Zinn (2014), Lea et al (2015), Grossman (2014). 
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6 Research in this area has been building considerably within recent years in the UK: See Pinder, (2007), 
O’Brien (2013), Edensor (2000), Ward-Thompson and Travlou (2007). 

7  See Payton et al (2008). 
8 For more on Shinrin- Yoku (Forest bathing) see Park et al (2011), Morita et al (2007). 
9 See Chhetri et al (2004). 
10 See Howell et al (2011). 
11 See Lopes et al (2013), Hunter (2003), Esposito de Vita et al (2013). 
12 See Frantz et al (2005), Key (2003), Kerr and Key (2011a) and a latter discussion of the inter-

subjectivity and connectedness -See Kerr and Key (2011b). 
13 For examples of work on Subjective Wellbeing see Diener (1984), Diener et al (1985) Pavot et al 

(1990), Pontin et al (2013), Tinkler and Hicks (2011), Samman (2007), Kashdan (2004), Hallerod and 
Seldon (2013), Hills and Argyle (2002), Francis (1998), Francis et al (1998), OECD (2013). 

14 See Jimenez (2008), Dolan (2014), Bormans (2012), Martin (2005), Thin (2005), Zevnik (2014). 
15 See the likes of  Action for Happiness: http://www.actionforhappiness.org/ , The Network of 

Wellbeing:    http://www.networkofwellbeing.org/, Culture of Empathy: http://cultureofempathy.com/ 
and The Empathy Museum: http://www.empathymuseum.com/. 

16 See Chopel (2012), Frey (2012), Chanfreau et al (2008). 
17 See Layard (2011), Dluhosch and Horgos (2013), Graham (2012), Kahneman and Krueger (2006). 
18 See Louv (2005/2008) for the original definition of Nature deficit. See Payne (2010) opportunities for 

‘embodied and storied encounters with nature’s places’ limited due to ‘fast, literate, urban, 
technologically saturated and consumptive postmodern world.’ (Payne, 2010: 295), See also Curry et 
al (2011). 

19 In 2014 53% of people in Great Britain reported some feeling of loneliness and in 2011 36% wished 
they would spend more time with family and 36% more time with friends (See Randall: Office of Na-
tional Statistics, 2015). 

20 See Bird (2012), Brook (2010). 
21 I do acknowledge that arguably people may also experience reverie and feelings of wellbeing within 

urban environments and in urban exploration as often explored within the field of psychogeography, 
however will focus only on the rural within this short paper. 

22  See Dunnet (1998): ‘Our landscape has become a sort of trademark, a defining image of Scotland, 
although the fact of it is that farmers, quarries, foresters, hydro-electric engineers and countless others 
have been shaping the place to suit themselves since the first settlers stepped onto these shores. What 
has also been shaped, among the men and women who’ve had to take on the sea, the land and the 
elements, is a sense of community and tradition which has stayed strong through a deal of 
adversity.’(Dunnet, 1998: 02). 

23 For more on literature/folklore and the landscape see Dorson (1968): Literature throughout history 
arguably now seeps in to the readings of the landscape as it is now; an amalgamation of 
industrialisation, romanticism, mysticism, nostalgia and misrepresentation.  In Scottish folk memory 
there is a palpable affinity or empathy with the landscape. See works of Walter Scott, Allan 
Cunningham, Robert Chambers, John Francis Campbell of Islay for examples right through to more 
modern works from Cambridge (1999/2008), and many more at 
www.scottishpoetrylibrary.org.uk/poetry/tags/nature and 
www.scottishpoetrylibrary.org.uk/s?keys=landscape , See also Crumley (2003, 2007, 2000), 
Macfarlane (2007), Tomkies (2008) and MacCaskil (1999) and for more on representation of Scotland 
in film see Fowler and Helfeild (2006). 

24 Additionally there are certainly traditions of ‘placelore’ within the Scottish traveller community. 
According to Reith these ‘interaction[s] with oral traditions [and] memories function on many 
experiential levels to build creativity’ (Reith, 2008: 77). With Scottish travelling peoples maintaining 
the ‘richest oral culture in Europe,’ they often utilised ‘narratives that tie[d] together geography and 
metaphor to recover ancestral memory.’ (ibid: 81) A heritage that held a ‘holistic view of the 
landscape’ (ibid, 82); natural, material, ancestral, ethereal, eternal, spiritual.  

25 See McVean (1969), Hunter (1974). 
26 See Lorimer (2003) and for an idea of rambling in Scotland see www.ramblers.org.uk. 
27 See Mackenzie (2003, 2006), Sellar (2006), Cameron (2010) and Vergunst (2013). 
28 It is worth setting out definitions of both terms as there seems to be a common misunderstanding 

between the two. Quite often considered interchangeable. It is important to clarify that in the eyes of 
this research, they are not. 

29 See De Waal 2009, Krznaric, 2014, Coplan and Goldie, 2011, and Bernard, 2011. 
30 William James (2012:1902) provides an individualistic discussion of the experience of absolute 

happiness with reference to religious experience. Although this research argues that transformative, 
positive experiences can be expected within shared group activity of the secular kind it is important to 
acknowledge James’s discussions. There may not be religious homogeneity in the Scotland of 2015 but 
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there is still familiarity in concepts of spiritual awakening, belonging, moments of joy, and beauty in 
shared experiences. The more mundane motions associated with happiness amongst the secular were 
considered to be reliefs or temporary escapes as opposed to the more sustainable ‘absolute happiness’ 
(ibid.). It is my understanding that when James spoke of ‘absolute happiness’ he may have been 
inferring what Maslow came to refer to as ‘peak experience. 

31 There are in fact three differing notions of communitas: Existential or spontaneous, normative and 
ideological. (Turner, 1969: 120). 

32 After all, Van Gennep states that ‘We lack the knowledge necessary to construct a definitive classifica-
tion of rites,’ (1960:04) and that even ‘the universe itself is governed by a periodicity which has reper-
cussions on human life, with stages and transitions, movement forward, and periods of relative inactiv-
ity.’ (ibid: 03). 

33 See Csikszentmihalyi 2002 and Seligman 2011. 
34 One must acknowledge though that whilst a blanket banning of technology may seem appropriate, in 

practice this may in fact frustrate and alienate certain participants and weaken openness to experience 
and to the researcher. 

35 A centre for environmental education, research and therapy intended to ‘renew and deepen [a] relation-
ship with nature.’ (See www.pishwanton.org ) The approaches adopted here were initiated by Wolf-
gang von Goethe and developed by Rudolph Steiner. 

36 Interesting here is an additional use of ‘place-making’ that can be seen in the artist Claire Pencak’s 
work where there appears to be some clear starting points for creative engagement with space. I am 
aware of this due to a chance meeting at a Collaborating in the Environmental Humanities event held 
at The University of Edinburgh where I was given a handout detailing the project; Approaching Cho-
reography – Proposal for engagement – an action score for place making: ‘A score suggests ways to 
proceed. It is a framework to assist imaginative engagement, a way in to improvisation and playful en-
counters,’ See www.tabularasacollaborations.com. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

This paper is interested in exploring ideas of difficult heritage, specifically aspects of cultural 
shame within the context of intangible heritage. It takes as its starting point an assumption that 
homelessness can be defined as both intangible heritage and as difficult heritage, and considers 
homelessness as a persistent historic condition, and a site of cultural discomfort.  The paper's in-
terest is in teasing out the nature of this heritage and querying whether difficult intangible herit-
age is a viable notion. 

A number of scholars have specificially examined ideas of difficult or negative heritage.  
Meskell, for example, identifies "negative heritage" as both "a conflictual site" and a "repository 
of negative memory in the collective imaginary," to which she attributes the role of positive di-
dacticism and the fate of erasure, when cultural rehabilitation fails due to a site's resistance to 
"incorporation into the national imaginary" (2002:558, 570-1).  Her discussion referencing 
Ground Zero suggests that negative heritage is troubling in dual senses - the inherently disturb-
ing nature of what the site stands for, twinned with desires for musealization and commodifica-
tion, and to publicly re-perform the event on site "again and again, simply because we can" 
(2002: 560, 566).  Negative history is perhaps then always - to some extent - intrinsically per-
verse.  She acknowledges the capacity of negative heritage to be co-opted in "strategies of re-
membering or forgetting," and the problematic conversion of such sites in aesthetically and cul-
turally "acceptable design" (2002:559, 561).  While Meskell's work is focussed on specific and 
tangible sites, her identification of memory, collective identity and the political maleability of 
such sites, points to their intangible heritage.  Her recourse to the Australian Burra Charter's 
recognition of "places of cultural significance" as "the place of culture in a living context" is key 
to this (2002: 569). 

Difficult heritages: homelessness as an intangible heritage? 

C. McCarthy 
Victoria University, Wellington, New Zealand 

ABSTRACT: "Difficult heritage" is now firmly established as valid within the context of mate-
rial and tangible heritage discourses, with sites associated with the atrocities of war, and politi-
cal regimes being actively acknowledged as having potential heritage value.  Burström and 
Gelderblom in their discussion of Bückeberg, the site of the Third Reich Harvest Festival, sug-
gest that difficult heritage is not simply those sites where horrific acts occurred but also those 
collective moments of cultural shame. This paper is interested in exploring ideas of difficult her-
itage, aspects of cultural shame within the context of intangible heritage.  Is intangible heritage 
inherently celebratory and positive?  How are those aspects of our heritage, which are not so 
admirable, accommodated?  It will consider this question in relation to two very specific and 
chronologically distinct discourses on homelessness in New Zealand. 
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Smith, a key theorist within the realm of intangble heritage studies, locates intangible herit-
age as counter to the traditional ideas of heritage, which unproblematically identify heritage as 
""old," grand, monumental and aesthetically pleasing sites, building, places and artefacts" 
(2006:11).  In contrast, she argues that heritage is where collective values are sustained, perpe-
trated and evolve, as part of the social process of "remembering that helps to underpin identity 
and the ways in which individuals and groups make sense of their experiences in the present" 
(Smith, 2006:276).  For Smith, intangible heritage enables the illumination of heritage as vested 
in "identity, and social cultural values and meanings," acknowledging: 

 
the importance of acts of remembering and memory making, the dissonant na-

ture of heritage, and the political power that can be invested in heritage processes, 
sites and objects, as well as the performativity of heritage and ways in which this is 
used to signal and demarcate moments of identity and value creation or recreation 
and negotiation (2006:307). 

 
She concludes that: "All heritage is ultimately intangible" (2006:307). 
Smith opens up the idea of heritage, or rather transfers its discourse from privileging physical 

significance into an immaterial realm connecting the past with present values.  Hers is one of a 
number of differently nuanced ideas contributing to intangible heritage research.  Similarly, 
there are a number of subtle but important distinctions in various scholars' work within the field 
of "difficult heritage."  For example, unlike Meskell, Burström & Gelderblom distinguish sites 
of difficult heritage from those of atrocities (or negative heritage).  In their discussion of 
Bückeberg, the site of the Third Reich Harvest Festival, they suggest that difficult heritage is 
not simply those sites where horrific acts occurred but also those, possibly more potent, collec-
tive moments of cultural shame.  In their examination of Bückeberg, Burström & Gelderblom 
identify conflicting local and national positions regarding the heritage value of the site which 
identify local discomfort with being associated with a once seemingly innocent side of Nazi fa-
naticism.  They observe that: 

 
If Bückeberg had been a concentration camp or an extermination camp, it would 

have been quite impossible to invoke local opinion in order to deny it the status of 
a historical monument. Extermination camps – sites directly connected to the Hol-
ocaust and the most atrocious crimes of the Nazi regime – were officially recog-
nized as of historical importance just a few years after the end of the war. Ausch-
witz-Birkenau, for example, had a museum as early as 1947, and has been on 
UNESCO’s World Heritage list since 1979. (2011: 277). 

 
Burström & Gelderblom note that, while such sites are likely to be controversial, those advo-

cating for heritage recognition prioritise national significance over local embarrassment, and 
point to such locations as contributing to a more nuanced and complex understanding of both 
heritage and history (2011: 275). They point to the political aspect of heritage preservation, via 
Long and Reeves' contention that what is preserved are "those aspects of it [the past] which we 
consider worthy of remembrance," an argument used to contest preservation of sites associated 
with the Khmer Rouge (2011: 278).  In contrast to Meskell's identification of the potential for 
negative heritage to provide positive didacticism - or to be erased, Burström and Gelderblom 
consider the consequence and allied risks of restoration and ruin of Speer's Nazi buildings as fa-
cilitating the extremes of a return to former glory, "imbuing them once again with their original 
ideological symbolism and agency," or "giving them the allure of ruin that Speer had theorized" 
(2011: 278).  These alternatives, presenting the difficulties of aesthetic admiration not available 
to concentration camps, are a conundrum resolved within the mundane solution of ensuring that 
the buildings: 

 
fall into a state of semi-disrepair but not total ruin. This meant that they should 

be allowed to look ugly and uncared for; and they should be used for banal uses, 
such as storage, and leisure activities like tennis and motor-racing. In this calculat-
ed neglect and trivialization strategy, the buildings became forms of material re-
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sistance to Nazi efforts to make architecture an agent of totalitarianism (Burström 
& Gelderblom, 2011: 278). 

 
Such examples demonstrate the difficulty of the tangible heritage and its potency to attract 

genre associations, and forget the embarrassment and potency of cultural shame.  The difficulty 
that Burström and Gelderblom identify with Bückeberg is another awkwardness - its status as a 
site "where the seductive power of Nazi propaganda was staged and performed. It was here that 
the masses were blinded and seduced, and without such sites the twentieth century would have 
taken another course" (Burström & Gelderblom, 2011: 278-9).  But, like Meskell, Burström and 
Gelderblom are cautious of the aesthetic and positivist ramifications of the "heritage effect," and 
they observe the alternative to heritage recognition that is locally supported is "usually under-
pinned with utilitarian arguments, the construction of houses on the site would, of course, also 
be a way of literally covering up the past" (2011: 275, 279). 

While one answer to the discomfort of Bückeberg is suburban settlement and the common 
house, this paper is interested in exploring the ideas of discomfort, awkwardness and cultural 
embarrassment in an architecture, devoid of tangible presence.  It examines newspaper accounts 
of New Zealand homelessness in the 1840s to consider homelessness as culturally-inflected and 
an imported and intangible architectural heritage, and then more recent attempts to define 
"homelessness" for the purposes of statistical accounting.  While intangible heritage theorists 
have firmly established the immaterial as valid site of heritage practice, can difficult heritage be 
viable in an intangible form? 

2 HOMELESSNESS IN NEW ZEALAND: THE 1840S 

Homelessness is a sociological and cultural phenomenon. It is an historic component of our so-
cio-economy, and it is a phenomenon intrinsically interwoven with issues of identity at the level 
of the personal, and the stereotypical (however inaccurate), with culturally-specific dimensions.  
For example, today "M ori are disproportionately represented among the homeless" (NZCEH, 
2008: 11), yet, for example, the very concept of homelessness conflicts with an understanding 
of t rangawaewae; a fundamental concept in Te Ao M ori1. 

When New Zealand became a British colony in 1840, it appears that the concept of home-
lessness did not existed; but it was soon to be brought to New Zealand's shores by the British, 
indicating that homelessness, like a significant part of our architectural heritage, is an imported 
cultural idea. The first mention of homelessness in our newspapers was consequently not of 
homelessness in New Zealand. Instead homelessness was often termed "houselessness," and 
was very much confined to Britain, referring to night aslyums, refuges, and statistics of home-
less people (Anon., 28 May 1842; Anon., 6 April 1844; Anon., 4 September 1847). Homeless-
ness was associated with vagrancy, and displacement (Anon., 23 July 1845; Anon., 1 November 
1845), and articulated in terms of excess population with the possibility of revolution, resolva-
ble via migration (or displacement) to the colonies: 

 
There are in this United Kingdom some millions who possess neither property, 

nor comfortable tenure, nor regular employment sufficient for a decent existence. 
... These men, as a body, will be revolutionists in one form or another. ... they only 
want a system which will feed, and clothe, and house them better. ... in our colo-
nies we possess the means of employing any excess of population. ... It is no longer 
a question whether emigration should be encouraged.  Emigration is now indisput-
ably shown to be the great outlet for these islands. (Anon, 16 September 1848:115). 

 
The context from which the history of New Zealand homelessness emerges is hence via a de-

sire to remediate British homelessness by recasting New Zealand's identity as British, for exam-
ple, the Daily Southern Cross publication of "English Extracts" stated: "New Zealand is as 
much a part of England, as the Isle of Wight, and, under decent management, might offer a 
home to hundreds, who are homeless, and a market for thousands now unemployed" (Anon., 6 
May 1843: 3). This land, yet to be exhausted, is portrayed as without politics, without history 
and notionally without negative heritage: "an island, where there were no antiquated abuses to 
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deal with, - no adverse interests to conciliate, - no corrupt habits to provide against, - but where 
everything encouraged the application of the simplest principles to a virgin soil." Such an Arca-
dian image was easy to perpetrate in contrast to England's declining social infrastructure, sup-
ported by Wakefield's ambition to make New Zealand "a transplanted pre-industrial English 
class structure," carrying with it "hopes of a better life" (Kidd, 2002: 116-118.; Smith, 2005 44, 
59). New Zealand is hence contrasted with the Old World, with the past, and an unwanted herit-
age, and as a world without need for welfare, and thus without homelessness and the English 
poorhouse (Thomson, 1998: 147-150). These early utopian visions for New Zealand as an ac-
commodating colony without homelessness would soon be disrupted by war and natural disaster 
with the sacking of Kororareka in 1845, and the 1848 Wellington earthquake, moments of set-
tler anxiety which resulted in significant homelessness. 

3 KORORAREKA : CULTURAL DISCOMFORT 

The 1845 "sacking of Kororareka" traumatised many North Island P keh 2. Kororareka (later 
Russell) was New Zealand's first capital, being the residence of James Busby, the official Brit-
ish "Resident" from 1833. Belich argues that the broader context of an imposition of customs 
duties, the shifting of the capital from Kororareka to Auckland (which "led to an exodus of 
P keh "), and Hone Heke's reaction to government interference led to the Northern War of 
1845-46 (Belich, 1996: 85), which commenced with an attack on the township of Kororareka on 
11 March 1845. Regardless of the exact cause, Kororareka was attacked and newspapers report-
ed a significant population displacement resulting in mass P keh  homelessness. 

These accounts, commencing late in March, pointed to the event's predictability, a result of: 
"the imbecile attempt to maintain [... vi et armis resulting in] the oldest settlement in New Zea-
land [... being] laid in ashes, its inhabitants expelled and dispersed, - some, after having spent 
half a life-time in it, houseless, homeless, pennyless, and irretrievably ruined" (Anon., 29 March 
1845: 2). Later accounts attributed the disaster to the Governor (Robert Fitzroy) and Chief Pro-
tector of Aborigines (George Clarke), specifically for Clarke's ignorance and delusion with re-
spect to "the real designs of the natives," and Fitzroy's unwise faith in Clarke's "unerring wis-
dom"" (Anon., 3 May 1845: 34). 

Homelessness slips in amongst political satire, in an oblique reference to Kororareka, repeat-
ing previous opinion that the Chief Protector's inamoured view of M ori has blindsighted him: 
"Rebellion, fire, blood, the ashes of a smouldering city, the cries of the hungry houseless, greet 
his astonished senses" (Anon., 10 May 1845: 38). Rather than acknowledged in terms of herit-
age, it is stated as an actuality, and a product of political incompetence.  In a similar tone the 
Wellington Independent concluded that if the Governor had supported Lord Stanley's Militia 
Bill: 

 
the Bay of Islands would still have been a flourishing settlement. Hundreds 

would not now have been houseless wanderers... Lord Stanley ordered a Militia 
Bill to be passed on the 11th March, 1844, and on the 11th March 1845, Kororarika 
was a heap of ashes, because Captain Fitzroy had refused to obey his instructions 
(Anon., 28 May 1845: 2). 

 
Embarrassment and anger, and perhaps fear, underpin frustration with P keh  political lead-

ership, in what for many was seen as an avoidable confrontation causing homelessness. The na-
ture of homelessness is economic (pennyless), architectural (houseless), gastric (hungry), geo-
spatial (expelled, dispersed and wandering), and vocal (cries), it is not an envitable state, but 
perceived as a result of the clash of cultures at Kororareka and the actions or inactions of politi-
cians. As recent arrivals and the cultural minority, for P keh  the resulting homelessness indi-
cated the provisional nature of colonisation, and marked the formative years of national identity 
- for P keh .  Homelessness is explicitly linked to political failure, and articulated, in a negative 
form, the values at stake (e.g. racial/cultural supremacy, land ownership and tenure) are implicit, 
or indirectly stated. They are also culturally-inflected expectations of English heritage which 
underpin conflict in this new context. While these accounts demonstrate "social meanings and 
practices associated with the creation and recreation of "identity,"" they are not words of cele-
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bration, but rather phrases of frustration and disgust (Smith, 2006: 5). Dear to the colonial pro-
ject and the colonist was access to and occupation of land, this was the heritage they sought.  
The uprooting of settlement via a violatile homelessness was counter to the newly wrought self-
imaging of both the British settlers and their vision of "their" new land and permitted the possi-
bility of colonisation as implausible. Homelessness in this sense was a negative, if not difficult, 
heritage.  Its independence of architecture and (as important) property tenure, decide its intangi-
bility. Satirical commentary (to manage the awkward co-existence of contradictory meanings) 
documents the powerlessness of the supposed colonisers to negotiate and rationalise the frailty 
of the colonial project and threat to secure settlement. The incident, like most documented in 
newspapers through the 1840s, is distinguished because homelessness here is a P keh  condi-
tion, not one dominated by indigenous M ori, as is the case today. 

4 WELLINGTON EARTHQUAKE 1848 

On Monday 16 October 1848 Wellington, a future capital city, experienced a MM 8 earthquake.  
An immediate focus on provision of shelter and community and social support was emphasised, 
with public buildings, such as churches, parsonages and government house, providing tempo-
rary shelter to the homeless and hospital patients (Anon., 11 November 1848: 145; Anon., 29 
November 1848: 4; Eyre, 15 November 1848: 3). Wooden buildings and sheltering with friends 
similarly ameliorated the situation (Eyre, 15 November 1848: 3). 

In contrast to the highly politicized context of the Northern wars, the coverage of earthquake 
homelessness was concise and praised political leadership (S.I., 29 November 1848: 2). An ex-
ception was an anxiety about architecture which resulted in the temporary condition of both 
voluntary and involuntary houselessness. Like Kororareka, the Wellington earthquake was a 
demonstration of the failure of architecture as a tangible and conceptual form. As Lieutenant-
Governor Eyre observed: 

 
Many persons are afraid of remaining in any of the houses at nights, and retire to 

the bush among the hills, in the hope of being more secure, notwithstanding the 
wild and inclement weather by which the earthquake has been accompanied (Eyre, 
15 November 1848: 3). 

 
Both Kororareka and Wellington demonstrate homelessness as a social process, even if a con-

tingent position. Event-driven and temporary, both instances disrupted mundune life and ex-
posed welfare gaps more typical of England, as aspects of a British life long left behind reap-
pear unexpected and unwanted in this new context, challenging a secure identity of P keh  as 
colonisers, and New Zealand as simply available for occupation. It is perhaps this disruption or 
questioning of presumed identity, as distinct form consolidating or confirming it, that typifies 
difficult heritage. 

It is not so much a "vibrant, cultural process of creating bonds through shared experiences 
and acts of creation" (Smith, 2006: 308), but shares the theoretical mechanisms of process, col-
lective experience (though negative) and act of change (creation and destruction being equally 
necessary conditions of any alteration). It raises an issue intrinsice to difficult heritage: Must in-
tangible heritage necessarily be positive? 

5 DEFINITION OF HOMELESSNESS 

In July 2009, Statistics New Zealand published the New Zealand definition of homelessness.  
The rationale for establishing a definition was argued as a requirement "to fill a gap in official 
statistics so that government and community groups can make well-informed decisions on the 
level and nature of homelessness in New Zealand ... including identifying the demographics of 
those most in need, and the level of response required" (2009: 4).  The administrative apparatus 
to enable better management of homelessnes recalls the observations that Smith has made re-
garding heritage administrative infrastructure when she stated "that practices of mangement and 

SHARING CULTURES 2015 
Proceedings of the 4th International Conference on Intangible Heritage 131



conservation are themselves constitutive performances of heritage" (2006: 6).  Rather than 
homeless heritage, this apparatus is better described in terms of its policy-making lineage. 

Prior to this, in 2007 Leggatt-Cook reviewed New Zealand research on homelessness which 
established "a high degree of variation in the use of the term "homeless" as a descriptive catego-
ry" (2007:5). Her work was contextualised by acknowledging both the lack of a single univer-
sally accepted definition of homelessness, and doubt regarding "whether it is even possible to 
define homelessness" (2007:5).  She contrasted individualist approaches to defining homeless-
ness (which "place central importance on the role of the individual ... [conceptualising home-
lessness as resulting from] personal failings or choice and that homeless people are totally re-
sponsible for their lives") and structural approaches (which "argue that the reasons for 
homelessness are located beyond the control of individuals in macro-socio-economic factors ... 
and the government policies that regulate these factors"), and she observed that New Zealand 
definitions had "often employed an individualist approach ... albeit one that is more humanitari-
an than punitive in orientation," with a main focus on research being rough sleepers, despite 
"the overwhelming evidence for the diversity of the homeless population" (2007:5-6).  Her con-
clusion acknowledges the increasing use of Chamberlain and MacKenzie's Australian frame-
work of primary, secondary and tertiary homelessness which enables the distinction of different 
groups and their different needs, facilitating distinct policy responses (2007:6).  Leggatt-Cook's 
work enables the understanding of homelessness as a sustained phenomenon and product of cul-
tural structures (socio-economic factors), sanctioned indirectly by cultural priorities directed 
elsewhere.  The lack of assertive maintainence (c.f. the establishment of government structures 
to protect heritage sites) likewise might enable heritage productivity as cultural byproduct, but 
this heritage is not intentional or cherished, but instead results from ignorance, political blind-
ness and lack of foresight, accident, opportunism, and an inertia or inaction which sustains and 
privileges the status quo. 

Despite a NZCEH recommendation to modify the Chamberlain and MacKenzie definition to 
make it relevant to New Zealand (2008: 9), the New Zealand definition agreed to in 2009, 
adapted the European Typology of homelessness and housing exclusion (ETHOS) with "Roof-
less," "Houseless," "Insecure" and "Inadequate" becoming "Without shelter," "Temporary ac-
commodation," "Sharing accommodation" and "Uninhabitable housing."  The definition addi-
tionally recognised "concealed homeless" living situations, and excluded potential homeless 
(Statistics New Zealand, 2009: 4, 5, 12, 14). These categories are based on the ETHOS con-
struction of social, legal and physical domains, the intersection of which provide a conceptual 
framework (Statistics New Zealand, 2009: 4).  The establishment of the definition is an assertive 
action, enabling discussion.  Its scope to identify aims to supports proactive engagement, asso-
ciated with action, targets, and outcomes. 

6 CONCLUSION 

Smith's identification of heritage as process, and "not a thing" (2006:300), suggests that heritage 
itself cannot strictly speaking be the byproduct of process.  Such a proposition might confine 
heritage to assertive and intentional action (positive or negative), sidestepping those equally 
fundamental aspects of cultural that are persistent but are not cultural priorities in an explicit 
and positivist sense. 

While shame can be intended by the malicious, cultural shame is less often a result of inten-
tional action.  It might be that the incidental, the insideous, the retrospective and the accidental 
have the ability to produce a heritage which is difficult, present and undesirable, yet is a struc-
turally inherent partner to communal values which are celebrated, cherished and sought after.  
Homelessness is a material reality for many people in many twenty-first cultures, yet to suggest 
it might be heritage, or have heritage value, is both perverse and a signal of its difficult and un-
desired nature.  This cultural underbelly of heritage of active and intangible difficult heritage 
might not be so simple to culturally accommodate. 
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ENDNOTES 

1 T rangawaewae is defined as "domicile .. place where on has the right to stand - place where one has 
rights of residence and belonging through kinship and whakapapa" (M ori Dictionary, n.d) 

2 P keh  is the word for non-M ori New Zealanders. 
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1 INTRODUCTION: THE DANCE OF THE DEER – A FOLK THEATER WITH MASKS 

The peasantry, one of the most conservative social classes (Miles, 1976:163), is preserving even 
today, after a visible process of global depeasanitization emerged (Araghi, 1995; Hobsbawm, 
1996:289), some cultural forms that are difficult to find in other social environments. Contained 
in UNESCO’s list of intangible cultural heritages worldwide are a significant number of cus-
toms and rituals that are held, promoted and orally transmitted by peasants. We can identify the-
se kind of cultural forms mostly in the countries and regions where the peasant population is 
still significant and where their culture plays an important role in the larger society (Hobsbawm, 
1996:291). Eastern Europe and Russia are among those areas that still hold a remarkably cohe-
sive peasant culture. In areas of this geographic region we can find incredibly well-preserved 
folk traditions. One of these compelling traditions is the dance of the deer that is still performed 
to this day in the villages of Ia i County, Romania. 

In depth studies about this winter ritual are few (Ad sc li ei, 1968, Opri an, 1987). The Ro-
manian Folkloristic, under the influence of nationalism (Obrebski, 1976, Abrahams, 1993), 
mostly attempted to explain the origin of this custom or its relationship to ancient culture 
(Ad sc li ei, 1968). The researchers who studied the dance of the deer more systematically have 
filed it under the category of “folk theatre with masks” (Opri an, 1987:256). Nevertheless, this 

Current threats against The Dance of the Deer – a folk theater 
with masks in Eastern Romania 

A. Rus 
University of Massachusetts Amherst, Amherst, Massachusetts, USA 

ABSTRACT: This article examines the dance of the deer, a peasant winter ritual included by
folklorists in the category of folk theater with masks (Ad sc li ei, 1967; Opri an, 1987). This 
ritual is still practice in some villages of Eastern Romania, Ia i County, in spite of a noticeable 
process of depesantization (Araghi, 1995) and deagrarianization (Bryceson, 1996) that affected 
this area in the last two decades. My paper aims to fill a gap in anthropological literature as 
most studies in “this neglected field” (Litto, 1968:167) are full of “white spots” (Vulc nescu, 
1970). Like in some other cases, the interest in these practices became more intense when the 
threats against them started to be preeminent (Kearney, 2009). As a result, in Ia i region of Ro-
mania as well, had been raised concerns regarding the promotion and the safeguarding of tradi-
tional customs (Rus, 2015). My study, which is based on extensive field research, list the cur-
rent threats against the dance of the deer and take into account the opinions of the practitioners 
themselves regarding the dangers that hinder its promotion and practice. I corroborate this in-
formation with some other sources like archive material and a cross comparison of my field ob-
servations with the statements of my informants. In the last section of my work I describe the 
local folklore festivals held in some cities of Ia i County and I analyze them, in relation with my 
field findings. The most important question that I raise is: were these ‘safeguarding’ activities 
able to achieve their own goal, that of safeguarding and promoting some ancient cultural forms 
like the dance of the deer? 
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entire field of study “has rarely been the subject of sustained systematic academic attention in 
this century (Bell, 1999:15; Bell, 2001:5).” Even fewer researches aiming to clarify folk theater 
relation with peasant economies, peasant social networks and their local values had been pub-
lished (Schmidt, 1965). Because of that the field still has many “white spots” (Vulc nescu, 
1970). This situation is quite awkward if we acknowledge that these rituals were considered 
some of the oldest forms of human performance (Bell, 2001).  One explanation for this gap can 
be found in the introduction to “Russian Folk Theatre,” one of the most complex studies in the 
field. 

 
“Compared with most other genres of folk literature, however, the repertoire of 

the folk theatre is considerably less prolific, less varied, less immediately appealing 
and partly for this reason has been largely ignored both by the folklorist and the 
theatrical historian (Warner, 1977:xi).” 

 
 

 
Figure 1. The Deer team of Hele teni wandering through the village. Picture taken in the 1960’s. 

 
 
However, as the phenomenon of depeasantization (McMichael, 2012) became more and more 

visible even in the most remote corners of Romania, these cultural forms, scrupulously practiced 
by local peasant communities, advanced towards an accelerated decline (Neagota, Benga, 
2011:126). As they became sparser than ever before, more and more people,  television produc-
ers and even social scientists became very interested in watching, recording, broadcasting and 
understanding these rituals (Rus, 2013 a). At the same time, at the local level, some political 
leaders together with the director of Ia i County’s branch of The National Center for Preserving 
and Promoting Traditional Culture, have begun ample heritagization actions (Walsh, 1992:137) 
for safeguarding these customs which they perceive as representatives for Romanian culture. 
The above mentioned activities mostly take the form of local folklore festivals which are gener-
ally held at the end of December and beginning of January in the most important villages of Ia i 
County. 

All of these movements around promoting and safeguarding these forms of intangible cultural 
heritage exemplify  a common trend of industrialized and modern societies concerned with find-
ing a remedy against the homogenization of cultures produced by globalization (Harrison, 
2012:69). Kristin Kuutma states this eloquently: 
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“Heritage is a project of ideology that is dependent on ambivalent temporal en-
tanglements. Its conceptualization depends on modernity’s sense that the present 
need to re-forge links with a past that appears to be severed and lost in the chang-
ing world (2013:11).” 

2 THE DANCE OF THE DEER – MORPHOLOGY, SIGNIFICANCE, SYMBOLS 

In this section I will attempt to describe and analyze the morphology, significance and symbols 
that characterize the dance of the deer ritual,  also known as the deer, as it appears today in 
some of the Romanian villages of Ia i County. 

The winter of 2009 marked the beginning of my field research in the villages of Hele teni, 
Oboroceni, Movileni, H rm neasa, Ruginoasa, Cucuteni, Coste ti, Crive ti, Strunga, and 
Sticl ria, all of them situated in the neighboring cities of Pa cani and Târgu-Frumos in Ia i 
County. Between 2009 and 2015 I visited this region nearly every winter to film the dance of 
the deer and to conduct interviews with participants of the ritual as well as the organizers of the 
heritagization events designed to promote and safeguard this custom. 

The dance of the deer ritual usually occurs between December 31st and January 2nd; during 
those three days the deer teams wander ceaselessly through the entire village, day and night, 
with just a short break from 5:00 am to 8:00 a.m. The ritual presents itself under an artistic form 
of theatrics known as a sketch, where multiple characters play various pre-established roles, 
each conducting a dialogue about the deer’s fate. The theatrical team is usually composed of 8-
12 members which may include 5-8 bear-leaders, one dragoman, one shepherd, one officer, a 
pair of gypsies (man and woman), a merchant (Jew or Greek), an old man, a flute player and the 
deer dancer. Even the characters’ names show that we are dealing with an ancient play about 
social realities long vanished in the Romanian countryside. 

A detail which fascinated and perplexed the researchers studying this ritual was the name of 
the most numerous characters in the play: the bear-leaders. This name is surprising as there are 
no bears in the sketch. It is even harder to grasp an understanding of this title as most of the ac-
tors involved in the play, including the elders, know nothing of its significance in spite of up-
holding the tradition of using the term. Vasile Ad sc li ei, the researcher who studied this ritual 
more thoroughly in the 1960’s, came out with an interesting hypothesis, ”At the first glance this 
name seems to be senseless. But, the deep analysis of the (local) traditions shows us that (in the 
past) all the wild animal trainers were called bear-leaders (1968:424).” Moreover, some out-
standing informants that I had the chance to interview, such as Mr. Curecheru Constantin from 
Sticlaria village, were able to offer fascinating information about the meaning of this term, 

 
“We have two kinds of bear leaders in our team: boyar bear leaders and Gypsy 

bear leaders. As you probably know, in the past, we had boyars in Sticlaria village 
who were important landlords, one of them owning no less than 200 hectares of ag-
ricultural land. They also had many employees at their court. Thus, the boyar bear 
leaders were the most trustworthy men of a boyar. They could be, for example, 
foremen or hunters and they usually wore beautiful clothing. They were the most 
valuable workers of the boyar and they were well paid. On the other side, the Gyp-
sy bear leaders were still working for a boyar but they usually lived in a wretched 
hamlet at the margin of the boyar land and they performed low level jobs. They 
were usually Gypsies and were very low paid being the poorest people in the vil-
lage (Curecheru Constantin, Sticlaria village, January 03, 2015 – Alin Rus, person-
al archive)”. 

 
Another striking character of the play is the dragoman. The word itself is little used in the 

Romanian language now as it is considered an archaism. It refers to a translator who usually 
worked in the service of the Moldavians kings or royal governors in the Middle Age. Last, but 
not least, and very surprising is the presence of a member of an ethnic group almost totally van-
ished in Eastern Romania, the Jew. The connection of Jews to the rural community’s past was 
obvious, as they were the main traders in Ia i city area during the interwar period. Tragically, 
during the Second World War in the Moldova region of Romania, this ethnic group was the sub-
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ject of a genocidal episode called the Ia i Pogrom, along with massive deportations to Nazi ex-
termination camps. After these events, most Romanian Jews emigrated to other European coun-
tries or to the United States (Ioanid, 2000). In spite of this unfortunate history I was able to ob-
serve that the Jew still appears in this local ritual as a merchant. 

The presence in this theatre-ritual of yet another ethnic group, the Gypsies, is less surprising 
as this is the second ethnic group with a large demographic visibility in Ia i County after ethnic 
Romanians. The same can be said about the shepherd. The economic activity of the shepherded 
is widespread and economically profitable in the villages of Hele teni, Oboroceni and Strunga 
where the deer ritual is still practiced. 

The Deer Play follows a simple logical line which is expressed in a few sequences: One of 
the bear-leaders first goes to the gate of a village house and asks the householder if he wants to 
let the team perform its sketch. The bear-leader usually approaches the householder with one 
simple question, “Do you receive the deer?” If the answer is “yes,” he opens the gate so that the 
entire group can enter. 

The main character playing the deer, wearing a deer head-shaped carved wooden mask and 
with a fur cover that wrap his entire body, performs a dance full of exuberance and vitality 
while clattering rhythmically from the mobile wooden jaw of the head-shaped mask that is 
moved quite cleverly with a rope hidden under the fur. Very soon after, the deer falls down be-
cause of sickness. Immediately, a short dialogue occurs between the shepherd (or the old man in 
some versions) and the merchant (or the Jew) who wants to buy the deer from the deer’s master 
at a low price. Meanwhile, the Gypsy is coming around and trying to steal the deer. At that mo-
ment one of the characters who is accompanying the deer, usually one of the bear leaders, utters 
an incantation or spell into the deer’s ear who is, as we are able to deduce from the incantation, 
sick because of the evil eye (Alin Rus, field notes, information collected from the deer team 
members, Cucuteni village, January 1, 2010, personal archive). 

This is the most beautiful and original part of the entire ritual. It is most fascinating for those 
who comprehend its meaning and are able to connect it with the social and economic realities of 
the peasant communities. The bear-leader begins his disenchantment by telling his own story, 
how he, the King of the Gypsies (or the old man in some versions), found the deer in a deep for-
est entangled in blackberry brambles, which is part of a fairytale-like landscape: 

 
“I was walking down a path/Trodden by nobody,/On which no one set foot 

yet,/Beaten by little ants only/And charmed by an ol’ judy/I saw snakes with nine 
iron fangs,/With nine of steel,/With nine rovers,/With nine hoofers,/With nine 
soothsayers (The dance of the deer disenchantment, village of Oboroceni, 
Ciubotaru, 2010, translation by Mirona Palas)”. 

 
Furthermore, the bear-leader presents a series of scenes that seem to have no connection to 

each other and which may be most especially disconcerting to the outsider who does not under-
stand the deeper implications of the play. 

Those peasants who deeply understood the play explained to me that the dance of the deer 
ritual, like many other winter rituals from Moldova, mocks the social ills of village life; “old 
maids” who became too old for marriage; marital infidelity, especially that of women who cheat 
on their husbands with younger men; decrepitude; rural poverty; and traveling Greek and Jewish 
merchants who try to profit from peasants’ ignorance of the grain market. Even the Enlighten-
ment scholar and king of Moldova, Dimitrie Cantemir, describe the Deer Dance as 

 
“a dance imagined during the old times because of the hate against the Turks. On 

Christmas someone puts a stag head with big antlers to which is joined a mask 
made of colored textile strings and so long that they also cover the legs of the 
wearer. There is another one staying on his shoulders and imagining a hunched old 
man and this is how they course the narrow streets, going door to door, dancing 
and singing with a lot of people following them (Cantemir, 1714: 91).” 

 
Thus, Dimitrie Cantemir is among one of the few outsiders who understood the dance of the 

deer as a mocking ritual, one that was directed in his time against Turkish occupation and op-
pression. 
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Unfortunately, this ritual, although quite widespread in Europe in the past, was little under-
stood and widely suppressed by Church authorities who perceived it as a senseless and irrational 
devilish custom (Clark, 2014:211-213; Du Cange, 1610-1688). In spite of this opposition and 
prevalent misunderstanding, variations of this custom survived under different forms in different 
parts of Europe and sometimes under different names, for example, “the Ritual Horse” (Warner, 
1977: 8-9) or “Brezaia” (Beza, 1928:11). Nevertheless, the meaning and the unfolding of the 
play is quite similar in all of its occurrences. 

In the case studies I was able to observe, the innovative elements, as well as the old elements, 
came together into an original folk creation illustrating the dynamic and creative spirit of human 
beings. Thus, the dance of the deer can be seen as a social snapshot of Moldova’s rural world. It 
was not so long ago when Gypsy bear-trainers were walking through villages with trained bears 
who danced when they played on flutes, or when one of the most common remedies for many 
kinds of illnesses was to take blood from the tongue or the ear of the sick person or animal. Dur-
ing those times village girls faced social pressure and a severe local marriage market that 
pushed them to get married when still teenagers in order to escape the contempt of other villag-
ers. In this narrow world the peasants distrusted the traveling Greek, Armenian and Jewish mer-
chants who bought maize and wheat directly from villagers in order to get the best price. All of 
these social realities are embodied in the folk-theater with masks from the dance of the deer and 
are presented to the audience in a humorous and waggish way. 

The ritual comes to an end when the disenchantment stops and the deer recovers miraculously 
and stands up. In that moment the shepherd expresses his incommensurable joy by performing a 
short but exuberant dance. In the next moment the deer himself begins dancing again and this 
time he is unstoppable. The bear leaders accompanying him, wearing drums and colored crests, 
are dancing around him in a rhythmic manner, beating frantically on their small drums – ex-
pressing the enjoyment of the deer’s incredible revival. 

The supernatural recovery of the sick animal is not completely new and it is expressed in oth-
er winter and spring rituals: 

 
“Around both the ritual horse and the goat there evolved an extraordinary dra-

matic game, a close parallel to many spring and summer rites, in which the death 
and subsequent resurrection of the animal was performed with much bucolic humor 
and boisterous play. Here, for instance, is a comic scene from Smolensk’s uezd, re-
volving round the supposed illness of a peasant’s horse and its miraculous recovery 
through the agency of an old wise woman (Warner, 1977:9)”. 

 
The originality of the deer ritual consists in its sophisticated shamanic incantation which is 

spoken into the ear of a wild animal. The realities exposed in the dance of the deer’s incanta-
tion, things like sickness, decrepitude, poverty, marriage market difficulties, ethnic relations and 
the pressure of the external market on villagers households, were problems regularly faced by 
peasants. Satirizing those realities at the end of the year was a way of transcending them and re-
solving conflicts over events beyond the control of the fragile peasant world. Ironically, the 
words whispered into the ear of the animal are parody, for peasants’ problems were never lis-
tened to by political leaders, no matter who they were. 

Ethnographic studies conducted during different periods of time (Mitrany, 1930; Rou ek, 
1971) have observed this use of social and political satire in village life. This interpretation is 
encouraged by passages from the bear-leader’s disenchantment when he talks about the deep 
poverty of the villages: “I hung the knapsack on the hook/Flour in it there is nary/I put the pot 
on the fire/Firewood there is not any (The dance of the deer disenchantment, collected in the vil-
lage of Oboroceni by the folklorist Ion Ciubotaru in 1977, translation by Mirona Palas).” 

All in all, the dance of the deer embodies the entire complexity of the Romanian peasants’ 
world, a world dominated not only by economic realities and pressures (as often depicted by po-
litical economists and economic anthropologists – Wolf, 1966; Scott, 1976) but also through 
magic, tales, superstitions and a sense of play. Both of these dimensions are part of the peasants’ 
world and together create the basis of the system of values around which this world gravitates. 
This includes economic and moral values as well as esthetic and ludic values – a detail that 
should not be forgotten. 
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Peasants’ world social realities were masterfully embodied in the incantation of the deer as I 
saw it performed in villages of Ia i County. In all of the villages where I conducted field re-
search, I found variations of the same incantation and portrayal of the same themes: magic, pov-
erty, agriculture and working the land, interethnic relations, infidelity and the institution of mar-
riage. 

One of the most important aspects of the ritual is for the deer teams to go through the village 
and offer performances to any household where the peasants are willing to receive them. This is 
done by the householder paying a sum of money for the performance of this dramatic game. The 
sum of money varies widely, the heads of the village (mayor, vice-mayor, priest or doctor) are 
expected to pay approximately 100 lei ($25), the better off peasants usually pay 50 lei ($12) and 
the poor peasants, a mere 20 lei ($5). It is obvious that the community’s social network works as 
a vessel and a medium for the promotion and practice of this ritual. In the absence of a commu-
nity who promotes the custom and continues to transmit it to the next generation, the chances 
are that this ritual could very well vanish. However, today, more than ever before, rural com-
munities themselves are under major threats that are endangering their values and customary 
rules and rituals. 

3 ACTUAL THREATS AGAINST PEASANTS’ COMMUNITY RITUAL: 
DEMOGRAPHIC DECLINE, LABOR MIGRATION AND POVERTY 

Since I began my fieldwork in Ia i County, I repeatedly heard from my informants statements 
such as: “The dance of the deer is not performed anymore like in the past”. Deeper analysis of 
interviews with villagers revealed two more interesting details: the repertoire of the ritual is less 
rich and less beautiful than in the past and the teams are much smaller and invest less effort in 
their performance. I attempted to corroborate this information from multiple informants by 
comparing it with data from archives, books and other sources. What I found was contrary to 
my beliefs and assumptions. For example, one of my assumptions after hearing such statements 
was that many of my informants, especially elders, tried to give me an embellished picture of 
their youth as a time when the community was more cohesive, people were kinder, life more 
beautiful and community rituals richer and more diverse. Yet, this was not the case as I discov-
ered in my comparison of different types of data which I collected. 

Firstly, I found similar assumptions, not only about my oldest informants 65-95 years old, but 
also within two other categories of younger interviewees: 40-64 years old and 26-39 years old. I 
was surprised to find that even much younger informants gave me similar statements regarding 
the richness of the village rituals in the past compared with a much poorer representation in the 
present. At the same time I found that in many localities around the villages where I had record-
ed the deer ritual since 2009, the custom completely disappeared. According to some of those 
villagers’ statements, this happened primarily within the last two decades after the collapse of 
Communism and became even more accelerated after 2007 when Romania joined the European 
Union. 

Secondly, the deer incantations collected in the 1960s and 1970s (Ad sc li ei, 1968; 
Ciubotaru, 2010) are richer than the incantations collected by myself over the last five years 
from different villages in Ia i County. The comparison of the deer incantations I collected today 
in the village of Oboroceni with the one collected in the 1970s by a folklorist in the same vil-
lage, revealed many interesting information. The recent incantation is significantly shorter. Alt-
hough many verses coincide, others are missing from the incantation which I collected in 2012. 
The lost parts of the incantation are significant in terms of the changes produced in the rural 
world over the last four decades. The lost strophes talk about magic (the description of a fairy-
tale landscape where the deer was found and the magic relationship between the Gypsy-king and 
the deer), poverty (the description of the house and the belongings of the deer’s owner), inter-
ethnic relations in the village (more interethnic characters in the older version, for example, the 
Greek) and romantic love. The owner of the deer in the older incantation version is a Gypsy-
king while in the new version he is replaced with the bourgeois, obviously a more recent occur-
rence in the rural world. Significantly, the strophe about romantic love is replaced in the newer 
version with a scene about familial violence, as well as addressing addiction to cigarettes and 
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alcohol including. Beside this, in the newer version, there is one more strophe warning about the 
possible negative effects of too much alcohol consumption during winter holidays.  

Thirdly, in villages like Hele teni and Oboroceni, for example, I saw during the last three 
winters only one very anemic deer team composed of 4-5 children no older than 13 years old 
comprised of 3-4 bear-leaders, the shepherd, one deer dancer and one flute player. In one case, 
even the flute player was missing and the explanation was that he had gotten drunk. The more 
acute problem was the fact that the team could not replace him at the spur of the moment be-
cause the flute players in the village could be counted on the fingers of one hand and were all 
committed to some other team months before. In most of the sketches presented by these weaker 
teams the introductory part of the play was missing altogether along with the characters that 
usually perform it. Thus, the whole dramatic game reverted to the scene of the stag’s dance, an 
abbreviated form of the incantation and the recovery of the deer at the end followed by the 
dance of the shepherd. It was hard not to agree with my informants that these were indeed quite 
frail sketches when compared with other more coherent representations such as the performance 
I witnessed during the winter of 2009 in the village of Cucuteni. Then, the team was composed 
of fourteen young men, not one younger than 16, yet none of them (except the deer dancer and 
the flute player who usually keep their roles for many years) were older than 26. They presented 
a very well-organized play with a lot of characters including two Gypsies, an old man, an old 
woman, a Jew, a shepherd, six bear-leaders, the deer dancer and the flute player. Unfortunately, 
during my research most of the plays I saw were closer to the feebler versions performed in the 
villages of Hele teni and Oboroceni than to the cohesive representations being done in Cucuteni 
village. 

 
 

 
Figure 2. A small deer team in the village of Oboroceni heralding at villagers households, 01.01.2012.

 
 
Given this situation I began asking my interviewees their opinion about the evolution of this 

custom during the last decades. I usually opened my interview or discussion with a simple ques-
tion, “What do you think about the deer team from your village?” What I experienced at first 
was a rage-filled reaction rather than a rational statement. The speaker would often exclaim, “Is 
this a deer!?!” or more categorically, “This is not a deer anymore!” After this type of exclama-
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tion the discussion veered toward the right track and the interviewee would then relate his/her 
story about how the deer team was in the past when he/she was younger.  

On one particular day in the field I was lucky enough to assist in a discussion between two 
men, both of them local inhabitants of H rm neasa village. The younger guy, Florin, was actu-
ally one of my main informants, a 26 year old teacher who was the leader of the deer team in the 
same village for three years consecutively, when he was 12-14 years old. His interlocutor was 
the flute player, of the deer team, a 67 year old man called Gheorghe. 

 
G.A. (67 years old) – There were much more customs (other types of folk thea-

ter) and deer teams when I was a child in the fourth grade… This was in 1955-
1957. In those days people gave us much less money than now but we played the 
deer more energetically. Now, as I am the flute player for the deer team, I tell them 
about all these things and about the powerful way we played it in the past, but they 
really don’t care and want only to rest after going to play at just a couple of houses. 

F.C. (26 years old) – Even when I was a child the bear-leaders played their 
drums only in the position of a deep squat… This had a meaning. The bear-leaders 
had to prevent the deer running. So, if you did not squat all around the deer, he kept 
running away as he was a wild animal. This was part of the play. The actual deer 
teams don’t do this anymore. 

G.A. – Yes, that is right. No bear-leaders beat their drum standing up but only in 
the deep squat position back then.  

F.C. – Plus, they don’t disenchant the deer so long like when I was a child.  
Alin Rus – So, the deer doesn’t run away anymore today? 
G.A. – Yes that is right! 
Alin Rus – Can we say that the deer has been tamed in the last years? 
F.C. (laughing) – Yes, we can say that! 
G.A. – Year by year these customs keep disappearing. These young guys don’t 

want to learn those things we try to teach them (Alin Rus, field notes, March 25, 
2012, personal archive). 

 
Another interviewee, Mr. Curecheru Constantin from Sticlaria village, gave me a vivid pic-

ture of the winter rituals as they were held decades ago in his village: 
 

C.C. – We had in our village many other winter rituals beside the deer. I can 
mention The Outlaws, The Fall of Plevna, The Band of Jianu Outlaw, The Small 
Horses, The Bear and the Gypsy… and many others… Now, all of these disap-
peared and the only one left is the Deer. 

A.R. – Is this deer (team) still heralding through the village? 
C.C. – My team wandered 2 days and 2 nights through the village. Yesterday 

evening (January 2nd) at 10:00 we finished. We usually start heralding through the 
village around 8:00 in the morning on December 31st. We go first to the township 
hall and after that through the entire village, the whole day and night for more than 
two days (Curecheru Constantin, Sticlaria village, January 03, 2015 – Alin Rus, 
personal archive). 

 
Actually, this statement is part of an overall landscape which I discovered in several villages 

where I conducted my field research. The same remark about the richness of ritual life in the 
past was heard from by at least ten more peasants in different villages throughout Ia i County. 
All of these remarks motivated me to look for deeper explanations. This is how I began asking 
my informants how they explained this ritual decline. 

One common explanation I received was that the rituals downturn, including the dance of the 
deer, was strongly connected to the demographic decline of the villages after 1989. This come 
out clearly in an interview with the mayor of Hele teni commune: 

 
“The truth is that these customs are fewer and fewer from year to year. But my 

generation had a lot of children because of the Ceau escu’s decree to forbid abor-
tions (for references regarding this topic see Kligman, 1998). For this reason there 
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were so many mummers and folk theater teams in the village, as well as strong 
competition among these teams during the winter holidays. Back then, Hele teni 
commune (an administrative unit of 4 villages) had around 3,500 people. Today, 
the population of the commune is around 2,500 people (Hâra Constantin, Hele teni 
village, March 4, 2012, Alin Rus, personal archive)”. 

 
As I heard similar statements from multiple interviewees I decided to check the validity of the 

data from alternative sources. I went to the Ia i City Bureau of Statistics and collected all of the 
available censuses from 1900 to 2011 for two communes, Hele teni and Ruginoasa (both of 
them composed of four villages). The picture that emerged by analyzing the data proved that the 
remarks of my informants about the villages’ demographic decline were astonishingly accurate. 
The population of both communes increased gradually from 1900 to 1977. This year marked the 
maximum population boom for both localities, followed by a gradual decrease until 1989, when 
the decrease became very sharp. Thus, the 2011 census, the last census for which there was in-
formation available, recorded a village population similar to that of 1945 (Ia i City Bureau of 
Statistics and The Archive of Hele teni commune). It is obvious that the population boom of the 
60s and 70s must have had a major influence on community winter rituals including the dance 
of the deer. 

In the discourse of my interviewees, this reason was connected with other arguments which 
might possibly explain the weakening of the peasants’ rituals. The second most frequent expla-
nation in the analyzed discourses, after population decline, was the process of labor migration to 
western European countries. This explanation appeared quite often in my discussions with the 
villagers. This phenomenon was perceived by the villagers as having negative connotations 
against community rituals primarily for two reasons: it drained human resources from the vil-
lages, and it changed the mentality of those who left so that they became alienated from village 
culture. If the first reason seemed to be more naturally perceived by the villagers as a kind of in-
evitability or something taken for granted, the second reason was delivered with inflamed com-
ments such as this interview: 

 
“This decline of community rituals started mainly after 1989 Revolution. As the 

country borders were opened after 1989 many young people leave their village in 
order to work in some other countries where they can make more money. The 
problem is that they forget too easy their village and its traditions. They became 
too self-conceited and many of them don’t care anymore about our traditions 
(Petric  Horne , 52 years old, Hele teni village, June 29, 2012, Alin Rus, personal 
archive)”. 

 
A much younger man and a labor migrant himself explained the same situation from a differ-

ent perspective: 
 

“Most of the migrants when they come home during their winter vacation are too 
tired to wander days and nights through the village (as folk theater actors). They 
prefer to stay with their families instead and to receive those teams (of danc-
ers/heralds) who come to their doors. Moreover, they have now enough money and 
they are not interested anymore to make, let’s say $100 bucks during New Year. 
They make much more money anyway while working in constructions in Spain and 
Italy (Alin Zaharia, 23 years old, Oboroceni village, December 27, 2011, Alin Rus, 
personal archive)”. 

 
Whatever the best explanation may be, it is more than obvious that labor migration is a costly 

contribution to the winter rituals decline. In order to scientifically validate this statement I at-
tempted to find out the percentage of labor migrants from the total of the local populations. Un-
fortunately, the data about migration is very hard to get and even the state institutions are strug-
gling to determine a fair estimation as people are oftentimes engaged in circular migration 
making it difficult to be classified according to rigid categories such as “migrant” or “non-
migrant.” Knowing this, I used a totally different method in order to get more accurate data. I 
intensely interviewed over the course of an entire day a person from a certain village who works 
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in administration and practically knew the entire village population by name. With the census 
data that contained all the households and family members in the village in front of us, I asked 
questions about the migration status of each family member. In this way a cohesive village net-
work, as well as village gossip, seemed to work incredibly well and provided extremely useful 
information. Those outstanding members of the village whom I interviewed were able to deliver 
incredibly accurate data about how many people migrated to foreign counties, which country, 
for how many months or years and in what fields they were working. Although time consuming, 
the method proved to be very precise and brought extremely relevant data. In 2012 I was able to 
apply this method to all four villages of Hele teni commune: Oboroceni, Harmaneasa, Movileni 
and Hele teni. Thus, I was able to find out that 12-15% of the population was engaged, or still 
are engaged, in international labor migration. Furthermore, this is one of the most active parts of 
these village populations, usually people between 18-35 years old. This is exactly the population 
sample that is responsible for cultural transmission of the rural customs and knowledge related 
to winter rituals or that is actively involved in the practice of these rituals. This conclusion was 
enforced by one of my field observations on the evening of December 27, 2011 in the village of 
Hele teni where I filmed the preparation for the deer ritual including sewing the deer fur, deco-
rating the deer mask and preparing the roles for the play. All of these events happened in a small 
house in the village. In that house there were two elders who, besides doing all those previously 
mentioned activities themselves, taught the four 12-13 year old teenagers how to do all of those 
these things as well. I learned from these elders that the parents of these children had all left to 
Spain as labor migrants and could not return home during winter holiday. As a result the elders 
had to be involved to ensure the cultural transmission of knowledge and skills related to ritual 
practices. 

The third cause that had often been referenced as a source of the weakening of winter rituals 
was poverty. The common explanation of my informants was that the villagers have no more 
money to offer to the ritual practitioners when they came to give performances in the house-
holders’ courtyards. In spite of this explanation, it seems quite plain at first glance that poverty 
was actually one of the more complex and complicated aspects of village life that was some-
times very difficult to analyze. Initially I received too many contradictory statements about pov-
erty in the past versus poverty in the present. Mainly it was the young villagers who emphasized 
some aspects of village poverty after the collapse of Communism while the elders presented 
fading and cracked plastic pictures with their excruciating experiences of famine and poverty 
during, after and even before World War II. I heard less contradictory statements about the peri-
od of Communism. During Communism, the majority of my interviewees agreed, “People in the 
village were pretty equal. There were not very rich people in the village but not very poor ei-
ther.” The analysis of all this information brought me to the conclusion that there was no more 
poverty today than in the past. In spite of this, in the past villagers were more committed to open 
the doors for the folk actors and to pay them a sum of money. 

In order to unravel the complicated “mystery” around the issue of poverty in the villages I 
had to put together a lot of information from many interviews, discussions and participant ob-
servations that I collected during my several trips to Ia i County. 

The fact that the majority of the villagers were happy to see theatrical teams in their house-
holds was something incontestable, as can be seen from this interview which was conducted in 
Ruginoasa village: 

 
A.R. – Do you receive these teams when they came to your gate? 
M.B. – Of course yes. Please tell me: is there any householder around who 

doesn’t like to see dance and music in his yard during winter holidays? That is why 
even if I give each team 100 lei ($25) I am not sorry at all (Mihai Balcan, 50 years 
old, Ruginoasa village, January 3, 2012, Alin Rus, personal archive). 

As I knew the economic situation of Mr. Balcan it was obvious he can afford to 
give each team 100 lei. This was possible because he has a well-paid job in the vil-
lage (which is rare in those villages) and he also gets an additional income by being 
a local counselor at the township hall. At the same time his wife also has a stable 
job. 
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In order to get a clearer picture of the payment for heralds I tried to challenge a 
villager whom I was better acquainted with as he was my host, the mayor of 
Hele teni commune. 

A.R. – I saw you giving 100 lei to these teams. It seems to me a bit too much. 
Why don’t you give them less? 

C.H. – I have to give them at least this amount because, you see, there are many 
boys in a team like the deer team. 

A.R. – What would happen if you would give them 20 or 10 lei let’s say? 
C.H. – I cannot do that! 
A.R. – Why not? 
C.H. (laughing) – I would be gossiped in the next days in the entire village.  
(Alin Rus, field notes, January 2, 2011, personal archive). 

 
But, just as there are some people who are able to pay 100 lei for a team who entertain them, 

some others are not well-off as they still make a living by working their small plots of land. This 
work is usually unprofitable today mainly because the giant grocery producers from the Europe-
an Union are able to sell the same products at much lower prices. Thus, the poorest peasants are 
ashamed to receive the heralds during winter holidays as they are not able to afford paying a de-
cent amount of money to folk-theater teams. This view was clear from an interview conducted 
on January 2015 with the head of the deer team in the village of Sticlaria. 

 
Alin Rus – Are there many people who don’t open the doors for you when you 

want to perform your sketch for them? 
Curecheru Constantin – Yes. There are some people who don’t receive us be-

cause they have no money. They want to receive us but they have no money at all 
to give us. 

A young boy from Mr. Curecheru’s team  – The householder is ashamed to get 
out and to tell us he has no money. Because of that he would rather keep his door 
locked. 

C. C. – Or, they send a child to tell us, “We cannot receive the heralds because 
we have no money”… However, many people are very happy and receive us with 
wine, cakes and beverages and also give us money. 

A.R. – How much money do you get from them? 
C.C. – Some people give us 100 lei ($25), more rarely we get 200 lei or 500 lei 

and there are, of course, people who give us 50 lei or less. But actually we don’t 
have high pretentions. We say Boda Proste (“Thanks to God” in a Bulgarian old 
dialect). 

A.R. – But, for example, I know there are in the village elders with small pen-
sions, ex-workers at the Communist State Farms. How much do they give you? 

C.C. – Indeed, there are people like these. But, most of them have children who 
work in foreign countries and they give us more money. For example I have eight 
children and all of them are in Italy. 

(Curecheru Constantin, Sticlaria village, January 03, 2015 – Alin Rus, personal 
archive). 

 
During my field research I had the chance to meet people who could not afford to pay the 

above mentioned prices to watch these teams of folk artists dancing and singing in their court-
yards. One interview conducted with Mr. Petru Scripcaru, an 84 year old man who is also sick 
and has a $150 pension, was very conclusive in this case. 

 
Alin Rus – Did the teams come to herald you during the last winter holiday? 
Petru  Scripcaru – Yes, the goat team came and performed here in my courtyard. 
A.R. – How much did you pay them? 
P. S. – I paid them 10 lei… (after a long pause and a kind of embarrassed gri-

mace on his face he continued) maybe some other people paid more but unfortu-
nately I cannot afford more. 
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A.R. – What about the deer team? Did they come to your door?  I ask this be-
cause I know there was a deer team who walked through your village. 

P.S. – No, they did not come. Only one goat team come because the son of my 
brother was the head of this team and I asked him in advance to not forget about 
me, as I wanted to see his team performance. 

(Petru Scripcaru, Hele teni village, June 26, 2012 – Alin Rus, personal archive). 
 
This interview became relevant especially after I corroborated with other information that I 

had collected from the field, especially those statements made by the heads of these teams in my 
discussions with them. It became clear that the teams had little motivation to perform for poor 
elders like Mr. Scripcaru. I learned that there are two primary motivators which push the teams 
to perform these rituals at villagers’ homes, money and girls. If there is a wealthy family who 
gives good tips to the heralds the team is very eager to go perform their ritual in front of those 
householders. If the tips are small but the householder has beautiful young girls, especial un-
engaged, who will dance or talk to the guys who practice the rituals, again they are very happy 
to go there. Nevertheless, there is little motivation for them to go to some of the elders’ houses 
where they get little money and don’t have as much fun. Of course there are some other lesser 
motivations that can entice teams to perform, even for elders. One such example is family obli-
gation and reciprocity regarding certain relatives; this example can be seen in the interview with 
Mr. Scripcaru. 

The earlier stated view regarding peasants’ explanations that “poverty led to rural ritual de-
cline” was a bit more distinct and at the same time more nuanced and complex. As a conclusion 
of my analysis I suggest that it is not poverty by itself that is the reason why rituals are declin-
ing, but rather it is a combination of poverty and social inequality. Social inequality grew deeper 
after the collapse of Communism and mainly after Romania joined European Union and, as a 
result, many villagers were able to easily migrate to get jobs in western European countries. As 
some peasants became richer after 1989, they were also expected to pay more for the teams of 
people who heralded them. Additionally, I was told stories by labor migrants who bragged of 
offering big sums of money to the performers of winter rituals. All of these things raised the 
price for the winter rituals performances and divided the rural communities in people who (can) 
receive the heralds and people who do not because they cannot afford to. 

Finally all of these factors lead to a deeper atomization of community which has been nega-
tively reflected in the practice of traditions. Becoming aware of these trends, many local leaders 
decided to performs certain actions in order to safeguard the intangible heritage of these rural 
communities, among which the dance of the deer is one of the most important. 

4 SAFEGUARDING THE INTANGIBLE CULTURAL HERITAGE OF PEASANT 
COMMUNITIES 

The 2003 Convention for the Safeguarding of Intangible Heritage emphasized the indispensable 
role of communities in the process of safeguarding their intangible cultural heritage rather than 
focusing on the heritage itself. It is known that the community is the main actor who practices, 
promotes and eventually safeguards its own heritage. For this reason, 

 
“the safeguarding of ICH must take into account the wider human, social and 

cultural contexts in which the enactment of ICH occurs… and include (actions of) 
fostering the conditions within which it can continue to be created, maintained and 
transmitted (Blake, 2009:51)”. 

 
However, it was also observed that the implementation of the heritagization processes are not 

at all free of power relations (Graham et al., 2000:29) so that 
 

“the project of maintaining intangible heritage at local, national and possible in-
ternational level denotes an intervention that generates, or re-shifts and compli-
cates, explicit and implicit hierarchies in or for the communities involved... (be-
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cause) heritage emerges from the nexus of politics and power... as a project of 
symbolic domination (Kuutma, 2013:3)”. 

 
In this section I will describe the role of communities in the heritagization activities and the 

power relationships that emerged when state institutions and local political leaders from the vil-
lages and cities of Ia i County took action toward “safeguarding” the intangible cultural heritage 
of the peasants from Ia i County. I also explain how these heritagization actions affected the 
practice of the dance of the deer in the villages who held it. Noted here is the distinction be-
tween winter folk-masks and the heritagization processes implemented to “safeguard” intangible 
cultural heritage, mainly because these “safeguarding” activities are quite different from rural 
rituals in terms of locations, repertoires and people involved.  

The heritagization activities I observed in Ia i County were mainly organized through the in-
volvement of the County’s branch of the National Center for Preserving and Promoting Tradi-
tional Culture and the local political leaders of the villages who provided the competing teams, 
as well as the local political leaders of the cities who set up the logistics for these “safeguard-
ing” activities. The heritagization activities mostly took the form of local folklore festivals and 
were held in the major cities of Ia i County like Pa cani, Ia i, Târgu-Frumos and Hârl u. 

Most of the local political leaders, the director of the County’s branch of National Center for 
Preserving and Promoting Traditional Culture and the practitioners themselves whom I talked 
with, expressed their concerns about the disappearance of rural intangible cultural heritage and 
they all seemed to be convinced that their participation in these local folklore festivals could 
“keep them alive” and provide the basic conditions for safeguarding these rural customs from 
vanishing altogether. Some of them were quite aware of the processes that I described above 
(the demographic decline, labor migration and poverty) and showed their concern for the fate of 
these rural rituals in the future while at the same time viewing the local folklore festivals as a 
solution against “these corrosive trends of our times.” Many of the participants marshaled their 
own resources to get to these festivals, spent precious time to prepare for these stage presenta-
tions and sometimes endured with stoicism the bitter frost from outside as many of these festi-
vals were held on improvised outdoor stages in strategic plazas situated in the downtown areas 
of cities. It was obvious to me that all these participants and organizers were driven by good in-
tentions. I reached this conclusion when I found out how small the prizes were from these festi-
vals, as well as the reimbursements for gas, food and accommodation. Only occasionally were 
the organizers of these festivals able to provide a small sum of money for each team, which usu-
ally did not exceed $400 for an entire team or $15 per person. 

Unfortunately, some festivals were not able to provide even this much money and the whole 
logistics of the show fell onto the shoulders of the villages’ mayoralties.  The village mayors in 
turn usually had a low budget for these types of activities and relied heavily on volunteers to 
help with the transportation of the team members and to provide food for the performers who 
spend 1-2 days at these festivals. Moreover, in creating the team, the mayors must make harsh 
decisions to exclude some potential people and sometimes entire teams who hoped to participate 
in these festivals. The mayors had to judiciously choose the teams who were considered the 
most representative of the village.  They knew that only strong people, and those usually older 
than 14, were able to wait hours outside in the cold before their turn came for a twenty minute 
performance. For the sake of fun, in the Hele teni deer team two very small children were also 
included. But this proved to be an inconvenience too, as the small children started to cry and 
they had to be brought to the heated transportation cars at certain intervals in order to be ready 
for the final performance on the stage. Everybody knew that the performance needed to be per-
fect and that it had to impress the viewers. For all these reasons the members of these teams 
were usually chosen from among the strongest and most reliable people – many of whom did 
not actually herald through the village, but only performed on the folklore festival stage. Thus, 
the mayors had to systematically exclude some potential performers while at the same time in-
cluding others and sometimes these decisions created tension and animosity amongst villagers. 
As it was obvious that the mayor would need no more than 30 or 40 people, including the per-
formers and the providers of logistics to organize these events, it was obvious that most of the 
community had no role at all in organizing and supporting these events. 

In comparison with the village rituals, the heritagization events were designed in a different 
way. First of all the teams were much larger than those in the villages. At the festival in Pa cani 
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city, for example, where I attended three times, I saw teams composed of 40 people that gath-
ered actors from three or four different teams. The sketches were also a kind of combination of 
3-4 dramatic games altogether quite like the deer, the bears, the small horses, plus folklore mu-
sic singers and dancers. Even at “The Festival of the Deer” held in the city of Târgu-Frumos on 
January 4th, which was created with the purpose of safeguarding one specific custom, the dance 
of the deer, I saw teams that included bears and mummers. Moreover, the sketches were modi-
fied so that they included spectacular elements like the bears or mummers who recited funny 
poems that were connected with Romanian political realities and the politicians or stars who 
were often popular on TV during the current year. In other words, the sketches were heavily re-
worked so that they had a strong impact on urban viewers and committees that evaluated their 
performances. Most of the teams tried to push the envelope and to come up with something new 
or unexpected because they knew their performance was being recorded and after that transmit-
ted by local TV stations whose programs are watched by people in their village. For example 
the deer team from Hele teni village comes on “Pa cani Folklore Festival” on December 30th 
2014 with two deer not only one. 

The perverted effect of mass-media and the over-publicity of some intangible cultural herit-
age forms have been documented in other cases too. Janet Blake illustrated how 

 
 “the very act of identification and safeguarding of intangible cultural heritage it-

self can have unintended or unexpected side and negative effects… [A] previously 
unknown traditional dance performed during a village festival in Bulgaria was 
documented and the dance then became increasingly ornamented and enriched until 
it had become transformed into something completely different (2009:63)”. 

 
In our case the widely broadcast folklore festivals had other unexpected results as well. In the 

village of Oboroceni I inquired of an elderly lady if she was visited last winter by the deer team. 
She lived in a remote area of the village where I knew from the head of the deer team that their 
bands had little motivation to visit. The houses are far from the main roads and are mainly popu-
lated by older people who give little money to the artists or do not receive the dramatic games 
performers at all. The answer of the elderly lady was quite astonishing: “Usually the deer teams 
don’t come to our house. They are not so interested in heralding two old ladies (she and her 
mother). But I saw on TV our deer team performing at Pa cani festival and I enjoyed it a lot”. 
Thus, mainly for poor people, the heritagization activities and their broadcast through local TV 
stations became the only way to remain in contact with their own heritage. The local winter rit-
uals that were a creation of the rural world and an expression of the peasant world became more 
and more a consumer product ‘exported’ to the urban centers (Rus, 2013 b). In the last few 
years I became more and more aware that the deeply rooted belief of the villages’ mayors and 
the members of the teams who participate in local folklore festivals can be summed up in one 
sentence: “If you are not in the spotlight, you don’t exist!” From my discussions with most of 
the team members, I deduced that their most important motivation which leads them to folklore 
festivals was “to make their village known beyond its borders”. 

 

S. Lira, R. Amoêda & C. Pinheiro148



 
Figure 3. The Deer team of Hele teni commune on the stage of Pa cani City Folklore Festival –
12.30.2011. 

 
 
I was totally empathetic with their belief as I have been spent time together with the deer 

teams, traveling in the same car, or I used my own car to help them carry the masks and the cos-
tumes to cities like Pa cani and Târgu-Frumos. I have also been together with the members of 
the teams in these cities filming their preparations and stage presentations sometimes for hours 
in -20 °C. I have been there to see their joy when they had a good performance and their disillu-
sion when they fell behind for some reason. As a consequence I am very familiar with their ded-
ication and passion for representing their own village at a higher level. In spite of this I was less 
convinced that all of their efforts were beneficial for the community as a whole and whether 
these forms of folklore festival heritagization can really catch hold and actually transmit to the 
next generation the vibrant nature of the rural rituals. I have seen in these ‘exports’ of intangible 
cultural heritage in urban centers a kind of process of community atomization and an alienation 
of many community members from their own heritage. 

However, in the winter of 2014, when I was almost convinced that the “export” of the rural 
rituals was a unanimously accepted way to promote and “safeguard” them, I heard a voice that 
gave me some hope and made me feel much more optimistic for the future of these rural forms 
of intangible cultural heritage. 

This was one of the last interviews I conducted during the winter of 2014, right before I was 
about to leave the area after intensive and strenuous fieldwork research. The interviewee was a 
young and charming man from the village of Oboroceni named Mitic , a famous mask maker in 
his village and a father of two boys (one 4 years old, the other 7 years old). His sons were both 
members of the deer team picked by the mayor to represent the village at the urban folklore fes-
tival. In spite of this, Mitic  raised a critical voice against the folklore festivals: 

 
“I had an argument with the cultural representative of the mayoralty. I told him: 

‘How is this possible? We send our deer to the folklore festivals in cities to be seen 
by city-dwellers and people in our village don’t have any chance to see the team 
performing in their village?’ But he replied to me, ‘We have no choice! We have to 
send our deer to the local folklore festivals!’ Then I got angry and I talked to a 
neighbor who works during the year in Italy. I asked him to help me make our deer 
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team in the village. This is because here in our village there is a local pride to have 
your own deer that came to your house to play in the front of you, the householder. 
Finally I made a deer team with my neighbor, my children, plus two more boys 
from the village. With this deer team I was able to go through our village at least to 
a few houses and in front of the village hall on December 31 (Mitica Alexa, 
Oboroceni village, January 3, 2015, Alin Rus, personal archive)”. 

 
Instinctively, Mitica understood that these urban festivals have little to do with the whole vil-

lage community and, besides this, deplete the under-populated villages by important human re-
sources that are drained toward the cities. It was obvious for him that the community’s social 
network did not work anymore as a vessel and medium for the promotion and practice of the 
rituals, but as a nursery of dramatic games for city consumers in search of fun, “vanished tradi-
tions” and a sense of the authentic that they might have lost. My findings exemplify a statement 
made by Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett: 

 
“While heritage professionals use concepts, standards, and regulations to bring 

cultural phenomena and practitioners into the heritage sphere, where they become 
metacultural artifacts, whether Living National Treasures or Masterpieces of Oral 
and Intangible Heritage of Humanity, the performers, ritual specialists, and artisans 
whose ‘cultural assets’ become heritage through this process experience a new re-
lationship to those assets, a metacultural relationship to what was once just habi-
tus… (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, 2006:161)”. 

 
This last story gave me hope that in the future I will have the chance to see more efforts to 

preserve the village rituals in the villages and communities where they were born. The urban 
folklore festivals became very focused on heritage itself and less on communities who created 
and transmitted these cultural forms for hundreds of years. Through the ”export of The Deer 
Dance” to the urban folklore festivals, through three combined processes of urbanization, 
festivalization and mass-mediatization, the deer could become not only more “tamed” but also 
something totally different than it has ever been before. 

 

 
Figure 4. The deer team of Hele teni commune on the stage of Pa cani City Folklore Festival –
12.30.2014. Unlike the previous years the team has two deer now.
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5 CONCLUSIONS 

In the last two decades the process of Depeasantization became intense even in the most rural-
ized parts of Romania like Moldova region. Depeasantization as was defined by McMichael in-
volves „the erosion of peasant practices and the substitutions of market rationality in agriculture 
(2012: 399).” One of the social practices that were affected by this process was the dance of the 
deer – a winter ritual included by folklorists in the category of folk-theater with masks. 

Conducting field researches in the area of Ia i County since 2009 I had the chance to collect a 
significant set of data related to the practice and promotion of winter rituals in the last two dec-
ades. My interviewees provided me with mainly three kinds of explanations concerning the de-
cline of the dance of the deer: demographic decline, labor migration and poverty. The corrobo-
ration of their explanations with some other field data has been a very productive exercise. The 
first two explanations proved to be very accurate. I reached this conclusion by confronting the 
statements of my interviewees with the archived materials and a cross comparison of my field 
observations with an analysis of multiple interviews data. The explanation that poverty is one of 
the main causes of the ritual decline needed a more nuanced analysis. I found out that there were 
mainly the social inequalities and disparities in the village, which stayed as a cause of ritual de-
cline instead of poverty itself. 

These processes altogether contributed to the weariness of culture that created, maintained 
and transmitted some rural winter rituals like the dance of the deer. As soon as these phenomena 
became more intense, the awareness about the possible vanishing of folk theater with masks be-
came more acute. As a result, in the last decade in the urban area of Ia i County, the folklore 
festivals aimed to safeguard the local winter rural rituals and transform them in intangible cul-
tural heritage forms have mushroomed. 

A closer look at these urban folklore festivals and an analysis of them in relation with the rit-
uals still held in the villages proved that they not always had the desired effect – that of safe-
guarding the local cultural forms. Moreover, this meta-cultural activity of safeguarding that 
transformed some habitus in intangible cultural heritage (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, 2006:161) 
could be detrimental to these rural rituals as it contributes to the exhaustions of the social fabric 
that created, promoted and transmitted them for centuries. A more valuable safeguarding pro-
cess would focus more deeply on community (Blake, 2009:51) and will try to find those mecha-
nisms for regenerating the thread that generated rituals like the dance of the deer for a long pe-
riod of time. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

People that exist in a community that has experienced colonisation and political changes are an-
ticipated to go through a particular amount of identity crisis and confusion. Cultural theorists 
such as Stuart Hall observe that ‘the question of identity is very problematic’ (Hall & du Gay, 
1996). Ien Ang, on the other hand, concurs that identity formation is marked by constant 
change, and is being translated and shaped in dialogue with culture, experience and environment 
(Ang, 2001). In the case of Cyprus, Turkish Cypriots have been experiencing identity transfor-
mation since the latter years of Ottoman rule as a result of mental and psychological battles 
which have been triggered by the changing political, cultural and social circumstances. 

Ethno-national consciousness began to develop in Cyprus in the latter years of Ottoman rule. 
Ethnic nationalism, in other words ‘motherland nationalism’, was in demand during the British 
administration among the Greek Cypriot and Turkish Cypriot communities. Turkish Cypriots 
felt a greater affinity with Turkey, while Greek Cypriots experienced strong feelings of attach-
ment to Greece (Loizides, 2007). The colonial policies of Britain fostered the sense of ethnic na-
tionalism and hostile ‘other’ between these two communities. The rise of ethnic nationalism be-
tween the communities resulted in inter-ethnic violence between 1955 and 1974 followed by 
partition of the island. After the division, Greek Cypriots moved from north to the south and 
Turkish Cypriots were expulsed from the south to the northern zone. The United Nations Buffer 
Zone, known as the Green Line, was established in 1974, dividing Cyprus and separating the 
communities until today (Papadakis, 2006). 

Preliminary findings on immigration and perceived cultural threat 
in Northern Cyprus: a case study 

R. Sadikoglu 
Department of Sociology, Goldsmiths, University of London, London, UK 

ABSTRACT: This paper aims to explore current public discourse on threats posed by mainland 
Turks to Turkish Cypriot culture. It aims to understand how these threats are lived, understood 
and interpreted by indigenous Turkish Cypriots. This paper presents preliminary findings of an 
ongoing ethnographic PhD research investigating the relationships between identity formations 
and intangible cultural heritage in Cyprus. It evaluates data extrapolated from thirteen inter-
views conducted with Turkish Cypriots in December 2014 and April 2015. The paper discusses 
the emotional dynamics embedded in everyday practices. It argues that there is a perceived neg-
ative effect of the increasing number of mainland Turks and Turkey’s policy of developing 
northern Cyprus on Turkish Cypriot culture. 
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In 1983, Turkish Cypriots declared the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus, recognised on-
ly by Turkey. On the other hand, Greek Cypriots has been governing the Republic of Cyprus, 
recognized as the only legal authority worldwide. Since then the TRNC has been backed by 
40.000 soldiers of the Turkish army and economic embargoes imposed on the TRNC made the 
state ‘almost completely dependent on Turkey’ (Navaro-Yashin, 2012). 

Since the 1980s, a civic notion of identity, ‘Cypriotness’ gained ascendancy among Turkish 
Cypriots. Today, majority of Turkish Cypriots stress their ‘Cypriotness’ that promotes narra-
tives of common Cypriots culture, music and identity between Turkish Cypriots and Greek Cyp-
riots. Within this discourse of Cypriotness, the mainland Turks are classified as the ‘other’ sub-
sequently portrayed within the discussion as the “agents” of Turkey, which purportedly 
attempted to control them (Hatay, 2009). Additionally, the political, economic and social prob-
lems in northern Cyprus were credited to the function of Turkey and Turkish settlers and immi-
grants. 

In this paper, I propose that the idea of a resurgent Cypriot identity or ‘Cypriotness’ has re-
cently been produced against the cultural assimilation to Turkey and the threat of mainland 
Turks who are perceived to be different and construed as representing a threat to Turkish Cypri-
ot culture. 

2 BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT 

2.1 Migration strategy 
Right after the division, Turkish Cypriot government wished to merge their profits and provide 
the economy of the newly established state a boost. This necessitated labourers to run the farms 
and factories abandoned by Greek Cypriots. Turkish Cypriot government and Turkey made an 
arrangement to enable the relocation of thousands of rural Turkish people to northern Cyprus. 
As part of this agreement, immigrants were given abandoned Greek Cypriot houses and Turkish 
Cypriot citizenship right after their arrival to northern Cyprus. The stream of Turkish population 
added a new aspect to the population ratios, therefore, changed the demographic challenge in 
the island. 

Immigration from Turkey and the stream of Turks who would become Turkish Cypriot citi-
zens continued in a considerably slower pace after 1979. Following 1979 mainland Turks came 
to Cyprus not as part of the official strategy but by preference. In addition to this, compared to 
the others who came to Cyprus before 1979, this latter group was not given citizenship or hous-
ing right after their arrival. Although the government’s migration strategy was abandoned, cen-
sus figures show a rise in the number of those who became TRNC citizens during election years 
(Hatay, 2007). 

According to the 2011 census, the population of Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus has 
reach to 294,906. The number of Turkish nationals with no TRNC citizenship increased to 
70,525 and today this number is approximated at 80,000-90,000 excluding the Turkish army 
and their relatives (For census results, see www.devplan.org - TRNC State Planning Organisa-
tion). As argued by Hatay, the rising number of Turkish immigrants in northern Cyprus caused 
laments regarding the ‘shrinking’ Turkish Cypriot population (Hatay, 2007). This has resulted 
in indigenous Turkish Cypriots believing that they have no power over their own futures (Hatay, 
2009). Thus, Turkish Cypiots have developed cultural xenophobia towards mainland Turks. 

Through ongoing analysis this paper aims to explore Turkish Cypriots’ perception of the in-
creasing number of mainland Turks in northern Cyprus and its possible effect on Turkish Cypri-
ot culture. 

2.2 Progressing Northern Cyprus 
The Justice Development Party (AKP) gained authority in Turkey in 2004. It distinguished itself 
from prior administrations through the proposal of its “one step ahead” policy regarding north-
ern Cyprus (Aksoy, 2015). From 2004, the governing Justice and Development Party has openly 
followed a strategy of ‘progressing’ north Cyprus, which encompasses building four-lane high-
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ways, religious learning establishments (and raising the number of such establishments), hotel 
buildings of previously spotless beaches, and white mosques. 

 
 

 
Figure 1. Cyprus Hala Sultan Islamic Theology College.

 
 
Of late, this plan has encompassed the opening of the Hala Sultan Islamic Theology College 

in Nicosia (the capital city) and an enormous water project to bring fresh water by undersea pipe 
to north Cyprus from Anatolia (Bryant, 2015). 

 
 

 
Figure 2. Cyprus Water Supply Project. 

 
 
The first Islamic theology college in northern Cyprus, Hala Sultan, was opened in 2013. The 

water supply project, on the other hand, has cost Turkey billions of Turkish Lira and been called 
by President Erdo an as ‘The Project of the Century.’ The project is still under construction. 

This paper aims to identify Turkish Cypriots’ perception of Turkey’s policy of progressing 
northern Cyprus and its possible effects on the Cypriot character of the island. 

3 METHODOLOGY 

The study employed ethnographic methods incorporating participant observation, semi-
structured and informal interviews. The researcher actively and overtly participated in a Turkish 
Cypriot Cultural festival held in Kalavac (village of Nicosia district) in Northern Cyprus in 
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April 2015. The researcher took part in cultural activities in order to grasp conversations and 
nonverbal expressions of feelings in indigenous Turkish Cypriots’ everyday life and cultural 
practices, and gain an understanding of cultural narratives. 

Using a semi-structured approach, thirteen interviews were also conducted in December 2014 
and April 2015 in different cities of Northern Cyprus. Interviewees included people from differ-
ent age, gender and backgrounds. Participants voluntarily gave between one or two hours of 
their time to answer the questions. The interviews aimed to explore Turkish Cypriots’ emotions 
and personal understandings of icultural heritage, mainland Turks and Turkey’s policy of devel-
oping northern Cyprus. Interviews with participants included the following topics: 

 Their relationships with mainland Turks. 
 Their perceptions of Turkey. How are Turkey’s political strategies perceived? Emo-

tions regarding their assessments of the current political and social situation in north-
ern Cyprus. 

 Cultural memory. How has Turkish Cypriot culture changed over the years? What as-
pects of traditions and customs are perceived to be under threat? Do Turkish settlers 
play a part in the creation of this threat? 

Ethical guidelines were followed, and consent forms and information sheets were used. Be-
fore the initiation of interviews, the purpose and significance of the research were explained to 
the participants. Participants wanted to stay anonymous; therefore this paper uses pseudonyms 
that participants chose for themselves. 

4 FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

4.1 Migration strategy 
In a series of thirteen interviews that I conducted with Turkish Cypriots between October 2014 
and December 2014, there was a great deal of criticism aimed at mainland Turks and the Tur-
key’s policies towards northern Cyprus. Most of the research participants said that the migration 
of Turks and the policy to increase the numbers of Turkish population in northern Cyprus was a 
negative decision and a political failure. These respondents were strongly critical about the 
1974-2003 government, which encouraged mainland Turks to come to northern Cyprus. For 
them, as a result of this politics of the government, they have become second-class citizens in 
their own country, while mainland Turks gained lots of opportunities. Contrary to these find-
ings, few respondents expressed that the Turkish migration to northern Cyprus is a constructive 
move and progresses the country employing Turkish productive strength. The main argument of 
these participants was that Turkey’s economic support is essential for the country’s economic 
well being. 

It was found that for Turkish Cypriots, the increasing number of mainland Turks in northern 
Cyprus has damaged the Cypriot character of the island and affected the customs and traditions 
of Turkish Cypriots. As explained by Levent, a 52-year-old male civil servant, “there used to be 
there used to be only Turkish Cypriot traditional music at our weddings. Now, more than half of 
the songs we play are Turkish pop songs.” The findings suggest that there is a perceived effect 
of mainland Turks on Turkish Cypriot wedding culture. It is believed by the respondents that 
mainland Turks affected Turkish Cypriot weddings as they have been interacting and exchang-
ing cultures for many years. Expanding further to state: 

 
Turks have established communities based on the regions they come from, such 

as KKTC Karadeniz Kültür Derne i the TRNC Blacksea Cultural Association . 
They organise events including picnics, Blacksea cultural nights, food festivals and 
cultural promotion days. The aim of these events is to empower themselves and 
gain power over our cultural environment. I hope we don’t lose our identity with 
time (Levent, 52-year-old male civil servant). 

 
Once again, this indicates that there is a perceived threat of mainland Turks on Turkish Cyp-

riot culture. Thus, it can be assumed that ‘Cypriotism’ is the form taken by a cultural resistance 
to mainland Turks and their perceived negative effect on Turkish Cypriot culture. 

S. Lira, R. Amoêda & C. Pinheiro158



It was also observed that there is a clear demand for returning the old days when the per-
ceived Cypriot character of the island was not destroyed. Participants expressed that the per-
ceived occupation of northern Cyprus by Turkey have damaged the Cypriot character of north-
ern Cyprus. Melis, a 21-year-old female student, stated that: 

 
As I hear from old people, it used to be different before Turkiyeli (mainland 

Turks) people came to Cyprus. My grandmother tells me that before 1974, there 
were no such crimes in Cyprus. They could leave their doors and windows open 
without any fear while they were away from their houses or sleeping at night. Now, 
no one does it, because they are scared. 

 
Additionally, as explained by Umut, a 57-year-old male shopkeeper: 
 

Cyprus has changed a lot. I grow up in the streets of Nicosia; I still remember 
the smell of those streets, so fresh, it had a Cypriot scent. Who could know during 
those days that the Cypriot scent was going to be replaced by the smell of 
lahmacun and Adana kebab? How I wish we could go back to those days. Those 
happy days! 

 
These responses indicate that as a result of the increasing number of mainland Turks in 

northern Cyprus, Turkish Cypriots have been affected by nostalgia, a longing for times per-
ceived as more Cypriot. Turkish Cypriots realised that they had a better quality of life before the 
arrival of the mainland Turks to northern Cyprus. The smell of ‘lahmacun’ and Adana kebab 
here represents the presence of mainland Turks in the city of Nicosia. It is clear from the re-
sponses that the demand for return of to the old ‘happy days’ took the form of a growing 
‘Cypriotness’, which can be seen as a call for resistance to the Turkification process of northern 
Cyprus. 

4.2 Progressing Northern Cyprus 
Participants held similar views regarding Turkey’s policy towards northern Cyprus. It was 
found that for majority of the respondents, rather than being an indication of their progress, 
Turkey’s strategy to develop northern Cyprus is a sign of Turkey’s paternalism and growing 
control and presence in northern Cyprus. As stated by Hasan, a 32-year-old male teacher: 

 
Our country is a very unlucky state. They are trying to make us believe that the 

aid provided to northern Cyprus by Turkey is to develop the country. For instance, 
the water project, the biggest project in Cyprus history. As the government officials 
say, the water from Turkey is of great importance not only for the future of Turkish 
Cypriots, but also the Greek Cypriots and other countries in the region… However, 
I believe that Turkey’s aid has never been employed for the development of north-
ern Cyprus. In fact, it has always been founded on authority and power. The more 
aid Turkey provides, the more control it has over Cyprus. 

 
This indicates that the perceived paternalism of Turkey have made Turkish Cypriots feel that 

they have no political authority, no arena in which to articulate their political agency and that 
they are merely the object of such projects. The general feeling is that the future of their country 
is not under their control anymore. 

Majority of the participants criticized the government for their opening of the Hala Sultan Is-
lamic Theology College and expressed their objection. Participants pointed out that these types 
of projects are being implemented without taking into account the social structure, Turkish Cyp-
riot cultural heritage and identity. 

Almost all participants expressed the view that Turkey has too much control over the TRNC. 
For them, northern Cyprus can survive without Turkey’s economic support. The preliminary 
findings indicate that the endeavours of AKP to apply assimilation strategies within Cyprus 
have been unsuccessful politically as well as socially. For the respondents, dissolving the con-
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trol of Turkey over northern Cyprus is considered to be the best solution to the cultural and po-
litical issues. 

5 CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE WORK 

This paper provided an insight into the current public discourse on the cultural threats posed by 
mainland Turks and the Turkey’s policy of developing northern Cyprus. Much remains to be 
done in regards to ascertain how valid my first observations and conversations are. What re-
mains under-developed is a theoretical empirical investigation of the more tangible cultural 
threats posed by mainland Turks to Turkish Cypriot cultural heritage. 

This ethnographic study will continue to collect data from Turkish Cypriots on an ongoing 
basis. Semi-structured interviews will be held with indigenous Turkish Cypriots and members 
of cultural organisations with the intention of interviewing a total 30 participants. The findings 
of the study and future research will provide much deeper insights into the realistic dimensions 
of the threats posed by mainland Turks to Turkish Cypriot culture. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

In Jerez de la Frontera, a city located just south of Andalusia (Spain), it is celebrated a festivity 
called “Zambomba” during the days before Christmas. The name of this local celebration refers 
to a percussion instrument, which is only played in this festivity, as a characteristic sound of the 
Christmas songs in Jerez. Despite this festive event is essentially related with Christmas time, 
curiously it is not just a catholic celebration. This particular festivity joins traditional Spanish 
Christmas songs with flamenco dance and popular lyrics transmitted generation after generation 
since approximately six centuries ago. Therefore, it is a local tradition where catholic tradition 
and flamenco arts are connected. During this celebration, people meet in Andalusian patios, 
streets or clubs, where they share Christmas traditional gastronomy and the Sherry wine. 
Zambombas forms a relevant part of the identity of people living in Jerez and it is recognized in 
the Intangible Heritage Atlas on the Andalusian Institute of Historic Heritage (IAPH) in Spain. 
In addition, it is closely linked to the Flamenco, recently declared UNESCO World Heritage. 
This work is an approximation to the study of this particular festivity. 

The present approach to this characteristic Christmas festivity begins with a brief review of 
the specialized literature that has described this different celebration associated with city of Je-
rez de la Frontera, but also other related issues such as those related with flamenco traditions. 
First of all, in order to contextually place the reader, a brief description of the geographic loca-
tion of this festivity and the traditional elements, which compose this characteristic event, has 
been made (i.e. musical instruments, romance lyrics, or typical dance). Among these elements 
associated with this tradition, it will be described the relevance of the Zambomba, as the distinc-
tive musical instruments from which this celebration takes its name. In relationship with this 

“Zambomba”, an approximation to the Christmas festivity in 
Jerez 

M. Serrano-Macias 
University of Seville, Seville, Spain 

ABSTRACT: In Jerez de la Frontera, city located just south of Andalusia (Spain), it is celebrat-
ed a festivity called “Zambomba” during the days before Christmas. “Zambomba” refers to a 
percussion instrument which is only played in this festivity. This particular festivity joins tradi-
tional Spanish Christmas songs with flamenco dance and popular lyrics transmitted generation 
after generation. During this celebration, people meet in Andalusian patios, streets or clubs, 
where they share Christmas traditional gastronomy and the Sherry wine. “Zambombas” forms a 
relevant part of the identity of people living in Jerez and it is recognised in the Intangible Herit-
age Atlas on the Andalusian Institute of Historic Heritage (IAPH) in Spain. In addition, it is 
closely linked to the Flamenco, recently declared UNESCO World Heritage. This work is an 
approximation to the study of this particular festivity. 
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Christmas celebration, the origins of this tradition and its cultural rudiments are analyzed in the 
present research. Second, having described the geographical location, the musical instruments 
and the typical songs from romance folklore which are characteristic in this festivity, we pro-
ceed to describe the evolution of this celebration, from its origins until its current state, analyz-
ing the rituals performed, variations in this festivity, participants and the gastronomy which give 
this cultural tradition a distinctive nature. Finally, in the last sections, taking into account the 
exceptionality of the Zambomba as an sociological and anthropological event from a concrete 
region in the south of Spain, some points are highlighted describing the values embodied in this 
particular and unique form of cultural heritage. 

2 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

We can find in the literature numerous studies related with flamenco culture in its different 
meanings (Grimaldos, 2011; Washabaugh, 2005, 2012). However, it is truly difficult to find 
studies on the above mentioned Christmas celebration called Zambomba, even among Spanish 
literature there is a clear absence of studies related with this cultural event. Most of the infor-
mation we have about it, is referred in various articles of the Flamencology Review (Revista 
Flamencología), which is published by the Chair of Flamencology for the promotion of flamen-
co arts at the University of Cadiz, and that several of their numbers there dedicated to different 
aspects of Zambomba. Along this specialized review, we may find articles about the tradition of 
romance (Ruiz, 1991, 1995), others on the carol in folklore (Arrebola, 1995) and Christmas cel-
ebration in South Andalusia (Suarez, 1999). 

One of the most important researchers in the field of Flamencology is Juan de la Plata, expert 
and director of the Chair of Flamencology in Jerez and founder of the Ateneo de Jerez (cultural 
center for the promotion of cultural traditions in this city). In addition, he was also one of the 
founders of the Municipal Conservatory of Music and Flamenco. Among his works, we may 
find the article he wrote for the Flamencology Review in 2001 “Evolution of the Zambomba, in 
the passing of the twentieth century” (in Spanish: “Evolución de la Zambomba jerezana, en el 
transcurrir del siglo XX”). This article analyzed briefly the history of the Zambomba and  ana-
lyzes the different factors that compose this celebration, as its traditional music and cuisine. 
However, despite the manuscript provides a first description of the event, the article lacks a pro-
found description of the symbolic character of the ritual and its cultural components. 

The web Flamenco and University that is managed by the Chair of Flamencology of 
Andalusian universities, edited the review Alboreá (now called New Alboreá). In this review we 
can also find some specials issues dedicated to the Christmas and the Zambomba Jerezana. 
However, they are also descriptive articles, which only provide a brief exposition of some spe-
cific traditions related with this festivity such as the rise of the carols, flamenco songs in Jerez, 
and Christmas night in Jerez de la Frontera. Among these special issues describing Christmas 
and the Zambomba in Jerez, Sanchez Mellado makes an approach to romance songs and carols, 
which are described as fundamental elements in the Zambomba Jerezana. The author also high-
lights the importance of oral tradition and the influence of these romances in Spanish literature. 

The Atlas of Intangible Heritage designed by the Andalusian Institute of Historical Heritage 
has been another key source to develop this approach to Zambomba in Jerez. This Atlas does 
not only provide information about the history of the celebration, but also made a route through 
the preparative, the transformations undergone, the actors involved in this particular celebration, 
traditional songs and its cuisine. The Atlas of Intangible Heritage describes and contextualizes 
the festivity both within the urban and rural environments. Finally, the document provides a list 
and a concise description of common flamenco groups (or peñas flamencas), which are essential 
in the organization of the Zambomba. 

In addition to these sources, we have worked with information provided by other researchers 
in different fields, which could be relevant to the subject under discussion. This is the case of 
Francisco Javier Ruiz De Cos, in his article “phonetic features in Andalusian oral texts: vowels, 
consonants and syntactic phonetics” (“Rasgos fonéticos en textos orales andaluces: vocalismo, 
consonantismo y fonética sintáctica”) (De Cos, 2000), the author presents a collection of letters 
of romances that are generally sung in Zambombas Jerezanas, and highlights its importance to 
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know the Andalusian language and the relevance of these songs to preserve the oral tradition 
from the Middle Age. 

This work aims to unify the information found in different research fields in order to provide 
a comprehensive description and analysis of this characteristic celebration, attempting to offer a 
wide approach that highlights its peculiarities and values within the culture of Andalusia and 
Spain. 

3 THE MUNICIPALITY OF JEREZ DE LA FRONTERA 

Jerez de la Frontera (also known simply as Jerez) is a municipality in the province of Cádiz in 
the autonomous community of Andalusia, which is located in southwestern Spain (Fig. 1), 
midway between the sea and the mountains. Since the year 2013, the city is the largest in the 
province, with 215,180 inhabitants; being the fifth largest in Andalusia. Jerez, it has become the 
transportation and communications hub of the province, surpassing even Cádiz, the provincial 
capital, in economic activity. Jerez is also, in terms of land area, the largest municipality in the 
province of Cádiz, and its sprawling outlying areas are a fertile zone for agriculture especially 
for the cultivation of wine. Jerez is located 12km from the Atlantic Ocean, in the Campiña de 
Jerez, region appropriate to cultivate the vineyards that produce the famous sherry (in Spanish: 
jerez). In fact, Jerez is a world-renowned city due to its wine industry. 

Jerez pertains to commonwealth Municipios de la Bahía de Cádiz with a metropolitan area of 
over 650.000 inhabitants. The city is also recognized by its artistic and architectonic heritage, 
but also its cultural and immaterial heritage where Zambomba could be included. Among some 
famous places in the city are the Alcazar of Jerez, Church of San Miguel, Charterhouse of Jerez, 
and the Cathedral of San Salvador. The city is also known by its popular festivals such as the 
Feria de Jerez or the Holy Week in Jerez, and especially by the flamenco culture, which is also 
linked with the festivity of interest in this manuscript. 

Jerez is culture and history. The city encloses a great monumental legacy, and it is a place of 
deep-rooted traditions which are consequence of the mixture of cultures that historically have 
chosen this geographical settlement, from Tartessos to Phoenicians, through Roman and the 
Muslim civilizations, until to fall into Christian hands in 1264 (Caro Cancela, 1999). 

 

 
Figure 1. Map of the municipality of Jerez de la Frontera in the province of Cádiz.

 
This cultural and historic heritage is a product of the diverse societies that settled in Jerez 

over the centuries, but this tradition is also rooted in their culture and daily customs, language, 
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cuisine and their festivities. The Zambomba Jerezana is the result of the combination of oral in-
herited folklore, which is generally expressed through songs of Christian and Moorish tradi-
tions, and where social relations and the preservation of customs make this immaterial heritage 
survive since many years ago. 

4 CONCEPT “ZAMBOMBA” 

In order to learn more about the origins of the Zambomba Jerezana, it is needed to know what 
the concept “Zambomba” means. For this purpose, we refer to the Dictionary of the Royal 
Spanish Academy of Language, which defines it as: 

1. Rustic musical instrument, made of clay or wood, hollow, open at one end and closed 
at the other with a very tight skin, which is at the center, firmly attached, by way of a 
reed mast, which may be rubbed up-down and bottom-up with the moistened hand, it 
produces a strong, hoarse and monotonous sound. (In Spanish: Instrumento rústico 
musical, de barro cocido o de madera, hueco, abierto por un extremo y cerrado por el 
otro con una piel muy tirante, que tiene en el centro, bien sujeto, un carrizo a manera 
de mástil, el cual, frotado de arriba abajo y de abajo arriba con la mano humedecida, 
produce un sonido fuerte, ronco y monótono.). 

2. Pig bladder inflated. (In Spanish: f. Sal., Seg., Vall. y Zam. Vejiga de cerdo inflada.). 
3. Colloquial Word to express surprise. (In Spanish: interj. coloq. U. para manifestar 

sorpresa.). 
As we can observe, in this definition the concept of celebration or Christmas festivity is not 
nce: 

1. Kind of rustic drum 
2. Expression of surprise. Zambomba! Wow! 

The examples in the dictionaries uses the term Zambomba to refer the instrument used in 
Christmas carols, but we cannot find any reference to the meaning of Christmas festivity associ-
ated with flamenco tradition. 

Zambomba, as a musical instrument, it is not only used in Spain, but also in other countries. 
In fact, it is usually an musical instrument for religious celebrations like Christmas or other ritu-
als. For example, in Venezuela, the zambomba is called "Furruco" and is used by musical en-
sembles at Christmas. According to Maria Antonia Palacios (2000), "Musical News Venezuela 
chroniclers of the XVI -XVIII centuries" (in Spanish: “Noticias musicales en los cronistas de la 
Venezuela de los siglos XVI-XVIII”), quoting the words of Angel Rosenblat (which was a re-
searcher of historical and linguistic demographics of America), furruco was the indigen name of 
the instrument. A name that it is used today. In the of Republic of Congo (Africa), it is used as a 
tool to induce trance and communicate with the world of the ancestors, called "Kinfuiti". 

5 THE ROMANCE AND FLAMENCO CAROL: ORIGINS OF POPULAR SONG 
CHRISTMAS IN JEREZ 

The old traditional romances represent the origins of songs that are sung in the celebration of the 
Zambomba. The Zambomba Jerezana is a cultural festivity, which contribute to preserve these 
traditional ballads. Songs that come from the Middle Ages and that due to social reproduction 
have been kept alive along centuries. These songs combine cultural heritage and innovation, 
oral traditions inherited from previous generations that recreate old stories, which are perma-
nently transformed and adapted to specific contexts and cultural traditions (Ruiz, 1995). 
In the article "The romance tradition in Christmas of Jerez" (in Spanish: “La tradición 
romancista en la Navidad de Jerez”), Maria Jesus Ruiz (1995) presents various types of tradi-
tional songs that are part of the Zambomba Jerezana: 

1. Lyrical songs. Popular songs with closed texts and a few variants. 
2. Romances. Ancient narrative poems with a huge variability. A wide variety of these 

poems, with religious or secular themes, which keeps alive through the Zambomba 
Jerezana. Some are traditional ballads documented in the Golden Age (a period of 
cultural apogee in Spain that lasted from the end of the 15th century to the end of the 
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17th century), with a probable medieval origin. This poems coexist with religious ro-
mances but also with profane, vulgar topics, dating from the 18th century and 19th cen-
tury, with an erotic/burlesque tendency. 

As an example of union between heritage and innovation, we have the case of the song "Pass-
ing Casablanca" (in Spanish: “Al pasar por Casablanca”). This romance is a version of a work 
of Menéndez Pidal (philologist, historian, folklorist and Spanish medievalist) called "Don Bueso 
and the captive" (in Spanish: “Don Bueso y la cautiva”) which in turn derives from a German 
ballad, which was inspired by an Austrian poem of the 13th century called "The Romance of 
Kudrum" (in Spanish: “Poema de Kudrum”), a poem that has been spread throughout Europe in 
different versions: 

 
 

Table 1. 
Era un domingo de Ramos 

la mora a paseo iba, 
y la cogieron los moros 
se la llevaron cautiva 

Su hermano cogió un caballo 
de los mejores que había, 

y ha salido a buscarla 
por toda la morería. 

Al pasar por Casablanca, 
pasé por la morería, 

yo ví una mora lavando, 
lavando en la fuente fría. 

Yo le dije mora bella, 
yo le dije mora mía, 

deja beber mi caballo 
de esa agua cristalina. 

No soy mora, caballero, 
que soy cristiana cautiva, 
me cautivaron los moros, 
día de Pascua Florida. 

Si quieres venir a España, 
aquí en mi caballería. 

Los pañuelos que yo lavo, 
¿dónde los dejaría? 

Los finos, finos de Holanda 
conmigo los llevaría, 

y los que no valieron nada 
por el río abajo irían. 

¿Y mi honra, caballero, 
dónde yo la dejaría? 
yo juro de no tocarte, 

hasta los montes de Oliva. 
Al llegar aquellos montes, 
la mora se echó a llorar. 

¿Por qué lloras, mora bella, 
por qué lloras, mora linda? 

Lloro porque en estos montes 
mi padre a cazar venía, 

con mi hermano El Moralejo 
y toda su compañía. 

¡Ay Dios mío, lo que oigo, 
Virgen Sagrada, María, 

creí que traía una esposa 
y traigo una hermana mía¡ 
Abre, padre, los balcones, 

ventanas y celosías, 
que ya apareció la reina 
que lloramos noche y día 

It was Palm Sunday 
Muslim woman going to ride, 

and they took the Moors 
she was taken captive 

His brother took a horse 
of the best we had, 

and he has gone to fetch 
throughout the old Muslim quarter. 

Passing Casablanca, 
I went through the  old Muslim quarter, 

I saw a Muslim woman washing, 
washing in the cold source. 

I said pretty Muslim woman, 
I told her beautiful Muslim woman, 

let my horse drink 
that clear water. 

I am not Muslim, sir, 
I am a Christian captive, 
I captivated the Moors, 

Easter Day. 
If you want to come to Spain, 

here in my cavalry. 
I wash my handkerchiefs, 

Where I would leave? 
Fine, fine Dutch 

I take them with me, 
and those who were not worth anything 

down the river would go. 
And my honor, sir, 

Where shall I leave? 
I swear not to touch you, 
to the mountains of Oliva. 
To reach those mountains, 

Muslim woman began to cry. 
Why are you crying, beautiful Muslim, 

Why are you crying, cute Muslim? 
I cry because in these mountains 

my father came to hunt, 
my brother El Moralejo 

and all his company. 
Oh my God, what I hear, 

Holy Virgin Mary, 
I thought he brought a wife 

and I bring my sister! 
Open, father, balconies, 
windows and shutters, 

already appeared the queen 
we cried night and day 
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According to De Cos (2000:XX), popular songs are "one of the richest samples of oral testi-
mony" that are inherited from parents to children. The Andalusian Poem (in Spanish: 
Romancero Andaluz) is a clear connection point of our current era to the Middle Ages, an oral 
tradition that have survived along times. In addition, these songs do not only have preserved old 
stories that have been told for centuries, but they also have contributed to the development of 
some specific features in Western Andalusian dialect. 

Besides romances, in the festivity of the Zambomba, people also sing carols and other popu-
lar songs, which despite do not specifically refers to religious subjects and do not present the 
same metrics than traditional carol, also fall into this category. As indicated Sanchez Mellado 
(2003), these carols are part of the same "traditional festive cycle both religious and secular " 
and its use is not only present at Christmas in Jerez, but also in the “Campanilleros” choirs of 
Seville or “Verdiales” in Malaga. The religious theme and the picaresque come together to cre-
ate the pre-Christmas festive atmosphere. Carols, being also transmitted by oral tradition, are 
slightly modified and enriched every year through the “flamenco” culture. The relationship be-
tween the Zambomba Jerezana and Flamenco art is clear, as we will see below. 

The lyrics of these songs have been written for many years in the memory of the inhabitants 
of the area, but throughout the 20th century there have been several attempts to collect them in a 
written format in order to preserve the oral tradition. De la Plata (2001), in the decade of the 40s 
of the 20th century, Germán Alvarez Beigbeder (native of Jerez de la Frontera, composer and 
musical director, father of composer Manuel Alejandro) and the poet Pedro Perez Clotet, begin 
the work collecting romance lyrics in the Sierra de Cádiz (mountains in the north west of the 
province), among the villages of Villaluenga del Rosario and Grazalema; romances lyrics that 
were also sung in Jerez de la Frontera. In 1989, F. Javier Ruiz De Cos (2000), made a fieldwork 
gathering typical romances lyrics from Zambombas Jerezanas. Also, in the decade of the 80s of 
the 20th century, Juan de la Plata describes the work done by the Chair of Flamenco, on the one 
hand retrieving the festivity with the help of flamenco clubs in Jerez (peñas flamencas), and the 
other, editing albums about carols which were sung by the Choir of the Chair. These works con-
tributed to reinforce and revive this particular celebration. 

The continuity of the lyrics either in text or audio, is  a matter of discussion. According to 
Ruiz (1995), the systematic recollection of these texts produces a stagnation, since this practice 
interrupt the natural transmission and evolution of an oral tradition that has been transmitted 
from generation after generation. However, being this tradition clearly present in contemporary 
Zambomba Jerezana tradition, it seems difficult that such a dynamic character of oral traditions 
could decay or disappear in the future. In addition, texts recorded or written also contribute to 
spread and keep alive this tradition among people who did not know these songs. Therefore, it is 
highly probable that this living culture will continue to change and adapt to the times. In fact, 
the artificial adaptation and social reproduction of this festivity in other cities in the south of 
Andalusia (e.g. Seville, Huelva, etc.) provides additional evidence of the present development 
and evolution of this particular tradition. 

Flamenco has been one of the factors that have contributed to the transformation of these ro-
mances. Flamenco art of Jerez de la Frontera is indisputable in the evolution of this oral tradi-
tion, and  Zambomba Jerezana joins into this artistic expression, adapting the lyrics to Flamen-
co. According to Infante Macias (1999), in his article "The Rise of flamenco carol" (in Spanish: 
“Auge del villancico flamenco”), it was in the 19th century when flamenco was introduced in 
romances and carols in Andalusia. Combining the lyrics of both religious and secular, with 
rhythms of bulerías, tangos or tanguillos (different flamenco styles). 

Many Flamenco singers have contributed to the dissemination and preservation of these 
Christmas songs, but we should highlight the work of Rafael Ramos Antunez (Fig. 2). He was a 
famous flamenco singer from Jerez, better known as “El Niño Gloria” (“Glory Child”). He born 
in New Street in of Santiago in Jerez, one of the most authentic neighborhoods linked with Fla-
menco art in the city. This author became famous in the decade of 30s of the 20th century by a 
Christmas carol where the word "glory" was repeated in its chorus: 
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Table 2. 
Gloria al recién nacío, 

¡Gloria! 
y a su bendita 

Madre Victoria. 
Gloria al recién nacío, 

¡Gloria! 

Glory to the newborn birth,
Gloria ! 

and his blessed 
Mother Victoria. 

Glory to the newborn birth, 
Gloria !

 
 
Among other virtues, this Christmas carol should be highlighted because its close relationship 

with Flamenco styles, but also because of its contribution to the dissemination of this new ty-
pology of carol in “Cafés Cantantes” (Flamenco nightclubs) and theaters in Seville or Madrid. 
In 1929, he recorded an album with guitarist Manolo Badajoz, entitled "Christmas Eve" (in 
Spanish: “Nochebuena”), where he played carols in bulería style, one of his greatest achieve-
ments. 

 
 

 
Figure 2. Niño Gloria. Source: Archive Blog Jerez Siempre.

6 “ZAMBOMBA JEREZANA”, THE FESTIVITY 

6.1 Origin and evolution of the Christmas festivity 
Once we know the origin of the name of the festivity and the typical music in this celebration, it 
is necessary to go into the details of this particular Christmas festivity, making a tour of its 
origin, evolution and current status. 

According existing documentation, the Zambomba festivity has been held since at least the 
18th century. The romances that are sung during this celebration cannot be dated exactly, but as 
discussed above, we know that are inherited from the Middle Ages. There are references to 
them from the 19th century, when first researchers and romanticists traveled to Andalusia to 
know its culture (Provencio Clavijo, 1989; Jiménez Carra, 2003). The famous flamenco singer, 
Rafael Ramos Antunez, in the decade of 30s of the 20th century, stated that he learned the carols 
in a neighbors’ courtyard during his childhood in Jerez. He learned from their parents and those 
from their grandparents, so it is recorded that these songs came from centuries ago, according to 
the information contained in the Atlas of Intangible Heritage of the Andalusian Institute of His-
torical Heritage. During these years the Zambombas continue to take place, not only in the ur-
ban area of the city of Jerez, but throughout the countryside and the nearby rural areas. The 
neighbors joint around Andalusian “patios” singing Christmas carols, eating and drinking local 
products such as wine or the typical Christmas pastry. At the beginning this celebration, it was 
not called by "Zambomba" and nor had rituals established but merely neighbors congregated at 
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the house of one another, in patios and courtyards of the neighborhood to commemorate the ar-
rival of Christmas. 

In the years when the city of Jerez begins its expansion, with urban plans to remodel the city, 
and emerge new neighborhoods on the periphery of the historic center (decades of 60s and 70s 
of the 20th century), begins the decline of the Zambomba celebration. The emergence of modern 
housing typologies organized in buildings make the coexistence with neighbors less frequent 
and the bonds of brotherhood and familiarity become weaker, producing a considerable reduc-
tion of celebration in traditional houses and patios whereas this festivity moves to new build-
ings. According to de la Plata (2001), in the second half of the decade of the 70s, the Chair of 
Flamenco of Jerez would recover that tradition and start promoting again the traditional 
Zambombas, resurfacing traditional folk and traditional flamenco carols among city inhabitants 
in Jerez de la Frontera. An intense collection of popular songs was made during the decade of 
the 80, and the Jerez flamenco clubs (peñas flamencas) were invited to participate in this project 
of recovery of oral tradition and cultural diffusion, even to release records and books on these 
lyrics. During this years, the festivity took its current name from the most common instrument 
used in it: "Zambomba" (Atlas Intangible Heritage, IAPH). 

Gradually, the festivity was embedded again in popular culture for celebrating the arrival of 
Christmas in Jerez, becoming again a part of traditional neighborhoods and flamenco clubs, but 
this festivity also naturally implanted with Christian Brotherhood, bars/pubs, and associations, 
social and cultural groups in the city. At present, the Zambomba is a deeply rooted tradition in 
Jerez. The oral tradition of his lyrics and the rituals of the festivity are still alive "[being] the 
most important focus of popular Christmas music, not only in Andalusia, but throughout Spain" 
(De la Plata, 2002). Today, in cities such as Seville or Madrid, this festivity has become cultural 
heritage of interest for tourist who wants to know new facets of the flamenco culture linked to 
the city of Jerez. This new trend is also contributing to keep this celebration alive, but also to 
spread it to new locations in Spain. 

6.2 Rituals and gastronomy 
The festivity of Zambomba Jerezana is celebrated the days before December 24th, Christmas 
Eve. Usually, it takes as its starting point the 6th of December, Spanish Constitution Day, and 
ends on Christmas Eve. Obviously, this is not a fixed rule because years ago when the Constitu-
tion did not exist, the celebration arose spontaneously, with the arrival of December. Currently, 
the beginning of the celebration also depends on religious, cultural or social groups that it orga-
nized. 

In the city of Jerez, this event was organized in Andalusian patios of neighbors (or 
“corralas”), very typical houses in the historic center of Jerez, around a fire or candle. The 
neighborhoods of the Cruz Vieja, Cerrofuerte, Albarizuela, Santiago or El Mercado (old town´s 
neighborhoods), are common places to find Zambombas in the city, since these are neighbor-
hoods linked to the flamenco tradition and arts. As the years have passed, this custom to organ-
ize in the patios of neighbors has also moved to flamenco clubs, Brotherhoods, bars or associa-
tions, which currently are also facilitating the preservation of this particular festivity and adding 
new elements to this alive tradition. In private homes, in family, it is common this celebration to 
be present, especially during the night of 24th December (Fig. 3). 

In the Zambomba, there is no a clear rules about who, when or how it is appropriated to sing 
a carol. In fact, the celebration presents a clear spontaneous character and the intensity of the 
ritual varies and evolves during the meeting. The flamenco carols emerge spontaneously de-
pending on the feelings of the participants. These participants are followed by other pairs that 
also are carried along by the general emotion. Frequently, there is a central chorus or group of 
people who sing the Christmas songs, although some Zambombas held in bars and Brother-
hoods do not present this characteristic, contributing to liven up the festivity. Commonly the 
festivity begins spontaneously by the person who sings any popular Christmas carol, and the 
rest of the participants accompanying. Some of the aspects that differentiate Zambomba from 
other festivities are its participatory and spontaneous nature. These songs are accompanied by 
the vibrating sound of zambomba instrument. In addition, tambourines, bells, empty bottles of 
anise or flamenco guitars are played. According to tradition, matriarch or patriarch, probably the 
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oldest persons in the celebration, plays the Zambomba but the instrument also passes from hand 
to hand without a fixed rule. 

According to information gathered in the Atlas of Intangible Heritage of the Andalusian His-
torical Heritage Institute, there are some distinctions between typologies of Zambombas. On the 
one hand, we may find the family Zambombas, which are celebrated in the private sphere. This 
Zambombas are held within family homes, in the patios or shared neighboring houses. As a 
family tradition, the lyrics are passed from parents to children, with their generational variants. 
The most popular districts are San Miguel and Santiago, famous for its Flamenco tradition. On 
the other hand, we may find those that are celebrated by the flamenco clubs (peñas flamencas). 
These Zambombas are held within inside the flamenco clubs or other places provided for such 
purpose. Normally the flamenco club has a chorus of people who take the lead in singing, but 
probably spontaneous participants will also involved in the performance. This typology is open 
to the public. 

The Zambombas organized by the Brotherhoods are also very popular. They are organized 
within the headquarters of the brotherhood, in a local purchased for the occasion or in nearby 
places. They are very participatory and are also open to the public. 

Besides these three basic typologies, there are also organized festivities that are celebrated by 
the local council, associations, bars and organizations with charitable status. Most are open to 
the public, although in occasions they have an entrance fee in order to finance some social or 
cultural project. 

 
 

 
Figure 3. Examples of the festivity and the musical instrument.

 
 
Within the ritual of the festivity, and as it rises the level of joyfulness and audience participa-

tion, it is common to come into flamenco dance. Carols and secular romances that are sung in 
Zambomba are characterized by agile and lively rhythms, burlesque and funny lyrics. These 
songs make it common that participants are encouraged to dance. Dances are characterized by 
its spontaneity and naturalness. These dances are generally performed by participants in the cho-
rus, but also by spontaneous attendants. These carols are executed with flamenco rhythms, and 
introduce flamenco dance styles like the bulería and the rumba. One of the most common 
Christmas carols accompanying the dance is "May you leave" (in Spanish: “Que salga usted”). 
According to Sanchez Mellado (2003), these local styles are related with traditional dances that 
are also present in theaters, where the lyrics invite progressively to dance to attendants: 
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Table 3. 
Que salga usted 

Que la quiero ver bailar 
Saltar y brincar 

Volar por los aires 
Con lo bien que lo hace mi niña 

Dejadla sola, sola que baile 
Esta no es mi niña, mi niña es … 

(aquí se mete el nombre de un asistente para 
invitarlo a bailar) 

You leave
I want to see the dance 

Skip and jump 
Blown 

With how well does my child 
Leave her alone, alone to dance 
This is not my girl, my girl is ... 

(hence the name of an assistant he gets to 
I invite him to dance) 

 
Zambomba Jerezana usually begins in the afternoon and continues taking a long time until 

the night, but the event does not present a predefined duration, basically it depends on the or-
ganizer. Therefore, the songs and dances are accompanied with local cuisine, such as wines, 
stews and sweets. 

The Campiña Jerezana has numerous products essential for its cuisine, but the most famous 
and which is globally recognized is the Sherry. This wine has a designation of origin, with a fla-
vor and aroma that makes it characteristic and different to other wines. Among them are Fino, 
Amontillado, Oloroso, Rayas, Palo Cortado, Pedro Ximenez or Moscatel. All of them are gener-
ally present in the Zambombas. 

Among the products consumed in this holiday season, there are the typical dishes of the area 
of Jerez, such as “Berza” (stew of vegetables and meat), “Ajo Caliente” (made with bread, gar-
lic, tomato, pepper and oil), “Cola de toro” (bull meat stew), “Riñones al jerez” (kidney stew 
with onions and sherry sauce) or “ Menudo con garbanzos” (chickpea stew meat), among others 
(Guía gastronómica de Andalucía, 2001). They are meals that are eaten accompanied with typi-
cal wines. Typically, the attendants to this celebration prepare these dishes. In addition, typical 
Christmas sweets are not lacking in these meetings, being the “pestiños” (Fig. 4) and “roscos de 
vino” (fried sweet with honey or sugar) the most popular among wide variety of Andalusian 
sweets. Although there is no fixed recipe for these dishes, as each house has its own recipe in-
herited from his family ancestors, here's an example of how the “pestiños” are made: 

 

 
Figure 4. “Pestiños”: recipe and photo. 
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7 JUSTIFICATION FOR THE CONSERVATION OF THA FESTIVITY AND HERITAGE 
VALUES 

Throughout the region of Andalusia, as in many regions around the globe, people sing for 
Christmas. In the province of Jaen there is a rich tradition, or in Huelva, where Christmas carols 
and campanilleros are sung lively way. Malaga has the festivity “Verdiales”, in Cordoba 
“Campanilleros de Pozoblanco” and Almería “Auroros” or “Aguilanderos” (Arrebola, 1995). 
But, as previously mentioned, the Zambomba Jerezana is only held in the province of Cadiz, in 
Jerez de la Frontera. 

According to the definition in the Convention for the Safeguarding of Intangible Heritage of 
UNESCO, held in Paris in 2003, intangible cultural heritage is constituted by the 

 
"practices, representations, expressions, knowledge and techniques -together 

with the instruments, objects, artifacts and cultural spaces associated therewith 
that communities, groups and, in some cases, individuals recognize as part of their 
cultural heritage". 

 
Intangible cultural heritage instills a sense of identity, transmitted from generation to genera-

tion and recreated by communities (Atlas of Intangible Heritage, IAPH). According to 
UNESCO, this heritage is manifested in oral traditions and expressions, including language; 
performing arts; social practices, rituals and festive events; knowledge and practices concerning 
nature and the universe and traditional craftsmanship. The celebration in the days before 
Christmas Eve, which in Jerez is called Zambomba, has all these features that make it the Intan-
gible Cultural Heritage. 

The music expressions in the form of romances and flamenco carols, the knowledge and 
technical development of the zambomba as an instrument, the Andalusian patios, flamenco 
clubs or Brotherhoods as celebration venues, and Jerez community which feel and celebrate this 
festivity become the hallmark of the town of Jerez, making the Zambomba meets the definition 
given by UNESCO on Intangible Cultural Heritage. It is a manifestation of a long tradition in-
herited from previous generations, which combines its own language, performing arts, social 
practices, particular rituals and a characteristic symbology. 

In December 2009, the Ministry of Culture of the Andalusian Government declared 
Zambomba Jerezana as Cultural Interest (BIC), since it was considered an ethnographic activity 
of special interest for Andalusian culture and intangible heritage. This definition is contained in 
Law 16/1985 of June 25 Spanish Historical Heritage: 

 
 

Table 4. 
TITULO VI 

Del Patrimonio Etnográfico 
Art. 46. Forman parte del Patrimonio Histórico 

Español los bienes muebles e inmuebles y los 
conocimientos y actividades que son o han sido 
expresión relevante de la cultura tradicional del 

pueblo español en sus aspectos materiales, sociales 
o espirituales. 

(…) 
3. Se considera que tienen valor etnográfico y 
gozarán de protección administrativa aquellos 
conocimientos o actividades que procedan de 

modelos o técnicas tradicionales utilizados por una 
determinada comunidad. Cuando se trate de 
conocimientos o actividades que se hallen en 

previsible peligro de desaparecer, la 
Administración competente adoptará las medidas 

oportunas conducentes al estudio y documentación 
científicos de estos bienes. 

TITLE VI 
Ethnographic Heritage 

Art. 46. They are part of the Spanish Historical Her-
itage movable and immovable property and 

knowledge and activities that are or have been rele-
vant expression of the traditional culture of the 

Spanish people in their material, social or spiritual 
aspects. 

(...) 
3. It is considered to have ethnographic value and 
enjoy administrative protection that knowledge or 

activities emanating from traditional models or 
techniques used by a particular community. In the 

case of knowledge or activities that are in danger of 
disappearing predictable, the competent authority 
shall take the lead scientists to study and documen-

tation of these assets appropriate action. 
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Moreover, taking into account the recent UNESCO declaration of Flamenco as Intangible 
World Heritage, and the direct relationship between this Christmas festivity and flamenco arts, 
the government should ensure the manifestations derived from this artistic expression, such as 
Zambomba. Six years have passed since this initial declaration and this particular festivity has 
still not been recognized as a part of the flamenco culture. This is fundamentally due to the dif-
ferences and disagreements on the definition that both local and regional administrations give to 
this celebration. Sometimes is compared with “Buñolá” in Arcos de la Frontera (village near to 
Jerez), which has other different characteristics. 

For everything mentioned above, making an objective review of all the features of the festivi-
ty, these are some values that justify why this characteristic and unique celebration should be 
taken into account: 

1. Historical Value. The source and origin of this Christmas festivity is what gives this 
historical value. Not only has evidence that the Zambomba are already held in the 18th 
century, but also songs that are sung originated in medieval romances which are sung 
in many European countries, documented as is the case of "Passing Casablanca" and 
its derivation from the "Poem Kudrum" has already been discussed above. 

2. Artistic Value. The artistic expression of their songs and dances, as well as its union 
Flamenco arts, gives the party its artistic value. 

3. Ethnographic Value. It is an activity of the municipality of Jerez de la Frontera, with 
all its features, it is naturally held there, and it has a number of factors that promote its 
ethnographic character, as the craftsmanship of the zambomba. 

4. Philological Value. In the lyrics can be observed an own and characteristic language, 
not only Andalusian, but also some words that are typical in the area of Jerez. Words 
inherited from Arab culture and the language Caló, talked by Gypsies. 

5. Symbolic Value. Zambomba is representing the celebration that performs the Jerez 
people for the arrival of Christmas. Also it symbolizes the brotherhood of neighbors, 
sharing their food with each other, their homes, their songs and dances for everyone 
to enjoy. This celebration contributes to the integration of this community and also to 
the reinforcement of its unique cultural and social imaginary. 

6. Value Identity. The city of Jerez de la Frontera is identified with this celebration, 
since this festivity has become the hallmark and identity of Jerez. Zambombas has 
been artificially imported to other locations in the south of Andalusia, but it is a natu-
ral expression of the particular way to celebrate Christmas in Jerez combining fla-
menco arts, typical cousin, and sherry. 

7. Gastronomic Value. The typical sweets, sherry, traditional dishes that are made in this 
city, represent an indispensable part of the Zambomba. 

8 CONCLUSIONS 

Zambomba Jerezana is an asset that identifies Jerez and its inhabitants. In the days before 
Christmas Eve, these Zambombas fill the houses, the streets, flamenco clubs, Brotherhoods and 
bars of the city as a sign of an old tradition that is preserved there. Moreover, these festivities 
have moved to other Spanish cities being clearly identified as an important part of the Christmas 
season, but they are always identified as Zambombas Jerezanas. They are a participatory and 
open celebration, where coexistence with neighboring districts and other inhabitants of Jerez 
strengthens the feeling of unity in the community, giving it a unique and particular character.  
The lyrics of the romances and flamenco Christmas carols have survived along centuries due to 
oral tradition. This has been possible due to the maintenance of the Zambomba year after year. 
The work of collecting lyrics and rhythms by different researchers and organizations such as the 
Chair of Flamenco in Jerez, have also allowed the preservation of Zambomba. However, despite 
the artificial recording of lyrics and songs in order to help to its preservation, we should take in-
to account that this practice might reduce the dynamic character of a celebration that is orally 
transmitted from generation to generation. 

Moreover, the lyrics of the romances have played an important role in literature as they have 
served as a basis for other songs, and even literary works. These lyrics, as mentioned in the 
analysis, are sung elsewhere in the world, but are in Jerez where the Flamenco has embedded 
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them incorporating new rhythms and styles (fundamentally bulerias, tanguillos and rumbas), 
which gives this celebration a unique character. Flamenco has not only changed the rhythms, 
but also in the usage of the language introducing new words from the Caló. 

On the other hand, the Zambomba has indirectly contributed to the preservation of traditional 
romances. Elsewhere in Spain and the world, these romances also exist, but Jerez is one of the 
few places in the globe where these traditional songs are preserved alive through a popular cul-
ture that every year are reproduced and transmitted by local communities. The lyrics of the ro-
mances are part of the Christmas festivity of people living in Jerez, songs that have been learned 
from parents or grandparents, in schools or through the Christmas carols, but independently of 
the source of transmission the reality is that all people in Jerez knows these lyrics. 

For all heritage values of the Zambomba festivity, it seems necessary to develop conservation 
measures that allow the preservation of this cultural tradition as a part of the immaterial heritage 
of Jerez de la Frontera and the south of Andalusia. Therefore, the regulation and protection of 
this festivity should preserve not only its rituals, but also every cultural product derived from 
this tradition such as the development of the instrument zambomba, food recipes, traditional 
sweets, Andalusian patios and the historic districts of downtown Jerez. These measures for con-
servation would protect part of the culture and identity of the people of Jerez de la Frontera. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

Japan is well known for its rich tradition of crafts, from ceramics and pottery to bamboo, paper, 
lacquer ware, textiles, and many others that have become well recognised symbols of Japanese 
art and culture, as well as markers of the Japanese identity. The importance and high regard giv-
en to traditional crafts in Japan is underlined by the continuous and long history of patronage 
and support accorded them by all classes of Japanese society, as well as by the government it-
self. 

In the contemporary era, traditional crafts have been formally protected by national legisla-
tion from at least the middle of the 20th century. Official classification and designation of tradi-
tional crafts, including recognition and support of its stakeholders, have also been actively car-
ried out within the recent decades with the primary goal of ensuring their preservation in the 
years to come. 

The term “traditional craft” [dent  k gei] itself is an official category within the legal frame-
work of support and protection of Japanese crafts under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of 
Economy, Trade and Industry (METI). Traditional crafts per se are also considered part of the 
official category named “craft technique” [k gei gijutsu] in the Intangible Cultural Property sys-
tem of the Agency for Cultural Affairs (Bunkacho) (under the Ministry of Education, Culture, 
Sports, Science and Technology, or MEXT). The latter Ministry is mainly responsible for the 
administration of what is generally viewed as Japanese cultural heritage, both tangible and in-
tangible, through the Law for the Protection of Cultural Properties. Traditional crafts in Japan 
are thus recognised and protected under two different government ministries, underlying their 

Preservation and continuity in Japan’s traditional crafts: the silk 
weavers of Kyoto 

V. Cang & Y. Kitamura 
RINRI Institute, Japan 

ABSTRACT: Traditional crafts” is an official intangible heritage category in Japan’s designa-
tion system, which includes many traditions distinctly identified with Japan. Although official 
categorisation makes Japanese traditions appear separate from one another, many are interrelat-
ed, with strong bonds among and within the craft traditions. Japanese traditional crafts, howev-
er, are currently experiencing continuity and problems: Population ageing and decline have re-
sulted in a dire lack of successors for many industries, while the globalised economy is also 
adversely affecting demand. This paper investigates the silk weaving tradition in Kyoto and uses 
it as a lens to look into specific preservation and transmission issues affecting Japanese crafts. 
One of the most prominent silk cloth purveyors in Kyoto is the main focus of inquiry and con-
stitutes the main discussion on how crafts have survived into the present, and how, and whether 
if, these survival skills are utilised to cope with their increasingly precarious situation today. 

SHARING CULTURES 2015 
Proceedings of the 4th International Conference on Intangible Heritage 177



critical importance commercially (as is the main thrust of METI) and culturally (under MEXT) 
in Japan. 

Japan’s legal system for protecting its cultural heritage has largely succeeded in institutional-
ising both tangible and intangible heritage in Japan. In fact, the Japanese system had paved the 
way in creating the intangible heritage designation framework of the United Nations Education-
al, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) itself. Preservation laws and recognition, 
however, can only do so much in terms of protecting cultural heritage, particularly in today’s 
technology-driven and rapidly globalising environment, whether in Japan or in the international 
arena covered by UNESCO. 

This paper considers intangible heritage preservation beyond the scope of UNESCO and oth-
er legal and formal systems of protection. It is a micro study on the ground, so to speak, con-
cerning the preservation of traditional crafts in Japan as represented by the silk weaving industry 
in Kyoto. As a preliminary study, this paper presents the historical and cultural context of the 
traditional craft of silk weaving as represented by a silk cloth purveyor house; for present pur-
poses, the paper investigates the means by which it coped, and is currently coping, with the var-
ious crises in its existence, in order to offer a lens into the continuity and preservation of intan-
gible heritage in Japan through its traditional crafts. 

2 BACKGROUND 

Weaving is but one of many official “traditional crafts” in Japan, but it is the biggest and most 
widespread among the other crafts categories, with silk weaving representing various traditions 
traversing the breadth of the country. Among all the silk weaving traditions, however, it is per-
haps Nishijin in Kyoto that is best known within and outside Japan. 

The Nishijin silk weaving industry has already been the subject of several excellent studies, 
most notably by the late Tamara K. Hareven, whose ethnographic work on Nishijin that was fi-
nally published in book form as “The Silk Weavers of Kyoto” (2002) may be called “seminal” 
in many respects and without exaggeration. This paper will defer to this important work for a 
comprehensive overview of Nishijin, and will only offer summarised background that is rele-
vant for the present study. 

It must be noted that the term “Nishijin” could refer to one of three different but “interrelated 
entities” according to Hareven (2002, 25). First, Nishijin is the name of the district in Kyoto 
where silk weaving has been concentrated for more than five centuries. “Nishijin” literally 
means west [nishi] camp [jin], referring to the location of the silk weaving community that is 
concentrated in an area west of the Imperial Palace grounds and the former center of power in 
Japan’s ancient capital. Second, the name could also refer to the craft process—that is, the 
Nishijin weaving process—based in this particular location. The weaving craft of Nishijin is 
widely acknowledged as the “finest weaving skills in Japan” (25). Third and finally, Nishijin 
may also refer to the product itself of the weaving process, as used in terms such as Nishijin silk 
cloth or Nishijin brocade. In this paper, “Nishijin” is used mainly to refer to the craft process 
unless indicated otherwise. 

Although it is a single and specific craft category, Nishijin weaving does not constitute a sin-
gle process of production; that is, any product that goes by the name of “Nishijin weave” is not 
produced by a single craftsperson or craft studio. Indeed, Nishijin silk weaving and production 
constitutes multiple and complex stages, from concept and design, to selection of materials and 
equipment, to the actual weaving and sewing, up to the final delivery of the craft product: In 
each of these various stages, different craftspeople possessing unique and very specific skills 
work independently, with their role limited to their own particular stage in the production. 

A typical craft product, say a silk sash for the kimono, generally goes through the following 
phases of production. The overall design, size, concept, and other characteristics of the sash is 
first first conceptualised by a producer or manufacturer, whose ideas are then translated by a 
specialist into an actual drawn design, which will in turn be patterned by another specialist. The 
threads to be used in the weaving of the sash will be dyed and/or selected by yet another special-
ist—the thread dyer/spinner—which will then be prepared in a loom in another craft worker’s 
studio, finally to be woven by the appropriate weaver, then finally cut and sewn by the needle 
worker. The finished product, a single length of silk sash, actually goes through multiple stages, 
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with each stage handled by different people who are each craft specialists in their own right. In 
all likelihood, the craftspeople would have been doing the same work, and only that particular 
work for their part in the production, for a significant number of years if not their lifetime. 

There is a very detailed division of labour, in other words, and it is precisely this specialisa-
tion of tasks and skills as well as their efficient coordination that has produced the finest silk 
products in Japan and perhaps in the world. Although it is neither impossible nor unfeasible for 
one craftsperson or a single crafts studio to handle all stages of the production, no matter how 
skilled the person or studio may be, none will ever approach the finest quality produced through 
the specialisation of labour that results in Nishijin silk cloth, as many craft industry experts and 
the general public affirm. 

Such specialisation of labour has also created a unique social system within the Nishijin craft. 
Since the production of even one piece of Nishijin silk cloth requires different experts working 
together to produce it, some form of coordination and overall management of the production 
process is required. In most cases, it is the weaving master, called the orimoto, who is in charge 
(Hareven, 2002 & Moon, 2013). To create one kimono or a particular sash, for example, the 
weaving master brings together a motley of experts, from the designers to the thread dyers and 
spinners, weavers, and needle workers, to work all together as one team. 

The weaving master actually conducts the whole craft process—“consulting and receiving 
orders, commissioning each task from the specialised craftspeople, connecting and liaising be-
tween different stages, and overseeing the final stage of production and delivery” (Moon, 2013, 
77). In addition, the weaving master may work in the procuring of materials and tools when 
necessary and also ensures that the craftspeople within his—weaving masters are generally 
male—network receive enough work. In Nishijin, weaving masters are also called oyakata [lit-
erally, “parent person”], which acknowledges their roles as de facto heads of “houses” within 
which particular members work together to make a particular Nishijin craft product. There are, 
thus, different “houses” or cliques for the various silk craft products made in Nishijin, from ki-
monos to sashes, purses, tapestries, and to the different types of silk cloth that are used for prac-
tical and decorative purposes in daily life as well as in many Japanese arts and cultural perfor-
mances. 

3 THE SILK CLOTH PURVEYOR: CONTEXTS 

This paper considers one particular craft “house” engaged in Nishijin silk weaving, a silk cloth 
purveyor that has been based in the weaving community in Kyoto for more than three hundred 
years. The cultural and historical context surrounding the silk cloth purveyor is described below; 
the description and narrative is a summation of data gleaned from personal interviews and pre-
liminary surveys in the field. 

TS, as the purveyor will be referred to in this paper, occupies a unique niche within the 
Nishijin weaving community. It mainly produces and supplies fukusa, which are square pieces 
of silk cloth of varying but exact sizes that are integral to the practice of the Way of Tea tradi-
tion. Aside from its size, the fukusa’s design, color, and even thickness vary according to the 
school of the Way of Tea it is destined for use as well as its actual function in the ritual. Some 
fukusa are used as cleaning or purifying cloths, others as mats or covers for tea utensils, or as 
temporary handkerchiefs or napkins, among other functions. They can be of one solid color with 
minimal or no decorative design, or they may also be an elaborately detailed pattern in a par-
ticular type of traditional weave. They are all invariably made of finely woven silk. 

Another major craft product from TS is the silk pouch for tea containers, called shifuku, that 
are also essential in the Way of Tea. These, too, come in a variety of sizes and designs, and to 
the non-practitioner look no more than tiny drawstring pouches. On closer examination, howev-
er, one will find that each pouch will have been been precisely patterned, cut, and sewn accord-
ing to the weave pattern as well as to fit the exact dimensions of the tea container. Aside from 
the pouch itself, the cord and loops by which it is tied at the top are also woven from the finest 
silk. Needless to say, both the silk pouch and the fukusa above require a high degree of craft 
weaving and sewing craft skills, among other highly developed craft techniques, to produce. 

TS also produces and supplies other silk craft items, some of which are used outside the Way 
of Tea tradition. However, it is their craft products for tea, especially the fukusa silk cloth and 
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the shifuku silk pouch that TS is best known for; they remain the primary and for many practi-
tioners the only source for these items in the major schools of the Way of Tea. 

TS was established in the Nishijin area in 1712. Known by another name then, it started out 
as a general producer and supplier of the white silk cloths that were used as canvases for tradi-
tional scroll and screen paintings. Together with the rapid development of the Way of Tea tradi-
tion in the eighteenth century and onwards, TS became more heavily involved in the purveyance 
of silk cloth for use in the tea ritual. It also developed close ties with the families and practition-
ers of the Way of Tea tradition—the Nishijin area neighbours the compounds where the major 
schools of Tea are headquartered, which also helped—so that by the late nineteenth century TS 
began to engage exclusively in the production and purveyance of fukusa and other silk cloth 
products for the Way of Tea. 

Throughout its existence, the production and supply business of TS has been passed on to a 
male heir, usually the firstborn son. The current head of the house is the ninth generation, hav-
ing inherited the mantle from his own father in 1999. The father as well as the grandfather of the 
current head were adopted into the family and made heirs after marrying a daughter from the 
family. (The former two generations of the family did not produce any sons.) The means of 
business succession is not unusual for Japan, especially in many of its arts and craft traditions 
(See Cang, 2008). 

As a purveyor, TS is essentially a weaving master in the production of silk cloth for the Way 
of Tea. As a crafts studio itself—concept, design, and some patterning and needle work are also 
done in-house—the milieu in TS is, however, slightly different from the weaving master 
[orimoto/oyakata] system described above, which is considered typical and defining of the 
Nishijin weaving community (Hareven, 2002 & Moon, 2013). Whereas weaving masters such 
as the kimono and sash makers are like executive producers who supervise and control the pro-
duction process and relegate tasks without directly getting involved in any actual craft work, TS 
both supervises and relegates, and is also directly responsible for several phases of the silk cloth 
production. The production process, however, is basically the same as in other craft production 
in Nishijin; that is, TS constitutes a full community of independent and specialised craftspeo-
ple—from those in design and patterning to the ones involved in thread dyeing and silk throw-
ing, then loom preparation and actual weaving, to cutting and sewing—who work together to 
produce a single product, whether a silk handkerchief or a silk pouch. 

4 SUCCESSION AND TRANSMISSION ISSUES 

Recent studies on traditional crafts in Japan have been unanimous in declaring the recent trans-
formation in Japan’s demographics as the primary cause of the problems in their preservation. 
Contemporary Japanese society has been ageing at a rapid rate, and with declining birthrates 
compounding the problem, many traditional craft studios and family are increasingly finding it 
difficult to pass on their craft and their businesses to the next younger generation (Cang, 2014). 

Nishijin is not exempted from this problem faced by traditional crafts: Craft industry succes-
sion is far and away the most pressing problem in Nishijin today (Moon, 2013). There are simp-
ly fewer young people available to train and pass on the craft business. 

In terms of filling the post of weaving master, however, TS has not had too much of a diffi-
culty throughout its three-hundred year history. As mentioned above, heir adoption was resorted 
to when necessary. It is, however, feeling the pinch with regard to the craft workers in its net-
work. 

Until about twenty years ago TS used to engage several weavers for the production of its 
unique silk cloths, but as the weavers retired and lacked successors—craft studios closed one af-
ter another after the craft worker’s retirement—it now engages only one weaving house to han-
dle all its production. TS requires specific types of weaves for their particular brand of silk 
cloth, and this weaving house is the only one capable of meeting its needs today. For the time 
being, the weaving house has managed to attract trainees; it is still an uneasy situation, nonethe-
less. 

Although the dire lack of weavers is troubling TS, it considers the dwindling number of 
craftspeople in needlework a more pressing problem. Like its exclusive weaves, the silk cloth 
and pouches of TS also require specific types of craft sewing skills. In recent years, there have 
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been less and less craftspeople who are able to do the work their products require, again because 
of the retirement and ageing of the needle workers and the lack of people with the skills to re-
place them. In addition to the lack of successors, TS has discovered that compared to the situa-
tion in the past, more effort is necessary to train those who do enter the craft house. 

In the case of novice needle workers, for example, the few who join the craft studio today 
come without any previous experience in needlework whatsoever. Unlike in the past when pri-
mary and secondary schools in Japan taught sewing skills—usually under the subject of “home 
economics”—needle work lessons are no longer given in many schools today; young people to-
day can hardly hold thread and needle to fix a hem or affix a button. In addition, most novices 
enter the profession at a relatively advanced age; many are university graduates with less agile 
hands and flexible minds, unlike one generation ago when they entered the crafts profession 
immediately after middle or high school. 

The critical role played by needle workers in TS is obvious even in the seemingly simple pro-
cess of fukusa production. Although fukusa appear to be nothing more than a square piece of 
cloth stitched at three sides, the materials they are made from—different weaves of silk bro-
cades and damasks—vary greatly and contain complex and symbolic patterns that must first be 
cut precisely, then stitched in a meticulous but exact manner. In TS, most trainees take at least 
one hour to make a single fukusa after it has been cut to the prescribed size, whereas profession-
al needle workers will need only ten minutes or so. The situation is the same, perhaps even more 
critical, in silk pouch [shifuku] production: Whereas the square and flat fukusa is more two-
dimensional, the silk pouch is three-dimensional, its complex weave cut and sewn precisely to 
fit the base, curves, corners, and overall shape of the tea container. 

5 ECONOMIC AND PRESERVATION ISSUES 

Aside from succession and the transmission of craft skills to the next generation, TS is currently 
grappling with the issue of continuity or, in more direct terms, staying in the business sustaina-
bly. Although TS is patronised by the major schools of the Way of Tea and is the exclusive and 
official supplier of the many varied types of silk cloths used in the different schools, the demand 
for their craft products has lessened considerably in recent years. 

One major reason is the general decline in the number of people who practice the Way of Tea 
in Japan today. Again, changes in the school curriculum play a role in the decline. In the past, 
training in the tea tradition was included in most primary and secondary education, especially in 
girls’ schools: The Way of Tea was regarded as good training in the areas of etiquette and de-
portment, and for young women, essential in acquiring the gracious skills for marriage. That is 
no longer the case today: Although the Way of Tea is still practised in schools, it is usually 
taught in extra-curricular clubs outside classroom hours. At the same time, the adults who do 
practise it—as a hobby or personal development training— are limited, with many belonging to 
a certain class of older women of a certain level of education and economic privilege (Kato, 
2004). 

The decreased demand for silk cloths among Way of Tea practitioners is exacerbated by in-
creasing amounts of non-Nishijin, indeed non-Japanese produced silk that have found its way 
into the Way of Tea heartland. A more open and globalised economy has resulted in a flood of 
imports into Japan of much cheaper silk especially from other Asian countries. Some silk cloth 
purveyors outside Nishijin use these cheaper materials and outsource their production to facto-
ries outside Japan to make products similar to those supplied by TS. Although of lesser durabil-
ity and fineness of craftsmanship, some look as lavish as the officially sanctioned items for the 
tea ritual, so many practitioners today acquire and actually use them. 

This economic threat faced by TS is repeated within the kimono industry in Nishijin. Alt-
hough Nishijin makes the finest kimonos—and many other silk crafts—in Japan, in recent dec-
ades cheap silk imports and foreign outsourcing have lured customers to their cheaper counter-
parts (Moon, 2013). Kimonos, especially the finer-quality garments, is on the level of a luxury 
good that may only be patronised by a limited class of people, and there is lesser demand for the 
higher-priced though much higher-quality clothing in the present, economically austere era 
(Hashino, 2015). 
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For its part, TS continues to make silk cloths for Tea, but it has also began producing and 
supplying other silk craft products, some that could be used in the Way of Tea tradition and 
some for outside, daily use. Among the former are silk purses for carrying the implements need-
ed in the tearoom and pick holders for storing the picks used in eating the sweets for tea. The 
latter includes business card holders made of the finest silk weaves and ladies’ handbags, also of 
fine silk. These are small additions to TS’s product line, but a significant change, nonetheless, 
for a house that has exclusively produced items only for the Way of Tea. As the products are 
made from the same materials and by the same network of craftspeople in Nishijin, some form 
of sustainability is ensured for those who work under the TS umbrella. Recently, many of TS’s 
silk cloths are being used for decorative purposes far removed from their original function, and 
obtaining new, even unexpected functions in other contexts. These are recent developments, 
however, whose actual effects on the economic prospects and continuity of TS may only be 
gleaned after further observation. 

6 DISCUSSION AND PRELIMINARY CONCLUSIONS 

It has been said that traditional crafts in Japan have existed and continue to survive through the 
efficient interplay of function, skill, and beauty (Goto, 2012). From the beginning, most, if not 
all, Japanese traditional crafts are produced with a specific function in mind: Being pleasing to 
the eye many crafts are now used to decorate houses especially outside Japan, but most have 
been initially made to serve a practical purpose—intricately woven baskets to hold flowers, pol-
ished lacquer plates for eating, delicate ceramic bowls for actual drinking, finely-woven silk 
cloths for cleaning utensils, etc. Traditional crafts in Japan also always require the most patient 
and meticulous skills that only the well-trained possess. Finally, they possess an aesthetic that is 
widely acknowledged within and outside Japan. With regard to the silk cloths of TS, the func-
tion-skill-beauty tripartite is certainly true—as well as the rest of Nishijin for that matter. 

In addition to the emphasis on function, skill, and beauty, Kyoto crafts and businesses in par-
ticular are said to have survived well into the present due to the “[e]xcellent quality of crafts, 
eye for beauty, and small scale with division and collaboration based on quality, and a niche 
market which is spread all over Japan and even the world” (Goto, 2012, 91). Again, the silk 
cloths purveyed by TS fit into this observation; their niche market that is the Way of Tea tradi-
tion has served them well over the centuries. 

Today, however, function, skill, beauty, and a niche market alone have become inadequate in 
ensuring the preservation and survival of traditional crafts in Japan. The ageing and declining 
population together with the globalised economy have posed threats that none of the above four 
factors, or all of them together, seem to be able to counter. TS is still grappling with the for-
mer—trainees and successors for the craft studios are few and rapidly dwindling—and dealing 
with the latter by product diversification. The craft product diversification in which TS is cur-
rently engaged is actually innovation to a degree unknown to it in recent memory, as it had here-
tofore exclusively dealt only with implements for tea, not silk purses or other items for use in 
daily life. 

Most recently, however, a relatively stronger economic climate in Japan has seen a rise in the 
demand for local and fine quality silk craft products from both Japanese and foreign customers. 
Traditional Japanese clothing is also experiencing a boom among the young generation. This is 
another situation that bears more observation, being also very recent, and whether the improved 
economy and the boom in things Japanese can sustain TS and the rest of the silk craft industry 
in Nishijin remains to be seen. 

There are currently some quarters in Nishijin who are pushing for the official recognition of 
the Nishijin silk weaving craft tradition as intangible heritage under the national heritage desig-
nation system, if not UNESCO, but these are unofficial moves and still on the level of potential 
projects. Observation and further study of these moves should bring more understanding of the 
role of official heritage designation on the preservation of traditional crafts, if any. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

In 1573 the painter Paolo Caliari, il Veronese, was summoned to the Holy Tribunal to be ques-
tioned about a large canvas depicting the Last Supper that he had executed for the Convent of 
Saint Giovanni e Paolo. When he was asked about the reason why he had painted a buffoon with 
a parrot in the scene, he answered that he had done that “for ornament, as is customary”.  If we 
ever asked wooden shoe makers the same question about any of the motifs they use to depict on 
the madreñas of their own production he would probably answer something similar. We cannot 
of course compare the particular case of Veronese’s Feast in the House of Levi and that of deco-
ration in wooden shoes. While Veronese had carefully conceived his canvas, both in aesthetic 
and meaning terms, so that he was surely aware of the particular significance of some of his 
“decorative” figures and intended them to mean so, whereas a craftsman produces the decora-
tion spontaneously. Spontaneous does not necessarily imply meaningless or random.  In most 
cases the artisan probably doesn’t even wonder if there is an actual meaning for what’s he’s de-
picting on an object or the reason why he places it there; he does it because it is the way it’s 
done. But just as Veronese’s canvas certainly contains much more allusions and content than the 
painter had let shown in the verbal process, decorative patterns in traditional items may contain 
“hidden” information, for they use symbols, and symbols mean something. 

A few years ago the authors were received by an old aged wooden shoe maker, Emilio Feito, 
in his house in Belén (Asturias). Being questioned about the motifs he carved in his usual 
wooden shoes production he simply answered something like “Oh, this is the way I use to put 
on my works all the time”, without going further in the explanation about his drawings carved in 
the wood. Hence, Veronese’s answer perfectly fits in the case we are dealing with. Decorative 
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patterns in traditional crafts may be done today just for the sake of decoration, they have be-
come “customary ornament”, yet they have a remote origin related to something more trans-
cendent than the mere aesthetic pleasure. 

2 POSSIBLE APPLICATION OF THE CONCEPTS OF C. G. JUNG AND MIRCEA 
ELIADE 

In order to better understand the presence and transcendence of decorative patterns not only in 
the Asturian wooden shoes, but also in many other traditional daily objects, it is necessary to re-
call some general ideas about symbology and the origin and use of symbols in mankind. The 
thesis defended by Carl Gustav Jung and Mircea Eliade could serve as the theoretical basis for 
this work, due to their different though complementary approach. 

According to Jung a symbol “is a term, a name or even a picture that may be familiar in daily 
life, yet that possesses specific connotations in addition to its conventional and obvious mean-
ings. It implies something vague, unknown, or hidden for us” (Jung, 1964a, p. 3). We use sym-
bolic terms or images to represent ideas that remain out of our reach of comprehension. 

Symbols can arise at any moment in all kind of situations of our lives. They are created from 
the unconscious material stored in our minds, composed by all varieties of images and they 
stand for those also unconscious thoughts, impulses and feelings. 

Every individual is then capable of producing symbols on his own, but symbols can also be 
collective. Collective symbols represent very often religious ideas. Their origin is frequently 
mysterious, lost in remote times, but in any case they are not intentional: they don’t come from 
a conscious thinking or creative process. They have spontaneously emanated from mankind fan-
tasies and obsessions. 

Jung (1964b) distinguishes two levels in the unconscious: the personal conscious, whose con-
tents come from our personal experiences, and the collective unconscious, an inherited structure 
of the mind, common to every human being. The collective unconscious reports to something 
deeply installed in the human being, for it is present in all men from all civilizations. It has to be 
part of men’s mind since primeval times and is highly interesting for our purposes, for it ex-
presses a series of inherent worries or thoughts common to every man –even if the subject him-
self is not at all aware of it- and it’s responsible for the creation of universal myths and images. 

From a more empirical and ethnological point of view Mircea Eliade (1991, p. 11) considers 
symbolism in the “archaic” thinking but, at the same time, he underlines the fact that “the sym-
bol, the myth and the image are of the very substance of the spiritual life, that they may become 
disguised, mutilated or degrade, but are never extirpated”. 

Symbols are for Eliade consubstantial to the nature of the human being. They are inherent to 
human existence and its presence comes before language or reason. Man creates symbols to ex-
plain aspects and phenomena of reality that remain out of any field of knowledge. A symbol ex-
presses something “more profound and more basic” than objective reality (Eliade, 1959, III, pa-
ra. 2). The production of myths and symbols is spontaneous yet not gratuitous, “they respond to 
a need and fulfill a function, that of bringing to light the most hidden modalities of being” 
(Eliade, 1991, p. 12). 

Archaic men had probably created symbols related to their main issues, related to such essen-
tial questions to be repeated once and again and kept anchored in the mind to the present.  Ac-
cording to Gravel (1995), symbols are repeated because they contain the mana of what they rep-
resent. The mana must be understood as a sort of energy present in everything in the nature. Not 
only animals and plants have mana, but also objects, activities and thoughts have mana. It is like 
the intangible matter that makes something be that something and not anything else. Thus, sym-
bols carry the mana of the object or idea they stand for and therefore we attribute them the same 
“power”. Mana must not be considered exclusively as a religious concept. In fact, the idea of the 
mana appeared before cultes, rituals and religion. Mana could be one of those primeval concepts 
that came to the human brain, for it means the awareness that the world is, that every single 
thing exists and has something that confers it its specific properties. 
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3 THE EVIL EYE 

Symbols are widely used in all religions. They may evoke concepts, myths or deities. But sym-
bols are also used as protection. In fact, among all the beliefs in the world, the Evil Eye can be 
considered as one of the oldest, most widespread ones. The Evil Eye has produced a large num-
ber of symbols in different civilizations, so deeply installed as to remain current today in every-
day life. “No science, no religion; no laws have been able to root out this fixed belief; and no 
power has ever been able to eradicate it from the human mind” (Elworthy, 1895, I, 18). 

The Evil Eye can be considered as a malevolent look that brings along harm and misfortune.  
Most people would think today about the Evil Eye in terms of an old woman throwing some 
powerful, ill look around, bringing along harm and misfortune to those to whom is addressed. 
No matter how folkloric and superstitious this image may seem, the Evil Eye belief is still very 
present in the world and by no means limited to traditional societies. The fact is that the Evil 
Eye is present also in a very subtle, yet still palpable way in our modern societies. Somebody 
who does not absolutely believe in the Evil Eye can use symbols, expressions and gestures that 
are related to it. This belief is so deeply installed in mankind that our daily lives progress in the 
middle of its multiple aspects without even realizing it.  

To explain such phenomenal expansion and persistence we should wonder what could possi-
bly worried men from all civilizations enough to become an almost inherent, constant feature in 
the human being, considered even an “inherited” custom (Elworthy, 1895). 

Though the Evil Eye is a well-known belief since the ancient times and it has been mentioned 
by many scholars, none of them has managed to give a satisfactory explanation neither about its 
origins nor its true signification. Although the features that compose the whole system of the 
Evil Eye may vary according to different places or cultures, there is a group of recurrent aspects 
of this belief: women, children and domestic animals seem to be specially exposed to the risk of 
the evil eye; at the same time, the owners of this malevolent look are usually women; envy is a 
recurrent reason for “throwing” the Evil Eye; it is often referred to using the singular; methods 
exist to be protected against de Evil Eye, mainly amulets, gestures or “prayers”; sexual symbols 
are frequently related to the evil eye (Elworthy,1895).   

Gravel (1995) highlighted the common ideas and concerns that characterize the Evil Eye: 
sexuality, fertility, productivity, prosperity and luck. However the original structure of the evil 
eye has been distorted by the peoples according to the evolution of their cultures, “the original 
eye-symbol had a powerful and universal referent with a highly-charged emotional content. 
That referent is fertility, that is: there is strong evidence that the customs related to a belief in 
the Evil Eye have their roots in pervasive prehistoric and protohistoric fertility rituals con-
cerned with production and reproduction. The sexual symbolism is derived from this source” 
(Gravel, 1995, p. 36). 

Gravel gave a new approach to the signification of the Evil Eye. Gravel considers the Evil 
Eye not as an issue of glance, but rather as the question of the eye itself. He focuses on the ob-
ject itself – the eye, as a symbol of the female genitalia. The whole system of belief would be 
turning around the concept of fertility and the necessity of protecting and encouraging fecundi-
ty, which is the basis of survival. Hence the profusion of symbols of sexual character in the 
world of the Evil Eye, sexuality understood here as procreation.  

The Evil Eye system takes us back to the basic issue of mankind perpetuation and its symbols 
involve celebration and protection of fecundity that allows human existence. 

4 SYMBOLS AND DECORATION 

We know by now that man is capable of producing symbols using unconscious information, 
which represents a great part of “primitive” knowledge that can arise at any time and in any as-
pect of our lives, like creative process, where imagination provides with “an uninterrupted and 
spontaneous flow of images” (Eliade, 1991, p. 20). 

We won’t discuss here about th origins of decoration, but they are undoubtedly obscure and 
remote ones, based upon the first images ever created by men, which certainly imply something 
transcendent. 
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Prehistoric imagery tells about constant, vital concerns and concepts in prehistoric life.  
Those ideas and their corresponding images reflect a system of beliefs. First found in housing 
environment, then applied to daily use objects, they are repeated once and again, for they are 
used as explanations, “reminders” of basic concepts or protection in a particular cosmogony. As 
a result, they ended up fixed in human brain, becoming a part of the unconscious material of our 
minds that often arises in a creative process. 

5 DECORATIVE PATTERNS 

We should start by highlighting the decorative richness of wooden shoes in the Spanish Canta-
brian area. At a first glance, we could expect a random distribution of the decorative motifs in-
asmuch as the artisans using similar but different tools by carving the decoration of the wooden 
shoes (knives, chisels, gouges, or particular tools “ad hoc”) belong to a habitat scattered with 
scarce communication in the past. It is not the case at all. This outstanding decorative richness is 
displayed according to a more or less regular schema following the different typological areas 
(Fernández Canteli, 1987). Some elements show an extraordinary recurrence, revealed in a large 
variety of versions. In general shoe makers from the same area follow the same trend when it 
comes to decoration, as if they kept the same ornamental tradition scattered with little variations 
due to personal intervention, although this one is quite limited. 

“I’ve got it from here (pointing his head)” was the answer given by a wooden shoes maker 
about some of the motifs he used to decorate his production. In fact we can find the same pat-
terns in the wooden shoes made by others artisans, even more than 50 km away with two moun-
tain passes between each other. They would all declare that they used their imagination to do so 
(Fernández Canteli, 1987, p. 165). If we consider Jung and Eliade’s postulates it’s indeed the 
case: Traditional craftsmen are unaware custodians of ancient beliefs conveyed through a series 
of symbols we can still find in traditional decoration. 

Gravel points out the presence of dual symbols in fertility cults. Reproduction is based on the 
interaction between male and female principles. The will to express the importance attached to 
this idea is shown through the frequency of images displaying the union of those two principles. 
Masculine and feminine symbols appear then associated: representations may be very obvious, 
the phallic and kteic motifs are well distinguished; in other cases images have become less evi-
dent: sometimes we are dealing with a schematization of the symbols, but often one of them is 
rather implicit than really explicitly visible. Frequently, we observe a phenomenon of fusion of 
the two elements or the use of one to shape the other. The abundance of dual representations in 
wooden shoes, as well as in other daily objects, such as door knocker, is remarkable. 

We must obviously renounce to expose an exhaustive account of the different decorative mo-
tifs here, but a summary sample gives already an idea about the common origin of these symbols 
used as decoration. Fertility seems to be the constant feature. A selection of the possible motif 
and patterns are: 

1. The shell  
    Shells are recognized as the most popular and celebrated symbol of fertility. It is like a 

synecdoche for the whole reproductive organs and their function. It represents the ca-
pacity for conceiving which is being evoked. 

    The shell is not only a very frequent pattern, but appears as a large number of modali-
ties, with variations of size, shape as well as different approaches more or less stylized:  
isolated or inserted in a larger range of elements, coupled together or with another ele-
ment (see Fig. 1). 

2. The comb (crest) 
According to the etymology of the word, comb (denoted locally as “cresta”, in Latin 
“pecten”, i.e. a body structure or organ resembling a comb) is the same as scallop or 
“venera”) so that it will be recognized as a kteic motif. It appears as a typical feature of 
certain models either on the toecap (called “cresta de gallu”, i.e. cockscomb) or as a 
ridge of the wooden shoe on its heel. The pattern can consists either in a real protube-
rant comb or ridge or in what it seems simply a double succession of marks at regular 
intervals (see Fig. 2). 

3. The eye 
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According to Gravel, the eye can be interpreted as a kteic motif; moreover, as represen-
ting a very particular moment: that of the “crowning” during the birth. The association 
may be due to the resemblance in the shape, as well as to a confusion between the two 
elements, the schematized representation being misinterpreted somewhere in History. 
In each case the eye becomes a symbol of fertility through a very strong image: the ex-
act moment when life comes to earth (see Fig. 3). 

4. The triskel 
Feminine symbols are not the sole in fertility cults. There is of course the masculine 
counterpart. Phalic motifs are well-known apotropaic symbols and may be found either 
isolated or as part of the male triad. Triple motifs like the triskel must be interpreted in 
this way (see Fig. 4). 

 
 

 
Figure 1. Examples of shell pattern decoration in the Canabrian Region: a), b) Evaristo Rodríguez, Piloña 
(Espinaredo); c) Elías (¿?) Samalea (Piloña).
 

 
Figure 2. Examples of comb pattern decoration in the Cantabrian Region: a) Angel Prieto. Las Llanas 
(Quirós); b) José Rodríguez. Sebrán (Tineo); c) Luís García. Quintanal (Teverga).
 

 
Figure 3. Examples of apotropaic eye pattern decoration in the Cantabrian Region: a) César Fernández, 
Besullo (Cangas de Narcea); b) Emilio Feito, Belén (Valdés); c) Antonio de la Llera (Pattern decoration: 
Sofía González, Pigüeña, Somiedo). 
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Figure 4. Examples of triskel pattern decoration in the Cantabrian Region: a) Gonzalo Fernández, Yerbo 
(Tineo); b) Aniceto Rojo, Caldevilla (Valdeón); c) Unknown, Babia (?); d) Guillermo López. Villanueva 
(Oscos). 

6 CONCLUSIONS 

Decoration patterns in Spanish Cantabrian wooden shoes are thought to be the result of a system 
of beliefs that goes beyond local or regional singularities and their origin dates back to the first 
steps of mankind civilization as an attempt to protect both the maker and the owner of the mate-
rial object. They are not fortuitous but point out a relation between ornamental patterns and the 
cult of fertility, the original meaning of which has been lost in times, thus proving the persisten-
cy of symbols related to fertility cults. Sexual symbols, often as dual presence in phallic and 
kteic motifs, appears as a protection since the most remote times, representing and celebrating 
fecundity, which must be guaranteed and encouraged in order to perpetuate life. 

From the point of view of intangible heritage, the interest of this study lies in the anthropo-
logical significance, for it proves the persistence of an ancestral system of beliefs among peas-
ant communities in large areas of Northern Spain and its socio-economical consequences in the 
case of self-sufficient societies, typical from archaic agricultural cultures. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Tradition, technology, and cultural identity 
Few would deny that building materials and their tectonic expression hold intrinsic meaning, 
cultural status and specificity. We can speculate therefore, on the capacity for wood and its 
products to impress and articulate cultural specificity, via innovation in technique provoked by 
socio-political, environmental, and climatic needs. 

 
 “In architecture, a discipline that combines art and technology to fulfill a social 

purpose, the term culture can be understood to mean an integrated system of design 
and construction practice based on shared knowledge or beliefs that evolve over 
time through formal explorations and technical innovation.” (Taggart, p.12). 

 
When this technical innovation is responsive to climate, geography, resources and political 

context, it inevitable affords specificity to a time and place. For certain countries around the 
world such as Norway, Switzerland, Japan, Indonesia, and Finland, this commitment has led to 
wood architecture being an integral part of the national cultural heritage. The question is, with 
10% of the world’s forest cover and the largest net exporter of forest products, (NRCAN, 2013) 
why is Canada’s distinctive wood architecture surprisingly difficult to identify? The truth is 
Canada is in a position to contribute a great deal to the advancement of Sustainable Forest Man-
agement (SFM) and its creative incorporation into a wide range of engineered, wood-based ma-
terials and structures. Up until very recently, wood has been reserved for smaller structures, 
with overwhelming predominance in the use of (hidden) light-frame construction for suburban 
developments. Even still, there has been great interest in Canada to expand the use of wood as 

Wood BE: craft, technology, and cultural specificity in wood 
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ABSTRACT: Traditions of wood architecture are being challenged at a tectonic level to address 
new energy criteria, new scales, and fast-growth stock with different technical capacity and per-
formance. Through engineered wood technologies, we are defying material limitations. This pa-
per presents ways in which wood techniques that have been developed around the world have 
the capacity to embody intrinsic specificity to regional/national traditions as well as climatic and 
building cultures, even if moving beyond the traditions of craft. It presents a critical sample of 
new wood technologies, that leads to better understand in particular the specifics of Canada as 
host to the largest certified forest in the world and speculates on tectonic innovation to develop 
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creative reinforcement of a regional and national identity, much like occurred naturally in its na-
tive, indigenous traditions that have been sadly for the most part left unprotected. 

Recent advancements in the technology of wood, specifically with respect to structural capac-
ity and slow combustibility, has led to changes in legislation, and ultimately a kind of liberation 
of which architects and researchers like Michael Green are taking full advantage. Perhaps there 
is still the impression that distinctly Canadian wood architecture can be found in the longhouse 
of the Iroquois, teepees of the Plain Indians, or the renowned indigenous wigwam dwellings that 
pre-date European settlement. However, perhaps also reinvestment in the sensibility ushered by 
these remarkable historic typologies and species, combined with new technologies and the im-
petus of energy and resource efficiency will inevitably shape an architecture embedded with 
cultural specificity. 

With a group of graduate students at the University of Toronto’s Faculty of Architecture, we 
experimented with this equation; and, the Canadian pavilion in the infamous Giardini of the 
Venice Biennale was the perfect testing ground. 

1.2 Politics of representation 
Although the Canada pavilion is neither museum nor gallery, it is by definition simultaneously 
the subject and host of display. It is designed as an instrument to showcase Canadian art and ar-
chitecture but also the structure itself is charged with representing a distinctly Canadian pres-
ence, attitude and larger political and social order among equal representations of 29 other coun-
tries. 

Commissioned by the National Gallery of Canada acting on behalf of the Canadian Govern-
ment, Canada’s first permanent international pavilion for the display of art opened in June 1958 
(and later for the display of architecture in 1976.) (Sabatino, p.3) The Milanese architecture firm 
Studio Architetti BBPR designed a wigwam inspired structure in brick, concrete, steel, and glass 
(Fig. 1) which unabashedly worked hard to engage the question of national identity, and stood 
in stark contrast to Charles Greenberg’s Canadian Pavilion articulated in quiet neutrality of the 
international style for the Brussels World’s Fair that same year. (Sabatino, p.3) The wigwam is a 
quintessential indigenous structure shaped by social and climatic requirements and the wood 
materials and tools at hand. Its reinterpretation here in steel and masonry aimed to build an im-
age of national identity that was modern, while rooted in the uniqueness of native culture.  The 
pavilion ultimately wraps around a glass-encased tree, which creates a light well and substitutes 
the opening at the apex of the segmented structure originally used for release of smoke. Shaded 
by trees and receding between the two classical and heroic pavilions of Great Britain and Ger-
many on either side, the Canadian pavilion is somewhat lost in the landscape, but certainly ex-
hibits a very different attitude – one that tries to emulate a vernacular, light wood structure inte-
grated with the land. It is no secret, however that this approach is not conducive to the necessary 
flexibility and generosity of surface requisite for successful exhibition. Artists and architects are 
hostage to the tight geometry, directional light, and particularized elements of the pavilion, in 
their pursuit to install a distinctly Canadian display, as charged by the Massey Commission a 
few years before. This unprecedented study of 1951 included an action item, which examines 
effective “methods for the purpose of making available to the people of foreign countries ade-
quate information concerning Canada.” (Sirman, p. 2) The Massey Report was born from a need 
to affirm and construct a position of cultural independence for Canada by separating itself from 
the historic reliance on that of England, France and the United States. It poses the problem of 
architecture in Canada, as one that has tended towards “imitative and derivative styles of archi-
tecture,” yet, “there is increasing conscientiousness of the need in Canada for the development 
of a regional architecture adapted to the landscape and the climate and also to the material typi-
cal of the area.” (Massey Report*, Part 1, Chapter XV, 218&219). 

There is no question that wood is most among “the material typical to the area” in Canada, 
and sixty years later continues to be, in full force. We live next to the largest forest in the world, 
which has from the beginning, been a source of food, clothing, shelter, spiritualism and liveli-
hood. 
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Figure 1. Steel ‘wigwam’ structure of Canada Pavilion, Venice. photo Jesse Hao.

1.3 Climate change and wood 
Significant innovations in wood technology have emerged in the last decade due to an increas-
ingly urgent need to find a more environmentally responsible and resource efficient approach to 
building. Given the building industry’s formidable contribution to the emission of harmful 
greenhouse gasses (mostly in the form of carbon dioxide) that are causing the dire phenomena 
of global warming, it is essential that the large carbon footprint of buildings be reduced for the 
world to address climate change. 

According to the CWC, at least 60% of climate change can be attributed to CO2 emissions re-
sulting from human activities – mostly the burning of fossil fuels, which contributes 6 billion 
tones of carbon emissions annually. Just to contain CO2 concentrations in the atmosphere to 
their current levels would require a reduction in global emissions of more than 40%. As 85% of 
the energy necessary to run our societies comes from fossil fuels, “a reduction in emissions of 
this order would involve politically unacceptable cuts in our energy consumption.” There are 
two ways, therefore to reduce CO2 in the atmousphere: 1. By reducing emissions; or 2. By re-
moving CO2 and storing it. In other words, reducing ‘carbon sources’ and increasing ‘carbon 
sinks.’  (Canadian Wood Council, 2013). 

Wood, of course, as a building material and in its natural state, can contribute enormously to 
both these ways to reduce CO2 in the atmousphere. 

A forest, if managed properly, is a large carbon reservoir. When a tree is manufactured into a 
lumber product, the carbon accumulated in the tree is stored within that product for its complete 
life cycle. Wood stores somewhere between 1 to 1.6 tones of carbon dioxide per cubic meter of 
wood depending on species, harvesting methods and secondary manufacturing methods. (Green, 
p. 26; FP Innovations, 2011) An active forest removes carbon dioxide from the atmousphere and 
stores it as carbon in its vegetation and soil. Our vast Canadian forests, therefore not only repre-
sent a major part of our national heritage, but also constitute one of the greatest carbon sinks in 
the world. 

2 GLOBAL COMPARISON 

Nearly half of Canada’s entire land surface is covered in trees. This national territory constitutes 
about 10% of the world’s forests, 35% of the world’s boreal forests, and 20% of the world’s 
temperate rain forests. Out of Canada’s 15 terrestrial and 5 marine ecozones, 12 are forested. 
(NRCAN, 2013) Canada has become a leader in Sustainable Forest Management (SFM) which 
is a process by which forests are managed according to the principals of sustainable develop-

SHARING CULTURES 2015 
Proceedings of the 4th International Conference on Intangible Heritage 193



ment - a practice which uses very broad social, economic, and environmental benchmarks utiliz-
ing a broad range of methods and tools made available globally. The definition of SFM was de-
veloped by the Ministerial Conference on the Protection of Forests in Europe (MCPFE) which 
defines it as: 

 
“The stewardship and use of forests and forest lands in a way, and at a rate that 

maintains their biodiversity, productivity, regeneration capacity, vitality and their po-
tential to fulfill, now and in the future, relevant ecological, economic and social func-
tions, at local, national, and global levels, and that does not cause damage to other 
ecosystems.” (Schlaepfer & Elliott, p.5). 

 
Nonetheless, many argue that although there are many citable great works in progressive wood 

architecture in Canada, we no longer hold leadership for wood innovation in the world, and suffer 
a lack of cultural identity and regional specificity in this milieu. The same argue that this may be 
in part due to our role as exporters of raw wood resources rather than innovative manufactured 
wood products. 

In 2012, statistically the top-ten exporting countries of wood products showed Canada was 
the second largest exporter of wood products in the world, behind China. Canada is however the 
top net exporter with a positive trade balance, however China, Germany, and the US have nega-
tive trade balances. (NRCAN, 2013) The net importers are characterized by being leading glob-
al manufacturing centers. Each imports large volumes of wood for processing into domestically 
consumed goods. Economies of scale and trade networks then allow them to export some of the-
se as finished products – but not enough to balance the cost of the imports. (NRCAN, 2013) 

Our largest wood export is lumber, like most of the top-ten countries - except for China and 
Indonesia (panels), Poland (joinery), and Germany (fibreboard.) What is curious is the absence 
of some of the countries with strongest and most recognized wood architecture from this list. 
Countries like Norway, Japan and Switzerland where wood architecture is recognized as a na-
tional treasure and reserved for the important cultural buildings keep and use domestic re-
sources, and even import what they don’t have in the case of Japan. Finland, also well known 
for its strong wood identity, is tenth on this list in terms of country’s share in total world wood 
exports, but first in total wood share of country’s exports (NRCAN, 2013). 

3 NEW WOOD TECHNOLOGIES 

3.1 Building elements 
Since the early 20th Century, dimensional limitations of tree trunks were overcome using glue 
laminated timber (glulam) which adheres individual laminations in a continual process which 
means theoretically there would be no limits to the size of loadbearing elements that could be 
produced. In addition, it was now possible to produce curved beams or columns in timber. Ab-
solutely crucial to the durability of the joints between the individual members, and therefore to 
the success of the member in general, is the technology of the adhesive. Both the development 
of super synthetic resin glues, as well as the development of finger joints revolutionized the 
production of large dimension timber beams and columns, (Pascha, p.37) which often look to 
Canadian douglas fir stock for long span glulam members, which actually have greater splitting 
resistance than solid timber. The more recent technological development of computer numerical 
control (CNC) has further liberated glulam members from a consistent shape. Post assembly 
shaping of members using precise CNC tools opens up limitless aesthetic possibilities. Many 
other innovations have refined and advanced the glulam technology, including adding carbon, 
glass or aramid fibres in the tension zone of the member which spreads and transfers forces to 
larger area of the timber resulting in increased ductility (Pascha, p.48). 

Veneer and fibre materials technology such as plywoods, laminated veneer lumber (LVL), 
laminated strand lumber (LSL), parallel strand lumber (PSL), and oriented strand board (OSB) 
has been explosive in recent years for the strength, lightness, and durability they afford. These 
modern wood-based products are manufactured by slicing and chopping, then reassembling with 
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the use of high tech binders. Scientific advancements in these areas allow for greater and greater 
load bearing use. 

Cross-laminated timber (CLT) consists of several layers of boards stacked crosswise (at 90 
degrees) and glued together on their wide faces and, sometimes, on the narrow faces as well. A 
cross-section of a CLT element has at least three glued layers of boards placed in orthogonally 
alternating orientation to the neighboring layers. (CWC, 2013) CLT products are usually fabri-
cated with three to seven layers or lamella, which has a direct bearing on its fire resistance rat-
ing - one of more important aspects of a structurally superior CLT system especially when used 
for taller structures. 

3.2 Composite products 
In general, these fibre-bonded, wood-based materials mentioned above offer an expanding field 
of opportunities for building in wood with less waste and much more tolerance with respect to 
standards/dimensions/conditions of wood stock. This is particularly important to Canada’s wood 
industry, which saw acres of BC lodgepole pines ravaged by the Mountain Pine Beetle. This 
otherwise waste material from infested lodgepole pines is also used to replace traditional aggre-
gate with wood fibres, rendering concrete more wear-resistant, stronger, and more durable than 
aerated concrete (UNBC, 2009). 

Expanded use of composite products, which take advantage of wood by-products is just one 
example of how Mass Timber systems would contribute to diversifying Canada’s forest and 
lumber industry (Green, p.36). 

3.3 Wood enhancing treatments 
In addition there are several chemically enhancing technologies, such as acetylated wood, which 
changes the cellular structure of the wood for enhanced strength, stiffness and weather re-
sistance using  liquid or vapour anhydride (Jeska, p.26). 

The traditional Japanese shou-sugi-ban or yakisugi (which means grilled wood) is a chemi-
cal-free, simple wood charring treatment that yields an extremely durable building material. 
Wood treated with fire is ironically fire resistant, as well as insect and pest resistant and mois-
ture resistant. The material is also durable due to its low reactivity and is rated to last 80 years. 
(Inmatteria, 2014) This tried and true material enhancing process has experienced a modern re-
surgence in many parts of the world. 

 
 

 
Figure 2. Unraveled section. New Canada pavilion, Venice by Negar Fathi.

4 SPECULATIONS 

Michael Green in his pivotal report titled, Tall Wood asks us to consider the fact that “Canada 
has 397.3 million hectares of forest and other wooded land; annually, less than 1% of Canada’s 
forests are harvested. (NRCAN, 2011) In 2009, the forest industry’s contribution to Canada’s 
GDP accounted for approximately 21 billion dollars (1.62%). (Statistics Canada 2009) Econom-
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ically, we suggest that the question of relevance should be why not wood?” (Green, p.36) Green 
later goes on to suggest that despite many excellent examples of progressive work now emerg-
ing in Canada, we have in some measure conceded our leadership role as a nation of wood in-
novation. Jim Taggart’s important book Towards a Culture of Wood Architecture expands this 
question, and ultimately concludes that given the well-known value of building in wood and of 
sustainable forest management with respect to significant mitigation of climate change, Canada 
is perfectly poised to take this leadership role back, and in the process, inevitably develop a cul-
turally specific, regional architecture in wood. He goes on to assert that in order to do this we 
must change our volume rather than value driven wood industry, which regards wood as a 
commodity in our resource-based economy; and, in turn realize its as yet unrealized technical 
potential and intrinsic cultural value (Taggart, p.20). 

With a group of graduate students at the University of Toronto, we speculated on this thesis 
by experimenting with a distinctly Canadian expression in wood architecture for the reconsider-
ation of the permanent Canadian pavilion at the Venice Biennale. Students were asked to con-
sider the purpose of the pavilion, its permanence, and its potential role as a national cultural 
icon. They were also asked to take full advantage of various innovations in wood technology in 
order to expose the possibilities of a new Canadian wood architecture. The following are three 
examples of the resulting hypothetical projects in response to this brief. 

4.1 Burning the forest 
It was customary for native builders to not only use every part of the tree but also every part of 
the forest. Controlled burning was a useful tool in the aboriginal way of life. Burning parts of 
the forest created fertile clearings that regenerated the soil, allowed sunlight to infiltrate the 
canopy, plants to grow, and attracted wildlife for hunting. The idea of this clearing by “friendly 
fire,” and, a complete integration in the Venetian Giardini landscape is what inspired Negar 
Fathi’s proposal for a new Canada Pavilion (Fig. 2). 

Unlike the existing pavilion with its unconventional form, the new proposal aims to recom-
pose the site’s original topography and inserts a clearing of sorts using the retaining edges of a 
more regular, rationalized box. Charred on the exterior, with exposed, fresh pine beetle CLT 
panels on the interior that extend to insert themselves in the hillside to bring visitors down to the 
level of the now ignored adjacent canal. 

The minimalist design of the pavilion creates a quiet backdrop for maximum display flexibil-
ity, however the curatorial experience is continually foregrounded by the ever-present blue 
stains of the distinctive pine beetle wood. 

 
 

 
Figure 3. 'Totem elements' new Canada pavilion, Venice by Verena Horning.

4.2 Raising Totems 
Totem poles are monumental sculptures carved from large trees (mostly Western Red or Yellow 
Cedar) by cultures of the indigenous peoples of the Pacific Northwest Coast of North America. 
The word totem is derived from the Ojibwe word odoodem meaning “his kinship group.” (Ca-
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nadian Encyclopedia, 2015) Many understand that totem poles progressed from house posts, fu-
nerary containers, and memorial markers into symbols of clan and family wealth and prestige. 
Typically the meaning of the pole is meant to tell a story about the family that commissioned it. 

Verena Horning’s Canada pavilion reinterprets the beauty and story-telling power of the to-
tem pole as a series of engineered, kinetic posts that selectively rise and fall, individually or as a 
cluster, within the glass box of display. (Figs. 3 & 4) Each twenty-foot post of laminated recy-
cled lumber has a hallow core, which houses a sliding, serrated tubular rail that connects to the 
hovering steel grid ceiling, and allows a rather effortless raising or lowering of each post. Each 
post is equipped with strong display support systems that can collapse out of the way, or expand 
to customize the installation which can incorporate, to various degrees, the inclusion or omis-
sion of the massive posts. When pushed out of the way, the tall posts get larger above the pavil-
ion and serve, much like a series of sky-high totem poles, to symbolize Canadian tradition and 
culture. 

 
 

 
Figure 4. Longitudinal section. New Canada pavilion, Venice by Verena Horning.

4.3 The enduring canoe 
Canoes are not exclusive to Canada, however it is only in Canada that these indigenous crafts 
were adopted by European settlers to navigate and therefore build a nation. The birch bark ca-
noe was arguably the most important invention in early North America and unique to the conti-
nent. Canoes are made around the world with various types of bark that have a longitudinal 
grain (eucalyptus, chestnut, hickory, spruce, etc.) However only birch bark is capable of sophis-
ticated shaping and durability due to its traverse grain, which runs around the tree rather than 
along the line of vertical growth. (Canadian Encyclopedia, 2015) It does not shrink or stretch, 
and when combined with ribs, sheathing in cedar and binding of spruce root and resin it was 
tough enough to withstand the most turbulent of waterways, and light enough to be ideal for 
portaging. 

It was this iconic canoe that inspired Kate Bennet’s interpretation of a quintessential Canada 
pavilion (Fig. 5). Oversized and overturned, the bowing ribs of laminated douglas fir curve to 
reconnect the Biennale promenade to the Grand Canal. As if washed ashore, the slightly embed-
ded structure rests on wood-fibre impregnated concrete panels that negotiate the drop to the wa-
ter’s edge. Interior cloth panels, stretched between ribs, create a regular sequence of frames with 
integrated hanging devices for a variety of exhibition scenarios. 
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Figure 5. 'Beached Canoe.' New Canada pavilion, Venice by Kate Bennett.

5 CONCLUSIONS    

Speculations on a contemporary, distinctly Canadian expression in wood, that simultaneously 
addresses a global participation in hindering climate change, requires engagement at almost eve-
ry level in material, manufacturing, and forestry technology. Students grappled with the selec-
tion of wood species given the trans-Atlantic site of the reconceived Canada pavilion; which 
provoked much debate on the question of authenticity given the role of the pavilion and the Ve-
netian context. The question of context, in the end, dominated the findings of this experimenta-
tion. 

For the most part we affirmed Jim Taggart’s thesis that when looking at a national wood 
identity that re-affirms itself in contemporary architecture it usually does so by addressing if not 
re-engaging with traditional building forms (as these naturally incorporate tried and true meth-
ods of confronting regional resources and climate.) At the same time, this architecture must ad-
dress the contemporary shortcomings of this typology, and must not only respond to, but also 
enhance a range of environmental imperatives. In other words, we can conclude that contempo-
rary interpretations of traditional typologies promise a kind of rooting in time and place, howev-
er the space of interpretation, and its degree of legibility, although necessary and liberating, may 
distance it from its source and assimilate it to more global design preoccupations. 

The scale and simplicity of program of the Canada pavilion allowed for the kind of tectonic 
experimentation that could allow the studio to test this assumption and in so doing arrive at sev-
eral conclusions. However, some of these conclusions predicted further questions, such as: will 
complexity of scale and program dilute cultural expression in wood? In turn, will the ‘mainstay’ 
of cultural expression, therefore reside in the local species and their tectonic/surface articulation 
for climatic responsiveness? 

Ultimately, when a traditional wood typology is expressed in a new way via added complexi-
ty, scale, performance enhancing technology and renewable resources will it not naturally define 
cultural specificity – one who’s image may be distant from traditional, even enduring aboriginal 
types? Regardless, it is a strategy that promises, it seems, a rich and durable architecture inevi-
tably rooted in the values and context of Canada – the recipe for a regional architecture. 

ENDNOTE 

*Taken from Library and Archives Canada of the Royal Commission on National Development in the 
Arts, Letter & Sciences 1949 – 1951 (collectionscanada.gc.ca). 
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Intangible Cultural Heritage is an area of investigation- a category of patrimonial heritage- that 
has been gaining momentum in the past decade. The definition of ICH has been delineated and 
codified in fairly generic fashion, though efforts to narrow down the categories and attributes of 
the non-material are increasing, with particular attention to empowering “local cultures and 
women” in the process of revitalization, recuperation and preservation, as stated in article 7 of 
the UNESCO 2003 Convention for Safeguarding ICH.  Conversely, the myriad ramifications of 
not protecting ICH are taking on concrete aspect in the legal, political, economic, natural re-
source management, development, and other realms to the point of raising urgent concern for 
the world to address this dilemma of the non-material more directly. 

The question raised in this paper is about the efficaciousness and viability of safeguarding the 
overlapping threads of ICH such as ethnobotanical/natural environment knowledge, dramatic 
recreation and public productions of ancestral myth/dance/musical arts, language revitalization, 
and the concept of “buen vivir” as manifested in traditional and current living conditions in the 
community of Yaxunah Mexico. This effort at present is channeled through the youth members 
at their Centro Cultural Comunitario (CCC). The goal is to educate, engage and empower youth 
by classification, capture and revitalization of the skills, knowledge and experiences of their an-
cestors in the village- generating bicultural and bilingual citizens. The younger generation per-
forms certain roles preserving these practices, by recreating, videotaping, documenting, teach-
ing, and/or transmitting ICH. In that capacity, the Yaxunah youth are beginning to function as 
cultural custodians, practitioners or apprentices, who are social agents transforming ‘traditions’ 
into a resource of identity (Garces Cang, 10), sustainable economic yields, as well as spiritual 
nutrient for the entire community. 

However the compatibility of the Yaxunah model with globalization is yet to be ascertained. 
Many times when a new generation takes advantage of opportunities for education, economic 
improvement, and/or outmigration, this may raise standards of living while resulting in loss of 
traditional ways of interacting with the environment and culture, according to Gary Martin in 
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ABSTRACT: Latin American Indigenous cultures are heavily committed to sustainable devel-
opment of their communities and traditions. I will present research conducted this summer in a 
small Mayan community about their methods for preserving and maintaining the cultural prac-
tices and customs in a globalized world. The project involve outreach to international groups 
while upholding and navigating practices to preserve their intangible heritage from disappearing 
or being destroyed by outside forces. This paper will discuss the approach to Intangible heritage 
preservation underway in this community through botanical ethnography and other projects. I 
will outline the key management strategies and methodology for the promotion of intangible 
heritage. 
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Ethnobotany (1995). The balance can shift in strategically harmful ways against protection and 
safeguarding to commercial exploitation and appropriation by foreign entities. Although ICH 
springs from quotidian practice, the fledgling social agents are vesting it with “value” as a tool 
for individual and collective cultural identity. Nonetheless external agents generally grant pecu-
niary worth and prestige to the inventory of designated ICH. The local practitioners may give it 
meaning, but according to Chiara Bortolotto, only the nation grants prestige and status to these 
elements. As development models shift, local people are gaining control over the repatriation of 
their artifacts, intellectual property rights, decision-making processes, and a fair share in the 
profits (Sillitoe, 2002, 5). For Yaxunah, ICH does not need to be patrimonialized in public spec-
tacle in order to be valid or legitimate. Their achievements combine both the public showcasing 
as well as the embedding and transmission of deep culture, beyond surface culture, within the 
cultural imaginary of the youth. They borrow and repurpose the old into a reimagined new, 
thereby informing and fertilizing development prospects, while safeguarding culture through the 
promotion of self-mobilization. With the incursion of eco/archeo/rural/service (volunteerism) 
tourism, the market and a community’s access to consumers of such tourism or academic ex-
changes may offer a scaffold for the economic sustenance needed to safeguard ICH and improve 
economic conditions. However will prestige and status equate to sustainable long-term growth 
and financial return? Can they achieve economic and political parity while safeguarding and ex-
ploiting their own cultural and intellectual property? 

Indeed, the perennial question in development and knowledge preservation is can you survive 
with the “respect” awarded by “prestige” or does existence and sustainability of the nonmaterial 
necessarily require alignment with monetary remuneration? Will these efforts buttress or deplete 
biodiversity, biculturalism, and conservation and development projects while mutually benefit-
ting the community? As the perennial humanist, having to defend the value of non-material in-
tellectual endeavors and humanist inquiry, as we galvanize ICH to find the “clues” of our cul-
tural heritage so we have a “clue” about alternative perspectives on the human condition, can we 
simultaneously unearth some quantitative return? More pointedly, what is the cost of not safe-
guarding? Can we utilize the language of Intangible Culture as the loudspeaker that translates 
and allows the social science, physical science and business arenas to hear with their hearts, 
souls and lastly minds, the tangible value that is at stake for humanity? 

ICH is defined as: intangible elements of cultural heritage such as arts, skills, folklife, and 
folkways. Differentiated from physical cultural artifacts, to include intangibles such as lan-
guage, customs, and so forth that are the main referent of the term "culture". Intangible cultural 
heritage (ICH) 

 
“made up of all immaterial manifestations of culture, represents the variety of 

living heritage of humanity as well as the most important vehicle of cultural diver-
sity. The main ‘constitutive factors’ of ICH are represented by the ‘self-
identification’ of this heritage as an essential element of the cultural identity of its 
creators and bearers; by its constant recreation in response to the historical and so-
cial evolution of the communities and groups concerned; by its connection with the 
cultural identity of these communities and groups; by its authenticity; and by its in-
dissoluble relationship with human rights” (Lenzerini, 2011). 

 
Attempts to classify elements of IC and commensurate research have appeared in disparate 

disciplines, such as anthropology, law, linguistics, botany, forestry, political science, philoso-
phy, music, literature, museology, resource management. Professional associations, organiza-
tions, and NGO’s, like UNESCO, the UN, European Council (2001, 2005), European Commis-
sion (2001), World Tourism Networks, municipalities and government 
secretariate/Bureau/Ministry, National Park Service, BLM (Bureau of Land Management), BIA 
(Bureau of Indian Affairs) also are involved with the policy, legislation, and classification of el-
ements. Articles appear across a variety of journal publications on business ethics, Heritage 
studies, Cultural studies, literary analysis/linguistics, law, cultural anthropology, Sustainability 
and Development studies, or politics. These debates over knowledge capture range from benign 
intellectual exercises, or identification of endangered languages, oral traditions and letters, to 
cases of deceptive swindling of pharmacological remedies or other intellectual property in legal 
cases. Intellectual and ethical issues emerge. Thus the interdisciplinary nature of this topic 
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yields data that correlate or interconnect diverse benefits of ICH recovery and acquisition, as 
well as suggest potential orientations to the local and global communities for protecting ICH as 
much as the wide spectrum of deficits that need to be tackled. 

To state a few examples, ICH was codified by the US National Historic Preservation Act, the 
US Secretary of the Interior, with the American Folklife Center (BLM); the Japanese govern-
ment in 1965 delineated 3 categories: a) intangible cultural properties, b) folk-cultural properties 
or c) traditional conservation techniques (Garces Cang 2007). Nonetheless the most prominent 
and ubiquitous supranational efforts lie in the UNESCO conventions (1972, 1996, 2003, 2006). 
As a major institution involved on the global scale in the institutionalization and safeguarding of 
ICH, UNESCO has shifted from the World Heritage Convention 1972 conception of intangible 
heritage as “museums, groups of buildings or sites with outstanding universal value from the 
point of view of history, art, science or from an historical, ethnological or anthropological point 
of view” (UNESCO, 1972). In 2003 UNESCO expanded the conceptualization of Intangible 
Cultural Heritage categories to establish normative standards for the organizations and bodies 
concerning its’ safeguarding. Unesco defined Intangible Cultural Heritage as “the practices, rep-
resentations, expressions, knowledge, skill—as well as the instruments, objects, artifacts and 
cultural spaces associated therewith—that communities, groups and, in some cases, individuals 
recognize as part of their cultural heritage.” The transmission from generation to generation of 
ICH was prioritized in this document, as well as the delineation of stages of patrimonialization. 

The stages of patrimonialization include the cataloguing and identification of the “what” (ob-
jects), designation of the “who” (stakeholders local and national or supranational), and the artic-
ulation of the “how” to preserve and disseminate ICH. There exist 4 ostensible objectives: 1) 
Documenting ICH and living traditions in one’s community; 2) Recognizing and celebrating 
ICH with festivals and commemorations; 3) Supporting and encouraging the passing on of 
knowledge and skills; and 4) Exploring the potential of ICH as a resource for community devel-
opment. All of these benchmarks are being interrogated in Yaxunah. 

Some studies analyze the problematic of patrimonialization in regard to this delineation of the 
stages. According to Chiara Bortolotto’s 2014 acute critique of the dangers of 
patrimonialization, governments should be concerned with the determination and implementa-
tion of policy for ICH safeguarding, yet the local communities should assume the actual pro-
cesses and be involved in cultivation, preservation and safeguarding. This raises a host of prob-
lems outlined cogently by in the literature review (Bortolotto, 2014). By patrimonializing ICH 
we run the risk of turning it into a “fixed object,” reducing human beings and their intangible 
culture to being “living archives” (Kirshenblatt-Gimlett, 2004). This can lead to a “process of 
metacultural objectification of culture, where entities undertake inventories or dossiers of candi-
dacy for the designation on a national level” (Bortolotti, 2007). Consequently the progressive 
anthropologization of the notion of ICH” (Bortolotto, 2007; Bruman, 2013) begs for careful 
scrutiny and refinement by the specialists, experts, generators, and investigators so that ICH 
does not become a commodity for culture brokers to trade or mediate (Sillitoe, 2002, 6). In real, 
physical and material terms, ICH may be “quaint and charming,” yet mandates commensurate 
modern day food security, health and living amenities. Accordingly the paradigm shifts occur-
ring in Anthropology toward “participatory development” (Sillitoe, 2002) inexorably link out-
comes and process to collaboration between beneficiaries and implementing partners in grass-
roots culturally-appropriate and environmentally-sustainable projects. 

ICH is intimately bound to the definition of Indigenous Knowledge (IK), variously termed: 
local knowledge, rural people’s knowledge, insider knowledge, traditional environmental 
knowledge, people’s science and folk knowledge (Sillitoe, 2002, 8). A pertinent definition for 
this paper follows, which allows us to grasp the very intangible and recondite facets of IK. 

 
Indigenous knowledge in development contexts may relate to any knowledge 

held more or less collectively by a population, informing understanding of the 
world. It may pertain to any domain, particularly natural resource management in 
development currently. It is community-based, embedded in and conditioned by lo-
cal tradition. It is culturally informed understanding inculcated into individuals 
from birth onwards, structuring how they interface with their environments. It is al-
so informed continually by outside intelligence. Its distribution is fragmentary. 
Although more widely shared locally on the whole than specialized scientific 
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knowledge, no one person, authority or social group knows it all. There may be 
certain asymmetry here, some clustering of knowledge within populations (e.g. 
gender, age etc. or according to specialist status, perhaps reflecting political or ritu-
al power). It exists nowhere as a totality, there is no grand repository, and hence no 
coherent overall theoretical model, although it may achieve some coherence in 
cosmologies, rituals, and symbolic discourse. It is equally skill as conscious 
knowledge,…transmitted orally and through experience, and repetitive practice 
characterizes  its learning between generations. It is the heritage of practical every-
day life, with its functional demands, and is fluid and constantly changing, being 
dynamic and subject to ongoing local, regional and global negotiation between 
people and environments. 

 
The Yaxunah model has various spokes; many depend on the integration and participation of 

the youth in the village, particularly adolescents, to foment and preserve interest in their ICH. 
The symbolic hub is the Centro Cultural Comunitario (CCC) serving as the magnet for people 
and ideas, proven highly successful. It is a creative space, which has begun to make tangible 
their signature management style, learning behaviors and codify their cultural dissemination 
practices and reinvigoration techniques. The activities taking place at the center are grounded in 
ICH preservation and recuperation, conceptualized as key opportunities for sustainable econom-
ic development into the future, youth empowerment, as well as a means of cultural preservation. 
However there is some question as to whether these are compatible, reconcilable or completely 
antithetical to Western paradigms and conduits for sustainable growth? Furthermore, the safe-
guarding and continued implementation of certain ICH customs and traditional living condi-
tions, given the basic level of indigence and unvarying diet of corn and beans in the village does 
not support a standard of health and nutrition that is entirely beneficial. 

As an outside researcher, who spent only a month living in the village, ostensibly there to 
teach English and assist with second language programming, the conditions in which I lived 
were not conducive to optimal health or nutrition. Infrastructure for potable water, running wa-
ter for toilets and hand washing, garbage disposal, as well as accessibility to a diversified as-
sortment of fresh vegetables and fruits was substandard. Scorpions and tarantulas made their 
way into my cement living structure, which was unbearably hot. Many families did not utilize 
mosquito nets, making them vulnerable to Dengue Fever and other mosquito borne diseases. 
The cement buildings, provided by the government for protection during hurricanes are so poor-
ly constructed that snakes, scorpions, tarantulas, iguanas and other animals could easily enter 
the sleeping quarters, offering token shelter from these everyday threats. On the other hand, 
most people eat and congregate in wooden thatched roofed huts, based possibly on the architec-
tural styles dating from sometime within 1000 BC to 300 AD of Yaxunah civilization, which 
archeologists are unearthing in nearby sites. The huts include a fire pit, where the women 
“tortear” or rewarm tortillas from ground corn, and cook various types of beans cultivated on 
their small farm plots. The primary food consumed on a daily basis is beans, with small servings 
of rice occasionally, accompanied with copious piles of corn tortillas and eggs. 

I would be invited to lunch around 2 pm after work or school at a series of rotating homes. 
The women, mostly dressed in their huipiles, would prepare the tortilla and remain seated next 
to the fire throughout the meal. Husbands rocked on hammocks or carved wooden masks or fig-
urines to sell in the coastal tourist cities. The village resonates with a tap tap tap of wood carv-
ers. The huts vary between enclosed/semi-open air with access to the front street, whereas many 
were completely encircled, and/or attached to cement structures. A typical hut has only a table 
for eating, small stools from left over wood used for carving masks or drums, hooks on the wall 
for a few basic belongings, clothing draped over a clothes line, hammocks strewn from wood 
beams, and a few pots. The men often were absent, whereas the mothers, grandmothers or aunts 
prepared food for their children. Flies were abundant. Plates were washed under the spigot out-
side, where residents might also brush their teeth. Leftover tortillas were placed in a special 
gourd over the fire that resembled the traditional old water gourds, only larger and rounder. 
Sties encased pigs, often fed leftover tortilla or other scraps. This quotidian “intangible” living 
heritage is now documented in the Yaxunah museum, juxtaposed to the firsthand experiences 
one encounters during a stay. 
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Applied traditional, cultural, and ecological knowledge can be instrumental in protecting and 
sustaining indigenous communities while being a potential source of economic value and biodi-
versity conservation. In Yaxunah, the inventory of captured folklore and knowledge-based ICH 
that have been linked to a productive revenue stream involve musical, dance and theatrical per-
formance of adapted legends, myths, and traditional song in Yucatec Maya, cenote swimming 
hole, language classes, and a museum /botanical garden that house exhibits on ethnobotany and 
local archeological finds. The youth troupe has begun to perform stylized pieces, incorporating 
research on a ball game that is a form of traditional soccer played by ancestors using the hips, 
thighs and elbows, rolling on the ground; also demonstrating the art of stilt walking (zancos). 
Oftentimes the performance takes place in the CCC, however the troupe also travels to neigh-
boring villages to teach workshops or perform. One such event occurred in July 2015 in nearby 
historically preserved town of Yaxcaba. The purpose of the evening presentation in the village 
plaza was to highlight Mayan dramatic production that recuperates and venerates cultural prac-
tices from their non-Western heritage. Anthropologist Freddie Poot introduced the participants 
and contextualized the significance of Mayan language, demographics, and history in the Yuca-
tan stressing the undervalued nature of their contributions and scarce presence on the public 
stage today. 

These knowledge exchange events highlight the intersection of daily life practitioners with 
academic and public entities, building a two-way conduit between Western 
knowledge/art/health perspectives and alternative knowledge/botanical remedies/Mayan artistic 
expression based on their ICH. This resembles the “action approach” delineated by Sillitoe as 

 
“pioneering ways to facilitate others’ expression of their understanding of the 

rapidly changing world, while informing them about our actions (e.g. the scientific 
understanding that underpins the technology that drives development and its impli-
cations). It struggles to allow for these others’ culturally conditioned knowledge 
and expectations; …trying to advance mutual comprehension and allowing them to 
speak for themselves” (2002, 5). 

 
Some workshops although offered by external experts soon are branded with the Yaxunah 

shared signature behaviors in collaborative research arrangements. Numerous opportunities ex-
ist to augment capacity building and cultivate leaders from the youth. Some have been selected 
to attend boarding schools or training programs in Chiapas. An initiative partnered with the 
WADI (University of the Yucatan: Social Workers, Nursing students, Anthropologists) targets 
the development of organizational management/leadership skills as well as workshops that are 
labeled “life activities”. 

Studies show the influence of leaders, managers and administrators in organizations over in-
dividuals, communities, societies and the environment (Reynolds, 1999). Leadership and man-
agement education aims to generate effective organizational citizens with critical thinking skills, 
organizational capacity, and a formidable moral compass. Women and men are involved; this 
training has the potential to upend roles, open opportunities for both genders to be change 
agents, channeled through the CCC in a synchronized movement. Ultimately the local staff of 
the CCC will take over its administration once their training is complete. In the meantime, there 
is an external Mestizo anthropologist, Elias Alcocer Puerto, who has been orchestrating this 
complex web of cultural regeneration, community empowerment and ICH transmission. Elias 
wears more hats than a CEO and operates on a shoestring budget. He serves as liaison with local 
Comisario, Municipal President, and Town Council gaining approval for activities and com-
municating plans to the village; he also is the chief development officer, searching out opportu-
nities for external interaction, performance, volunteer groups to visit Yaxunah, and in-service 
activities. 

Complementing social/ professional development opportunities are workshops on Mayan cul-
ture. WADI affiliates brought an expert on the sacred ritual of blowing the conch (caracol) to 
speak. Explanations on the meaning of the spirals that run clockwise representing the human 
spirit and counterclockwise, symbolizing the universal essence turned a seashell into a symbol 
of Mayan transmutation of energy. During the blowing ceremony, the air-- the masculine ener-
gy-- fertilizes the conch-- female body--inseminating her body from the universal counter-
clockwise point of entry out the human end that spirals clockwise, producing a sound that repre-
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sents the child offspring. The workshop taught them the actual ritual (the reproduction of the 
sound of life: metamorphosis of sound from universal to human and connection of two worlds- 
heavenly with underworld) and its significance for the Mayan people. Each step that ties the 
highest level of 13 celestial heart to the lowest underground heart requires 4 repeated actions, be 
it blowing in a vertical line from apex to nadir in order to make the real manifest; walking coun-
terclockwise in 4 large circles to send out energy to all animals; 4 individual spins in place to 
send energy to the whole planet. To complete the song of life, one kneels down on left knee 
(feminine side on ground) blowing a vertical line ceiling to floor, finishing with a Mayan cross 
(up, down, left, right, circle, tip up) and a final bow of thanks. The youth will perform their ver-
sion on the Mayan New Year July 26 to welcome 6 Ix and retire 5 muluk. 

In Yaxunah at the CCC by unconsciously exploiting one of the key attributes of their ICH 
collective decision-making style, a self-reflexivity, non-hierarchical methodology, they question 
assumptions and actions, working closely in a collaborative, ethical, and responsive manner. 
Leaders sprout organically depending on the activity, and participants are empowered to weigh 
in and forge a positive outcome. Vertical, top-down declarations are averted; horizontal struc-
tures of authority reinforced. They categorically reject 1) decisions justified solely on the basis 
of profit or efficiency, or 2) the notion of a unilateral “rational” authoritarian way to do some-
thing or that the leader knows more than the group. Outcomes are generated from the collective. 
Thus any training or community engagement project will serve as another tool of reflexive prac-
tice where, for example, university experts impart certain “knowledge” and the youth adapt and 
reciprocally intervene based on their conventions. Likewise to organize a volunteer stay by 
Amigos de la Americas, they called a meeting to sign up for 5 weeks of 3 daily meals, coordi-
nate service projects with Conservation Corps (20+) to rebuild plaza corner platform stairs, 
paint, clean, and repair fallen stone walls that will be site of the III Foro Regional 
Responsabilidad Social Territorial Rehumanización  e Inclusión Aug 26, 2015 (over 300 inter-
national participants arriving from throughout Latin America). This congress involves the whole 
town in a huge celebration of Educators for International Universities for Social Responsibility, 
and the CCC is coordinating the event and lead-up activities. 

Scholarly lecture series on historical or literary subjects, such as the Popul Vuh or Chilam 
Balam spring up frequently in order to amplify the repertoire of Mayan subject matter in their 
performances. The external academic may well bring valuable academic literary research on the 
sacred books, but it will be reshaped, borrowed and transformed to their ends. They already cu-
rate the past, reinvigorating aspects of their language, cosmogony and history in their daily lives 
and performances, each time enriching the cycle of cultural references. 

Language revitalization is a central focus for promoting and safeguarding ICH in this village. 
Native language is a source of pride. It allows “communication between members of their group 
and is a self-identifying mechanism to differentiate… [and to] take thinking in a different direc-
tion” (Hinton, 2013) from the language of the colonizer- Spanish. Language revitalization acts 
as a buffer and “backlash” against encroaching globalization and a means of differentiation” 
(Hinton, 2013). Efforts to codify are underway in developing Mayan linguistic written and spo-
ken proficiency and bilingualism as well as other related communicative skills. Their perfor-
mances are entirely in Maya. This endeavor, like many others, has well served to position 
Yaxunah at the forefront of many communities attracting others to follow their example in recu-
perating and maintaining Maya language and heritage, as well as establishing a CCC with a 
stock of activities that keep youth engaged in cultural transmission rather than anti-social behav-
ior. Anecdotal evidence suggests Yaxunah alcoholism rates among youth are lower than in 
many of the neighboring towns. 

Equally compelling is the generation of a social epistemology. The nucleus of this social 
epistemology is the sensitization of the youth to feel comfortable and proud doing these kinds of 
ICH projects that preserve the past as much as foment a sustainable future. Mayan identity is a 
source of self-esteem and inspiration. A donated high-quality digital camera is constantly on 
loan to the youth photographers, who document interviews with the elderly about their life sto-
ries in Maya, visits to local archeology sites, or the myriad events taking place. The CCC is bus-
tling with activities both directed at capturing local alternative knowledge and traditions as 
much as exchanges of ICH with other groups. Notably the archiving and dissemination occurs 
under the pleasure principle, wherein decisions are based on pleasure and relevance to cultural 
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sustainability rather than exclusively on efficiency or monetary reward. There is a high quotient 
of laughter and joy. 

The staff in their early twenties is responsible for running the CCC and generating activities 
for the local youngsters, liaison with community and external groups, guiding tours of museum 
and garden, scheduling performances and volunteer projects/duties, maintaining donated com-
puters, and more. 

The museum recreates quotidian lifestyle and archeological findings. Museums are a typical 
site for facilitating “constructive partnerships in the safeguarding of [intangible] heritage of hu-
manity” (Yin, 2006), however theirs is not being fully exploited at the moment and there is 
much debate in the community about storing the archeological artefacts there in the future rather 
than with INA (Instituto Nacional de Arquelogía). Currently they showcase replicas of the 
bones and unearthed tomb of a past king. The CCC/Museum is housed in a botanical garden that 
has plants from the region labeled along the paths, as well as a typical thatched roof hut-palapa 
that serves for gatherings and performances. The prominence of botanical gardens in the history 
of economic botany and ethnobotanical knowledge preservation is well-documented (Martin, 
1995). The garden offers in-situ and ex-situ conservation, collects samples of seeds and speci-
mens, and reintroduces endangered species and inherent knowledge in specimens. Finally the 
physical space of the CCC includes a mural, winner of a competition, which depicts the local 
flora and fauna as well as the corn god in bright vibrant colors. 

The CCC was established as a central meeting place. It was funded by generous donations 
from external sources, and is one of the hearts of productive engagement for the youth in 
Yaxunah (population 700), equivalent to the YMCA/YWCA/Boys and Girls Club of America. 
In the present and future the hope is it will be a “learning place” for classes on: epigraphy, Maya 
language and customs, Safety, Nutrition, Health, ethnobotany, alcohol and drug abuse, recy-
cling, training sessions for village families who host foreign volunteers, dance and performance, 
leadership training, recycling, environmental sustainability education, reforestation, conserva-
tion efforts, improved productivity, water quality, medicinal uses of local plants, diabetes man-
agement and exercises, Mayan nutrition then and now, archeology of the Yaxunah excavations, 
and herbal remedies. It houses a library with books on those topics. It is becoming the main 
community institution for transmission of ICH ancestral knowledge and cultivation of the social 
epistemology as well as community development initiatives with Amigos de las Americas, US 
high schools volunteer groups, Yucatan Conservation Corps, other regional entities who bring 
either expert training in certain fields, volunteers, or other resources into the village to help sus-
tain their cultural dissemination. This list is not exhaustive and indeed the determination of new 
activities or agencies with whom they interact is organic and often arises in response to local 
needs and requests, or external groups who propose workshops or sessions in special areas. 

The CCC functions in a democratic manner, whereby the realization of activities is deter-
mined based on communal brainstorming and decision-making. Suggestions are brought to the 
discussion and if approved, permission is sought from the town authorities. It is not a top-down 
vertical organization, rather the stakeholders for any chosen activity gather, discuss a problem, 
craft solutions and plans, implement and make decisions in horizontal, democratic, collective 
fashion. All decisions are undertaken in this way, empowering each participant to have a voice 
and opinion. 

Everything described above, in conjunction with the partnership projects have instilled a tre-
mendous sense of pride in their culture and town. The “deliverables” produced by the youth at 
the CCC allow others to look through the eyes of the community, to put on the non-academic, 
lenses of the intangible they wear everyday, in order to resolve the challenges facing the village, 
appreciate their past and live embracing their culture. In so doing the social epistemology is one 
that generates more ideas than the capacity they have to put into effect; a host of future projects 
is already entering the collective cultural imaginary of this small town in a somewhat remote 
part of Yucatan1. 

As potent an example as Yaxunah is and will be in the future, there are equally inspirational 
endeavors underway outside of the sedentary village setting. To name but one that is truly tak-
ing the idea of ICH safeguarding, preservation and evolution to a higher level and international 
front Maya Hip Hop and Rap groups currently are engaged in revitalizing language and priori-
tizing cultural cohesion and strong values in the young generation. The recent concert in Izamal 
June 2015 with leading Maya rappers and other groups brought home a message of the pride of 
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identifying with the language and culture, and singing directly to the youth, invoking social 
norming: respect for women, condemnation of domestic abuse, speak vociferously and with 
pride in Maya, demonstrate the convergence of ancestral customs and traditions with their con-
temporary identity. Groups such as international performer Pat Boy (I am a Macehual), Yazmin 
Montejo, Yoket (language preservation), Chan Santa Rosa, Indemaya (Instituto para el 
Desarrollo de la Cultura Maya del Estado de Yucatán) winners El Maya y el poeta, and Andres 
Chicop-Amigo Chicop, to name a few. However, for denizens and others who hear about its re-
markable exploits, Yaxunah is a quiet refuge from the hustle and bustle of the outside world. It 
seems by the overwhelming number of external entities who travel here to learn their ways of 
ICH safeguarding, going public is not the only way to be a proud Mayan change agent in the 
globalized world. 

ENDNOTES 

1 The typical resident must work in the Milpa field (their own or as paid help) for sustenance food produc-
tion, carve masks for 600 pesos (the larger ones =@$40 and later sold for $3000 in town) or work at 
the archeology camp washing ceramics for $250 pesos a day for one designated week. Making ends 
meet is challenging, and more than one person came to me for a “loan” of 650 pesos ($46 dollars) to 
go to the medical clinic or for money for graduation clothes. 
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1 INTRODUCTION: DOCUMENTATION AS A TOOL FOR SAFEGUARDING 

Cultural expressions, traditions, forms of knowledge or social customs are subject to permanent 
change. In this living and dynamic context, intangible heritage is on occasion perceived as vul-
nerable, which inevitably translates into a willingness to protect it. Safeguarding criteria used in 
some other aspects of cultural heritage, however, have proven to be inadequate here (Ahmad, 
2006). Whereas the idea of conservation might mean stability for the elements of the material 
culture, when it comes to cultural expressions, collective wisdom, skills, etc. –in other words, to 
the intangible aspects of culture–, it would be more judicious to think in terms of "self-managed 
transformation" (IPCE, 2011). 

Whilst it not possible to ensure its preservation, without expecting to interfere in its natural 
course, exhaustive documentation work is the first step in making intangible heritage accessible 
for society. "The process of documentation and archiving itself is also an intervention in these 
traditions, often placing value on "authenticity" and tacitly giving credibility and support to the 
communities they document and the materials they record and preserve" (Chaudhuri, 2012: 18). 
Continuance of intangible heritage is, therefore, ruled by its own internal mechanisms, in the 
hands of culture-bearing communities (Carrera, 2009; Quintero, 2003). "The only way to pre-
serve intangible heritage is to make use of it, transmit it, embrace it in day-to-day life" (Fdez. 
Balboa, 2009: 128). We may assume that many cultural forms will disappear, and surely some 
others will originate. Hence the importance of documentation and recording of intangible heri-
tage, to ensure that those lost forms will have the opportunity to be remembered. 

Documenting and recording intangible heritage: rural carnivals in 
Araba (Basque Country) 

I. Elgezabal & A. Azkarate 
University of the Basque Country (UPV/EHU), Vitoria-Gasteiz, Araba, Spain 

ABSTRACT: The changing nature of intangible heritage significantly increases the complexity 
of developing methodological guidelines for its management and future prospects. The Basque 
Country has a solid tradition of research in its folklore, oral heritage, and so on. Although un-
governed by unified procedural basis, the material compiled by multiple local groups is a very 
helpful and valuable material. This piece of work addresses the development of a cataloguing 
tool for the systematised recording of intangible goods, which is suitable both for structuring the 
existing data and for registering information obtained  through new field work. The proposal has 
been tested through a pilot project, studying rural carnivals in Araba. The abundant literature on 
this subject has permitted the identification of 126 cases in the studied area. The proposed tool 
has enabled the elaboration of comparative maps which have drawn conclusions on the similari-
ties and differences of rural carnivals by territorial areas. 
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2 DOCUMENTING INTANGIBLE HERITAGE IN THE BASQUE COUNTRY. A 
BACKGROUND 

The Basque Country has a long tradition of research on intangible aspects of its cultural herit-
age, having particularly nurtured its folklore and oral history. A brief overview of this trajectory 
should start by mentioning the steps taken by Eusko Ikaskuntza, a scientific-cultural entity 
founded in 1918, even though there were some previous research on Basque culture (Apalategi, 
1981; Bidart, 2001). Eusko Ikaskuntza was the motivator of the first investigations about 
Basque culture and society from an anthropological perspective (Fdez. Larrinoa, 2003), con-
ducted, among others, by Telesforo de Aranzadi and José Miguel de Barandiaran, who are cred-
ited with being the founding fathers of Basque ethnography (Homobono, 1992). After the hard 
years that followed the Spanish Civil War, professor Barandiaran set up the so-called Etniker 
groups in each of the different Basque regions. The aim of these research groups was to elabo-
rate an Ethnographic Atlas of the Basque Country, based on the planning of the fieldwork by 
means of a questionnaire that Barandiaran had created (Erkoreka, 1988). This initiative gave 
rise to a complex institutional framework of research groups, working lines and publications, 
comprising an extensive ethnographic activity which can be considered "a great work of cultur-
al rescue" (Arregi, 1999: 343). Indeed, those efforts focused on preserving a long-established 
way of life that had endured down the centuries in the Basque Country and is currently undergo-
ing a rapid process of change. 

Despite the fact that a huge task has been carried out, the aforementioned work concentrated 
mainly on observation, description and classification (Barandiaran, 1984), not having conducted 
an analysis through comparative methodologies and value-based criteria. It should also be noted 
that efforts within this context have been undertaken in a loosely organized way, with excessive 
voluntarism but with a multiplicity of groups and a lack of work guidelines, thereby making it 
difficult to benefit from the generated information both in the present and future. In response to 
this need and encouraged by the ongoing progress in the subject matter –the UNESCO Conven-
tion of 2003, new government regulations, recent experiences in this field, and so on–, the Cen-
tre for Cultural Heritage of the Basque Government has taken the first steps towards intangible 
heritage management, the context within which this project takes place. 

3 CASE STUDY: RURAL CARNIVALS IN ARABA 

3.1 Aims and topic selection 
Two main strands of work are deemed necessary for the integral management of intangible 
goods. On the one hand, the aforementioned existing studies together represent very valuable 
content, so ways should be sought to structure all this material according to unified criteria with-
in the framework of intangible cultural heritage. Additionally, new initiatives concerning collec-
tion and documentation of intangible goods conducted from now on should follow a systema-
tized procedural guidelines, enabling, as with existing information, the comparison, analysis and 
detection of potential future use. 

The topic chosen for this pilot experience addresses the study of Rural carnivals in Araba 
(Basque Country) –belonging to the ICH domain Social practices, rituals and festive events 
(UNESCO, 2003)–. The abundant literature and large amount of material on this subject have 
allowed us to develop the previously outlined working lines: (1) Firstly, in-depth biographical 
research has taken place, in order to structure the existing information with the purpose of its 
systematized recording. (2) Subsequently, incomplete issues have been detected in the regis-
tered data, so new fieldwork processes have been carried out for supplementary information-
gathering. 

The existing documentation comprises a wide variety of projects covering diverse topics. On 
the one hand, local-level studies are targeted at describing the particularities of one or more ru-
ral carnivals –from the early 20th century to the present time–. On the other hand, there are some 
monographs on the general issue of carnivals within the Basque Country –it is noteworthy the 
work of Julio Caro Baroja, which is rich in local and historic details that focuses particularly on 
the 17th century, but also offers a unique view of the decline of this ancient tradition in the mod-
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ern society (Burke, 1996)–. In addition, we can find extensive researches involving on-site ob-
servation and collection of oral testimonies –carried out in the 1980s and recently–. These later 
investigations have been compiled in the monographs Carnaval en Álava by J. Garmendia 
Larrañaga (1982) and El invierno se viste de fiesta. Carnavales Rurales de Álava by C. Ortiz de 
Zárate (2013). Both works, based on fieldwork and interviews with local key figures, have per-
mitted the identification of 126 different rural carnivals in the territory of Araba. 

3.2 Rural carnivals 
The level of existing information varies widely between carnivals. In some cases, relatively lit-
tle is known about the celebrations, barely enough to bear out their existence. In other instances, 
there is enough material to gain an overview of the principal elements and processes that com-
prised the festivities. Lastly, there are cases in which the complete and detailed data available 
have allowed us to gain a deeper insight into the particularities of those rural carnivals –this is 
especially so with celebrations that were famous in the area and carnivals which have been re-
vived in recent decades–. 

The map below shows the level of the existing information about each case. It also indicates 
which carnivals were particularly well known or contained singular elements, as well as which 
events have been revived after their disappearance due to the Spanish Civil War. 

 
  

Figure 1. Existing information, current state and singular elements.
 
 
The rural carnivals identified share some elements and processes which are present –in great-

er or lesser level of similarity– in one or more cases. The most frequently repeated features have 
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been itemized in four main groups: Street collection; Characters and costumes; Effigies and per-
formances; and Others (jokes and games). The overall structure of the cataloguing tool –
discussed in more detail later in this paper–has drawn from the sorting of those key elements 
and processes, whose general descriptions are provided below. 

3.2.1 Street Collection 
At the end of the winter season, when food products from animal slaughtering –carried out dur-
ing the months of October and November– became scarce, carnivals presented one last chance 
for the local young people to organize a procession along the streets and have a feast with the 
collected food (Dueñas, 2011). We can differentiate between three types of street collection, de-
pending on the participant groups: young people, children and shepherds. 

3.2.1.1 Processions of Young People 
Local young people used to organize a street collection on Carnival Sunday and/or Carnival 
Tuesday, though we find variations in different locations and times. In most cases it was not 
usual for participants to disguise themselves during this event. The itinerary of the procession 
was planned in advance, and normally did not vary from one year to the next (Garmendia, 
1982). This route through the streets of the village encompassed stop-offs and sequential activi-
ties such chants, dances or the combination of both, usually accompanied with music or noise 
produced with iron cauldrons, pots, and so on. Upon arriving at a house, the group stopped to 
greet and to sing a song to the householders. In return, they were treated to a bit of money and 
food (eggs, pork sausage, lard, bacon, nuts) which they carried in straw baskets, saucepans and 
saddlebags. Often youths were not satisfied with the handouts received, so they often tried to 
"steal" more food. While some members of the group stood at the door amusing the household-
ers, others used to go to the backyard and stealthily tried to catch something extra to eat (usually 
a chicken or more pork). The youngest son of the house used to be an accomplice in this gim-
mick, tolerated by everyone during carnival (Ortiz de Zárate, 2013). 

3.2.1.2 Processions of Children 
The "Jueves de Lardero" (Thursday before Carnival Sunday) used to be a children's day. There 
was no class and school kids walked the streets of the area in little groups. They usually did not 
dress up, but had their faces painted and played different roles (one of the boys was disguised as 
a bishop, often with two "altar boys", and a girl used to play the role of a queen or a standard-
bearer). They went door-to-door singing songs whose lyrics alluded which kind of offering they 
would like to receive (usually food). In the afternoon they would organize a picnic with the help 
of their teacher. The children's procession was linked to school activities and had a religious 
dimension, therefore it did not disappear like the carnivals during the Spanish Civil War. 

3.2.1.3 Processions of Shepherds 
Men who were in charge of local herds of cattle, sheep, horses and swine also made a collection 
along the streets of the village on "Jueves de Lardero" or Carnival Tuesday. This tradition had a 
more official nature, since neighbours wanted show their thankfulness to the shepherds, who 
therefore received more goods and money than the aforementioned groups (Garmendia, 1982). 
If there was more than one herdsman in the village, they would celebrate a dinner with the offer-
ings, to which the local authorities were invited. 

3.2.2 Characters and costumes 
The rural carnival characters can be classified into two main categories: local common charac-
ters –or group-characters–; and unique characters, whose identity was clearly defined and 
played a particular role in the feasting. 

3.2.2.1 Group-characters 
Common characters are named diversely ("porreros", "kakarroak", "katximorros", etc. ) and 
have singular attributes in the different areas of Araba. Although there are several variations be-
tween the group-characters from each locality, some general aspects such as the importance of 
hiding the participant's identity until the end of the day, appear repeatedly in most of the carni-
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vals. Costumed people used to leave their houses silently, making sure that even their own fami-
lies would not be able to recognize them during the carnival events. 

Another shared feature is that participants wore improvised attires, using whatever they found 
around the house instead of spending money on costumes. Old garments, bedspreads, sacks, an-
imal skins and vegetables were the most frequently used elements. Some youngsters used to go 
naked from the waist up, with their bodies painted. Some others wore sacks stuffed with straw 
and could barely stay upright. Also their faces were generally covered with masks, animal 
bones, stockings, turnips or paint –usually black or red (Ruiz de Eguino, 2011)–. They often 
wore straw hats, balaclava helmets, baskets or other kinds of handmade hats. Costumes were 
completed with cowbells, chimes and rattles, leaving a loud noise in their wake. Group-
character usually hold some artifacts in their hands for scaring children, such as "putxikas" –
pig's bladders inflated with air–, "horquijas"–wooden  pitchforks–, lashes, broomsticks and 
truncheons. 

3.2.2.2 Unique characters 
Some of the most typical particular characters were those connected to animals (Agirre, 1984). 
"Sheep" wore two non-sheared sheepskins, one in the front and another one in the back like a 
modern-day pantomime horse. The "bear" appeared in numerous rural carnivals in Araba, often 
accompanied by an "animal tamer". Among the most frequent characters are "the pair of oxen", 
performed by two yoked boys who pulled a cart full of gorse, used to light a fire afterwards. 
Another common practice was to dress up as local professions, such as the "tinsmith", the 
"chimney-sweep", the "knife-grinder" or the "farmer". 

The "Old Woman", the "Granny" or the "Old Man and Woman" –a peculiar double character 
played by a single person– was a main character in many rural carnivals. In several occasions it 
appears transformed into an effigy which is condemned to die in the stake at the end of the 
feasting. This act symbolizes the process of burning the old to give way to the new (Ortiz de 
Zárate, 2013). In some villages new characters evolved from popular local legends. Such is the 
case of the bandit "Juan Lobo" –in Santikurutze Kanpezu– or the "Old Woman from Arriano –in 
Kuartango–. 

 
 

 
Figure 2. "Chimney-sweeps" and "Old Man and Woman" in the carnival of  Zalduondo; and "the pair of 
oxen" in the carnival of Ilarduia-Egino-Andoin.

 
 
The "Mozo Mayor" and the "juries" or "bailiffs" were not costumed characters but rather 

roles related to the organization of the feasting. The "Mozo Mayor" was normally the oldest 
single man in the group, who was in charge of directing the carnivals. His home used to be the 
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site where the group of young people prepared the costumes and meals. The "juries" or "bail-
iffs" were the two youngest boys in the group, and their task was to help the "Mozo Mayor". 

3.2.3 Effigies and performances 
In many of the rural carnivals in Araba we find an effigy or inanimate character that played the 
part of a scapegoat. This character was regarded as guilty for all ills that had taken place in the 
village throughout the year (bad weather, poor harvest, diseases, and so on). The death of the 
scapegoat constituted a thoroughly planned performance. The first step was to build the effigy, 
usually consisting of a wooden structure and clothes filled up with straw. In some cases the fill-
ing included gunpowder or sticks of dynamite (Garmendia, 1982; Ortiz de Zárate, 2013). 

In the last day of carnivals, the character was captured while attempting to do evil. Villagers 
sat it upon a horse or a donkey, either they put it in a cart pulled by "the pair of oxen". They 
walked through the streets of the locality while everyone hit and mocked the effigy. Later on, a  
neighbour acting as the "preacher" read the judgement –a previously prepared text (Ortiz de 
Zárate, 2013), in which they listed all the woes of the village–. The scapegoat was finally sen-
tenced to death, in most cases by fire, but he could also be shot, impaled or drowned. 

 
 

 
Figure 3. The effigy "Markitos" in the carnival of Zalduondo; "Porretero" in Saratsu; "Toribio" in Santi-
kurutze Kanpezu; and "The Straw Man" in Ilarduia-Egino-Andoin.

3.2.4 Others (jokes and games) 
On days when leaving good manners to one side was allowed, there was no lack of jokes, paro-
dies and farcical games. Some of these elements and processes were part of the tradition in 
many areas of Araba. 

3.2.4.1 "Pimentonada" 
It consisted in burning up hot peppers in a can and funneling the resulting smoke into a house –
through the sink drain, the cat flap, the window, etc.–. If done successfully it caused unbearable 
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itching to the inhabitants, obliging them to rush out. This joke was also done in the street, for 
example throwing the hot peppers onto a bonfire in front of the church. 

3.2.4.2 "Hormigo" 
The "hormigo" is a food product made with flour and mead or sugar beet juice. It was a tradi-
tional carnivals desert as its calorific value helped to face the harsh winter. It was typical to use 
this product also to tease one's neighbours by putting it in the lock of their door (Garmendia, 
1982). During the cold night the "hormigo"  froze and the inhabitants could not open the door in 
the morning, so they had to wait until the temperature rose to get out of the house. 

3.2.4.3 The "game of the fig" 
This traditional carnival game appears in many cases in the territory of Araba, as well as in 
Nafarroa, Gipuzkoa, Burgos, Madrid or the Catalan Pyrenees.  One character carried a fig hang-
ing from a stick and children had to catch it with their mouths. If someone tried to use their 
hands they would get hit with a "putxika".  

3.2.4.4 The cock 
At several locations in the valley of Aiara –in the northwest of Araba– children used to carry a 
cock in a cage during the procession on "Jueves de Lardero" day. The animal served at first as 
an identifying element for the group, and afterwards they ate it in the afternoon picnic. In the ar-
ea of Gesaltza Añana, children would make a puppet with the cock's feathers, and then they 
burned at the stake. The figure of the cock also appears in the region of Arabako Mendialdea, 
where young people used to kill this animal as part of a game. In the village of Lagran, the often 
would bury the cock in the ground, leaving its head outside, and youngsters had to remove it 
whilst blindfolded. It was also commonplace to hung the animal suspended on a rope between 
two balconies. In Santikurutze Kanpezu blindfolded children had to try to kill it with a stick. 

3.3 Methods. Cataloguing tool 
The cataloguing tool for the systematized recording of intangible heritage in the Basque Coun-
try was initially developed in a previous stage of the research project, addressing a benchmark-
ing of global experiences in this field (Elgezabal & Azkarate, 2013). The resulting model is 
built on the operational baselines of the feeder systems  used in the Centre of Cultural Heritage 
of the Basque Government –networks for architectural and archaeological heritage and movable 
goods–, aiming a future link between tangible objects and the new event-centric approach 
(Kettula & Hyvönen, 2012). Besides, it has been adapted to suit the requirements of the current 
pilot experience, which is based primarily on complete and updated sources of documentation. 

The overall system is made up of inventory sheets for each intangible good –each rural carni-
val–, which incorporate data that clearly describes the item, identifies its practitioners and indi-
cates recommended safeguarding measures (Bertrand, 2011). Multiple-choice fields are used 
whenever possible, and text fields follow uniform criteria in order to generate rigorous descrip-
tions. With a view to facilitate comparative analysis of the registered intangible goods, prede-
termined categories and sub-categories have been created. In the present case, the four main 
types of elements and processes that comprise each rural carnival – Street collection; Characters 
and costumes; Effigies and performances; and Others (jokes and games)– form categories which 
are divided into several sub-categories –for instance: Shepherd's street collection–. 

The general structure of the inventory sheets that make up the cataloguing tool are outlined 
via the schema below. 
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Figure 4. Inventory sheet model. 

3.4 Results. Territorial analysis 
The structured descriptions of each registered intangible good obtained from the inventory 
sheets have enabled the drawing up of several comparative maps –some of which are represent-
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ed bellow–. This territorial analysis has drawn conclusions on the similarities and differences of 
the elements and processes that comprise rural carnivals by territorial areas. 

3.4.1 Comparative maps 
(I) This first map depicts in which rural carnivals a street collection –made by young people, 

children or shepherds– used to take place. 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 5. Street collection types. 

 
 
 
 

(II) Group-characters were known by particular names in the different rural carnivals. The 
map below shows the most common denominations identified in the territory of 
Araba –similar ones have been grouped for the purpose of simplifying the analysis–. 
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Figure 6. Denomination of the group-characters.

 
(III) The following map locates the rural carnivals in whose descriptions we have identi-

fied the existence of an effigy. The presence of other elements (jokes and games) is 
also marked on the picture. 
 

 
Figure 7. Effigies and performances, and Others.
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4 CONCLUSION 

4.1 General conclusion on the territorial analysis 
All the cases studied through documentation sources and fieldwork have a common basis and 
significance. All rural carnivals would take place during the winter season, in the days before 
and after Carnival Sunday. The duration of the feasting –between one and five days– was partly 
dependent on the importance and the size of the village.  One of the basic requirements for the 
carnivals was to get provisions to enjoy the celebrations. This is why the street collection was 
widespread around the rural geography of Araba. 

In other respects, we can observe that rural carnivals were especially popular and extraordi-
narily rich in terms of characters, performances, and so on, in the eastern part of the Arabako 
Lautada (region of Agurain). Nevertheless, many of the personages identified in this area appear 
repeatedly in other sites, mainly in the region of Añana. Group-character's denominations also 
vary according to the location, but we can generally classify them in four groups: the first one is 
mostly extended in Arabako Lautada, the second one encompasses the regions of Aiaraldea and 
Añana, the third one predominates in the region of Kanpezu-Arabako Mendialdea, and the last 
one was used in the villages of the region of Arabar Errioxa. 

Comparative maps show that carnival games and jokes were similar throughout the territory, 
at variance with the presence of an effigy, which was notably more frequent in the rural carni-
vals from the regions of Agurain and Arabar Errioxa –in the latter place this tradition was trans-
formed into the "Burning of Judas", currently carried out at Easter–. Another characteristic ele-
ment of the rural carnivals is the fire, materialized in stakes and torches. Fire symbolised the 
idea of rejuvenation, leaving behind the old and making way for the springtime, a purpose 
common in every case. 

Overall, the territorial analysis shows notable similarities between the 126 identified carni-
vals. Hence, we can state that all the studied cases form a whole –Rural carnivals in Araba– and, 
therefore, the topic should be addressed from a joint approach when it comes to its documenta-
tion, management, safeguarding and dissemination processes. 

4.2 General conclusion on the cataloguing tool 
The topic of Rural Carnivals in Araba has made it possible to implement the developed cata-
loguing tool and review its functioning. This testing particularly concerns the registration of in-
tangible goods belonging to the area Social practices, rituals and festive events, but it has also 
enabled us to draw out certain considerations regarding other domains of the intangible heritage. 

Although the model of the inventory sheet meets especially the need of recording information 
coming from existing documentation, it has also proven to be valuable for adding data collected 
from interviews with the practitioners –in cases where the tradition is kept alive–. The organiz-
ers of those revived rural carnivals –from the villages of Zalduondo, Saratsu, Santikurutze 
Kanpezu, Kuartango and Ilarduia-Egino-Andoin– have set up an association called AHIK 
Arabako Herri Inauteriak (Rural Carnivals of Araba) to enhance the preservation and recupera-
tion of this feasting across the territory of Araba. Working together with this group has been a 
key for the research project to generate material which could be used by the community for fur-
ther practices (Deacon, 2012). 

With the aim of improving the cataloguing tool for the systematized recording of intangible 
heritage in the Basque Country a new documentation experience should be conducted, address-
ing a topic which belongs to another ICH domain. This will allow us to set and fine-tune in op-
erational terms the knowledge acquired during this project. 

REFERENCES 

Agirre, A. 1984. El carnaval en Euskal Herria: estudio comparativo entre el carnaval rural y el carnaval 
urbano. Zainak.Cuadernos de Antropología-Etnografía. 5: 11-42. 

Ahmad, Y. 2006. The Scope and Definitions of Heritage: From Tangible to Intangible. International 
Journal of Heritage Studies 12(3): 292-300. 

SHARING CULTURES 2015 
Proceedings of the 4th International Conference on Intangible Heritage 221



Apalategi, J. 1987. Estado histórico actual de la antropología y de la etnografía en Euskal Herria. Ohitura 
5: 135-184. 

Arregi, G. 1999. El Patrimonio cultural en la obra de don José Miguel de Barandiaran. Cuadernos de 
Etnología y Etnografía de Navarra 73: 343-353. 

Barandiaran, J. 1984. Antropología cultural en el País Vasco: investigación del equipamiento material y 
de las mentalidades. Cuadernos de Sección. Antropología-Etnografía. Prehistoria-Arqueología 1: 297-
300. 

Bertrand, C. 2011. Collaborative Internet-mediated ICH Inventories. International Journal of Cultural 
Heritage 6: 35-44. 

Bidart, P. 2001. La singularité Basque. Paris: PUF. 
Burke, P. 1996. Carnival in the Old World and the New. Revista de Dialectología y Tradiciones Popula-

res 51(1): 7-18. 
Carrera, G. 2009. Atlas del Patrimonio Inmaterial de Andalucía. Puntos de partida, objetivos y criterios 

técnicos y metodológicos. PH Boletín del IAPH 71: 19-41. 
Chaudhuri, S. 2012. Research and Documentation as a tool for sustaining ICH: Archives and Community 

Partnership – A case study from India. In T. Kono (dir.), The First Intensive Researchers Meeting on 
Communities and the 2003 Convention: "Documentation of Intangible Cultural Heritage as a tool for 
Community's Safeguarding Activities". Organized by International Research Centre for Intangible Her-
itage in Asia-Pacific Region (IRCI), Tokyo. 

Deacon, H. 2012. Examples of community-based ICH transmission and practice needs being met by re-
search and documentation projects. In T. Kono (dir.), The First Intensive Researchers Meeting on 
Communities and the 2003 Convention: "Documentation of Intangible Cultural Heritage as a tool for 
Community's Safeguarding Activities". Organized by International Research Centre for Intangible Her-
itage in Asia-Pacific Region (IRCI), Tokyo. 

Dueñas, E. X. 2001. El solsticio de invierno y sus celebraciones festivas. Euskonews & Media 111. 
Elgezabal, I. & Azkarate, A. 2013. Propuesta para el registro y catalogación del Patrimonio Intangible de 

la Comunidad Autónoma del País Vasco. (Unpublished document). 
Elgezabal, I. & Azkarate, A. 2014. Registro y documentación del Patrimonio Intangible: carnavales ru-

rales en Álava. (Unpublished document). 
Erkoreka, A. 1988. Euskal antropologoak, etnologoak eta etnografoak gaur. Donostia: Kriseilu. 
Fdez. Balboa, C. 2009. Aunque no lo veamos, la cultura siempre está: el patrimonio intangible de la 

Argentina. Buenos Aires: Fundación de Historia Natural Félix de Azahara. 
Fdez. de Larrinoa, K. 2003. El Patrimonio Etnográfico en el País Vasco. Eusko Jaurlaritza-Gobierno 

Vasco. 
Garmendia, J. 1982. Carnaval en Álava. Donostia: Txertoa. 
Homobono, J. I. 1992. Evolución y estado actual de la antropología social en el País Vasco. Anales de la 

Fundación Joaquín Costa 9: 147-170. 
IPCE. 2011. Plan Nacional de Salvaguarda del Patrimonio Cultural Inmaterial. Madrid. 
Kettula, S. & Hyvönen, E. 2012. Process-centric Cataloguing of Intangible Cultural Heritage. In N. Crofts 

(dir.), Enriching Cultural Heritage. Organized by ICOM's International Comitee for Documentation 
(CIDOC), Helsinki. 

Ortiz de Zárate, C. 2013. El invierno se viste de fiesta. Carnavales rurales de Álava. Vitoria-Gasteiz: 
ARKUE. 

Quintero, V. 2003. El patrimonio inmaterial ¿intangible? Reflexiones en torno a la documentación del 
"patrimonio inmaterial". PH Cuadernos 7: 144-158. 

UNESCO. 2003. Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage. Paris. 

S. Lira, R. Amoêda & C. Pinheiro222



The paper addresses the ethics and aims to explain the management and promotion of Ciclo de 
Música Contemporánea, an annual event held since 1999 at Museo Vostell Malpartida (Extre-
madura, West Spain), a distinctive museum founded by German Fluxus artist and video art pio-
neer Wolf Vostell (Leverkussen 1932 - Berlin 1998) in 1976 and located at Los Barruecos natu-
ral monument, which is also very close to the town named Malpartida de Caceres. Sites of this 
museum are both a beautifully reconstructed ancient wool wash house built in Baroque style and 
its surroundings, encircled by nature. Wolf Vostell decided in 1975 to create a very special mu-
seum there as he found the natural surroundings of the place where the collections are currently 
held as a “work of art created by nature”.  It is fair to indicate, on the other hand, that Museo 
Vostell Malpartida is neither a monographic museum nor a museum specialized in the Fluxus 
legacy. At its heart, it is an experimental laboratory (Hubert, 2007), an innovative cutting-edge 
interdisciplinary arts museum shaped by, but going beyond, its surroundings and the unique 
building that houses it. The artist himself, for instance, was committed to the inclusion of the 
word “Malpartida” in the full name of the museum as a celebration of its origins strongly linked 
with the local community (Guardado, 2011). On the whole, it owns three collections. One of 
them is dedicated exclusively to Wolf Vostell’s work, another one includes a wide range of 
works by Polish, Portuguese, Belgian and Spanish conceptual or performance artists (Lozano, 
2000) and, last but not least, there is one of the very few public collections in Europe including 
entirely works created by original Fluxus members. Consequently, it is not surprising that the 
programme of events and temporary exhibitions is mainly focused in Fluxus, conceptual art, 
intermedia art, video art, performance art and the connections between the Visual Arts and the 
natural world. 

Sonic experimentation in a natural monument: Museo Vostell 
Malpartida´s “Ciclo de Música Contemporánea” 

A. Flores 
Museo Vostell Malpartida, Malpartida de Cáceres, Cáceres, Extremadura, Spain 

ABSTRACT: The paper addresses the management of Ciclo de Música Contemporánea, an an-
nual event held every September at Museo Vostell Malpartida (West Spain) since 1999. This 
avant-garde event is mainly focused in sound art, free improvisation, sound poetry, electroa-
coustic compositions, new music, etc. The paper also considers the fact that Wolf Vostell´s mu-
sical work paved the way to this international event. It is analysed how the very precise location 
of the event (a contemporary art museum in a natural monument, within a rural environment) 
shapes the content of the programme. The paper explores how convenient is programming 
events relevant to an audience as wide as possible and aspires to find and answer to the dilemma 
between catching the attention of either a wide audience or a selective audience. Audience de-
velopment and social inclusion are key issues that have been very much needed in order to get 
the audience regularly exposed to challenging work. 
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Taking into account that the Fluxus movement crossed artistic disciplines and comprised 
works in many media or genres, including music or early versions of sound art (Hegarty, 2007) 
it also makes sense that the promotion and the practice of exploratory music was identified as a 
significant goal by the museum directors. In addition to this, Wolf Vostell is notable for having 
produced a multimedia oeuvre (happening, video art, visual arts, etc) that is also significant in 
the musical field (fluxus operas, fluxus concerts, etc), therefore it is fair to state that his musical 
work paved the way (Iges, 1999) to this international event -named Ciclo de Música 
Contemporánea- which is focused in sound art, free improvisation, sound poetry, spoken word, 
electroacoustic music, computer music and new music. It should be pointed out, however, that 
the very precise features of the event (mostly related to budget restraints and an atypical loca-
tion) don´t offer a suitable space in which large ensembles and even solo artists working in the 
new music field could explore new ideas, which is obviously a displeasure in the view of the 
fact that one of the chief sources of inspiration for the Fluxus group were the more radical pro-
cedures of contemporary classical music. Awkwardly, quite a similar thing can be said with re-
gards to those artists exploring the spectrum of noise music (it will take several years to build an 
audience truly interested in such a challenging practice). Wolf Vostell himself was an earlier 
practitioner of this genre, at a time it wasn´t still solidified into a category, however his under-
standing of noise was read as “the music of life”, and therefore connected to Pierre Schaeffer´s 
musique concrète (Iges, 2002) rather than present-day noise music (glitch, harsh noise, 
japanoise, digital hardcore, noisecore, etc.). Despite all these solid connections with music his-
tory (a history that should remain present, remain alive), there is unfortunately the perception 
that the event is breaking the ice and –for many attendants- still formulating something that can 
be seen then as the perfect definition of otherness, as an innovative music form which is fre-
quently challenging and often seen as distant and exclusive. Free improvised music or sound 
poetry are actually situated in the margins of culture in the historically reluctant Spanish region 
of Extremadura (not to mention more risky genres like noise music, avant-rock, doom, 
grindcore or drone music). The difficulty for some audiences to engage with particular discours-
es will be analyzed in the pages to follow, however these two quotes aim to situate Museo 
Vostell Malpartida´s Ciclo de Música Contemporánea into a social (traditional and conserva-
tive) context. The first quote is from a local/regional newspaper: 

 
Música rara en el Vostell. ¿Es usted raro en su forma de hacer música? (…) 

Ayer se presentó el programa completo de un ciclo que se sale de lo convencional 
y que encuentra su encaje perfecto en el entorno inquietante e hipermoderno del 
Vostell. ¿Son músicas raras? Son músicas, desde luego, poco convencionales, pero 
que representan corrientes artísticas muy sólidas.   

Strange music at Vostell (museum). Are you a strange person in the way you 
make music? (…) The complete line-up of a series of concerts that are out of the 
ordinary and fit perfectly in the hiper-modern and disturbing atmosphere of Los 
Barruecos (natural monument) was presented yesterday. Is it strange music? It is 
unconventional music, undoubtedly, however it embodies very solid artistic ca-
reers. (Núñez, 2007) 

 
Even though the existing audience of the event is -fortunately- crossover as a whole, and the 

core audience is completely mixed, it has always been hard in the past to get enough people in-
terested in alternative music. What follows is a quote from seminal Spanish indie pop fanzine 
“Stamp” and refers to the debut maxi-single –“Landslide” (Medium Cool, 1989)- from jangle 
pop legends The Popguns (please note that Mérida is the capital of the Extremadura region) 

 
Por ahora, y si no habéis visto el último concierto que, increíblemente, dieron en  

Mérida (¡este país está loco!), deberíais al menos haceros con su disco. Merece la 
pena. 

For now, and in the case you missed the latest concert they amazingly gave at 
Mérida (this is a crazy country!) you should at least get hold of their record, which 
is worth grabbing. (Fanzine Stamp # 1. 1989) 
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After all, and taking into consideration Ian MacKaye (2010) thoughts on meaningful arts be-
ing “whatever you wanted to be in response to your actual location” Museo Vostell Malpartida´s 
Ciclo de Música Contemporánea can also be understood as a utopian act of resistance (Franco, 
2003), just as it happened in the early years of the museum itself. According to by Duncombe 
(2009) one of the flashpoints of debating the rules of any subculture is to identify if its markers 
are either external or internal. On a wider context, therefore, the event can also be seen in con-
nection to all those ones that are managed by individuals or teams who see themselves as activ-
ists or members or underground scenes in many cases. This could lead towards the DIY ethics, 
which, as said by Amy Spencer (2005), is heir of Dadaism, the Situationist International, Mail 
Art and the Fluxus movement. 

This very first edition of Ciclo de Música Contemporánea was presented in the summer of 
1999, curated then by José Iges, with the support of the range of stakeholders that constitute the 
Museo Vostell Malpartida consortium and also Centro para la Difusión de la Música 
Contemporánea, an organization within the Spanish Ministry of Culture aiming to support the 
artistic and professional development of artists working in the diverse range of contemporary 
music. This explains that the name of event (Spanish for “Series of Contemporary Music”) orig-
inally didn´t picture the wide range of musical genres mentioned above (from sound art to free 
improvisation or sound poetry) that should straightforwardly flourish from a Fluxus/Conceptual 
Art museum located in a natural monument. But coming back to the early days of the event, and 
taking into account that the issue of how to populate the previously unpopulated landscape of 
experimental music within the region of Extremadura was still to be addressed, the event was 
seen at that point in time as a groundbreaking and innovative project. It was initially focused on 
Spanish avant-garde music -national legends like Llorenç Barber, Eduardo Polonio or Fátima 
Miranda, to name a few, showed their work in the beginning of the event- and managed to grow 
up over the years in terms of both audience response and internationality. In the years to come, 
international artists with legendary status like Tom Johnson, Carlos “Zíngaro”, Jaap Blonk, Da-
vid Moss, Ghédalia Tazartès or Bernhard Günter, to name a few, performed at Museo Vostell 
Malpartida. In this regard, as said by Tanja Farman regarding her own organization Queer up 
North, the event should never lose its core vision or goal to “imagine new futures” (Hill, L. and 
Paris, H. 2001). In the subsequent years the event managed to present Spanish debuts (Koichi 
Makigami, Sei Miguel Unit Core, etc) and commissioned new products, as it happened with 
post-Cagean composer Bernhard Günter´s concert “in flux”, premiered in 2009, which also fea-
tured field recordings taken at Los Barruecos natural site itself (Morcillo, 2009).  

The support of the conditions in which risky and experimental music could be presented “in a 
hard place” was, therefore, one of the key objectives. For many audiences, the event soon be-
came a more natural way of perceiving experimental music, which is not portrayed in both the 
mainstream media and formal education. As a general rule, it is more important giving 
knowledge of these musical genres to a wider audience from the Spanish region of Extremadura 
than any other aim. All things that are experimental have the potential of being attractive to new 
audiences, however free improvised music, sound art, soundscapes, field recordings, or sound 
poetry should also be shared with audiences in new accessible ways. They might be inclusive, 
so it is a target that everybody can enjoy and understand the event. Another key issue is that 
everyone should be included (social inclusion), and obviously there is a real need of balancing 
very well, since creativity and a sense respect to the official history of these musical genres are 
always central to the programming decisions. On the whole, all age ranges and backgrounds 
should be benefited from the event, since the significance of Ciclo de Música Contemporánea is 
also defined by the quality of provided experience. The quantity of audience is certainly im-
portant, but quality audiences are essential in order to build the audience of the future. Let us 
remember the following statement by Anne Elizabeth Moore (2012), an internationally re-
nowned author known for her award-winning book “Cambodian Grrrl: Self-Publishing in 
Phnom Penh”: I´m interested in engaging with students, finding and developing their curiosities 
and their talents. Anne Elizabeth Moore (2012). Indeed, this is the ultimate goal of the event: 
the transformation of spectators that are not necessarily highly committed or willing to engage 
with sound poetry, sound art, electroacoustic music, field recordings or soundscape composi-
tions. The event is programming in order to produce change, however the aforementioned 
change of audiences should also imply the change of participants and musicians themselves. As 
said by Irish playwright Phillip McMahon (2015), one half of the theatre and events production 
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company THISISPOPBABY: Wouldn´t it be refreshing if we told our young citizens to dream 
big, indulge your imagination, create? Phillip McMahon (2015). 

The musical genres explored by the event are defined by their roots on the Fluxus movement 
(and even pre-Fluxus movements like Dada, in the case of sound poetry), but on the other hand 
they only operates as “the other side” in specific contexts (it is obvious that an art form could be 
peripheral in Extremadura and mainstream in any other different place). Nevertheless, what puts 
something on the margins of culture is lack of knowledge, and Museo Vostell Malpartida´s goal 
is to provide with education and to make this work accessible to a wider audience. It is im-
portant, at this point, to be clear about the museum´s position and artistic policy: although in 
many ways it is operating in the edges –it could be accused, therefore, of ignoring potential visi-
tors- both the museum and this particular event are committed to making these particular arts 
accessible to everybody. It is possible to be inclusive and also present something which is chal-
lenging and peripheral, since there are some kinds of artistic practices or musical genres that 
force themselves to look at things in a different manner. Social inclusion is another key issue of 
the event, in the view of the fact that the event is developing audiences and also cultivating op-
portunities for artists. It is also important to avoid elitism. Ciclo de Música Contemporánea is a 
free event and elitism is usually associated with money, however, challenging music is often 
perceived by most people as elite. Once again, the aim of the event is to present the cutting-edge 
as inclusive. It is acceptable, for instance, having big names or local artists (the expressions “big 
fishes in a small sea” seems to be suitable for both cases) to attract a wider audience, as hap-
pened with Carlos “Zíngaro”, Tom Johnson, Macromassa or Francisco López. It is also worth 
remembering that within this circle there are no stars, as it can only exist if there are enough in-
dividuals saying something is great. Nevertheless, it isn’t essential to have big name artists in 
order to create a strong artistic programme. Musical proposals related somehow to the natural 
world (ranging from the use of soundscapes or field recordings to quite an unusual approach to 
folk music instruments) has been shaping the essence of the event for years. Spanish conceptual 
and inter-media artist Concha Jerez, for instance, leaded twenty-five classical trained musicians 
situated in strategic points of the natural site back in 2001 (García, 2001), and the event has also 
presented the work of international artists interested in exploring new adventures in traditional 
music (from Sardinian prepared-guitar player Paolo Angeli to Far Eastern wind instruments 
specialist Clive Bell). 

It is, therefore, not an easy task to identify the meaning of “success” in the realms of the 
management of an event with different notions or degrees of risk. Success is normally difficult 
to measure because, as a matter of fact, it is not a definable thing. On the surface, it is generally 
assumed that these musical genres find extra difficulties when addressing issues like audience 
development, social exclusion, participation, etc. The event would be certainly successful in the 
case the ability to attract a mixed audience or getting enough people interested were identified 
as signs of success, however, and again, it is not possible to reduce success to numbers. On a 
wider-global context, a good example of this is Japanoise, a well-established musical genre that 
has produced the major developments in Noise music from the 1990s (Cain, 2009) by respected 
worldwide acts like Merzbow, Masonna, Keiji Haino, KK Null, C.C.C.C. or Killer Bug. The 
average audience of this genre is -with occasional exceptions- comprised of no more than 
twenty to fifty attendees (Novak, 2013). The audience of Museo Vostell Malpartida´s Ciclo de 
Música Contemporánea is certainly bigger than this; however it can be measured in a number of 
different levels. Let us come back for a moment to the significant book by David Novak (2013) 
on the prolific noise music scene of Japan: “Japanoise: Music at the Edge of Circulation”. 

 
One Chicago-based musician who frequently performs in Japanese venues de-

scribed the atmosphere in terms of density of feeling (…): “In a way, playing in Ja-
pan feels pretty good as a musician, because the place is always packed – there 
might be only fifteen people, but it´s packed! – and you sort of feel it. (David No-
vak, 2013) 

   
In a way, and despite the event should always be rewarding to the invited artists, it should al-

so deliver “an atmosphere in terms of density of feeling” (as mentioned above) to a very mixed 
audience. This is, however, a long-term strategy aiming to sustain this kind of work and develop 
the audiences of the years to come. Running a children workshop on “Pre-Verbal Poetry” by 
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Chilean sound poet Martin Bakero is definitely a community service, but it is also an audience 
development strategy. The audience of the future is feeling the museum (and hopefully sound 
poetry as well) as a “safe place”. This sort of this self-recognition with contemporary art and 
experimental music is a long distance running. Observably, it is taking time to build confidence 
among the local community, and there is still a lot that needs to be done. Cultural diversity is al-
so a central issue: Museo Vostell Malpartida should still be looking at the avant-garde and 
Fluxus related discourses to lead the way. Both the museum and this particular event should 
combine different art practices and develop relationships with many different groups within the 
community (young people, people with physical and learning disabilities, etc). Also, the very 
precise location of the event shapes the content of the programme, as mentioned above. 

Regarding the marketing and promotion of the event, it is worth to mention in first instance 
that there are different natures of presentation. It is not possible to approach experimental music 
enthusiasts and average local communities in only one way, as they have different perceptions 
of the event. When Museo Vostell Malpartida´s Ciclo de Música Contemporánea started back in 
1999 there was still an audience to be created and the core audience is solid at the moment, al-
though it is also evolving. Nevertheless, a despite the event has received spectators from differ-
ent areas of Spain, it will always be strongly focused in the local community and the lo-
cal/natural aspect will remain essential. As a general rule, the event has been mainly advertised 
in Cáceres and Malpartida de Cáceres, as these municipalities are where the majority of the 
market for the event is, however features in specific publications has been also wanted from the 
very beginning. The event has been advertised in many different ways in the local/regional me-
dia as well as in experimental music magazines or fanzines (it is worth mentioning that The 
Wire magazine has featured the event in the listings section). The poster/leaflet, the Museo 
Vostell Malpartida website and social networking services are effective in order to advertise the 
event, however the increase in the number of visitors was produced when the event was first 
mentioned in radio shows broadcasted nationally, particularly “Ars Sonora” and “Música Viva” 
(Radio Clásica, Radio Nacional de España) at the time José Iges (director of both radio shows) 
was curating the event (from 1999 to 2006). Presently, the coverage by “Ars Sonora” has been 
maintained (Álvarez-Fernández, 2012) and some Radio 3 radio shows (“Fluido Rosa”, 
“Atmósfera”, “El Postre” or “Resonancias”) are also covering the event every twelve months.   

1 CONCLUSIONS 

This is the moment for looking back at the research aims and objectives. The paper addresses 
the management of “Ciclo de Música Contemporánea”, a sound art/experimental music event 
shaped by both Museo Vostell Malpartida´s mission and the relationship of this museum with 
its dateless (natural) surroundings. Since the museum stands for the development of the condi-
tions in which Fluxus related practices can emerge, this particular event is very much linked to 
Wolf Vostell´s musical work. It is noticeable that, from the very beginning, some audiences 
found difficult to engage to the very precise discourse developed by the event (a strong focus on 
sound art, electroacoustic music, free improvisation, sound poetry, etc.). Even though the above-
mentioned music practices fits perfectly into MVM´s position within the arts and the entertain-
ment sector, the event was initially understood as challenging. Brick by brick, Ciclo de Música 
Contemporánea has been populating over the years the previously uncultivated land of experi-
mental music and sonic arts within the historically unenthusiastic region of Extremadura. The 
event progressively managed to present some of the key practitioners of these musical catego-
ries, both natural and international, however it is still facing many challenges. 

While some musicians, zinesters and record label owners are not very aware of what is actu-
ally happening in the rest of the sector, Museo Vostell Malpartida is not taking too many risks 
in terms of management. Objectives of this musical event are providing with education (what 
restrains something to the margins is generally lack of knowledge) and accessibility to a wider 
audience. The contents of the event should be shared with potential audiences in accessible 
ways. Social inclusion and audience development are also important, and the ultimate ambition 
is the transformation of both visitors and musicians (after all, this is what the arts are supposed 
to be).    
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Long-term strategies are being employed in order to develop audiences and sustain this revo-
lutionary approach to music. It is certainly taking time to build a passionate audience (that on 
the other hand is growing) and the most significant challenge for the curatorial approach of the 
event is at the moment the protection of its ability to connect the appeal of an eclectic audience 
with an artistic programme that should always remain faithful to both the cutting-edge and the 
history of experimental music. 

To conclude, perhaps studies of this sort could be taken into account by the mainstream. It is 
human nature to think nothing valuable is happening in the margins when you are in the middle-
of-the-road. Consequently, there is an predisposition to ignore really valuable achievements 
(i.e.: the Spanish debut  of one of the leading figures in European free-improvisation) and per-
haps studies like this could remind the system that a wide range of very different peripheral 
scenes exist and that other viewpoints are allowed to come into play. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

Since the implementation of the UNESCO 2003 Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intan-
gible Cultural Heritage (ICH), the last twelve years has witnessed a substantial increase in 
awareness and appreciation of ICH as a significant and vulnerable cultural phenomenon, exam-
ples of which are worthy of safeguarding (Alivizatou, 2008). Despite the ratification of the 
Convention by numerous countries around the world – but not in point of fact the United King-
dom (UK) of which Scotland is a constituent nation – and an associated, if uneven, growth in 
research to support ICH safeguarding, there remains a degree of contention and conflict, and al-
so occasional ignorance and resistance from ICH communities in respect of safeguarding prac-
tices (Aldred, 2011; Rudolff and Raymond, 2013). Furthermore, fundamental questions have 
been raised about the appropriateness and pertinence of safeguarding all examples of ICH (Gra-
ham, 2002; Logan, 2007). Against this background, this paper will address sensitive and contro-
versial aspects of ICH practices and their safeguarding by considering such matters as: inau-
thenticity and forced preservation; ownership of ICH and intellectual property (IP) rights issues; 
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ABSTRACT: Since the establishment of the UNESCO Convention for the Safeguarding of the 
Intangible Cultural Heritage (ICH) in 2003, the intervening decade has witnessed an increase in 
awareness of, and interest in, ICH as a significant cultural phenomenon which is as worthy of 
safeguarding as is material heritage. Despite ratification of the ICH Convention by numerous 
countries around the world and the associated rise in ICH-related research and practices aimed 
at its safeguarding, there has remained a degree of contention, scepticism, ignorance and some-
times also resistance in respect of safeguarding practices, as well as important questions about 
the appropriateness and pertinence of safeguarding all examples of ICH. Against this back-
ground, this paper will address ethical aspects of ICH practices and their safeguarding through 
an examination of key themes such as: inauthenticity and forced preservation; ownership of ICH 
and intellectual property rights issues; human rights and conflicts with communities of practice; 
commercial exploitation of ICH as well as the aspect of immoral, extreme or potentially illegal 
ICH practices. This paper will seek to establish new insights into the ethics of ICH through re-
view and analysis of secondary data on the one hand and through presentation of several case 
studies of diverse ICH practices in Scotland on the other. The latter will include findings from 
semi-structured interviews with key stakeholders associated with the various ICH case studies: 
for example, the Up Helly Aa annual festival on the Shetland Islands; Edinburgh’s New Year’s 
Eve Hogmanay festivities; Burns Suppers that take place across Scotland in January; and the 
Kate Kennedy Club in St Andrews. Building upon the growing body of contemporary research 
into ICH, the results from these case studies will aim to consolidate knowledge and understand-
ing of best practice in ICH safeguarding from an ethical perspective. 
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human rights and conflicts with communities of practice; monetisation and commercial exploi-
tation of ICH; as well as morally questionable, extreme or potentially illegal ICH practices. In 
seeking to establish new insights into the ethics of ICH, the aim of the paper is to make a contri-
bution to the body of research on ethical aspects of ICH through a combination of review and 
analysis of existing literature and secondary data on the one hand, and through presentation of 
various case studies of diverse ICH practices primarily drawn from Scotland, on the other. An 
important element of that contribution will be to make suggestions for the direction of future 
empirical research in this field. 

2 FORCED PRESERVATION 

Cultural traditions and practices, like living organisms, do not only evolve but can also expire as 
part of the natural order of cultural change and progression. Despite the rather cut-and-dried or 
vague suggestion – depending upon one’s perspective – from Kurin (2004) that the abandon-
ment criterion for ICH is met when it fails to be rendered “functionally useful or symbolically 
meaningful to a community” (p. 74), in reality a complex mix of environmental, political and 
sociocultural influences may be implicated in contributing to the demise of certain ICH practic-
es. Several key questions arise: primarily, whose decision should it be as to which ICH practices 
are worthy of safeguarding and recording and which are to be discarded and consigned to obliv-
ion? Logan (2007) believes that the issues of ICH preservation are inextricably linked with cul-
tural rights – which he identifies as a form of human rights. However, if we accept that the ICH 
practitioner community should retain exclusive rights over whether or not to safeguard its ICH, 
to what extent are we prepared to tolerate issues of ignorance or scepticism towards safeguard-
ing which may equally be exhibited by, for example, second generation ICH communi-
ties/former communities?  While the natural inclination may be to attempt to raise awareness 
and exhort enhanced understanding of the benefits, there is a possibility that doing so would 
violate the human rights of that community. This caveat is echoed by Arizpe (2004) who argues 
that “wanting to conserve cultures and their heritage must not lead to a cultural conservatism 
that creates ‘new tyrannies’” (p. 133). Assuming that externally facilitated safeguarding of ICH 
practices through documentation – with or without the express consent of the ICH community – 
is legal, another question then arises: is the safeguarding of practices which are naturally fading 
into obscurity appropriate on the one hand and ethical on the other? Furthermore, can the invol-
untary conservation of these practices ever constitute an authentic representation of the cultural 
heritage of that community? As the UNESCO 2003 Convention on safeguarding ICH remains 
silent on the matter of ethical dilemmas surrounding the forced preservation of ICH activities or 
traditions, such questions may offer potential starting points for future ICH research. 

As ICH is intrinsically associated with living culture, it is important to enquire as to whether 
external manipulation in order to prolong the lifespan of an ICH practice is able to be defined, in 
respect of the practice concerned as conferring ‘life’, or in other words continuing to live in the 
accepted traditional sense. It could be argued that evanescence of the practice can and should 
occasionally supersede the conservation arguments – especially when the practice in question 
involves archaic or obsolete constructs which, from a contemporary perspective, may appear 
unethical, immoral or extreme in nature. In some cases a practitioner community may object to 
initiatives officiously to confer ICH immortality. Indeed, in his paper on the relationship be-
tween heritage and the knowledge-based city, Graham (2002) even postulated that “heritage is 
as much about forgetting as remembering the past” (p. 1004). The justification for this view-
point was politically inspired and correlated not only with the shifting norms of present societies 
but also with the ‘requirement’ to reinvent the past in order to reflect new presents. The political 
consequences of enforcing the preservation of morally reprehensible ICH traditions or practices 
is also underscored by Logan (2007) in his paper examining the human rights complexities and 
conundrums of preserving cultural heritage. Logan cites instances of selective interpretation of 
ICH by governments – whereby the forced preservation and documentation of the practices is 
subjected to further political manipulation in order to “weld disparate ethnic groups into a more 
cohesive and harmonious national entity” (p. 42). This point emphasises the necessity for both 
honesty and transparency in any intention to safeguard the practices of certain ICH communities 
– something which is in point of fact invariably absent from a context where a politically moti-
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vated agenda and idées fixes prevail. For example, one can cite the impact of the centralising 
tendency of French governance - with its very specific perspectives upon integration and 
‘Frenchness’ – upon regional and linguistic diversity, as in the example of how Breton culture 
and festivals are tolerated but scarcely feted. 

By way of contrast, Soja (1996) in Thirdspace encouraged the reader “to think differently 
about the meanings and significance of spaces and those related concepts that compose and 
comprise the inherent spatiality of human life” (p. 23). The island of Lismore located off Scot-
land’s remote west Highland mainland, in its Museum and Heritage Centre, signals precisely 
such spatial significance.  The space houses objects, but its primary function is as a cultural 
meeting place, with the result that it is very much a living vibrant place where the process of 
ICH can be witnessed daily.  It acts as custodian of people’s memories and identity; the Herit-
age Centre has run events such as a ‘Collections Ceilidh’ for which islanders bring in material 
objects along with their knowledge and stories. These events are designed to be inclusive, wel-
coming not only longstanding residents of the island but also recent incomers to Lismore, as the 
stories and memories of the former, as well as the latter, are all now woven into the collective 
memory of the island. It is seen from this case study exemplar that heritage is not something 
fixed or static, but a living culture that is dynamic and participative. It is equally seen that the 
construction of ICH in the case of this museum conforms with the recommendations of a report 
by McCleery et al. (2008) entitled Intangible Cultural Heritage in Scotland: the Way Forward; 
in other words, collaboratively inspired and driven; community centred and owned; inclusive of 
all and accessible to all; and unforced, uncontrived and authentic. 

This is not, however, the sole approach and UNESCO is neither directive nor prescriptive in 
the matter of how to safeguard and record ICH. Galicia, for example, adopted a very different 
approach to the safeguarding of its ICH. Proxecto RONSEL there constituted a plan for the safe-
guarding and recognition of its non-material cultural heritage which involved pro-active and ag-
gressive re-presentation of fragile and ‘at risk’ Galician ICH. For example, traditional crafts 
which were dying out were actively revived, with the impetus for what amounted to a deliber-
ately imposed, top-down strategy originating from an externally driven government-backed pol-
icy as distinct from a freely inspired, bottom-up initiative arising from a community-owned and 
-centred groundswell of motivation (Area et al., 2008). Such ‘re-presentation’ is not without ei-
ther risks or ethical issues. Reality is in danger of becoming the pseudo-reality postulated by 
Boorstin in the 1960s and developed in the context of tourism by Baudrillard in the 1980s (Urry, 
2002; Urry & Larsen, 2011). As further noted in these editions of The Tourist Gaze, pseudo-
reality in turn tends towards the hyper-reality of the theme park and its contrived and inauthen-
tic attractions. In the context of ICH, the conclusion that, in consequence, tourists become iso-
lated from the real world results in the situation highlighted by McCleery (2012) in which ICH 
pivots round from an inward-facing orientation (for the benefit of local people) to an outward-
facing orientation (for the benefit of visitors). This immediately raises questions not only of au-
thenticity but also of ownership, both of which will be further explored in the following sec-
tions. 

3 ISSUES OF INAUTHENTICITY 

As the process of safeguarding ICH often involves the recording or cataloguing of intangible as-
sets of culture in a tangible format (i.e. written accounts, audio/video recordings, photographs 
and illustrations) habitually by individuals peripheral to the cultural sphere of the ICH practice, 
the exigencies of authenticity become a legitimate and significant matter for consideration. With 
regard to written accounts of ICH practices, these may either be instigated by the ICH practi-
tioners themselves or by observers of the phenomenon. The reliability of a written account cre-
ated by someone relatively unfamiliar with the particular cultural practice is placed in question, 
given that the accuracy of that account is likely to be directly proportional to the observer’s un-
derstanding of the practice. However, written accounts by indigenous ICH community members 
themselves can also prove to be problematic (Aas et al., 2005). One possible solution to this 
problem of creating an authentic written account of ICH practices is to utilise a more collabora-
tive approach, bringing together both internal and external stakeholders, and also one in which 
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community participation, which is described by Smith et al. (2003) as “an increasingly signifi-
cant international issue in heritage studies” (p. 65), is paramount. 

For instance, as part of ethnographic studies, researchers should spend time immersing them-
selves in the relevant community of practice and its ICH activities. This strategy offers a num-
ber of key benefits: firstly, researchers may develop a more nuanced understanding and appreci-
ation of the ICH practice than they would have by merely observing as an outsider. More 
importantly, this approach could potentially provide an opportunity to gain a greater insight into 
the socio-demographic profile of the community. This could place researchers in a more favour-
able position to be able to select suitable representatives to assist with the creation of the written 
account of the practice. This representative involvement could then evolve into co-creation, 
working together synergistically with the various parties to draft a more accurate and authentic 
written account. The drawback is, inevitably, the financial disincentive. The opportunity cost of 
awarding research funding for such a (methodologically speaking) best-practice approach is 
disproportionately high, while available funding may simply not extend that far. 

The strategy of active community integration within the ICH process as a means of optimis-
ing levels of authenticity was endorsed by Bhattacharya (2011) in her paper on the intersection 
between heritage and creative enterprise. In this paper she expands the argument to post-
safeguarding development of creative enterprises from the cultural heritage sphere. She suggests 
that, not only should the persistence of justifiable authenticity issues be acknowledged at this 
stage, but also, theoretically, the latter should be able to be resolved through the reinvention of 
the community role as a key stakeholder in the process. This point emphasises the significance 
of authenticity considerations at various stages of the ICH process – whether in relation to its 
observation, recording, documentation, safeguarding or subsequent enterprise activities through 
tourism channels. Garvais (2003), alternatively, argued in his paper on the protection of sacred 
intangible traditional knowledge that the observation stage actually constitutes the most vulner-
able stage in terms of manipulation. He suggested that the primary reason for the manipulation 
is ignorance on the part of the observer of the sacred connotations of the practice. However, he 
also warned that the consequences are not insubstantial, as casual obliviousness of the fragility 
of the practice and also a casual assumption of its inviolability can act to both constrain and ma-
nipulate “the full perspective of the culture in which it is rooted and from which it derives its 
meaning” (p. 477). 

4 OWNERSHIP AND INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY RIGHTS 

A recurring theme in recent academic research into the ethics of ICH safeguarding relates to the 
question of ownership. Ultimately, any external attempt to record, document or otherwise pre-
serve may be considered manipulative as it necessarily involves the interference of culturati (or 
middle-class professionals) with the ICH practices, customs or skills of a culturally-different 
populace. While it is plausible to perceive ICH ownership as relating to non-sentient aspects of 
culture, in reality ICH almost invariably affects a range of living organisms – from natural habi-
tats to the creatures and self-aware beings that inhabit them, including the human variety. It can 
be argued that it is the interactions between the ICH and these living organisms that can result in 
cultural challenges – especially when these interactions are perceived by the distinct and often 
very different moral standards of, for example, researchers and practitioners. The matter of self-
awareness, or lack thereof, exhibited by some ICH communities and groups may have signifi-
cant ramifications for engagement with these communities of practice. If these individuals do 
not believe in or cannot appreciate the wider cultural significance of their ICH, despite their 
passion for the practice itself, it may prove futile to exhort them to participate in any safeguard-
ing activity such as recording or documenting details of the practice. 

Even within a single ICH community, questions about and tensions surrounding ownership 
can arise, to which the situation in Scotland attests. In connection with testing the pilot version 
of the wiki for recording ICH in Scotland, now being relaunched in full format by Museums 
Galleries Scotland, the issue of generational mismatch was observed. While the older generation 
holds the knowledge and understanding of living culture, in comparison with the younger gen-
eration of ‘digital natives’, it lacks the IT familiarity and facility to be able itself to record its 
ICH in digital format for posterity. Especially in metropolitan areas, where ICH is exposed to 
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the full onslaught of globalised, homogenised culture, and where there may be less inter-
generational socialising, there is a risk that ICH is not able to be safeguarded in the way that it 
has been previously through inter-generational cascading. Even where that cascading continues 
to take place or is substituted by classroom education in ICH, it is noticeable that any associated 
social media-related content on the part of the digital natives does not tend to prioritise ICH. 

Specific challenges relating to ethnic minority issues compound those relating to age. Sus-
taining ICH within in-migrant communities in urban central Scotland faces an uphill struggle.  
Whereas first generations are active in and know about specific ICH, they lack IT awareness 
and may even be fearful of it. By contrast, later generations possess just as much IT knowhow 
as their peers of Scottish heritage, including blogs and wikis, but lack the ICH wisdom of their 
elders, and tend to ignore or dismiss ICH. Indeed, second and subsequent generations of incom-
ers often wish to abandon practices associated with the ‘old world’. ICH originating in particu-
lar language-based practices such as story-telling is at especial risk of being lost as knowledge 
of the language itself declines; at the same time the nature of ICH changes as a result of trans-
plantation to the ‘new world’ of Scotland. Younger people across all sections of the community 
appear too busy, whether with work, social and domestic concerns, or with their virtual life of 
instant-messaging and social media channels, to evince sustained interest in ICH at that stage in 
their lives and careers. These owners and potential guardians of ICH are, in fact, disowning it 
(McCleery and Bowers, forthcoming). 

Lack of self-awareness of the significance of an ICH community’s activities and failure to 
understand or appreciate the significance of safeguarding ICH may indeed be correlational. A 
corollary of these circumstances is that tension and dissent may arise within these ICH commu-
nities of practice. Furthermore, the related aspect of ‘informed consent’ is pertinent – both in 
terms of extending the risk of communities being deceived into losing control of their IP rights 
(Logan, 2009) and in terms of how much information given to the communities is sufficient to 
satisfy the conditions for informed consent (Rudolff and Raymond, 2013). This latter point is 
especially relevant to the above discussion as it suggests that ICH researchers may be implicated 
in ICH practitioners’ lack of understanding of safeguarding practices if the former fail to over-
come cultural and/or linguistic barriers in their explanations. It appears that the question of how 
much information is adequate to inform consent from the practitioner is problematical due to the 
context-specific nature of different practices and groups of ICH practitioners. The significance 
of this issue in relation to the implications for engagement with and conflict in respect of ICH, 
combined with the absence of clarity for researchers identified by Rudolff and Raymond (2013), 
points to a need for further research in order satisfactorily to address this knowledge/research 
gap. 

5 CONFLICTS WITH COMMUNITIES OF PRACTICE 

Aside from a lack of self-awareness and appreciation of the significance of ICH safeguarding, 
there are a number of alternative explanations for instances of reluctance, trepidation or disin-
clination to support ICH safeguarding endeavours from these ICH communities. For instance, as 
some of these ICH communities may originate from ethnic minority groups or niche areas of the 
community, there may be substantial cultural and/or linguistic and dialectic barriers that may 
inhibit successful engagement for safeguarding purposes. The key aspect here appears to be the 
determination of the meaning attached to the ICH practice; Smith et al. (2003) explain that on 
one level cultural heritage management corresponds to managing “conflict over the meanings 
given to heritage and the past and how these meanings are used in the present” (p. 67). It is 
therefore imperative that the ICH researchers possess cultural sensitivity when attempting to en-
gage with groups of this nature. Research may also be required to make auxiliary efforts to 
overcome any apprehensions of the community members through transparency and clear expla-
nations – in the native language of the ICH community or group. These suggestions are advo-
cated by Aldred (2011), who describes how “responsible dialogue on matters of intangible her-
itage … requires an understanding of the disputed actions” (p. 82). Although he does not 
categorically affirm to which party this notion of understanding refers, the bi-directional conno-
tations of the dialogue concept, in the context of the above discussion, are indicative of mutual 
understanding. 
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Another related aspect to consider is that many of these ICH practices may reference tradi-
tional customs, rituals or ceremonies which are sacred or private to these local communities or 
groups. This argument is reflected by Coombe (2009) who has asserted that national policy ob-
jectives of preserving cultural diversity – which she describes as driving a belligerent expansion 
of the Western IP system – may be “at odds with the needs, values, and rationalities of local 
communities” (p. 406). For these reasons they may exhibit severe reservations about the pro-
spect of their practices becoming available for potentially millions of outsiders to consume via 
the Internet or other media. This issue may represent the most challenging obstacle for ICH re-
searchers to overcome if they wish to successfully engage with these communities and secure 
their trust in the ethical safeguarding of the practice. Logan (2009), in claiming that both the 
Maori people and indigenous Australians are both resistant to the formation of ICH inventories 
on account of “the disclosure to the general public of sacred sites and practices” (p. 17), strongly 
endorsed consultation with communities prior to safeguarding practices commencing. It stands 
to reason that education and awareness-raising are likely to benefit both parties. 

6 COMMERCIAL EXPLOITATION 

‘Edinburgh’s Hogmanay’ is a commercially-driven festival of celebratory events taking place 
over the New Year period. Initiated through collaboration between the private sector and the lo-
cal authority, this event now attracts thousands of visitors and their spending to the city. How-
ever, other than ‘seeing in the bells’ at midnight on 31 December, the Edinburgh mass enter-
tainment bears no relation to traditional Scottish New Year customs such as ‘first-footing’, that 
is, being the first person to cross the host’s threshold bearing traditional food, drink and fuel 
(black bun, whisky and a lump of coal). ‘Edinburgh’s Hogmanay’ may have become an exam-
ple of ICH itself, but it is legitimate to consider whether local traditions have been hi-jacked by 
commercialised artificiality and whether ‘ownership’ of Hogmanay has been removed from lo-
cal practitioners (McCleery and Bowers, forthcoming). It is readily apparent that ‘neo-
Hogmanay’ celebrations are entirely divorced from their traditional neighbourly roots where 
‘first-footing’ acted as a gesture of goodwill which performed the function of reinforcing com-
munity cohesion. More recent festivities have arguably become more contrived in character – 
with the year-on-year increase in attendance levels linking, if not promoting, further embellish-
ment and commodification of the event. This is a view echoed by Clayton (2010) who identifies 
the 1995 Hogmanay event in the capital as “the first of the massive Edinburgh tourist-oriented 
events, the point when the council [sic] decided to cash in on tradition” (p. 1), while Wilson 
(2012) recently discussed “how little relation Edinburgh’s Hogmanay bears nowadays to au-
thentic Scottish tradition” (p. 1). 

The above discussion provides a prime example of how a previously unselfconscious, unob-
served ‘authentic’ social activity has translated into a self-conscious, widely observed but much 
less authentic activity. This new incarnation of the activity may, admittedly, have the potential 
to remain culturally reinforcing as well as being economically advantageous, at least up to a 
point. On a smaller scale, the same is true of traditional music concerts organised by the Salmon 
Bothy cultural hub as part of the Portsoy Boat Festival, on the north-east coast of Scotland. A 
member of the Edinburgh Napier ICH team discerned tensions existing between the community 
of traditional music aficionados and informal groups of visiting tourists, also paying member of 
the audience; the former became increasingly agitated when the latter insisted on talking across 
the staged performances. It is therefore essential to consider the effects which monetisation and 
commodification have on indigenous practices, and the extent to which promotion and publica-
tion, by whatever means, is likely to aggravate matters. This will depend upon the character of 
the social relations that come to be established between ‘hosts’ and ‘guests’ (McCleery and 
Bowers, forthcoming). Cultural heritage has even been described as ubiquitously exploited as a 
principal constituent of strategies to underpin both tourism and economic development more 
generally (Graham, 2002). This would suggest that any commercialisation of ICH should be 
preceded by the cultural equivalent of an environmental impact assessment conducted in order 
to consider in what ways the proposed opening up of ICH to tourism is likely to affect authen-
ticity. 
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In relation to mutual beneficiaries, another relevant ethics-related question arises, namely, 
who will essentially benefit from these safeguarding activities? As mentioned above, some 
communities may not readily accept the claim that the disclosure, documenting and recording of 
their special practices will effectively ‘safeguard’ them because at a fundamental level the prac-
tice is only being superficially copied as a snapshot in time. They may strongly believe that the 
time and effort which they are requested and required to dedicate to safeguarding activities 
would be more beneficially allocated to inter-generational cascading. On the one hand, it can 
certainly be argued that developing the practices with younger generations of the community 
will truly secure their safeguarding for future generations. On the other hand, it can also be ar-
gued that if the ethical hurdles are overcome, then the safeguarding of the practice may generate 
tourism revenue due to the public interest surrounding the practice. While the latter may prove 
beneficial on a national scale in terms of economic development, nevertheless local communi-
ties may not either receive or perceive as acceptable the economic benefits – which may be indi-
rect – in comparison with the loss of both their privacy and their unique access to the living cul-
ture in question. Scale is significant and serves to illustrate the dilemma of immediate benefits 
to ICH communities versus wider social benefits for the national economy, something which 
may prove crucial in terms of assessing the willingness of ICH communities to engage with 
what purports to be ‘safeguarding’ practices. 

In the event that the ICH practice itself is dying out and either researchers or government of-
ficials are seeking to revive the practice and/or enforce its preservation for tourism, economic or 
politically exploitative reasons, this further complicates the matter of beneficiaries. This view-
point is extended to a national scale by Coombe (2009) who argues that ICH practitioners who 
wish to conserve the vivacity of local cultural expression “must defend themselves against the 
incursions of … new forms of capital accumulation, and national elites hungry for new forms of 
exploitable resources” (p. 406). Coombe is referring to the ‘Disneyfication’ of cultural expres-
sion, a derogatory term implying that heritage no longer appears as 'real' or authentic, but has 
been 'imagineered' to provide more appeal. Discussions on disneyfication tend to arise as soon 
as heritage is 'packaged' for consumption. This statement by Coombe also emphasises the nega-
tive connotations of economic innovations and underscores a requirement for social awareness 
and defensive measures on the part of ICH practitioners. Yet in a Scottish investigation of strat-
egies for enhancing links between traditional music and tourism across four case study areas, 
Bowers et al (2013) discovered that there was strong enthusiasm among all stakeholders, includ-
ing ICH practitioners, for creating new tourism experiences for visitors based upon living cul-
ture, demonstrating that any worries about dilution of ICH in turning it to face outwards were 
minimal. 

7 MORALLY QUESTIONABLE ICH PRACTICES 

In considering the moral standing of ICH practices, customs or skills, a number of factors must 
be taken into consideration. The first factor relates to cultural distinctions. ICH communities of 
practice feature individuals who may or may not originate from diverse cultural or ethnic back-
grounds. Therefore, the matter of morality and potentially the legality of the practices in ques-
tion may be observed from the perspective of either party. Certain practices may be perfectly 
socially acceptable in the country of origin; however, when placed within the context of the cul-
tural sphere of another country, these could potentially be perceived as inappropriate, offensive, 
oppressive or even extremist in nature. The level of social acceptance towards cultural practices 
is also influenced by the political and legal framework of the country. Thus ICH groups from a 
democratic country, who wish to showcase their ICH within, for example, a theocracy, would be 
expected to perform their customs or practices within both the moral and legal framework of 
that theocratic regime. Issues inevitably arise in the case of safeguarding practices which both 
fall outside the geographical borders of their own country, as well as its moral and/or legal 
framework. For example, Kurin (2004) advises that both UNESCO and its Member States must 
not “encourage particularly harmful practices” (p. 74). However, neither the article nor the 
UNESCO convention (2003) provides clarification as to how to define ‘harmful’. Furthermore, 
the statement also raises additional questions. Firstly, it is not only the definition of ‘harmful’ 
which must be considered but also its contextual implications – ICH practices have the potential 
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to harm both physically and emotionally in terms of the individuals involved in the practice. In 
addition, they may also harm reputationally in terms of the preservationists, researchers or even 
UNESCO itself through association with morally questionable practices. Moreover, the concept 
of ‘encouraging’ also raises the question of which words or actions constitute encouragement – 
a point which has ramifications for all those internally or externally involved with the ICH ac-
tivity and its recording/safeguarding. It is suggested that further research is required in order to 
ascertain what constitutes harmful ICH practices and how different approaches to these practic-
es may fundamentally affect those associated. 

Another factor to consider relates to cultural progression within a country. Many instances of 
ICH practices have traditionally existed over extensive periods of time. They have therefore 
transcended several generations of cultural awareness and sensitivity. A pertinent example is the 
distinctive, now-commodified and income-generating Up Helly Aa Viking fire festival that 
takes place annually in January in Shetland, Scotland’s most northerly Atlantic archipelago. 
These festivities, which involve processions through the streets of ‘Vikings’ wielding fiery 
torches and culminating with the burning of a Viking longship, have been ongoing since the lat-
er part of the nineteenth century. They were instigated at a time when women were perceived as 
inferior to men and had been denied access to certain rights – such as voting – which are today 
considered human rights. Given that Norsemen are associated with male-oriented and -
dominated customs in tradition and popular culture, the festivities were originally designed to 
reflect this archaic and chauvinistic culture by ostracising women from participating in the fes-
tival. According to Hart (2015), the women are traditionally expected to remain in the kitchens 
of the festival venues and assume the role of hostesses in order to “keep the platters piled high, 
the tattie soup on the boil and the Famous Grouse [a brand of whisky] flowing” (p. 1). Over the 
years, as gender equality has paved the way for a more balanced and equitable society in the 
UK, these practices have become increasingly controversial and perceived as counterintuitive to 
the ideals of a modern civil society. Given that this is the case, it might be expected that guests 
would challenge a practice which relegates women to these demeaning roles. But in fact guests 
tend to remain silent on the matter and most will leave wholly innocent of the division in the at-
titude of the local populace towards the fire festival. In this case, the commercial potential of the 
ICH may be seen to be working in favour of its sustainability, however politically incorrect its 
substance. Inevitably, the issue of safeguarding and recording this practice has been subject to 
scrutiny on account of the suggestion that to participate in the safeguarding of a controversial 
ICH practice is to condone it. It is perhaps not surprising then that Up Helly Aa 2015 witnessed 
the first case of a female Viking leader or ‘Jarl’ called Lesley Simpson leading the proceedings 
(Swanson, 2015). However, this development occurred at one of the smaller festivals on the is-
lands – the main festivities in the capital Lerwick remain exclusively for male participants, as 
reflected on the festival’s official website. 

Scotland’s national poet, Robert Burns, is celebrated widely in Scotland on the anniversary of 
his birth, 25 January. Haggis – a savoury pudding containing sheep’s offal minced with oatmeal 
and spices and all contained within the animal’s stomach and served with mashed turnip (or 
neaps) – is traditionally eaten at Burns suppers. Burns’ poetry is read aloud and in particular 
there is an address to the haggis – a Burns poem – which is ceremonially piped into the dining 
hall and toasted by all present with a dram (a glass of whisky). However, the detail and charac-
ter of this event has evolved with the changing times so that women are now admitted and there 
is a toast to the ‘lassies’ and a responding toast to the ‘laddies’. There are vegetarian alternatives 
as well as non-alcoholic beverages for those with dietary preferences. Notably, the custom of 
Burns suppers has been exported abroad along with the poverty-induced diaspora - which dis-
persed Scots to the four corners of the world. Whether in the English University town of Oxford 
– where there is an informal Burns week when the colleges celebrate Burns night with a dinner 
and a ceilidh (an evening of Scottish dancing) – or in the United States, Canada and Australia – 
where Burns celebrations have been adopted, assimilated and adapted beyond diaspora and be-
yond all recognition – there is a certain inescapability that where living culture is concerned, 
evolution is inevitable and not inevitably bad (McCleery, 2012). 
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8 EXTREMIST ICH PRACTICES 

Another factor to consider relates to extremist use of ICH. Once again, the question of whose 
perspective is afforded priority is an important one for consideration. Extremist groups prac-
tising ICH may argue that it is their cultural responsibility, political duty or even human right to 
continue with these traditional ICH practices, even if they offend the moral or legal codes of the 
country in which they are being practised. For instance, the slaughter of animals for religious 
ceremonies has long been the tradition of various faiths around the world. Although now less 
practised by religions in contemporary society, this activity remains a traditional part of these 
cultures and ways of life. Extending this discussion, instances of ICH which involve the direct 
or indirect neglect, abuse or suffering of other human beings are rare but not unknown. In dem-
ocratic and developed countries such as the UK there exists a legal framework that seeks to pre-
vent the practice of – or at least minimise the opportunity to practise – activities (including in-
tangible culture) that involve behaviour which is illegal or incite behaviour which is illegal.  
Furthermore, local authorities have delegated powers to cancel parades or other events or con-
fine their geographical scope if it is considered that there is likely to be a threat to public order. 
However, in non-democratic or less economically developed countries there are no such limits. 

Even in the USA there is an example of an aspirant ICH community which has developed 
from racial hatred campaigns, namely the Ku Klux Klan.  The members of that organisation 
members indulge in what they would argue is the practice of ICH because of its reliance on the 
use of use of rituals and customs.  However, many non-members would consider these same ac-
tivities to constitute morally questionable behaviours and what the law may in certain cases de-
fine as illegal activities. It is significant that Logan (2007) in Historic Environment conceded 
that the politically-motivated behaviour of the Ku Klux Klan is of perceived cultural importance 
across a range of communities and countries. His explanation was that “[t]he difficulty with the 
anthropological definition of culture lies in its breadth, making it possible to claim almost all 
aspects of human behaviour as part of one’s ‘culture’” (p. 37). This raises the question of 
whether certain types of ICH practice should be omitted from international listings based on the 
UNESCO Convention. In addition, should researchers conduct research only into ICH that has a 
positive impact on any living organism that is affected by it – whether directly or indirectly? 
And if so, who should be responsible for making that decision? It could be argued that the in-
voluntary – i.e. without the consent / approval of the relevant community of practice – disre-
garding of ICH practices is in itself as objectionable as the involuntary safeguarding of practices 
that are naturally fading into obscurity.  

Closer to home, an Orangefest event held in Glasgow’s city centre in June 2015 was de-
scribed by its Orange Order organisers as a ‘cultural and heritage day’. Yet many would con-
demn the Orange Order as a sectarian organisation and in the aftermath of the event there was a 
call for a summit on sectarianism “to allow Scotland to face up to its ‘secret shame’ once and 
for all” (Burns, 2015, P.10). Scotland’s ‘secret shame’ is imported from across the Irish Sea 
where simmering Loyalist and Republican sectarianism erupted at the end of the 1960s into 
more than two decades of overt terrorism, which officially ended only with the Good Friday 
peace agreement in 1998. An online petition opposing the Glasgow event was signed by more 
than 28,000 people; others opted for more direct action with the result that the woman who 
launched the petition had to delete her Facebook and Twitter accounts after receiving death 
threats. A well-known Irish Journalist and historian who declared that she was “appalled by that 
petition against this culture and heritage day” received a tweet which ranted: “got your sash 
ready for Saturday hatefest against Catholics[?] ... Up to your knees in Irish blood[!]” (Lear-
month, 2015, p. 11). The Campaign Director of Scotland’s leading anti-sectarian charity, Nil by 
Mouth, insisted that it was time for change and that there was a requirement for a summit on 
loyalist and republican parades to be established, along with civilised and constructive debate. 
However, a leading member of Scotland’s anti-sectarian taskforce, sociologist Dr Michael Ro-
sie, while agreeing that a debate was needed, also observes that “[it] is time to open the box be-
cause there might be less in the box than we fear” (Burns, 2015). He notes that the fact that the 
Orange Order invited members of the public as well as the Catholic Church, the Irish consul and 
the Muslim Council of Scotland represented a significant and positive step forward.  

In the specific context of ICH, this step forward invites another wider debate in order to es-
tablish at what point a formerly extremist practice becomes socially acceptable. In seeking to 
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answer that question, it is necessary to recognise that controversies surrounding ICH practices 
that are deemed to be socially objectionable for reasons of humanistic issues of immorality or il-
legality are fundamentally correlated with human rights. On the one hand, there is the argument 
that the human rights of those individuals who are directly or indirectly affected by these ICH 
activities are being breached. On the other hand, there is the counterargument that the ICH prac-
titioners are exercising their own human rights by continuing the rituals or customs which are 
traditionally associated with their community or group. This discussion raises the question of 
whether or not it may be feasible to facilitate a compromise – a concession derived through in-
tellectual discussion whereby the human rights of both the ICH practitioners and those affected 
by their actions are respected. Significantly, the Scottish Government welcomed the recommen-
dations of the Advisory Group on Tackling Sectarianism, commenting that they recognised the 
need to balance the right to march or hold a parade with the rights of communities to go about 
their business undisturbed and without fear for their safety (Burns, 2015; Scottish Government, 
2015). Translating high ideals into operational reality may prove to be rather more difficult and 
further research may be required in order to extrapolate findings which answer this question, 
with a view to devising guidelines for informing future ICH ethical policies. 

9 CONCLUSION 

This paper has sought to identify and tease out an important aspect of ICH which is both under-
researched and poorly understood, with the result that ethical aspects of ICH are insufficiently 
embedded within current policies for the promotion and protection of living culture. On account 
of the inherent sensitivity, UNESCO has remained largely silent on the matter. Through a com-
bination of critical review, assessment and comparison of both peer-reviewed academic litera-
ture and press and other media sources as well as presentation of relevant case study material, in 
the paper we have addressed key unanswered questions. We then point either to tentative re-
sponses to such questions and clarification of complex issues or to the need for further research 
to assist in the formation of answers to underpin future ICH policy directions. We argue that 
these responses together with any future findings have and will have major significance for 
community engagement and conflict management. 

Human rights can never be absolute and individuals or groups exercising their human rights, 
including in relation to ICH may infringe the human rights of other groups. Furthermore, in an 
effort to protect someone’s right to privacy, it may be that the authenticity of an ICH practice is 
compromised and with it the integrity of the agency proposing the variation in approach. Illegal-
ity is usually clearly defined but varies across legal jurisdictions. Where morality is an issue, it 
is necessary to establish who should have authority to define at what point political incorrect-
ness shades into social unacceptability. For example, should this be Parliament in the context of 
measured debate or should it be police officers in the intemperate heat of a stand-off?  Of 
course, the last question is easy to answer but related questions are less so. It therefore hoped 
that this contribution to the debate has managed to evidence an important aspect of ICH, which 
in turn demonstrates that ICH is neither simple nor invariably ‘good’. In consequence, complex 
ethical issues are raised which UNESCO is unwise to continue to ignore and which further re-
search must investigate so that the results can inform future policy. 

REFERENCES 

Aas, C., Ladkin, A. & Fletcher, J. 2005. Stakeholder collaboration and heritage management. Annals of 
Tourism Research 32 (1) pp 28-48. 

Aldred, B. G. 2011. ‘Quaker sweat’as intangible heritage. International Journal of Intangible Heritage 6 
(1) pp 71-83. 

Alivizatou, M. 2008. Contextualising intangible cultural heritage in heritage studies and museology. 
International Journal of Intangible Heritage 3 (1) pp 43-54. 

Area, I., Carpintero, P., Cid, X. M., Ocampo, A. F., Fidalgo, X. A. & Simón, X. 2008. Plan para a salva-
garda e posta en valor do patrimonio cultural inmaterial de Galicia. November 2008 pp 1-118  

Arizpe, L. 2004. Intangible cultural heritage, diversity and coherence. Museum International 56 (1 2) pp 
130-136. 

S. Lira, R. Amoêda & C. Pinheiro238



Bhattacharya, A. 2011. Heritage and creative enterprise. International Journal of Intangible Heritage 6 
pp 99-104. 

Bowers, J., Lambie, E., McCleery, A., McCleery, A. & Wardrop, K. 2013. Living culture and tourism. 
Unpublished confidential report to Creative Scotland. December 2013. 

Burns, J. 2015. Orangefest sparks new demand for summit. Sunday Herald, 7 June 2015, p.10. 
Clayton, N. 2010. Opinion: How Edinburgh's revels - and their ilk - killed Hogmanay. Caledonian Mer-

cury. 30th December 2010. Available at http://caledonianmercury.com/2010/12/30/how-edinburgh-
killed-hogmanay/0012977 [Accessed on 18 March 2015]. 

Coombe, R. J. 2009. The expanding purview of cultural properties and their politics. Annual Review of 
Law and Social Science 5 (1) pp 393-412. 

Garvais, D. J. 2003. Spiritual but not intellectual - the protection of sacred intangible traditional knowl-
edge. Cardozo Journal of International & Competitive Law. 11 (1) pp 467-495. 

Graham, B. 2002. Heritage as knowledge: Capital or culture?. Urban Studies 39 (5-6) pp 1003-1017. 
Hart, A. 2015. Up Helly Aa: inside Shetland's spectacular festival of fire. The Telegraph. 28 February 

2015. Available at http://www.telegraph.co.uk/travel/festivalsandevents/11430445/Up-Helly-Aa-
inside-Shetlands-spectacular-festival-of-fire.html [Accessed on 18 March 2015]. 

Kurin, R. 2004. Safeguarding intangible cultural heritage in the 2003 UNESCO convention: A critical ap-
praisal. Museum International 56 (1 2) pp 66-77. 

Learmonth, A. 2015. Orangefest went more with a whimper than a bang. Sunday Herald, 7 June 2015 p 
11. 

Logan, W. 2009. Playing the devil’s advocate: Protecting intangible cultural heritage and the infringe-
ment of human rights. Historic Environment 22 (3) pp 14-18. 

Logan, W. S. 2007. Closing Pandora's Box: Human Rights Conundrums in Cultural Heritage Protection. 
New York: Springer. 

McCleery, A. 2012. Intangible heritage and sustainable tourism: Impossible clash of cultures or essential 
meeting of minds? International Journal of Heritage & Sustainable Development 2 (1) pp 7-16. 

McCleery, A. & Bowers, J. (forthcoming) Recording and safeguarding intangible cultural heritage: the 
experience in Scotland. In M. L. Stefano (ed.), Intangible heritage in global perspective. Maryland: 
University of Maryland. 

McCleery, A., McCleery, A., Gunn, L. & Hill, D. 2008. Intangible cultural heritage in Scotland: the way 
forward. 19 August 2008 pp 1-22. 

Rudolff, B. & Raymond, S. 2013. A community convention? An analysis of free, prior and informed con-
sent given under the 2003 convention. International Journal of Intangible Heritage 8 pp 153-164. 

Scottish Government. 2015. Scottish Government response to the final report of the advisory group on 
tackling sectarianism in Scotland: May 2015. May 2015 pp 1-18  

Smith, L., Morgan, A. & van der Meer, A. 2003. Community-driven research in cultural heritage man-
agement: The waanyi women's history project. International Journal of Heritage Studies 9 (1) pp 65-
80. 

Soja, E. W. 1996. Thirdspace: Journeys to Los Angeles and Other Real-and-Imagined Places. Oxford : 
Blackwell. 

Swanson, B. 2015. Island's first female chief Viking is due to set the heather alight. Scottish Express 14 
March 2015. Available at http://www.express.co.uk/news/uk/563921/Lesley-Simpson-Shetland-Island-
first-female-chief-Viking-fire-Up-Helly-Aa-festival [Accessed on 18 March 2015]. 

UNESCO. 2003. Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage. 17 October 2003 
pp 1-14. 

Urry, J. 2002. The Tourist Gaze. (Second Edition). London: Sage. 
Urry, J. & Larsen, J. 2011. The Tourist Gaze 3.0. (Third Edition). London: Sage. 
Wilson, S. 2012. Review: Edinburgh's Hogmanay - Scott Monument stage / The Keilidh. The Scotsman 2 

January 2012. Available at http://www.scotsman.com/what-s-on/music/review-edinburgh-s-hogmanay-
scott-monument-stage-the-keilidh-1-2033232 [Accessed on 18 March 2015]. 

 
  

SHARING CULTURES 2015 
Proceedings of the 4th International Conference on Intangible Heritage 239



 

S. Lira, R. Amoêda & C. Pinheiro240



1 INTRODUCTION 

The decision by UNESCO to place the Liverpool World Heritage Site on the ‘List of World 
Heritage in Danger’ in 2012 has left the future of the site in serious doubt. Yet the very real pos-
sibility of removal from the World Heritage List has so far failed to persuade local authorities to 
revise or reconsider the controversial plans for high-rise waterfront redevelopment plans (Liver-
pool Waters) that led to UNESCO’s decision, whilst also doing little to galvanise local public 
support for the site. This rather apathetic response to the potential delisting of the site, which has 
been discernible not only among members of the public but also among local politicians and 
business people, reflects a widespread perception that there have been few significant benefits 
of the designation in Liverpool. However, these perceptions are underpinned by a weak aware-
ness and knowledge of the site, with few efforts having been undertaken thus far to assess the 
actual value of the site to the city region.  

Against this backdrop, this paper offers an assessment of the impact of the World Heritage 
Site (WHS) designation and considers opportunities and challenges for the city to make the 
most of its World Heritage Site. Employing a holistic approach to assessment that acknowledges 
the essential value of the social and cultural dimensions of the WHS, in addition to their instru-
mental role in facilitating desirable economic impacts, the study seeks to answer the following 
four key research questions, each of which addresses an issue of particular salience within the 
current policy context: 

 Does Liverpool’s WHS contribute to the sense of pride of place that local people and 
communities feel for their city? 

Heritage, pride and place: exploring the contribution of World 
Heritage Site status to Liverpool’s sense of place and future 
development 

B. Garcia, N. Armitage & S. Crone 
Institute of Cultural Capital, University of Liverpool, UK 

ABSTRACT: This paper assesses the opportunities and challenges faced by cities aspiring to 
continue their urban development while trying to protect their cultural heritage and, in particu-
lar, to benefit from having secured a UNESCO World Heritage Site (WHS) designation. The 
experience in Liverpool, a city undergoing a cultural renaissance after decades of stagnation but 
which has recently been included in the WHS endangered list, is used as a key case study. The 
paper reflects on the impact of the WHS designation on city image and reputation as well as lo-
cal citizens’ sense of place. The main questions discussed in this paper are: • Does a World Her-
itage Site contribute to the sense of pride of place that local people and communities feel for 
their city? • Does the WHS contribute to the city’s national and international reputation, and 
does it create cultural and economic value for the city? • What more can be done in the future to 
capitalise on WHS status? • What risks are posed by the potential loss of WHS status? The pa-
per builds on a combination of methodologies, including community focus groups, an online cit-
izen survey, press media analysis and promotional discourse analysis, in order to address these 
questions. 
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 What are the cultural, economic and image-related impacts of the Liverpool WHS?  
 What more could be done in the future to capitalise on WHS status? 
 What risks are posed by the potential loss of WHS status for the city? 

In order to tackle these research questions, the study took its lead from the methodologies ap-
plied by the Impacts 08 research programme into the multiple impacts of the Liverpool Europe-
an Capital of Culture 2008 (Garcia et al., 2010). The mixed method approach used by the study, 
which allowed the contextualisation and collation of a broad range of views regarding the Liv-
erpool WHS, involved six parallel data collection methods: 

 A literature review that included reports, academic articles and books that examine 
the World Heritage programme at a national and international level 

 Promotional analysis of material where the Liverpool WHS was likely to be featured 
as a tool for the promotion of tourism or city branding 

 Media analysis of 337 press articles on the Liverpool WHS between August 1998 and 
June 2012 

 Stakeholder interviews with 15 people that contribute to Liverpool’s brand position-
ing and image narrative – these stakeholders include those involved in the manage-
ment and promotion of Liverpool’s visitor economy, estate agents, developers and 
journalists 

 Three focus groups with Liverpool citizens (one in the Anfield area of North Liver-
pool and two in the city centre), which explored attitudes to the WHS and the wider 
heritage asset base of the city   

 An online citizen survey of people residing in the city, which also gauged attitudes to 
the WHS and the wider heritage base of the city, whilst at the same time seeking to 
measure respondents’ knowledge of the title   

The following sections summarise the key findings from this research, with detailed findings 
from each of the research methods available to share on request. 

2 HEADLINE FINDINGS 

2.1 Sense of pride in the city 
 The Liverpool WHS contributes significantly to people’s sense of pride in the city, 

which is something they feel they can celebrate more openly as the city’s reputation im-
proves. 

 However, the degree to which the WHS contributes to a sense of pride in the city 
varies dramatically, with women, for example, far more likely than men to feel that 
Liverpool’s World Heritage status contributes to their sense of pride. 

 Although pride in the city’s heritage is strong across all communities, the degree of 
support for the WHS as an added value to the city varies by location, with stronger 
levels of attachment among city centre residents and weaker levels of attachment 
in deprived communities located outside the city centre. 

 These disparities reflect a profound sense of alienation within outer-city 
neighbourhoods such as North Liverpool, where the WHS is dismissed as yet an-
other scheme concentrating attention on the city centre at the expense of other areas 
and other heritage values. 

 There was no evidence to suggest that residents’ knowledge of the WHS is signifi-
cant in shaping sense of pride in the city. Rather, the evidence suggests that rela-
tively high levels of pride in the WHS appear to exist despite low levels of knowledge 
in relation to the site. 

2.2 Cultural, economic and image-related impacts 
 World Heritage status is perceived by local people to have improved the city’s image in 

the UK and internationally, and to have raised public awareness of the city’s historical sig-
nificance. 
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 Among articles from the UK regional and national press, the lack of negative cover-
age of the city in relation to the WHS suggests that designation has had at least a 
modest positive impact on the city’s image nationally, with any negative coverage 
reserved for the city’s much-maligned management of the site. However, the volume 
of regional and national press coverage is modest compared to the coverage by local 
newspapers. 

 There have been very few press articles, overall, where the WHS has been used for 
city branding or to promote tourism and events in the city – with most of these being 
neutral in terms of tone. This suggests that the designation has not been fully capital-
ised upon in terms of its image and place-making possibilities. 

 Local opinion is divided on the economic value of the title: residents feel that the 
site is good for tourism but are unsure as to whether World Heritage status promotes 
jobs and growth; whilst many interviewed stakeholders struggled to identify any 
clear economic benefits of inscription, and felt that this needed to be better articu-
lated. 

 However, the few academic studies that have attempted to measure the impact of 
World Heritage inscription on tourism revenues at individual sites suggest that desig-
nation can be a significant factor in attracting international tourists, and the little 
data available relating to Liverpool appears to support the notion that World Heritage 
status is an important brand for the city that international tourists are influenced 
by. 

 Although the title has had a significant impact to date, the widespread lack of WHS 
knowledge and awareness among the public, which has been caused, in part, by in-
sufficient investment in the branding and promotion of the site, has prevented exist-
ing benefits from being widely recognised and made it impossible to actualise 
other potential benefits that require the engagement of the public as a prerequisite. 
Besides preventing the fulfilment of the potential of the site, lack of awareness is 
also actively contributing to its destabilisation by facilitating and perpetuating the 
simplistic ‘heritage versus development’ discourse that dominates in the local press. 

2.3 Capitalising on World Heritage Site status in the future 
 Although support for the site among local people remains strong (with three quarters of sur-

vey respondents agreeing that World Heritage status is good for Liverpool), there are a 
number of problems in the way that the site is managed and marketed by city authorities, 
which could be addressed by a raft of measures falling under the following five interde-
pendent themes. 

 City authorities must communicate more effectively with the local public, using a 
combination of educational and promotional initiatives to increase knowledge and 
awareness of the city’s World Heritage status, and build support for the site among 
residents that are currently either ambivalent or hostile towards it. Greater levels of 
WHS literacy are essential to the site’s future sustainability, and would help to pro-
mote not only a more informed and inclusive public debate, but also greater appro-
priation of the potential economic uses of the title. 

 Data from survey respondents and focus group participants suggests that many are 
unsure as to whether the city council is forthcoming and open on its management 
strategy for the WHS and development, in general. A greater degree of transparency 
than that currently exercised by the local authorities would no doubt further enhance 
levels of WHS knowledge and understanding, whilst at the same time serving as a 
prerequisite for the dissemination of World Heritage-related information that does not 
currently get released into the public domain. 

 The social, cultural and educational values of the WHS title should be harnessed 
by city authorities, rather than neglected in favour of strategies which prioritise eco-
nomic goals and measures. At present, the supporters of the Liverpool WHS must 
continually justify its existence based on what it does – or potentially could do – for 

SHARING CULTURES 2015 
Proceedings of the 4th International Conference on Intangible Heritage 243



the city region economically, despite the fact that the cultural, social and educational 
values of the title are crucial in the transmission of the site’s ‘Outstanding Universal 
Value’ to future generations and the realisation of a variety of other positive out-
comes. 

 A revised impact assessment framework would ideally reflect the acknowledge-
ment of the social, cultural and educational values of the WHS, and mark a departure 
from the current preoccupation with socio-economic indicators alone. At the same 
time, the assessment framework for the WHS must not rely solely on ‘hard’ statistical 
indicators but also use ‘soft’ contextual research to complement and enrich research 
findings. 

It is increasingly recognised within mainstream debates concerning the World Heritage pro-
gramme that the ‘democratisation’ of heritage is essential to the future sustainability of ur-
ban sites such as Liverpool. Yet it is clear, despite this, that the Liverpool WHS has so far 
failed to capture local people’s imaginations and be fully appropriated by communities in the 
city region – particularly in deprived areas. The extension of the geographic scope of the WHS 
to be more inclusive of neighbourhoods surrounding the city, coupled with a more democratic 
managerial framework for the site, could help to promote the engagement of these local com-
munities, whilst at the same time achieving a number of other goals. 

 

 

 
Representing the current position of the World Heritage Site in relation to the wider heritage assets of the Liv-
erpool city region is the ‘heritage iceberg’ (the first of the two diagrams), which disconnects major heritage 
locations from other regional heritage identities and places. A reconfiguration of these layers, in the form of a 
‘heritage wrapper’ (the second diagram), would aim to position major heritage assets around local and per-
sonal heritage, and as a major foreground or first point of contact for external parties. 
Figure 1. Visualising alternatives to the current heritage strategy for the city region.
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2.4 Risks posed by the potential loss of WHS status 
 In the absence of a truly exhaustive assessment of the value created by the Liverpool World 

Heritage Site, the impacts of the potential loss of the title are difficult to estimate. 
 The loss of World Heritage status would likely not have a significant adverse effect 

on promoting Liverpool’s cultural assets, largely due to the fact that, to date, the site 
has not been used for such purposes to any great extent. However, it is clear from the 
data collected by this study that most city residents and stakeholders believe that 
the title’s loss would add to the negative image the city has had to contest with 
domestically since the 1980s, whilst at the same time jeopardising some residents’ 
newfound confidence in their heritage and their city. 

 Indeed, many survey respondents estimated that the loss of the WHS title would ad-
versely affect not just the city’s image, but also areas such as the preservation of his-
toric buildings, tourism, awareness of the city’s history, the city’s skyline, and 
growth and jobs. There were very few respondents, by contrast, who vociferously 
held the opposite view: namely, that the impact of the WHS has been overwhelmingly 
negative, and that its loss would be a very positive development for Liverpool. 

Concerns over the implications of any potential loss of the title do not appear to be evenly 
distributed, however, with relatively more affluent city centre residents generally far more con-
cerned about the potential effects of delisting than those in outlying and deprived city areas, 
such as Anfield, where the proposed Liverpool Waters development was more likely to be wel-
comed as a much-needed and long-overdue stimulus for neighbourhoods in north Liverpool. 

3 CONCLUSIONS 

The experience of the Liverpool World Heritage Site and other sites has shown that inscription 
onto the World Heritage List offers a host of potential benefits to the public authorities, com-
mercial enterprises and local communities responsible for managing and promoting a site. Yet it 
is clear, despite this, that Liverpool is a city which has not fully capitalised on its World 
Heritage status. The title has not been appropriated as a tool for branding the city to an outside 
audience, or as a mechanism to foster enterprise or social engagement in the city; and these fail-
ures are likely to be at least partly responsible for the low levels of WHS literacy and aware-
ness observable both among the general public and city stakeholders. The low visibility of 
the site, in general, is not only an impediment to realising the potential of the designation; it is 
also a factor which has gravely undermined and destabilised the World Heritage status of 
the city. With few tangible benefits or defining features associated with the site in the minds of 
the local population due to low levels of WHS literacy, the title has become primarily conceived 
in terms of what it is seen to hinder: namely, development.  Yet by being constantly juxtaposed 
to development, the significance of the title as a cultural accolade has diminished, and an as-
sumption has grown among stakeholders and the public too, to a lesser extent, that the title must 
justify itself solely in terms of its economic contribution to the city. 

It is evident, furthermore, that the value currently generated by World Heritage status is 
not only depreciated and inhibited, but also concentrated disproportionately within the city 
centre, at the expense of disenfranchised areas surrounding the city. In the focus groups con-
ducted by the study, it was clear that whilst the regeneration of heritage assets within the WHS 
and its buffer zone has rejuvenated city centre residents’ pride in the city, for other communi-
ties, the resources and attention dedicated to the site, rightly or wrongly, represented a devalua-
tion of their own local heritage. Although support for the WHS among residents remains 
strong overall, a concentration of resources on the WHS, to the neglect of other heritage assets 
in the city, therefore appears to have galvanised a section of the public that regards World Her-
itage status with active hostility, whilst in contrast welcoming the Liverpool Waters develop-
ment as a scheme perceived to be of direct value to deprived areas in the north of the city.  

As the most vehement voices in the conservation and development camps continue to domi-
nate and polarise the debate in the local media at the expense of a more nuanced public debate 
regarding the city’s regeneration and future, some communities and stakeholders are beginning 
to envisage a Liverpool without its WHS. Indeed, with planning permission now granted to Peel 
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Holdings to commence work on the Liverpool Waters development, there is a real risk that the 
city will ‘sleepwalk’ into a situation where UNESCO feels obliged to exercise its right to 
remove the Liverpool WHS from the World Heritage List altogether. The evidence present-
ed in this study suggests that such an outcome would be detrimental to Liverpool’s long-term 
development and the so far successful efforts to counter long-standing negative imagery associ-
ated with the city – a viewpoint seemingly shared by most of the local residents who participat-
ed in the online survey conducted by the study. However, as the recommendations put forward 
by this study demonstrate, it is still within the power of the city, not only to retain World Herit-
age status by reconciling the heritage and development camps, but to reform the site in such a 
way that unlocks its vast potential and extends this value to neglected areas of the city’s 
periphery. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

The study stems from the UNESCO Recommendation (2011) on the Historic Urban Landscape, 
in which a series of multiple elements intertwine, connected to the image and identity of the 
places, which are never separated from the interaction and perception that populations who in-
habit them have. The text mainly considers the aspects committing to the knowledge and to the 
planning tools for the transmission of the historic urban landscape, intended as the result of a 
mixture of the tangible values and of the intangible ones connected to them. Putting historicity 
and contemporarity of the built environment on joint plans enlarges the sight to the contempo-
rary city, to the stratifications and transformations which followed one another over time, mak-
ing the territory like a palimpsest (Corboz, 1985). At the same time the approach of the historic 
urban landscape, emphasizing the value of contemporarity, accepts the change 'as an inseparable 
element of the urban condition' (Bandarin & Van Oers, 2014: 281) and is concerned to provide 
'tools to manage physical and social transformations and to ensure that contemporary interven-
tions are harmoniously integrated with heritage in a historic setting and take into account re-
gional contexts' (UNESCO, 2011). In tackling the management of change transpires the necessi-
ty of having 'an environment which is not simply well organized, but poetic and symbolic as 
well. It should speak of the individuals and their complex society, of their aspirations and their 
historical tradition, of the natural setting, and of the complicated functions and movements of 
the city world.' (Lynch, 1960: 119). 

While to the historical centres the symbolic and poetic dimension is recognized, thanks to the 
quality of the built spaces, to the urban centralities and thanks to initiatives that promote the dif-
ferent aspects of the local identity, the consolidated city's districts realized in the post-WWII pe-
riod maybe have not yet strengthened their image. But the strong interaction with the inhabi-
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tants, the not only utilitarian visual perception they have of the environment (Cullen, 1976), 
evoke memories and experiences, and however produce strong attributions of meaning to the 
contemporary city. Therefore the intervention on the cities should be gently, as Rykwert warned 
(2002), since each proposed solution interferes with the symbolic world of the residents and 
must take account of the conceptual model that people develop mentally. 

The historic centres of the cities have been often considered special sectors, subject to spe-
cific provisions, which were entrusted with the task of protecting and successfully transmit the 
integrity and authenticity of the urban heritage. By analysing the case of an historic Italian city 
of medium size, as is Parma, we try to figure out whether the modalities of management and 
conservation of the historic centre, which have helped to strengthen the identity of the city and 
hand down its image, can be transferred to other parts, more recent but that have acquired such 
characteristics as to make them distinctive singularities compared to the generic consolidated 
city. 

2 PARMA, OR THE IMPORTANCE OF THE NAME 

We talked about intangible values which distinguish a territory, link it to its people and contrib-
ute to the formation of the universally shared image of that place. The name Parma recalls the 
works of Giuseppe Verdi, the most famous musician of Italian melodrama who linked his name 
to the Risorgimento uprisings, recalls the fragrance of food and gastronomy. But the allusive 
fascination of the name has literary echoes to which they were not extraneous great writers, like 
Stendhal and Proust. And you may well talk about fascination of a name since in both cases is 
not the real image of the city to be told. In the case of the Chartreuse de Parme the choice 
seems to have been motivated by reasons of diplomat Beyle’s (alias Stendhal) political conven-
ience because, as demonstrated by Benedetto (1991) the Parma of the Chartreuse has a double 
character: it is a reality when it identifies the State of Parma, it is pure invention when referring 
to the court to which, in the novel, the town is morally subjugated. But Stendhal’s Parma also 
reflected Italy, par excellence the country of the arts, and it was among the cities the most fran-
cisée, beloved to the grand tour tourists since it entered with Correggio and Parmigianino in the 
golden book of Italian painting. In Proust (1988: 413-414) the name precedes and replaces the 
reality: Parma evokes 'cette cité unique où tout d'ailleurs devait être homogène, isolée quelle 
était du reste du monde, entre les parois polies, dans l'atmosphère sans air sur une place de petite 
ville italienne, de son nom compact, et trop doux, cela aurait dû substituer tout d'un coup à ce 
que je tâchais de figurer, ce qui existait réellement à Parme, en une sorte d'arrivée fragmentaire 
et sans avoir bougé'. 

Mambriani (2000; 2012) showed how since the second half of the eighteenth century the 
models of the French Enlightened Reformism resulted in the execution of important public 
works and triggered extraordinary initiatives such as the creation of the Congregation of Build-
ers, with duties of reform and control of both the quality of building works and of projects for 
roads alignments. The foundation of the Academy of Fine Arts had an undisputed role in the 
formation of a class of technicians and professionals, involved in the city government. To its 
cultural and professional hegemony and to the legislation on ornato can be ascribed the greatest 
responsibilities in the creation and transmission of the image of the neoclassical town. In Parma 
it is also evident the importance of the natural features of the site. The Parma River, which 
crosses the city in South-North direction, marked its morphology, history, even social, and, 
quoting Lynch (1960: 9), has contributed to the construction of the 'image ability: that quality in 
a physical object which gives it a high probability of evoking a strong image in any given ob-
server'. If the image of the neoclassical city survives in facts within the elegance of the urban 
backdrop and in the calm opening of the squares (Figs. 1, 2) that marks the right bank of the 
river, in the left bank, the Oltretorrente (Figs. 3, 4), the villages prevail together with a greater 
'porosity' of the urban fabric, due to the presence of the Parco Ducale and to the survival of the 
ancient convent gardens within residential housing built in the last century on the basis of a re-
habilitation plan. And in Oltretorrente took root in the early last century revolutionary syndical-
ism which opposed a fierce resistance to the advance of fascism, in August of 1922. Episode 
whose memory was erected a monument which reports the words of the poet Attilio Bertolucci: 
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“Si eran vestiti dalla festa /per una vittoria impossibile /nel corso fangoso della Storia /(...) 
Vincenti per qualche giorno vincenti per tutta la vita”. 

 
 
 

 
Figures 1 & 2. On the right bank of the river.
 

 
Figures 3 & 4. On the Oltretorrente. 

3 THE HISTORIC CITY AND ITS INTANGIBLE VALUES: TRANSMISSION AND 
DEVELOPMENT OF PARMA IMAGE THROUGH URBAN PLANNING 

Though the strong and shared image of a 'neoclassical' Parma, which can be perceived through 
its urban fronts, streets and squares, is mainly due to the role played by both the Academy of fi-
ne Arts and the Congregazione degli Edili, the institutions with duties of control and manage-
ment of buildings and urban fabric (Figs. 5, 6), it could survive up to now thanks to a long last-
ing tradition of good governance which prevented the architectural heritage of the historic city 
from too severe alterations, despite its destruction caused by the bombing in 1944. 

The main legislative instrument adopted was an innovative Plan for Preservetion and Devel-
opment of the Historic Centre (PPDHC). It has been in force since the early 90's and it is still 
ruling the transformation of urban fabric. Such discipline developed through extensive studies, 
greatly implemented by private initiative, which was often driven by speculative interests, it 
aimed to provide a definite regulation with regard to the modification of degraded areas of the 
city (Storchi, 2013). The survey started with typo-logical analysis and issues on the conserva-
tion, the definition of permitted practices were also considered. This led to deepen the mecha-
nisms of changes to building interiors (Storchi, 2013) and gave birth the need to define a 
framework of knowledge that could not be apart from the study of the urban fabric. The ex-
change of views with Parma citizens produced within the Municipality the need to provide the 
city with a more appropriate regulation able to comply with the peculiarities of each single 
building. 
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The 1983 earthquake led to a change in the approach to problems of heritage conservation 
and focused on the needs of static reinforcement. Again Storchi (2013: 60), Head of Parma His-
toric City Office in those years, maintained that ‘the heart of the matter to be considered was not 
so much the definition of an uniform law for ancient buildings, but the identification of their pe-
culiarities'. Though, a different intervention for each building worthy of protection required dig-
ging into the history of each one of them, underneath layers of construction methods and deco-
rations. Thus began the construction of the cognitive framework that still today provides the 
regulatory framework in which PPDHC develops and that gave rise to the Archives of Parma 
Historic Centre consisting of approximately 3,000 sheets, one for each building. The outcomes 
of different studies are collected in 'Fact sheets of building unit'. The results of archival investi-
gations conducted on funds converge in them especially from the historical cadastre, 
Congregazioni degli edili and Commissioni di Ornato (Ornate Boards); the constitutive appara-
tus includes the outcomes of a relief campaign, including photos, indexing of each single build-
ing in the historic centre and, for each of them, a description of formal and quality characteriza-
tion of the elements. Fact sheets became part of the legal framework and the conservation of the 
features of formal characterization became a paradigm for evaluating the quality of the project. 
A 'condensed' detailed research and photographs of part of the repertoire of formal elements is 
published in the book, Città Memoria e Presenza (1994). The identification of the buildings in 
which elements of value are present, also aimed to declare the details of the knowledge gained 
by the Municipality and to discourage any unauthorized intervention. The initiatives and funds 
activated after the earthquake by the Ministry for Cultural and Environmental Heritage, made it 
possible to deepen the knowledge of the behaviour of ancient buildings under seismic stress. 
Research (Storchi ed., 1999) has investigated on aspects of material culture also using method-
ologies deriving from archaeology, as the mensiocronology and dendrology. 

The revision of PPDHC made in 2008 shifted the focus on relational spaces: streets, squares, 
courtyards, and put great care on those historic city scenes that define the scenario of life of 
Parmesans and on the landscape that impresses the memory of visitors. The PPDHC has added 
an iconography of technical data sheets whose purpose is to guide the interventions on those 
fronts that are 'visible from the public way' by prescribing the 'recovery of functional elements 
and composition of the façades' and the 'composition enhancement of unitary façades'. The need 
to increase the indoor transformability of buildings gave rise to greater liberalization of inter-
ventions and this contributed to knock down old typo-logical restrictions. The awareness that 
the preservation system provided by Plan for Preservation and Development should expand to 
the entire 'urban cultural landscape' allowed the implementation of PPDHC to all properties of 
historical and architectural value in the municipal area. But PPDHC, however, does not resolve 
the node constituted by the transformation of the public space. 

In this case, the urban project is entrusted with the capability to solve the problems that have 
passed through the city's history. If you analyse the arrangement of Piazzale della Pace, a 'void' 
created by the destruction in 1944 of the Ducal Palace in the heart of the historic centre, is nec-
essary to premise that it was preceded by a broad debate, which lasted fifty years, looking for a 
point of equilibrium in which the expectations of citizens could recognize/meet themselves (Fig. 
7). The project has found the path of least resistance in the urban fabric, giving life to a reading 
of urban space that joins and connects pieces originated at different times to provide answers to 
different needs. And the city has right away taken possession of it in unusual and fresh shapes, 
which the intervention made possible, thanks to the declared intention of not marking out 
courses or define within it obliged parking spaces. Against a project that has strengthened the 
historic-monumental identity and respected the spirit of the site, the presence into the PPDHC  
normative framework of wreckages of a previous season has allowed the insertion of massive 
public architectures which generated discontinuity in the urban scene and raised sharp criticism 
in the local community. 
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Figures 5 & 6. Project of Case Cosselli (1838, source: 
Archivio di Stato di Parma) and Case Cosselli (2015).

  Figure 7. Piazzale della Pace. 

4 PUBLIC SPACE AND URBAN STRUCTURE IN THE PEEP OF PARMA: PRESENCE 
OF HISTORICAL REFERENCES IN THE MODERN COMPOUND 

In the investigation about the mode of the urban development that evolved in Parma since the 
approval of the first municipal planning instrument in 1887 to the present days, the morphologic 
and formal relationship between some historical episodes of the ancient town or of the old city 
centre as well as the reasons for the choices made in the public housing complexes (PEEP) fol-
lowing the approval of Law n.167 of 1962 about provisions to facilitate the acquisition of build-
ing areas for social housing, is consistent. 

The smartest modern architects, in the PEEP districts, have attempted to establish the roots 
for some form of reaction to the close of the market of middle-class costumers that occupied the 
centre of the city; the purpose of the planners was that of developing an analysis of the different 
possible landscapes of the modern city through the testing of a new image inspired by the cul-
tured patterns that had characterized the debate of the Modern Movement, for example as to the 
type, form and function (think of the events of the CIAM) with reference to the examples of set-
tlements mostly recognizable in north and central Europe (Piazza Vernetto, 1963: 24-68). 

The zenithal perspective, facilitated by a precise survey methodology of the original docu-
mentation of the urban design gives an account through the three stages of implementation 
(1965, 1972 and 1978) (Figs. 8, 9) of a planning intention strongly antagonistic towards what 
characterized the individualistic conception of 'fenced house', thus inventing ways of living in a 
reality culturally different from the one of XVIII and XIX centuries. In the PEEP, the planners 
wanted to work with the general purpose of a morphological and functional reconnection be-
tween the pre-existing city and the new urban district as an element organic and integrated with 
the ancient town in the awareness of the importance of the city urban structure, as parameter 
that characterizes the historical phases and a measure for its architectures.  

A strategy of continuity and contamination of the PEEP settlement coming from the historic 
centre is therefore one of the keys to understanding the morpho-typological structure of an ur-
ban landscape created by a throw-in circle of the materials inherited from the past and that, in 
Parma, was got by identifying a system of settlement models  of the past on which to orientate. 
In an attempt to make a new reading of the quality and character of the PEEP settlement struc-
tures very significant is the reflection on the elements that can be accomplished through the ex-
amination of the genesis of the different configurations taken by the preliminary project of the 
district, like the 'native' planning element of the aggregate, followed by the final design of the 
district. This analysis reveals several instances of the expansion in relation to the elements of 
larger scale. 

In the scenario of the re-proposition forms that can be adopted in the residential PEEP suburb 
as the  expression of a new form of urban aggregate in the time of the Modern Movement, the 
neighbourhoods of Parma rarely prefer a pure application of  hygienist principles, focusing ra-
ther on the composition of places facing social problems with a reflection on the form of the 
built and its relationship with the open space. The connection to the ground floor integrated with 
the location of various collective activities, is deepened as well as the generation of traversal 
space and the management of flows to supplement the residential neighbourhood meant as ma-
chine à habiter in carrying out the functions of socialization. In the desire of offering an inter-
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vention of urban reconnection in opposition to the tendency of a disaggregated and fragmented 
periphery made up of 'all equal' buildings, the PEEP has sought a precise and uniform visual and 
functional connotation recognizable by pursuing a policy of typological variety. The markedly 
negative valuation ascribed to the concept of 'resulting area' is offset by a unitary organism 
whose organizational key is to be found in the rereading and reinterpretation of urban spaces 
and typologies already tested in the ancient town or in the old city centre; the fragmented tissue 
typical of the blocks of flats settlement is countered by the compactness of the blocks typical of 
the historic centre, the uncontrolled sequence of spaces and volumes, the re-use of the rigid 
structure of the urban route. 

 
 

 
Figure 8. Aerial view of Parma (source: Municipality of 
Parma). 

Fiure. 9. The PEEP plan of Parma (1964, 
source: Archivio Storico Comunale Parma).

 
 
In the PEEP of Parma the Modern city prefers a kind of nostalgic settlement model which 

uses an urban space full of echoes and explicit references to the formal recovery of elements and 
dimensions of the eighteenth century sometimes reused in a slavish re-proposition of the size of 
the tradition. In the spine shape building in the PEEP Montebello district the course of the 
streets of the historic centre (Via Garibaldi, Via della Repubblica, Via della Salute) is repro-
posed while in the development of the PEEP Sidoli district is recognizable an analogy with pre-
WWII twentieth Century courted blocks that are typical of the Oltretorrente; in the PEEP 
Benedetta district finally, inserted into a disaggregate periphery a rigid order  typical of the me-
dieval village is adopted like a regulating element. As counterpoint to this principle we have 
volumetric elements of spatial service (schools, aggregation, administrative centres , squares, 
churches). 

Next to the learned and slavish repetition or citation of organisms and systems already bap-
tised in the historic town, following the analogy principle, a formal and morphological transla-
tion is pursued through the repetition system of closure or the resumption of movement: an 
asymmetry of the trip for which 'the journey from departure to destination is not as automatic 
and inevitable for the eye as is the case in a plane built on a grid by determining, but making 
sure that the path is characterized by a series of recognizable elements visual, each joined to 
each other in an effective way and sometimes surprising way that the path itself is affected by 
subdivisions that are created in the human perspective, elements of surprise, feeling and per-
forming detection, identification' (Cullen, 1976: 98). 

In this way, the possible reinterpretation of traditional matrices is investigated through the 
possibility of 'restocking' of the same through a new architecture that alternates the testing on 
standardization of building processes with the testing on modern language sometimes not free 
from vernacular forms that tended to replicate moments and spaces or materials of the local 
building tradition. An intention also underlined by different types (even dimensional) of the 
proposed buildings; some 6 floor building, others semidetached houses or structured as inde-
pendent homes more limited in size and therefore that can also be made with traditional tech-
nologies. 

Elements of urban composition mediated through the stylistic features of Modern Architec-
ture enter this game of the revelation. The game takes on different shapes and elevations and al-
ternative configurations with a large curtain wall (PEEP Sidoli) or with a fragmented game of 
alignments (PEEP Sidoli), depending on the types and on the characteristics of fronts of the 
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building (PEEP Montebello) (low continuous, high continuous, high discontinuous, low discon-
tinuous) (Fig. 10) through it conducting a search of three-dimensionality anti-perspectivism 
(Zevi, 1973). The criterion of subsequent location of public spaces (PEEP Montebello) is ex-
perimented here by pursuing the principle of metric analogy with the historic park 'Cittadella' 
(Gravante & Zazzi, 2013) and the ratio between squares of different size with angle of sequence 
typical of the historic villages. Among the characteristics of the soil, widely and executively de-
signed as elements guarantor of micro- environmental performances, can be observed perme-
ability ratios variety of vegetation, and the presence of rows of trees (PEEP Cinghio) while the 
footpaths and the cycle paths are based on the principle of separation and accessibility to be able 
to distinguish easily accessing the spaces and equipment for vehicular traffic from pedestrian 
walkways that wind mainly at higher altitudes with respect to vehicular roads and strongly re-
lated to particular elements of the naturalistic environment that often represent the direct order-
ing element. Also in relation to the elements of a larger scale the environmental elements play a 
particular role in both relational both in terms of preservation that of conservation. Elements of 
the territorial scale are incorporated and integrated into the planning of modern matrix (Gra-
vante & Zazzi, 2013b: 171 ff.). 

The bundling of public green areas (equipped for sports) carried in the Sidoli PEEP district, 
the detachment of the spine shaped building from 'Via Montebello' from 'Via degli Argini' 
(which allows the maintenance of an environmental framework of green), the continuity estab-
lished between the green area of 'Via Benedetta' and the public green areas in the immediate vi-
cinity are all choices for the maintenance and preservation (as far as possible), of the original 
environment. It follows that, it seems legitimate to compare the season of planning of some 
PEEP districts of Parma with the conditions of territorial control and centrality of urban archi-
tecture that bind the suggestions coming from the ducal tradition, the Farnesian-Bourbonist or 
Napoleonic plants with to the central themes of the morphological evolution of the city such as 
the relationship between the city and countryside, the functional role of the centre , the diversi-
fication of peripheral  settlement starting from episodes such as the building of the historical 
park of the Cittadella making  today conceivable an hypothesis of an expansion of the bounda-
ries and of the methods of planning  treatment of the historic city traditionally characterized by 
forms of conservation practices through hypothesis of 'conservative regeneration' (Gravante & 
Zazzi, 2013a) (Fig. 11). 

Conservative regeneration can be defined as a mode of action which reconciles the 'reasons 
for conservation', with the indisputable and compelling need to regenerate the existing built 
heritage: it expresses the opportunity of a transformation which originates from the knowledge 
of the original master-plan. This mode implies the restoration of planned items and verifies the 
opportunity of their partial or total re-adoption in the contemporary regeneration master-plan. 

 
 
 
 

 
Figure 10. A view of the Montebello PEEP district . Figure 11. Montebello PEEP regeneration hy-

pothesis (source: Alessandra Gravante). 
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5 FINAL THOUGHTS. FROM THE PLAN FOR PRESERVATION AND DEVELOPMENT 
OF THE HISTORIC CENTRE TO A PLAN FOR CONSERVATIVE REGENERATION? 

The goals of densification, nowadays become a relevant part of the themes of the contemporary 
design in the regeneration project. A detailed reading of the morphologies by which the PEEP 
was implemented is central to the aim to define strategies of conservation and transformation 
from which to restore the relationship with the memory as root and nourishment of the future 
and that can be found in the recognition and reaffirmation of the decisions taken in the PEEP 
complexes as a relevant condition to front the risk to put it according to René Clair, 'that our 
heritage is not preceded by any testament' (Arendt, 1999: 32). 

The ongoing research, in a program agreed on with the City Council of Parma, is interested in 
verifying how and to what extent we can apply, with significant results in the relief of value 
elements, the methods of analysis and of fact-finding investigation on historical building which 
have been historically experienced in the course of the extension of the detailed regulation of  
PPDHC. These elements have a figurative character and present identity forms which can poten-
tially be candidated for re-propositive or re-confermative practices of planning. 

A first principle of investigation is introduced in order to identify useful elements on which to 
set up a project for the restructuring of the project starting from the recognition of rules of com-
position, metrics and taxonomies of items scheduled ab origine. This process should work in 
two different directions: 

 through the recognition and protection of those image projections and of those figures 
that the examination and knowledge of the historical urban aggregate traditionally 
produced, expecially in the Emilia-Romagna Region, during the process of transfor-
mation from the 'old city centre' into the 'old town with suburbs; 

 through the formal and deriving assumptions which characterize the new settlement. 
An hypothesis of breakdown and new anastylosis composition emerges; it is should not be 

dedicated to architectural elements, but to the urban design elements of the planned context. In a 
rigorous work of regrouping of space morphologies, and old typologies based on the full knowl-
edge of the original urban plan, assumptions of urban renewal emerge as a scientifically accept-
able solution. 

ENDNOTES 

Michele Zazzi is the author of paragraph 1; Patrizia Rota is the authoress of paragraph 2 and 3; Alessan-
dra Gravante and Michele Zazzi are the authors of paragraph 4; the paragraph 5 is shared. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

In the summer of 2013 Andrew Dixey, Estate Manager at St Fagans National History Museum 
of Wales, spoke of the ‘tyranny of the tangible’ which has pervaded the UK heritage sector for 
decades. (Carpenter, 2013) By this he was referring to the dominance of the ‘built environment’ 
as the focus of heritage agencies at the expense of other forms of heritage, such as intangible 
cultural heritage (ICH). This intangible heritage, made up of traditional song and dance, rituals, 
customs, festive events and traditional crafts, has been ignored so that heritage practice in the 
UK has a “prevailing vision of cultural inheritance as residing solely in the materiality of the 
past.” (Hassard, 2009:270). This paper will explore the current position of intangible heritage in 
the United Kingdom, focusing primarily on the heritage practices of England. It is an opportune 
moment to critically evaluate an under researched area of heritage in England, as 2014 marked a 
number of changes and decisions. English Heritage started its process of restructuring into two 
separate bodies, with the opinions of heritage organisations being heard through a series of con-
sultations. The Heritage Lottery Fund (HLF), an important funder of heritage, marked its twen-
tieth anniversary, and the people of Scotland voted in a referendum to remain part of the United 
Kingdom. Some of these events had the potential to affect the future of ICH policy and man-
agement in the UK. Others, such as the HLF anniversary offered a period of reflection. The year 
also witnessed the inaugural Intangible Cultural Heritage in the UK conference in London, or-
ganised by ICOMOS-UK. 

Tyranny of the tangible – the future of intangible cultural heritage 
policy in the UK 

S. Harrison 
Nottingham Trent University, Nottingham, UK 

ABSTRACT: The UK is one of only six European countries which has not yet ratified the 2003 
UNESCO Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage (ICH). This is in 
part because, for heritage professionals in the UK, especially England, the built environment 
remains the dominant focus. It is also due to reluctance from the Westminster government to 
legislate on a form of heritage that is constantly evolving, and defining intangible cultural herit-
age in UK legislation has been described in House of Commons debates as difficult, constricting 
and controversial. Despite this resistance, change is in evidence and the year 2014 marked a 
turning point. ICOMOS-UK organised the inaugural Intangible Cultural Heritage in the UK 
conference in London. English Heritage started its process of restructuring into two separate 
bodies, with the opinions of heritage organisations being heard through a series of consultations. 
Thirdly, the Heritage Lottery Fund (HLF), an important funder of heritage, marked its twentieth 
anniversary. It is therefore an opportune moment to critically evaluate the place intangible cul-
tural heritage has in these organisations, which are at the heart of heritage management and 
funding in England. This paper will explore how the prevailing philosophies of English Heritage 
and the HLF shape their policies towards ICH and why other organisations, such as ICOMOS-
UK, have embraced a wider definition of cultural heritage. 
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2 A HISTORY OF INTANGIBLE CULTURAL HERITAGE POLICY IN THE UK 

Since 2003, intangible heritage has been protected by UNESCO through the Convention for the 
Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage. No discussion on intangible heritage policy 
can ignore this piece of legislation, and so it is important to note that the United Kingdom is one 
of only six European nations (the others being the Republic of Ireland, Liechtenstein, Malta, 
Russia, and San Marino) which have not ratified the Convention. The UK’s attitude towards the 
UNESCO Convention has been documented in parliamentary debate. Barbara Follett, the La-
bour Party Minster for Culture and Tourism in 2009 stated in the House of Commons that: 

 
“Ratifying the convention and setting out strict definitions of what our intangible 

cultural heritage is, and might be, could be constricting and controversial. For ex-
ample, there are issues surrounding languages and dialects in the devolved Admin-
istrations and in Cornwall.”  (House of Commons Debate, 2009). 

 
This policy was consistent for both the Labour Party administration and the subsequent Coa-

lition government which came to power in 2010. In a question by Nigel Dodds MP to John Pen-
rose (the Minister for Tourism and Heritage) in the House of Commons on 17th May 2012, it 
was asked what plans he had to ratify the 2003 UNESCO Convention for the Protection of In-
tangible Cultural Heritage.  Mr Penrose’s response was that: 

 
“[The government has] no plans to ratify the convention, although we support 

many of its aims and spirit.  We are keen that the rich intangible cultural heritage 
of the United Kingdom is properly valued, when necessary, preserved. However, 
we are wary of legislation on such a sensitive matter as culture, especially in an ar-
ea such as intangible heritage which, by its very nature, changes rapidly and is dif-
ficulty to define.”  (House of Commons Debate, 2012). 

 
And yet, when pressed by Mr Dodds as to what assessment had been made of the effective-

ness of the Convention, his response was that: “The Department has made no formal assessment 
of the effectiveness of the 2003 convention.” (House of Commons Debate, 2012). This lack of 
desire to ratify the 2003 Convention is unlikely to change with the new Conservative admin-
istration. 

In terms of international heritage policy, the Westminster government makes decisions for 
the United Kingdom, and therefore the nations which comprise the union must abide by its rul-
ings. For Scotland, this has resulted in a difference of opinion with regards to intangible heritage 
policy. A recent meeting in Edinburgh, at Heriot Watt University, entitled ‘Can Scotland Play a 
Leading Role in Redefining Heritage?’ saw many academics and leaders of heritage organisa-
tions in Scotland discuss this salient issue. At the debate, Luke Wormald, Head of Historic En-
vironment Strategy in the Scottish Government, confirmed that had Scotland won independence 
in 2014, the Holyrood administration would have taken the decision to ratify the UNESCO 
Convention. Joanne Orr is CEO of Museums Galleries Scotland, which is the first NGO in the 
UK to be an accredited expert advisor to UNESCO on Intangible Cultural Heritage. 

She was concerned that by not signing the Convention it leaves the UK sitting on the side-
lines. However, Professor Máiréad Nic Craith of Heriot Watt University considers the separate 
trajectories for tangible and intangible heritage as laid out by UNESCO as problematic, and sees 
a bright future for ICH in Scotland without the need for ratification of the Convention. 

In England too there have been calls from some bearers of traditions to ratify the Convention. 
Keith Leech, president of the Hastings Bonfire Society and Sussex Bonfire Council, has led an 
online petition to see the UK ratify the UNESCO Convention on Intangible Cultural Heritage, 
which has had 8,967 signatures. Keith Leech believes that British traditional customs are slowly 
dwindling, that the Sussex bonfires are under continual threat, and are only surviving due to 
volunteers putting in personal effort and money (Daily Telegraph, 2010). He said that “The 
Government claims it’s too complicated to get involved in what is and isn’t a cultural tradition, 
which seems bizarre when the rest of the world seems to be able to do it” (Hitchens, 2009). Ac-
ademics have also advocated legislation. Despite the UK government’s continued reticence to 
include intangible heritage in its legislation, Turnpenny (2007:303) suggests that “it is important 
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that the UK considers adopting international legislation and best practice from overseas, as this 
will ensure that elements of cultural heritage to which communities attach importance can be 
given official recognition and value.” 

Heritage policy in England is the responsibility of the Department for Culture, Media and 
Sport (DCMS). Until April 2015, this was implemented through English Heritage, an executive 
non-departmental public body. On their website, English Heritage defined heritage as “All in-
herited resources which people value for reasons beyond mere utility.” (English Heritage, 
2008b) Whilst this is a broad definition, in reality, English Heritage’s remit from the DCMS has 
been limited to the preservation of “aspects of the built environment …” (Gov.uk, 2013) This 
remit is reflected in legislation, such as the National Heritage Act 1983 which originally set up 
English Heritage, the 1979 Ancient Monument and Archaeological Areas Act, and the 1990 
Planning (Listed Buildings and Conservation Areas) Act. As the system in England has been set 
up to protect monuments, buildings and sites, it can be argued that this framework hinders the 
recognition of alternative values.  Turnpenny (2004:300) argues that: 

 
 “it is possible that communities develop relationships with [heritage] due to 

spiritual, social and traditional values … recent work has suggested that traditions 
and customs that may not be directly associated with the physical environment also 
have social, traditional and other cultural values. Despite their omission from Eng-
lish legislation, they can still be considered elements of cultural heritage.” 

 
Laurajane Smith and Emma Waterton (2009:289), in one of only a few scholarly pieces of 

work to identify the current ICH policy in England, have greatly expanded on this point.  They 
argue that “the palpable discomfort with which intangibility has been greeted in England re-
flects a wider failure to recognise the cultural legitimacy of the concept”. They have developed 
the notion of the Authorised Heritage Discourse (AHD), whereby attention is focussed on aes-
thetically pleasing material objects, sites, places and landscapes that current generations ‘must’ 
care for and protect so that they may be passed to future generations. (Smith, 2006:29)  This 
AHD is apparent in English Heritage strategy. Smith and Waterton (2009) attest to the ‘tighten-
ing of the AHD” by English Heritage at the beginning of the 21st century in the Governmental 
Review of Policies relating to the Historic Environment. It was asserted that “[the review] must 
be about tangible not intangible culture” (see Smith and Waterton, 2009:296) They also con-
ducted a number of interviews with English Heritage staff in 2005, which highlighted the lack 
of interest in ratifying the Convention for the Safeguarding of Intangible Heritage and revealed 
a telling remark that “the UK has no intangible heritage.” (Smith and Waterton, 2009:297) In a 
previous interview it had been asked who in English Heritage deals with intangible heritage, and 
the answer was that “no one, nobody deals with intangibles.” (Smith and Waterton, 2009:298) 
There is further evidence of this stance from an answer to a question from the International Fed-
eration of Arts Councils and Culture Agencies (IFACCA) on the interpretation of the ICH defi-
nition and the way in which it is currently being applied across the globe. English Heritage an-
swered that “The UK looked at the convention and concluded that a) it would be very difficult 
to monitor and enforce and b) it duplicated efforts that the UK was already undertak-
ing…”(McCleery et al., 2008b:46) Smith and Waterton (2009) suggest that it is not that intangi-
ble heritage does not exist in the UK, but that there is a problem with the ability of English Her-
itage to comprehend it, over the dominant understanding of heritage, and therefore an 
unwillingness to manage it. 

There has been some acknowledgement that intangible heritage has been ignored at a UK 
governmental level. In a House of Commons Culture Media and Sport Committee report ‘Pro-
tecting and Preserving our Heritage’ it was asked about ‘the remit and effectiveness of DCMS, 
English Heritage and other relevant organisations in representing heritage interests.’ The re-
sponse was that current structures work well with regard to traditional definitions of heritage, 
with regard to historic environment (English Heritage). But that 

 
“The areas where perhaps the current systems work less well are where a more 

modern definition of intangible heritage is needed, for example local or group pride 
expressed through oral history, dance, environmental interpretation and so on.”  
(Great Britain, House of Commons, 2006:248). 
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In the same document a Memorandum submitted by the British Museum answered a question 
‘What the Department of Culture, Media and Sport should identify as priorities in the forthcom-
ing Heritage White Paper.’  Part of its reply was that: “The Government should support moves 
to extend protection to the intangible cultural heritage.” (Great Britain, House of Commons, 
2006:65) One possible way to do this was to incorporate intangible heritage into the remit of 
English Heritage, and an ideal opportunity arose to look afresh at heritage protection in England 
with the restructuring of English Heritage which began in 2014. 

3 THE RESTRUCTURING OF ENGLISH HERITAGE 

On 1st April 2015 the Historic Buildings and Monuments Commission for England, commonly 
known as English Heritage, split into two separate bodies. The English Heritage name was re-
tained as a charity to operate the National Heritage Collection, which includes Stonehenge, Ha-
drian’s Wall and 420 other sites and monuments, under the terms of a licence agreement which 
will last for eight years. The Government invested £80 million into the Charity for conservation 
defects and investments to improve the visitor experience. (English Heritage, 2013: 4) The 
changes to the National Heritage Collection do not affect the other services which English Her-
itage provides and it remains within an Executive Non-Departmental Public Body of the De-
partment for Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS) and has been rebranded as Historic England. It 
continues to be responsible for preserving England’s wider historic environment. Simon 
Thurley, then chief executive of English Heritage, said of the restructuring: "This is the only 
way forward for us now. It's better for the nation's heritage and the people who visit our sites. 
This is also major news for the whole cultural sector." (Clark, 2013)  The Government first an-
nounced its intention to restructure English Heritage in June 2013 in the Spending Round an-
nouncement (gov.uk, 2014). 

A series of consultations to consider the changes were set up at the end of 2013, and a broad 
spectrum of heritage professionals and bodies were invited to respond. The consultation took 
place between 6 December 2013 and 7 February 2014. There were approximately 600 respons-
es, 450 of which through an online consultation and the others through email and post. 218 or-
ganisations responded, 200 were individual responses and the remainder did not identify them-
selves. (DCMS, 2014) The results were published by the DCMS in an English Heritage New 
Model Consultation response document in October 2014. The majority of respondents recog-
nised the need for change and the benefits the new model would bring, with 60% agreeing with 
the proposed benefits of the new model for the Collection. (DCMS, 2014: 7) However, this is 
hardly a ringing endorsement, and there have been misgivings and questions about the new plan.  
In April 2014 Jenny Chapman, Labour MP for Darlington, initiated a debate on the future of 
English Heritage. 

 
“In principle, there is no objection to the proposal, but there is deep concern 

about how realistic it is. All Governments have a track record of rushing into re-
forms with the best of intentions, but it would be a disgrace if this were allowed to 
fail.” (House of Commons Debate, 2014). 

 
Nick Clark writing in The Independent noted concern from consultation respondents.“The 

proposal in its current form "does not give confidence", one respondent said. Another criticised 
the plans as "hurriedly developed" and said that many of the financial assumptions were "un-
convincing". Another demanded a "more imaginative vision".” (Clark, 2014). 

That imaginative vision could have included broadening the definition of heritage to include 
intangible cultural heritage. The decision to remodel English Heritage could have been an op-
portunity to examine their fundamental values and responsibilities, including the definitions of 
heritage used by the organisation. 

Focus on a couple of the consultation responses reveals that the Heritage Crafts Association 
and National Parks England both raised the issue of intangible heritage within the remit of Eng-
lish Heritage. For instance, “… the Heritage Crafts Association wishes the new English Herit-
age to formally recognise the existence of intangible cultural heritage, and to take account of it 
in developing policy and practice, as it currently does for tangible cultural heritage.” (HCA, 
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2014) and later in the consultation states that “The Heritage Crafts Association wishes to see 
Historic England take on the lead for protection and promotion of intangible cultural heritage in 
England.” The Heritage Crafts Association were not alone in their request for Historic England 
to consider a wider heritage remit. National Parks England replied in their survey: 

 
“we believe that the creation of Historic England … provides an opportunity to 

consider the inclusion of intangible heritage in the duties and responsibilities … 
The current framing of ‘historic environment’ prioritises tangible and physical her-
itage and neglects England’s rich intangible or non-physical heritage. Duties and 
responsibilities framed around ‘cultural heritage’ would be more inclusive… [and] 
would remove the current artificial barrier.” (National Parks England, 2014). 

 
This desire by some organisations to see Historic England incorporate intangible cultural her-

itage into its remit is not beyond the bounds of reason.  The equivalent agency north of the bor-
der, Historic Scotland highlights the difference with English Heritage. “Our historic environ-
ment is not simply stones, bricks and mortar.  It is a combination of the tangible and the 
intangible – from buildings, landscapes and objects, to traditions, stories and memories.” (His-
toric Scotland, 2013). 

As the English Heritage new model consultation progressed, a further programme of consul-
tation took place by English Heritage on behalf of the National Heritage Protection Plan Advi-
sory Board. The National Heritage Protection Plan (NHPP) “aims to identify those parts of Eng-
land’s heritage that matter to people most and are at greatest risk – and then to concentrate 
efforts on saving them.” (English Heritage, 2012) The NHPP is administered by Historic Eng-
land. The consultation included 364 valid and complete online surveys, 36 telephone interviews, 
and 13 workshops delivered in all regions of England and attended by 317 people. One of these 
workshops occurred on 28th April 2014 at Fitzroy House, Nottingham. Present at the meeting 
were a mix of local authority conservation officers, community archaeologists, academics from 
local universities, and heritage crafts education specialists. The consultation was broken up into 
three sessions: Looking Back; Looking Forward: Opportunities, Threats and Priorities; and Ses-
sion 3 looked at Making the New Plan Work. In the first session, Looking Back, the scope and 
priorities of the current National Heritage Protection Plan were discussed. This was introduced 
by Antony Streeten, English Heritage’s Regional Director East Midlands. He made it very clear 
before the discussions began that the current plan “focuses primarily on managing physical her-
itage (that is, not intangible heritage or the arts for example)” and that the consultation would 
follow the same line.  

A Final Report was published in May 2014, summarising the results from the various consul-
tations.  From the workshops it was noted that a number of individuals noted areas which they 
felt should be included. Jura Consultants, which ran the consultations, added the caveat that the-
se areas “often reflected the participant’s areas of interest or research.” (Jura Consultants, 2014). 
This does not make them any less valid, in fact it shows that there are heritage professionals 
working in areas that are not represented by English Heritage. One area identified was “Gener-
ally intangible heritage” but it was also stated that other participants disagreed and felt that the 
NHPP should focus on the English Heritage definition of heritage and that one participant had 
commented that “intangible heritage is a distraction and there is a need to focus on tangible bulk 
heritage.” (Jura Consultants, 2014). However, not all respondents agreed with this comment.  
Section 1.4.2 of the NHPP Review Consultation Report focuses on the scope of the current plan. 
Within the survey, 49% of respondents thought the scope of the plan is too focused on the tan-
gible protection of heritage assets. Only 28% disagreed. It also reported that 45% of all re-
spondents believed that the heritage categories covered within the Plan are not broad enough 
and that there was concern over “the choice of heritage to include and the perception that if a 
particular asset type was not included then it wasn’t important” (Jura Consultants, 2014: 3). Of 
those interviewed, 26 gave an opinion on the scope of the plan and 15 felt that it should expand, 
with intangible heritage as one of the suggestions. They thought that “the existing focus was too 
narrowly defined by architectural or archaeological value… and did not correspond sufficiently 
with the active role that heritage plays in the lives of individuals and society as a whole.” Over-
all Jura comment that “the interviews suggest that the scope of the plan is not broad enough in 
its definition of ‘heritage’ (Jura Consultants, 2014). 
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After the reviews of the consultations had been published, the Heritage Lottery Fund, in part-
nership with the Royal Society for the Arts, launched the Heritage Exchange conference in July 
2014. For the conference academics Robert Hewison and John Holden wrote a ‘provocation’ on 
behalf of the Heritage Lottery Fund entitled ‘Turbulent Times. The Prospect for Heritage’. In it 
they asserted a bold vision of how heritage policy could be, by suggesting far-reaching reform 
of the agencies regulating and funding the heritage sector.  They suggest that: 

 
“Historic England could be merged with Natural England to provide single over-

sight of the historic environment, as defined in 2012 by the National Planning Poli-
cy Framework. In this way the institutional structures would logically follow the 
convergence that is occurring both through policy definition and in practice ...  This 
new body, possibly called the Historic Environment Agency, would also take on 
responsibility for policy advice on intangible heritage and national and regional 
museums, and take over from Arts Council England responsibility for the Renais-
sance in the Regions funding stream.” (Heritage Lottery Fund, 2014: 23). 

 
Hewison and Holden admit that this is “a bold challenge to a sector where conservation is too 

often confused with conservatism” (Heritage Lottery Fund, 2014:23) and insist that a common 
language must be found. This seems highly unlikely to occur in the near future, which was con-
firmed by Ed Vaisey, the Minister for Culture, Communications and Creative Industries, who 
commented at a House of Commons debate that “Change is happening, but the fundamentals 
will not change.” (House of Commons Debate, 2014). For proponents and guardians of intangi-
ble heritage in England, the changes at English Heritage will therefore have no perceivable im-
pact. Instead, intangible heritage in the United Kingdom has found an ally in the Heritage Lot-
tery Fund, which has championed ICH projects through specific funding. 

3.1 Heritage Lottery Fund and Intangible Cultural Heritage 
In 2012, Nigel Dobbs MP asked John Penrose (the Minister for Tourism and Heritage) what 
steps he was taking to protect and promote intangible cultural heritage.  His response was that 
“We recognise the importance of intangible cultural heritage, principally through the Heritage 
Lottery Fund, who provide grants for a wide variety of intangible cultural heritage projects, in-
cluding heritage skills.” Mr Dobbs then pressed Mr Penrose on how much funding his Depart-
ment had allocated to the promotion and protection of intangible cultural heritage in each year 
since 2003. The reply was that “The Department does not directly fund intangible cultural herit-
age. However, the Heritage Lottery Fund, in addition to funding work to buildings, collections 
and landscapes, has invested £256 million in over 19,000 intangible heritage projects across the 
UK.” (House of Commons Debate, 2012). 

This confirmation from the government establishes that it is the Heritage Lottery Fund 
(HLF), and not English Heritage or any other governmental body, which is the predominant 
agency for the funding of intangible cultural heritage in the UK. The Heritage Lottery Fund is a 
non-departmental public body accountable to the Department of Culture, Media and Sport 
(DCMS). It was set up following the creation of the National Lottery Act in 1993, which recog-
nised the National Heritage Memorial Fund (NHMF) as the body to distribute funds raised by 
the National Lottery to the heritage sector throughout the UK. Since its launch in 1994 The Na-
tional Lottery has raised over £32 billion for good causes, supporting 450,000 individual pro-
jects. (DCMS: Lotteries – Call for Evidence) The Heritage Lottery Fund receives 20% of Na-
tional Lottery good causes income. It is the largest dedicated funder of the UK’s heritage, with 
around £375 million a year to invest in new projects. (HLF, 2013b) Since 1994, HLF has in-
vested £6.1 billion in almost 40,000 heritage projects across the UK. (DCMS: Lotteries – Call 
for Evidence). 

Originally intangible heritage was not amongst the key funding areas, although oral history 
projects were funded from the late 1990s onwards. The change in government in 1997 to New 
Labour saw a shift in policy. As well as changing the departmental name from the Department 
for National Heritage to the DCMS, it wanted HLF grants to be spent on the widest range of 
projects. (Jo Riley, personal comm.) This meant a broadening of scope, which was aided by 
Chairs of the HLF, Liz Forgan and Dame Jenny Abramsky, who refused to limit the definition 

S. Lira, R. Amoêda & C. Pinheiro262



of heritage. Abramsky, who chaired the HLF from 2008 to 2014, said, “I feel very strongly … 
that heritage is so much more than beautiful buildings … my definition is really anything that 
people value and that they want to hand on to the future.” (Singh, 2014). 

As demonstrated by Jenny Abramsky, the ability to fund areas of intangible heritage exists 
due to the exceptionally broad definition of heritage and its desire to encourage “people to iden-
tify their own heritage and explain why it is valued by themselves and others.” (HLF, 2012:10). 
This stems from the formation of the National Heritage Memorial Fund in which the 1980 Act 
contained no definition of the word ‘heritage’. According to Hewison and Holden, the first 
Trustees discussed the question of how the national heritage could be defined, as they explained 
in their first annual report. “We decided that [the question] was unanswerable; we could no 
more define the national heritage than we could define, say, beauty or art… So we let the na-
tional heritage define itself.” (NHMF AR, 1980-81.2 – quoted in Hewison and Holden, 
2004:12). This attitude has allowed for a substantial redefinition in practice of what the heritage 
is, moving away from what appeared to its critics in the 1980s to be a patrician, backward-
looking and object-based set of values towards something much more dynamic and democratic 
(Holden and Hewison, 2004: 21). This view continues to be a core principle. The HLF defines 
heritage as “everything tangible and intangible that we have inherited from the past, and value 
enough to want to share and sustain for the future” (HLF, 2013a). Hewison and Holden see this 
definition as 

 
“a more socially inclusive one that, in addition to material objects, involves less 

tangible matters such as language and customs… heritage will always be a mobile, 
and often contested, concept, and HLF shows that it understands this through its 
policies and practices.” (Hewison and Holden, 2004: 12). 

 
To prepare its second Strategic Plan 2002-2007, HLF conducted a thorough consultation ex-

ercise, receiving 315 responses to a consultation document and taking the views of nearly 600 
people at workshops, seminars and focus groups. (HLF, 2002:16) The resulting plan in 2002, 
known as ‘Broadening the Horizon of Heritage’ led to a more pluralistic and inclusive definition 
of heritage. The plan states that 

 
“We will also support projects based on heritage (such as oral history and tradi-

tions) which is intrinsically intangible or ephemeral, where there is a genuine herit-
age component to the project. We believe this new direction opens up an approach 
to heritage where Lottery funding can make a real difference. Neither of these areas 
receives anything like adequate funding from other sources.” (HLF, 2002:24). 

 
So from 2002 onwards, as well as the established oral history projects, other intangible herit-

age projects began to be funded. This has been overseen by Jo Riley, current Head of Participa-
tion and Learning. For her, 

 
“HLF’s support for intangible heritage is a small but significant part of their 

business. Oral history projects account for the bulk of investment but the definition 
also includes projects that focus on the heritage of language and dialects, customs 
and folklore, the history and significance of various art forms, and the preservation 
of local crafts and traditions.” (Riley, 2015). 

 
Carole Souter, Chief Executive of the Heritage Lottery Fund, has been a strong advocate for 

intangible heritage funding, demonstrated by her participation at the inaugural ‘Intangible Cul-
tural Heritage in the UK: promoting and safeguarding our diverse living cultures’ conference in 
London in 2014. As one of the speakers at the conference, she promoted the work done the HLF 
in this area. She highlighted that the HLF Strategic Framework is open and flexible, that it is 
easier to fit definitions of heritage into the framework. She explained why the HLF supports in-
tangible heritage projects, firstly as a link to heritage outcomes. In this respect it secures herit-
age at risk, can enliven interpretation, fills gaps in historical evidence and is important in ex-
plaining cultural diversity in the context of globalisation. There are also outcomes for people. 
According to Souter, it supports learning about place and culture, supports transmission of 
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skills, helps intercultural dialogue, and allows people to come together, have fun and celebrate. 
Lastly, Souter explained how supporting intangible heritage has outcomes for communities. It 
allows people to share experiences who might not be heard, it encourages more diversity in the 
heritage sector, can contribute to a sense of identity belonging and social cohesion, and can have 
direct and indirect economic value.  

Also present at the event was Eithne Nightingale, who was employed by the HLF on a part 
time basis as an Intangible Heritage Policy Advisor. This role was a part time position from 
September 2013 to 2014. Whilst there has always been somebody leading on Intangible Herit-
age, Jo Riley was able to inject some resources into this new position to add a bit of creative in-
put. (Riley personal com) The outcomes from this role were the organisation of a round table on 
intangible heritage, research on oral histories and their legacies, and revamped oral history 
guidance. 

In 2014 the HLF celebrated its twentieth anniversary. As part of the commemorations, it 
commissioned BritainThinks to conduct research into the impact of its investment in the UK’s 
heritage over the last 20 years. Twelve places were chosen across the country ranging in size 
and location, and 350 residents in each pace were surveyed. When questioned on a definition of 
heritage, physical heritage dominated. However, in conversation residents moved beyond this to 
include a range of things that they considered unique or special about their local area including, 
for example, local dialects, folklore, traditional industries and food.  As these conversations un-
folded, it became apparent that these were often the aspects of heritage that participants identi-
fied most strongly with, and there was a strong desire for them to be preserved. Sara Hilton, 
Head of Heritage Lottery Fund North West, said: 

 
“It’s fantastic to see the clear sense of pride that people have for Manchester and 

its heritage… The study also shows us that we all still have work to do to increase 
involvement in the amazing projects that are already happening and inspire new 
ones, especially exploring community and intangible heritage, to ensure our city’s 
rich heritage story is fully told.” (About Manchester, 2015). 

 
For Jo Riley, she sees the results from the BritainThinks survey as an opportunity to continue 

to raise the profile of intangible heritage and the HLF’s important role in celebrating and sus-
taining it. (Personal Comm). 

At the intangible heritage conference in 2014, Carole Souter acknowledged that she was con-
scious of the responsibility the HLF has as the only funding body involved in intangible herit-
age. This conference, the inaugural Intangible Cultural Heritage in the UK, was held at the Mu-
seum of London Docklands on 24 September 2014. It was organised by the ICOMOS-UK 
National Scientific Committee on ICH. This sub committee was formed after the creation in late 
2005 of the International Committee on Intangible Cultural Heritage (ICICH). This recognition 
of intangible heritage was highlighted in 2003 at the ICOMOS 14th General Assembly and Sci-
entific Symposium entitled "Place, memory, meaning: preserving intangible values in monu-
ments and sites" at Victoria Falls, Zimbabwe. In an introductory lecture, Dawson Munjeri, the 
Deputy Permanent Delegate of Zimbabwe at UNESCO, and former Vice President of ICOMOS, 
said that “The recent adoption by the UNESCO 32nd General Conference of the Convention of 
the safeguarding of intangible heritage behoves upon us to adopt that perspective lest ICOMOS 
becomes extinct.” (Munjeri, 2003). 

The primary aim of the UK conference was to raise awareness about the different types of in-
tangible heritage, both rural and urban, and to explore key issues and challenges relating to the 
safeguarding and transmission of traditions or living cultural expressions. (ICOMOS, 2014) As 
well as members of the Heritage Lottery Fund, there were delegates from the UK National 
Commission for UNESCO, English Folk Dance and Song Society, the Heritage Crafts Associa-
tion, Society for Storytelling, the Horniman Museum, Edinburgh Napier University, and experts 
Steve Roud, and Harriet Deacon. With many others present, there were talks and panel presenta-
tions, with concluding remarks from Dr David Thackray, President of ICOMOS-UK. He ac-
cepted that “the term ICH is a difficult one and may be off-putting.” He felt that the UK must 
not rush to ratify the UNESCO Convention, but by creating a larger network, and through dia-
logue and linking with political agendas, those involved with ICH could help to move the con-
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cept forward in the UK. However, despite the genuinely positive mood at the conference, there 
has been no follow up by the organisers, and there will not be another conference in 2015. 

4 CONCLUSION 

This paper has taken a narrow, focused view of intangible heritage in England in 2014, review-
ing the policy directions of the British government, the remit of English Heritage, and its transi-
tion into two separate bodies, and the role of the Heritage Lottery Fund with regards to ICH. By 
concentrating on these two institutions, other funders of intangible heritage have not been dis-
cussed, but they are no less important. Local councils play a pivotal role in funding and manag-
ing intangible heritage at a ‘grass roots’ level. The Arts Council England supports artistic and 
cultural experiences, such as dance, music and theatre which overlap many intangible heritage 
domains. Also, the Royal Society for the Encouragement of Arts, Manufactures and Commerce 
(RSA) is collaborating with the HLF to undertake a programme of research which aims to initi-
ate a national debate about place, identity and heritage, and this includes “the entire heritage 
arena, extending from the historic built environment to transport heritage to the natural land-
scape and the intangible heritage of place and culture.” (RSA, 2015) Furthermore, it is the case 
that many groups who partake in various forms of this heritage finance themselves and have lit-
tle or no outside influence from funding bodies or councils. These are all interesting areas which 
warrant further study. 

Scotland’s differing approach is evident, with far more interest and enthusiasm towards the 
concept in general and for the UNESCO Convention. The fundamental issue continues to be 
that no matter how positive Scotland might be towards the Convention, as part of the United 
Kingdom, its hands are tied. The next few years will be interesting to note the approach the 
Scottish government takes towards intangible heritage, compared with the position of the Con-
servative Party governing the United Kingdom. 

The Heritage Lottery Fund does appear to be a major funder of intangible heritage in England 
and also in the rest of the UK. It is significant that the HLF is reluctant to prescribe definitions 
of heritage, but allows communities to decide for themselves what they deem worthy for fund-
ing, which includes many areas of intangible heritage. English Heritage and the new agencies 
which replaced it in April 2015, are aware of intangible heritage as a concept, it is just not part 
of their remit. Historic England accepts that “Heritage is also found in our moveable pos-
sessions, from our national treasures in our museums, to our own family heirlooms, and 
in the intangible such as our history, traditions, legends and language.” (Historic Eng-
land, 2015b) The difference between the HLF and English Heritage appears to be how they 
conceptualise heritage. The Heritage Lottery Fund has a bottom up approach, whereas English 
Heritage has had a top down structure, which may well be replicated by Historic England. These 
two different methods are perhaps not meeting in the middle. It can be argued that intangible 
heritage policy in England and the UK is unresolved and this offers an intriguing debate and op-
portunities for future research. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

It seems there is no contemporary definition of online tourism. This has been defined by Dixit, 
Belwal and Singh in 2006 as a new, Internet based distribution method of travel products distri-
bution where the vendors are the suppliers or service providers offering products and services to 
the customers, independently from their physical location. ”User groups globally are finding 
online technologies supportive in decision making for availing tourism products and services.” 
(Dixit et al., 2006). Later some authors extended it with purpose details (e.g. Xiang et al., 2008). 
Since then, the palette became more colourful: the community involvement starts at the begin-
ning of the travel idea generation, is being kept on during the preparation period, the travel itself 
and the post festam evaluation, experience and knowledge sharing. Internet culture today is 
about content generation by the users and the technologies (called web 2.0) are focusing to sup-
port them as many way as it is possible. Facebook, twitter, instagram, and other community sys-
tems are available for sharing the moments: the users’ opinions, experiences, their impressions 
about what a heritage element tells them, actual moods and feelings during day and night etc. 
Users can and happily do rate the venues, accommodations, programs, experiences, circum-
stances, service quality, friendliness, value for money etc. They all can give a perfect reflection 
for the service providers, site owners whether they are doing their job well. And, word of mouth 
can make much more influence on tourism than ever: billions of online opinions and comments 
are available for supporting the tourists’ decisions. 

There is one more fact to face: people use mobiles, online devices to keep their track up-to-
moment. They share their posts, pictures, videos etc. on site at the very moment the happening 
takes place. Consequently, Internet has become not only ‘a’ platform for publishing personal 

How the online presentations of the heritage elements meet the 
online touristic needs in the Balkan 

F. Kiss & M. Török 
Foundation for Information Society, Komlóska, Hungary 

ABSTRACT: While there are a lot of technologies available to present heritage elements online, 
the technological tool inventory for info-communicational purposes of a given nation, region 
and even of the heritage managing organisation basically affect the efficiency and quality of 
online presentations of heritage. Consequently, even within great cities of developed countries 
have a significant variety in the proficient application of online tools. This research has been 
carried out in the broader interpreted Balkan area that is multi-coloured in its development, 
where the investigation aimed at how the online presentations of the heritage elements meet the 
online touristic needs. The outcomes show clearly the wide diversity in the use of ICT in heri-
tage interpretation, whereas some common features can be traced in the local requirements. 
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ideas and emotions, it is the place of digital presence. Thus, nowadays the following definition 
can be suggested for online tourism: 

Online tourism is a new, Internet based distribution method of information and access to tour-
istic products and services to the customers independently from their physical location. This 
definition underlines the importance of information which is the basic component of the deci-
sion making about travel: what are the values, where can the tourists meet them, how can they 
be accessed, what are the experiences of the previous visitors etc. 

It is a regularly recurring problem for heritage management professionals: in which channels 
and how to introduce and communicate heritage values? How to attract the attention of citizens 
and tourists to the preserved natural and cultural elements? How the intangible cultural heritage 
can be preserved in the most proper way for being introduced and communicated? 

While there are a lot of technologies available to present heritage elements online, the techno-
logical tool inventory for info-communicational purposes of a given nation, region and even of 
the heritage managing organisations strongly affect the efficiency and quality of online presen-
tations of heritage. Thus, even within big cities of developed countries have a significant variety 
in the proficient application of online tools. In many cases e.g. small museums can provide mo-
bile based services as well as online community contents and activities, while big ones in the 
same town are more conservative in utilizing these new technologies. So, the following ques-
tions can arise: how heritage professionals of a developing region like the Balkan should handle 
these issues? How can they support the online tourism effectively? 

2 METHODOLOGY 

During this research, the following countries were taken into account as part of the Balkan re-
gion: Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, Greece, Macedonia, Montenegro, Roma-
nia, Serbia, Slovenia, Turkey. One territory, Kosovo has not any independent data provision and 
its legal independence status is under debate, so it was supposed their relevant data are aggre-
gated into the statistics of Serbia. As there were no relevant data only about the European part of 
Turkey, the whole country was considered because of its touristic importance and impact on the 
Balkan. 

For having a reference, three Central-European countries, Austria, Hungary and Slovakia 
formed the control group. 

Besides the desk research, a standardized questionnaire was used in a representative 1000 
people sample in each country for primary data collection about the personal attitudes and be-
haviour related to online tourism. Another questionnaire was used during expert interviews and 
surveys. Approx. 800 experts, official institutions and university tourism departments were 
asked about the professional perspectives, opinions about heritage presentation technologies ap-
plied in their country etc. Some personal site and event visits topped the data collection with lo-
cal online service quality tests and control references (Kiss, 2015). 

Naturally, web site analyses, QR code and mobile application tests were done, if it was appli-
cable. 

 

 
Figure 1. Number of intangible cultural heritage elements and best safeguarding practices inscribed in 
the UNESCO List. Source: http://www.unesco.org/culture/ich/index.php?pg=00559, April, 2015. 
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Unfortunately, most of the Balkan countries are not providing detailed tourism and informa-
tion communication technology (ICT) statistics in English and most of the Internet monitoring 
surveys and organizations do not cover the Balkan countries (e.g. GlobalWebIndex 2015). So, 
this fact has underlined the necessity of collecting primary data. One of the important results of 
this research is having a comparable set of these data. Moreover, it can be said, there has not 
been any general development concept or plan in this region for the ICT services yet. 

In some countries the intangible heritage is not separately managed or they have just started 
to manage it (Figure 1 shows an example). In the course of research, it has turned out that cul-
tural and intangible cultural heritage (ICH) related data appear as cumulated cultural heritage 
statistics or – in some cases, where indicated – events and presentations of ICH have been 
shown together. That is why it was impossible to elaborate an intangible cultural heritage fo-
cused study. 

3 RESULTS 

3.1 Technology support of heritage related online tourism in the Balkan 
According to the collected primary data, site visits, web site and application tests, the heritage 
related online tourism technology map of the Balkan can be summarized as it follows (See Fig. 
2). 

All the World Heritage Sites (WHS) and the majority of heritage elements having national 
level of importance (National Heritage Sites, NHS) have websites, while the ones having local 
importance are just partly covered. This ratio is in line with the level of design and technology 
quality, as well: most of the WHS and NHS show not more than 2 year old designs, the other 
ones are much more spread. The use of responsive design is not too common although the im-
portance of it will be underlined later in this paper. (Responsive design: the screen appearance 
rescales itself automatically depending on the screen size of the opening device. This way the 
different screen size of the smart phones, tablets etc. can be managed in one step avoiding the 
need of making unique instance of the web pages for all kinds of screens). 

 
 
 

 
Figure 2. Online tourism technologies in use within online heritage presentation and online tourism ser-
vices in the Balkan, in Q1, 2015. Source: own survey.
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The social media presence of the heritage sites and the ICH elements are above 50%, like the 
online credit card payment solutions (mostly for buying tickets and rarely for museum web 
shops), the use of other technologies is developing. There is significant difference in the festival 
and events management: organizers use much more ICT than site managers. It is interesting that 
practically no sites of the target countries are using recommender systems and profiling, person-
alization (e.g. use cookies) is very rare. Only a few places offer ATM-based ticket booking or 
buying services and the online booking is hardly supported except some events. 

Mobile based tourism services of the region are in its childhood. It is low even in countries 
having highly developed tourism industry such as Croatia and Turkey. Just a few places offer 
mobile applications as tour guide or local information support. Bluetooth, RFID and NFC based 
services are not used at all but the use of QR code is improving dynamically, mostly for distrib-
uting web links of multilingual descriptions about sites, buildings, rarely about services. 

3.2 Facts and trends in the online tourism technologies 
There are numerous organizations publishing regular trend reports about ICT. In this paper only 
some key elements are mentioned. 

The global Internet penetration was 42,4% at the end of 2014 and continuous growth is ex-
pected. In the regions sending the most tourists to the Balkan, it was much higher: 70,4% in 
Europe, 48,1% in the Middle-East, 86, 9% in North America. There are only earlier data from 
Asia: China 47,4%, Japan 86,2%, South-Korea 92,4% from the mid 2014 (IWS, 2015) The Bal-
kan countries’ levels are mostly below the EU average of 70,5% (scattered line on Fig. 3). 

 

 
Figure 3. Internet penetration in the target and control countries. Source: IWS, 2015. 

 
Mobile telephone penetration is very high in the region. In 2011 the number of the mobile 

subscriptions was above 100 per 100 inhabitants in each country in the region except Bosnia-
Herzegovina and Turkey (ITU, 2015). According to the trend lines, it is no risk to suppose 
nowadays they are significantly exceeding it. 

80% of the internet users aged 16-64 own a smartphone and 43% of their total Internet time 
spent on mobile. (GWI Device, 2015) These people spend more time with social networking on 
smartphone than on PC or tablet, although most of them have more than one device (see Fig. 4). 

 

 
Figure 4. Devices personally owned by Internet users. Source: GWI Device, 2015
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Some more facts underlining the importance of designing the online tourism services to fit 
mobile devices (based on WWWmetrics, 2014; Google, 2015): 

 the average destination receives 20.52% of total traffic from mobile; 
 1/3 of local searches have local interest; 
 travellers typically plan 1,7 days in advance on a phone, while 20 days on tablet or 

PC; 
 guests will tell 15 people on average about positive (customer service) experience; 
 40 million photos are posted to instagram daily, mostly because of the smartphones 

have quality cameras and online automatic upload services for posting. 
There has been a decrease in the use of Facebook for the last year in Europe (-6%) and in 

North America (-9%) mostly because the young generation thinks FB is already not trendy. In-
stead of it, they prefer Instagram, Twitter. The use of youtube is significantly improving (Kiss, 
2015; MarketingCharts, 2015). This means the online strategy of the sites should be strongly re-
fined with providing new types of contents and using more online channels extensively. High 
quality photos, videos have to be distributed about heritage elements, events, destinations. 

 
 

 
Figure 5. Wifi coverage at touristic service places in the Balkan in 2014. Data source: Google, 2014
(DMO: Destination Management Office).

 
 
Because of the high cost of mobile roaming, it is important to provide wifi coverage at the 

sites, venues and service places. In this respect heritage sites of the Balkan region are far behind 
the accommodations and tourist offices (See Fig. 5) (Horváth, 2015). 

The most frequently used search phrases used on mobiles are: things to do in (destination 
name); events in (destination name); restaurants in (destination name); (destination name) 
events; (destination name). On tablets and PCs these are: (destination name) (country); (destina-
tion name); things to do in (destination name); (destination name) events; visit (destination 
name). The destination name is usually a city or location, a state, a DMO name, an attraction. 
(Horváth, 2015) It reflects different search strategies (and usage situations) and equally under-
lines the importance of local branding. 

The elderly population develops their travel activities growing the grey tourism industry. The 
culture and practice of use of ICT tools and devices is different among age groups, so the web 
and mobile application design, the user interfaces or more generally, the user experience should 
be fit to their abilities and preferences, as well. There are some guidelines available about this 
(e.g. USNIA, 2015). 

3.3 Online touristic needs in the Balkan 
The majority of guest nights is spent by foreign tourists in most of the countries. Romania, Ser-
bia and from the control states, Slovakia have bigger domestic tourism (See Fig. 6). This 
strengthens the suggestion to develop the online tourism services offering broader multilingual 
functionality and related to the foreign users’ online behaviour and needs. 
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Figure 6. Distribution of the domestic and foreign tourist guest nights in 2014. (*Data of 2013. **Not 
available.) Source: own survey. 

 
 
According to Google, there are some typical patterns in the use of Internet during the con-

sumer decision processes. Unfortunately, there are no data available in the Google database for 
Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Croatia, Macedonia and Montenegro because they are not ob-
served for statistics (Google, 2014). 

People intensively use Internet in their purchase decisions and processes (See Table1 and Fig. 
7). The most intensive activities are: getting ideas, comparing offers, products, prices, alterna-
tives and options, looking for promotions. It is also popular to look for advices and opinions, 
like the use of Internet for payment, or at least for the preparation of the purchase. All data un-
derline that Internet users are not too brand sensitive in general, except in Turkey but, as it was 
mentioned earlier, brand names are preferred search terms in tourism, so it seems worth spend-
ing money not only on visibility and impressive visual content development but on branding. 
Investigating financing options is popular only in Turkey. 

Brands’ websites are important in the decision process for information search only and it can 
be stated that big posters and billboards do not work in the region at all (See Table 2). 

 
 

Table 1. How people use the Internet to help make their purchase decision. Source: Google, 2015. (Some 
columns do not sum to 100% because of rounding). 
Online activities BG GR RO SRB SLO TK A H SK
Got ideas / inspiration 16% 31% 39% 40% 24% 49% 32% 35% 26%
Discovered relevant brands 5% 8% 8% 10% 6% 29% 11% 4% 4%
Compared products / prices / features 57% 71% 57% 64% 57% 69% 52% 56% 42%
Watched relevant videos 10% 8% 18% 23% 15% 23% 5% 16% 6%
Looked for opinions / reviews / advice 46% 56% 51% 53% 52% 51% 43% 46% 30%
Looked for / redeemed relevant offers 
/ coupons / promotions 39% 7% 23% 30% 24% 24% 7% 14% 29% 

Checked where to buy / product avail-
ability 11% 27% 16% 24% 24% 26% 10% 24% 11% 

Got store locations / directions 20% 28% 19% 23% 17% 33% 13% 11% 14%
Made contact / requested contact (with 
brands, retailers) 11% 7% 14% 12% 9% 27% 16% 14% 11% 

Investigated financing options 3% 0% 9% 10% 6% 37% 2% 4% 4%
Other 3% 2% 3% 2% 5% 0% 9% 5% 4%
Don't know 5% 1% 3% 2% 1% 0% 11% 4% 7%
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Figure 7. In which part(s) of the purchase process did people use the Internet? Data source: Google, 2015.
  

 
 

Table 2. Offline and online sources people use to make a purchase decision. Source: Google, 2015. 
Offline sources used BG GR RO SRB SLO TK A H SK
Discussed with family / friends / colleagues 25% 30% 39% 39% 36% 35% 23% 31% 38%
Viewed TV programs / ads 4% 5% 4% 10% 2% 8% 1% 6% 3%
Listened to radio programs / ads 3% 1% 2% 0% 0% 4% 0% 5% 0%
Read printed materials 8% 10% 11% 14% 15% 17% 10% 10% 5%
Met with salesperson / company representa-
tive / consultant 5% 0% 11% 15% 3% 12% 3% 6% 2% 

Saw billboards / posters 1% 4% 4% 2% 2% 1% 1% 2% 1%
In retailer store research 18% 9% 30% 37% 20% 28% 17% 15% 8%
Discussing with other people 29% 30% 47% 46% 37% 39% 26% 35% 39%
Viewing / reading / listening to offline media 13% 17% 15% 23% 16% 25% 11% 17% 9%
Other offline information source 11% 4% 11% 12% 6% 6% 6% 13% 8%
Online sources used BG GR RO SRB SLO TK A H SK
Search engines 83% 82% 89% 79% 85% 81% 75% 63% 86%
Online research: on brand websites 50% 56% 59% 46% 40% 65% 49% 58% 62%
Online research: on retailer websites 34% 40% 51% 55% 45% 44% 41% 36% 19%
Social networks 17% 9% 16% 23% 11% 14% 4% 11% 7%
Online video sites 10% 11% 18% 24% 15% 21% 6% 17% 6%
Brand pages on social network sites 1% 4% 6% 3% 1% 12% 0% 1% 1%
Advice sites / review sites / forums / blogs 14% 13% 12% 24% 10% 23% 11% 6% 12%
Price comparison websites 18% 40% 14% 24% 23% 34% 27% 20% 18%
Online magazines / news sites 3% 5% 3% 5% 3% 6% 2% 7% 2%
Email (e.g. offers, newsletters) 7% 6% 15% 12% 14% 7% 9% 19% 10%

 
 
The opinion and experiences of friends and others are the main decision drivers, while the 

printed media has also significant impact. 

4 CONCLUSIONS 

For heritage managers there are numerous conclusions. Making visible the heritage elements 
nowadays means to let them accessible via mobile device compatible websites with rich visual 
contents, texts easy to understand, clearly stated values and offered experiences, broad scale of 
options, packages. On infrastructural level a good Internet access on site is mandatory. It is fun-
damental to organize and manage online communities providing plenty of positive feedbacks, 
posts, photos etc. Heritage managers have to keep their eyes on the change of the community 
platform preferences and Google search statistics to refine their communication strategies and 
activities, wording of the contents etc. This research demonstrated how the Balkan region is 
colourful in term of ICT coverage, distribution of online tourism activities and preferences. It 
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showed the options heritage managers can utilize to improve the live knowledge on heritage 
elements. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

What is the economic value of preserving our intangible heritage? How can we document the 
economic value of e.g. oral traditions and expressions, rituals and festive events, traditional per-
forming arts, traditional craftsmanship, ecomuseums and living communities? Do the social 
benefits of preserving intangible cultural heritage outweigh the costs of preservation? Should we 
allocate more resources to preserve our intangible heritage due to the potential large social bene-
fits of theses goods that the literature on valuation of built cultural heritage indicate? These are 
questions that can be addressed through applying economic valuation techniques for public 
goods to intangible cultural heritage, drawing upon the experiences from applying the same 
methods to value built cultural heritage the last 15 years. 

Cultural heritage goods are typically public goods, meaning they have two precisely defined 
characteristics.  First, the social benefits (values) generated by cultural heritage goods are typi-
cally non-rival in consumption,  that is the benefit enjoyed by one individual does not come at 
the expense of the next individual’s enjoyment.  This is in contrast to market goods, where a 
given unit of the good can be consumed by one individual only.  Second, it is often difficult to 
force people to pay a price before they can enjoy the benefits from the cultural heritage good.  
Even where an entrance fee can regulate entrance to ecomuseums, living communities, festive 
events, and performing art; the non-user benefits (in terms of the well-being people get from 
knowing that e.g. traditional craftsmanship  or living communities  is preserved for future gen-
erations) accrue regardless of whether they have been paid for.  We say that the good, or the en-
joyment of the good, is non-excludable.  These two conditions lead to a situation where markets 
cannot be trusted to provide an adequate supply (i.e. preservation) of intangible cultural herit-
age.  It is for this reason that such goods are usually provided collectively, either by govern-
ments, communities or by groups of people working cooperatively. 

Economic valuation tools for intangible cultural heritage 

S. Navrud 
School of Economics and Business, Norwegian University of Life Sciences, Norway 

ABSTRACT: Stated and revealed preference techniques, originally developed to value envi-
ronmental goods, have increasingly been used to put an economic value on built cultural herit-
age in order to document the national and international social benefits of preserving and restor-
ing historic towns, buildings, monument and artefacts. However, the same non-market valuation 
techniques can also be used to estimate the economic value of preserving intangible cultural her-
itage. With the increased use of cost-benefit analysis and globalisation threatening languages, 
traditions, skills and customs inherited from our ancestors, it is increasingly important to docu-
ment also the economic value of preserving such intangible cultural heritage. This paper pre-
sents the lessons learned from valuing built cultural heritage, and explores the possibilities and 
policy use of applying non-market valuation techniques to intangible cultural heritage. 
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While applications of economic valuation techniques to built cultural heritage have increased 
from 27 studies 15 years ago (Navrud and Ready 2002) to about 150 studies worldwide today, 
they are still few compared to the more than 4000 studies of environmental goods (according to 
the Environmental Valuation Reference Inventory (EVRI) www.evri.ca). Very few of the cul-
tural heritage valuation studies concern intangible cultural heritage.  This means that we lack 
documentation of the economic benefits of preserving intangible cultural heritage which often 
make these public goods loose out in Cost-Benefit Analyses (CBAs) of preservation. This paper 
presents the experience of applying valuation techniques to built cultural heritage, and the chal-
lenges and opportunities of applying these methods to intangible cultural heritage. 

2 NON-MARKET VALUATION METHODS 

The absence of a market price means that we cannot observe economic values for most cultural 
heritage goods, both intangible and tangible, directly.  Instead, we must, like detectives, look for 
clues that tell us something about value indirectly.  Non-market valuation is a term used to de-
scribe a variety of techniques for looking for and interpreting these clues about value for goods 
that are not traded in markets. All these techniques are based on mapping individual preferences 
for preservation of public goods like cultural heritage, and monetizing these preferences in 
terms of individuals´ willingness-to-pay (WTP) to preserve cultural heritage. This is the same 
principle we use for estimating the demand for private goods, and thus the market prices we ob-
serve for goods traded in the market.  

There are two broad categories of non-market valuation tools: revealed preference (RP) tech-
niques and stated preference (SP) techniques, and they can either be apllied via a direct and an 
indirect route; see Table 1. 

 
 

Table 1. Non-market economic valuation techniques for cultural heritage. 
 Direct Indirect 

Revealed Preference 
(RP) 

Hedonic Price Method (HPM)
Travel Cost Method (TCM) 

Avertive Costs (AC)
Replacement Costs (RC) 

Stated Preference (SP) Contingent Valuation (CV) Choice Experiment (CE) 
 
 
As the name implies, revealed preference techniques involve searching for those clues by ex-

amining an individual’s past behaviour. One type of behaviour that can be examined is purchas-
es of market goods that are closely tied to the non-market good of interest. The hedonic pricing 
method (HPM) uses this approach by identifying what part of people´s willingness-to-pay for a 
residential house (i.e. the sales price) is due to e.g. the location close to a historic centre or the 
view of historic buildings. A second type of behaviour that might be examined is decisions 
made on where to go to spend one’s free time (e.g. visiting ecomuseums, community museums 
or living communities, performances of oral traditions and expressions). The travel cost method 
(TCM) utilises this type of information by collecting data on visitation frequency and travel 
costs (both out-of-pocket transportation expenses and the opportunity cost of time spent) to cul-
tural heritage sites and events. Whereas RP techniques make use of past behaviour to calculate 
how individuals value public goods, SP techniques like Contingent Valuation (CV) and Choice 
Experiments (CE) describe a future change in the quality and quantity of the public good, a pro-
gram that would provide the change (e.g. a preservation program) and a realistic method of 
payment (e.g. increased income tax)  and ask (directly or indirectly) for the individual’s own 
guess about their behaviour in terms of their WTP to get the change. For an early combined CV 
and CE study of built cultural heritage; see Tuan and Navrud (2007)´s economic valuation of 
the My Son temples World Cultural Heritage site in Vietnam. Avertive costs (AC) estimates the 
costs of measures that can avoid a detrimental change to the public good in question. Although 
avertive measures can be valued using market prices, it is not clear whether the costs will be a 
lower or upper estimate of people´s WTP. Replacement Costs (RC) estimates the costs of re-
placing the public good or the services it provides. While this technique has been widely applied 
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to value ecosystem services like the pollination services of bees by costing manual pollination 
by people, it assumes that the replacement is a perfect substitute for the service lost. 

There are few studies using TCM to value cultural goods (e.g. David, 1994; Forrest et al., 
2000; Bedate et al., 2004; Poor & Jamie, 2004; Alberini & Longo, 2006), and even fewer apply-
ing HPM to see how property prices are affected by built cultural heritage (Ruijgrok, 2006). CV 
and CE are to some extent complements as CV is used to estimate people’s WTP for a certain 
scenario or project, while CE is used to estimate people’s marginal WTP for certain attrib-
utes/characteristics of the same scenario or project. The CE method is believed to have an ad-
vantage in terms of minimizing strategic behavior since it encourages the respondents to con-
centrate on the trade-offs between characteristics of a good or program, as opposed to simply 
stating what their WTP is or whether they are ‘for’ or ‘against’ a program at a specified cost; as 
in an open-ended and discrete choice CV survey, respectively. Possible difficulties associated 
with CE include respondent fatigue, annoyance (if the respondent dislikes all of the possible al-
ternatives), and the decision to ignore one of the attributes if the levels of the attribute lacks 
credibility. The most common method used for valuing cultural goods has been CV (see Navrud 
& Ready, 2002; Noonan, 2003; Eftec, 2005), but in recent years the number of E studies applied 
to cultural resources has increased (e.g. Morey et al., 2002; Morey & Rossmann, 2003; 
Mazzanti, 2003; Apostolakis & Jaffry, 2005; Tuan & Navrud, 2007). 

While RP techniques mostly captures the  recreational use value of cultural heritage, the SP 
techniques also has the potential to capture non-use values in terms of people´s WTP for the 
preserving the existence of intangible cultural heritage for the current generation, and the ability 
to transfer this existence to future generations. Thus, non-use values are often termed existence- 
and bequest value. Use and non-use value constitute Total Economic Value (TEV) of a marginal 
(small) change in the quantity and/or quality of public goods like intangible cultural heritage. 
Since there are often many more non-users than users; the non-use values often constitute a ma-
jor part of aggregate TEV. Thus, RP methods alone underestimate TEV; and SP methods should 
be applied to capture also non-use values. The number of individuals TEV is aggregated over is 
also very important. If the cultural good is of national importance it is aggregated over the num-
ber of households in the country, while if it is a world heritage site the affected population could 
potentially be the global population; see e.g. Carson et al. (2013) and Tuan and Navrud (2011). 

3 LESSONS LEARNED FROM VALUING BUILT CULTURAL HERITAGE 

Although conclusions differ across the built heritage valuation studies conducted, there are 
some consistent findings which follows the main conclusions of Navrud and Ready (2002): 

(a) Few economic valuation studies have been undertaken in the area of cultural heritage 
Most studies used SP methods, mainly CV, but increasingly also CE; and most con-
sider built cultural heritage. 

(b) The existing studies vary widely both in terms of the type of good or activity being an-
alyzed and the type of benefit being evaluated. There are some instances where simi-
lar cultural goods were evaluated. However, the type of benefit estimated is usually 
different as is the sample frame used, making it difficult to make meaningful compar-
isons among studies. 

(c) Generally, the findings suggest that people attribute a significantly positive value to 
the conservation or restoration of cultural assets. The implication is that damages to 
cultural goods are undesirable, and that the public would be willing to pay positive 
amounts to avoid them or to slow the rate at which they occur. 

(d) Several of the studies show a relatively large proportion of respondents stating a zero 
WTP, and often the majority. Some of these responses can be considered protests 
against some aspect of the survey instrument (i.e. a dislike of paying taxes or a rejec-
tion of the contingent scenario) and thus are not a reflection of people’s true prefer-
ences. Others, however, are ‘genuine’ zero values arising from budget constraints, 
lack of interest in cultural issues and from the fact that cultural heritage preservation 
is typically ranked low amongst competing public issues, as is shown consistently by 
attitudinal questions. Hence, the welfare of a significant proportion of the population 
seems to be unaffected by changes in cultural goods/activities. In some instances, the 
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positive estimated values are driven by a minority of the population, typically, the us-
ers of the cultural good and the richer and more educated segments of the population. 
This finding has important implications for the funding of cultural heritage goods. For 
example, in instances where more than two thirds of the population express a zero 
WTP, the imposition of a tax may be infeasible; targeted voluntary donations or entry 
fees may provide more appropriate means of extracting existing values (although the 
former invites free-riding behavior); or, if a tax mechanism is used care must be taken 
to ensure that the distributional effects are taken into account with off-setting expend-
itures; 

(e) Values for users (visitors or residents) are invariably higher than for non-users. This 
indicates that there can be significant values from recreation and education visits. A 
number of issues should be taken into account when designing pricing mechanisms: 
the implications of the current focus on making heritage available to the general pub-
lic; and the possible trade-off between access and conservation that suggests the im-
portance of calculating congestion costs and tourist ‘carrying capacity’ of a site. 
However, user values alone may not be enough to deliver sustainability for the large 
majority of cultural goods and services; 

(f) Non-visitor benefits are positive. In cases where the relevant population benefiting 
from improvement or maintenance of the cultural good is thought to be very large, 
possibly crossing national borders, the total aggregated benefit can be very large. This 
is the case when unique and charismatic cultural heritage goods are at stake. Howev-
er, the available evidence also suggests that the proportion of those stating zero WTP 
is largest amongst non-users; 

(g) The issue of competing cultural goods and of part-whole bias (when the value of a 
group of cultural goods is not significantly different from a smaller subset of those 
goods) has been insufficiently addressed by the existing studies. This issue may be 
less of a problem for flagship cultural goods with no substitutes (e.g. the Pyramids in 
Egypt), but may be very severe when cultural goods perceived as being non-unique 
are being evaluated (e.g. historical buildings, castles, churches and cathedrals). If this 
bias exists, the estimated values for a particular cultural good may reflect a desire to 
preserve all similar goods, and thus overstate the economic value of the good; 

(h) Little attention has been given to the periodicity of the elicited WTP values. While it is 
difficult to compare values across studies of different goods, there appears to be a pat-
tern where less periodic payments result in lower WTP amounts. This could be an in-
dication of temporal embedding, where respondents may give lump-sum amounts that 
are lower than the present value of periodic WTP values using market discount rates. 
Tests for this kind of bias should be incorporated in studies using one-off or very pe-
riodic payments. 

(i) Finally, we see studies dedicating a great deal of attention to presenting an accurate 
description of the good to be valued, presented in a form that meaningful to the re-
spondent. This has two components. First, it is of critical importance that the level of 
provision of the good match expert assessments. Second, these differing levels of 
quantity and quality must be presented in a way that respondents can understand. 
Several of the studies include photographs and maps to help in this regard. For intan-
gible heritage, videos could be particularly helpful in describing the good, Videos 
have become easy to include in SP surveys with the increased use of internet surveys 
to value public goods (see e.g. Lindhjem & Navrud, 2011 a, b).  

It is striking to note that all of these conclusions apply equally to studies that value environ-
mental goods. There, we have an equally diverse set of goods that can have values that are high-
ly site-specific, though far more environmental valuation studies have been conducted to date 
than cultural heritage valuation studies.  While the valuation of intangible cultural heritage 
goods is certainly challenging, it is no more challenging, or fundamentally different from, the 
valuation of built cultural heritage and environmental goods that has a significant non-use com-
ponent. We expect non-market valuation techniques to perform equally well for 

intangible cultural heritage goods as they have for built cultural heritage; and for environmen-
tal goods where literally thousands of studies of been conducted. 
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4 POLICY USE OF CULTURAL HERITAGE VALUES 

There are clear potential policy uses of the economic estimates of intangible cultural heritage:  
First, valuation estimates are useful for evaluating whether to undertake projects to protect or 

restore intangible cultural heritage.  
Second, valuation estimates are also useful for determining the level of investment in ongoing 

activities to provide or protect certain intangible cultural heritage goods. Like the valuation 
studies of the Nidaros and Lincoln Cathedrals (Chapters 3 and 5 in Navrud & Ready, 2002) are 
good examples of how valuations studies can be used in CBAs to determine how much effort 
and resources should be devoted to restoring and preserving built cultural heritage; valuation 
studies of intangible cultural heritage can be used in CBAs of preserving rituals, festivals, and 
traditional craftsmanship.  

Third, valuation results can inform decisions when choices have to be made among compet-
ing objectives within cultural heritage. The Nidaros Cathedral study (Chapter 3 in Navrud & 
Ready, 2002) provides information about public preferences over the aesthetics of the building 
and the degree to which the outside of the building is original. The Stonehenge study (Chapter 7 
in Navrud & Ready, 2002) contrasts values of on-site users and values of passing motorists.  

Fourth, valuation results can be very useful in informing decisions about the funding of in-
tangible cultural heritage preservation. Not only do the study results show the diversity in values 
held by the population, they can also be used to predict what will happen if increased reliance is 
placed on entrance fees to see e.g. traditional performance and demonstrations of craftsman-
ship.. Two of the studies  described in Navrud and Ready (2002, chapter 4 on the Durham Ca-
thedral, and  chapter 14  on the Napoli Musei Aperti found that revenues from access fees might 
be lower than revenues from voluntary donations, because they exclude a large number of users 
with low WTP. 

5 CONCLUSION 

There is great heterogeneity in the intangible cultural heritage, as for the built cultural heritage, 
and the policy issues that arise regarding its preservation. Non-market valuation techniques have 
been shown to be successfully applied to built cultural heritage of local, national and even glob-
al significance (e.g. UNESCO World Heritage Sites), The existing built heritage valuation stud-
ies also cover both developed and less developed countries. Some of the studies were conducted 
to inform policy decisions, and have proved useful in cost-benefit analyses of restoration and 
preservation programs for cultural heritage (Mourato & Mazzanti, 2002; Navrud & Ready, 
2002; Mourato et al., 2004, Eftec, 2005). The studies have proved to be valuable complements 
to expert judgment. We expect to see an increased use of these non-market valuation techniques 
to help inform policies regarding also intangible cultural heritage in the future, in much the 
same way as these techniques are now contributing to formulating environmental and built cul-
tural heritage policy. Drawing upon the experiences from built cultural heritage, non-market 
valuation techniques should be applied to a variety of intangible cultural heritage. Stated Prefer-
ence methods seems to be best adopted to the task as they can capture both future changes in the 
goods and the large non-use values we expect to find for theses cultural goods.  
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1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Public cultural policies and intangible heritage 
Since 1950, the rapid growth and modernisation of Brazilian cities have caused significant 
changes to their urban structure. Access to the cities intensified economic and migratory flows, 
but also led to the abandonment of their central areas, which up until that point had been the 
most demographically dense region and hence rich in historical heritage. It therefore became 
necessary to rethink the renovation of cities in order to also consider the preservation of cultural 
heritage (Cuty, 2007). 

Beginning in the early 1970's, in an attempt to reverse the exodus from central areas and the 
uneven development and income distribution in Brazilian regions, a revitalisation programme 
was launched in the Brazilian historic centres deemed to be of relevance to national heritage. In 
1973, the Integrated Reconstruction Programme for North-eastern Historic Cities, widely known 
as the Historic Cities Programme focused on nine states in this region of Brazil (Corrêa, 2012), 
and ended around 1985. 

Promotion of intangible cultural heritage as a tool to strengthen 
revitalisation of historic centres: the case of the Monumenta 
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ABSTRACT: The preservation of tangible cultural heritage does not guarantee effective revital-
isation of urban historic areas as a whole. The legacy of our history consists not only of paint-
ings, sculptures, architectural monuments and public spaces, but also the safeguarding of imma-
terial aspects of social life, such as oral traditions, rituals, practices, knowledge and craft skills. 
From 1999 to 2013, 26 Brazilian cities benefited from the Monumenta Programme – a national 
cultural policy that involved institutions, the private sector and the local community.  The pur-
pose of the programme was to stimulate economic growth and increase cultural and social de-
velopment of the historic centres. Moreover, it sought to increase the number of residents in the 
benefited areas as defined in its agenda (IDB, 1999; MinC & Programa Monumenta, 2006). Us-
ing the Historic Centre of Porto Alegre as a case study, this paper examines how this cultural 
programme enables demographic change through the promotion of intangible cultural heritage, 
e.g. by supporting educational projects. The demographic flow was analysed using the 
microdata of the Populations Censuses (years 2000 and 2010) available from the Brazilian Insti-
tute of Geography and Statistics. The results showed an increase in low-income residents the ar-
eas that participated in the programme. This increase may have been motivated by a set of cul-
tural-educational projects under the auspices of the Monumenta Programme. The retraining of 
artisans of Alfândega Square, the training of low-income youth for restoration work and the im-
plementation of the “Black Route Museum in Porto Alegre” (Bicca, 2010) are just some exam-
ples of what was done to improve the local community’s economy, to encourage social cohesion 
and to enhance the awareness of cultural diversity as a positive and essential value in society. 
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Despite the programme’s achievements in restoring the heritage and therefore safeguarding 
cultural values, the Historic Cities Programme failed to effectively halt the population decline in 
those areas. The diagnosis of abandonment is described in the Executive Summary of the IDB 
Loan Proposal: “As buildings become obsolete, they are put to low value uses, rented to lower 
income tenants, or abandoned. As a result of this, the urban areas where the historic buildings 
are located deteriorate and some become unsafe” (IDB, 1999, p. 8). 

With the conclusion of the Historic Cities’ Programme there would be a gap of almost 14 
years without a national public policy on the preservation of cultural heritage. It was not until 
1999 that the Monumenta Programme was finally rolled out throughout Brazil. The programme 
encompasses a range of initiatives including the rehabilitation of protected buildings, the revi-
talisation of public spaces, improvement of urban infrastructure and the provision of incentives 
to private property owners to restore their buildings. Other measures were available to ensure its 
effectiveness. 

The protection and promotion of the cultural expressions Brazil’s historical residents –those 
who helped populate the country before and after colonial times– are guaranteed in Brazil’s 
1988 Constitution, in Article 215. Article 216 also pertains to cultural aspects and extends the 
meaning of the very diverse Brazilian heritage, defining it as “the assets of a material and imma-
terial nature, taken individually or as a whole, which bear reference to the identity, action and 
memory of the various groups that form the Brazilian society […]”. 

The 2001 Universal Declaration on Cultural Diversity and, later, the 2005 Convention on the 
Protection and Promotion of the Diversity of Cultural Expressions shed new light on the impor-
tance of safeguarding and enhancing the multiple invisible ways in which every society ex-
presses itself. Those expressions, accordingly to the Convention, are imbued with symbolic 
meanings, as well as artistic, emotional and human values that convey the identity of individuals 
and groups. It also reminds us of the need of nations to include culture in their policy planning 
as a strategic component in the development of regions. 

According to Mumford (1973 [1944], p. 9), “[…] humanization of man in society depends 
upon his capacity to turn experiences into symbols and symbols into life-experiences”. Art and 
rituals are two of those symbolic expressions. Hence, Mumford says (2014 [1952]), through art 
men express themselves and share this singular creative moment of life with others, further en-
riching the consciousness of the whole community. 

Recognizing that cultural diversity is a common heritage of a society and a way of stimulat-
ing urban development, the Monumenta Programme decided to include social projects in its 
mission, with the aim of enhancing its sustainability. 

1.2 The Monumenta Programme 
The protection and preservation of cultural heritage is a way of perpetuating the intangible val-
ues of a place. Sphan (National Service of Historic and Artistic Heritage; renamed in 1994 Na-
tional Institute of Historic and Artistic Heritage - Iphan) was created in 1937 and given the re-
sponsibility of preserving national heritage (MEC, Sphan/Pro-Memória, 1980). The principal 
responsibility of the organisation was to identify and protect Brazilian Cultural Heritage as stat-
ed in Decree Law no. 25, dated 30 November of that year, a law still in force today. 

Towards the end of the 1990s, the Ministry of Culture adopted a policy of including heritage 
in local, regional and national planning programmes, with the aim of ensuring effective protec-
tion and conservation of cultural and natural heritage sites. In 1995 the first negotiations started 
between the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) and the Ministry of Culture (MinC) on 
the development of a programme to preserve Brazil’s Urban Heritage – the Monumenta Pro-
gramme. The programme also received support from the United Nations Educational, Scientific 
and Cultural Organisation (Unesco), the participation of city councils or/and the state, the pri-
vate sector, local communities and owners of protected properties. Since the signing of Loan 
Agreement no. 1200/OC-BR between IDB and MinC on 4 December 1999, 26 cities, in 17 of 
the 26 Brazilian states, have been eligible to participate in the Monumenta Programme (MinC & 
Programa Monumenta, 2005a, 2005b). 

The programme was valued at 125 million dollars and its objective was to reconcile the revi-
talisation and preservation of urban historic heritage integrated with local social and economic 
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development, in a sustainable manner that would not require constant financial contributions 
from federal resources. 

In the case of Porto Alegre, the project entitled ‘Historic Site of Matriz and Alfândega 
Squares’ started being implemented on 3 July 2002 and ended on 30 June 2013. 

1.3 The city of Porto Alegre 
According to the Demographic Census of the Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics 
(IBGE), in 2010 the population of Porto Alegre city reached 1,409,351. Based on information 
available on the website of the Porto Alegre Municipal Government, the city spans an area of 
496,684km2 and is situated at a distance of 1,063km from Buenos Aires (capital of Argentina), 
and approximately 1,109km from the city of São Paulo. It is a place endowed with an extremely 
rich architectural heritage: the Cultural and Historic Heritage Task Force of the Municipal Cul-
ture Division has registered 6,222 properties in the Inventory of Cultural Heritage of Porto 
Alegre, of which 1,233 (19.8%) are concentrated in the city centre (Epach, 2013). 

The municipality of Porto Alegre lies in the historic centre of the capital of the state of Rio 
Grande do Sul and is an outstanding concentration of institutional, economic (trade and ser-
vices) and residential units. The coexistence of different land uses renders the central area of 
Porto Alegre an extremely dynamic place, lived in and visited by different social strata. The city 
has been internationally recognized since its successful implementation of the Participatory 
Budget (Orçamento Participativo), providing to the citizens democratic and transparent admini-
stration of public resources. Started in 1989, this public policy was considered a Best Practices 
for Human Settlements, by UNESCO. According to data published by the Monumenta Pro-
gramme (PMPA & UEP, 2002, p. 30), 400,000 people flow through the city centre every day. 

2 OBJECTIVE 

The research aims to examine how this cultural programme has enabled demographic change 
by, among other initiatives, supporting social-cultural projects. The conclusion of this analysis 
will be credited to the programme, without underestimating any influence associated with other 
public policies that may have been concomitant during the intervention process. 

The demographic flow was analysed in the area of the Historic Centre of Porto Alegre in the 
years 2000 and 2010, since the purpose of the Monumenta Programme was to promote eco-
nomic, social and cultural development and to increase the number of residents in the benefited 
areas (IDB, 1999), described as the “Project Area” and the “Area of Influence”. The first –the 
Project Area– consists of the urban space that benefits from resources under the programme due 
to investments for public or private buildings and public spaces, and encompasses the corridor 
between Alfândega and Marechal Deodoro Squares; and the Area of Influence is the urban 
space surrounding the Project Area, where projects may be undertaken to ensure economic sus-
tainability of the investment. 

3 METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Materials 
The Project Report, dated 31 August 1999, prepared by the Inter-American Development Bank 
and the latest version of the Operating Regulations of the Monumenta Programme, dated Sep-
tember 2006, provide the background for this article. 

Three primary sources were used to demonstrate the results. The first was non-published re-
ports written by the programme’s Task Force in Porto Alegre, between 2004 and 2008. It de-
scribes the social-educational projects carried out by the programme. 

The second source is the urban plan held by the ‘Viva o Centro’ Project, in January 2009. 
The Planning Municipality Division of Porto Alegre Municipal Government is developing this 
project. The plan shows the entire urban network of the Historic Centre of Porto Alegre, identi-
fying every block and respective building number on each plot.  The benefited area of the 
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Monumenta Programme (Project Area and Area of Influence) is an area made up of 63 squares 
(including eight green areas), totalling an area of 92 hectares. According to the 2010 IBGE 
Demographic Census, approximately 14,906 people live in the benefited area and its immediate 
surroundings. 

Finally, the third source is the 2000 and 2010 Demographic Census reports, from the Brazil-
ian Institute of Geography and Statistics (IBGE) taking from the institution’s website. The in-
formation extracted from these reports refers solely to the residents located in the Project Area 
and the Area of Influence benefited by the Monumenta Programme. Data grouped by enumera-
tion areas of the Universe Results of Population Censuses was taken as reference. The analysis 
focused on the interpretation of the demographic pyramid of the years referred to above, consid-
ering the variables of sex and age. An analysis of literacy and income of the resident population 
in the study areas was also included. 

 
 

 
Figure 1. The Historic Centre of Porto Alegre and the benefited area of the Monumenta Programme. 
Sources: (1) Based on the Political Map of Brazil by IBGE (2004).  The image shows the location of the 
city of Porto Alegre in the state of Rio Grande do Sul in Brazil. (2) The District of the Historic Centre of 
Porto Alegre.  Based on the Urban Plan of Porto Alegre, designed by the Planning Division of Porto 
Alegre Municipal Government, 2009. (3) Based on the Urban Plan held by the ‘Viva o Centro’ Project 
(Planning Division) of the Porto Alegre Municipal Government, 2009 and Bicca (2010). 

3.2 Methods 
The data shown in figures and tables was obtained from a selection of data grouped by enumera-
tion areas of Universe Results of Population Censuses (years 2000 and 2010) from IBGE and is 
the responsibility of the authors of this article. 
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Demographic studies deal with different types of measures, adapted for different purposes 
and areas, to help understand the development in population. This analysis applied four of those 
types: Friz Ratio, Sundbärg Ratio, Age Dependency Ratio and Replacement Ratio of Potentially 
Active Age Population. Microsoft Excel was used to present the bar chart and tables, while 
AutoCAD was used to show the perimeter of the Monumenta Programme and the Enumeration 
Areas defined by the IBGE. 

4 RESULTS 

4.1 Social analysis 
The purpose of the Monumenta Programme is to promote economic, cultural and social devel-
opment of Historic Centres. Moreover, it seeks to increase the number of residents in the bene-
fited areas of the programme (IDB, 1999). 

The Executive Summary of the Loan Proposal (1999) expresses particular concern for the 
permanence of the resident population in two areas: first, there is concern for the long-term “so-
cial and environmental impact” of the programme. The programme aims to provide economic 
opportunities for residents of the historic centres. It will provide funds to low-income families to 
adapt their homes for small-scale commercial use and help them to remain in the area if they 
should wish to do so (IDB, 1999). Second, it was the hope that the programme would attract 
new residents and entrepreneurs, who would want to settle in the area and see it as an opportuni-
ty to boost their business. 

Since its inception in the eighteenth century, the central region of Porto Alegre, especially 
Alfândega Square and its surroundings, has been an area of constant symbolic appropriation by 
different groups, who use its public places for socializing, work and pleasure (PMPA & UEP, 
2002). 

The Social Action Plan of the Municipality of Porto Alegre, incorporated by the Monumenta 
Programme, aims to mitigate problems associated with urban violence, rearranging the spaces 
occupied by informal vendors and providing guidance to local artisans in the processes of pro-
duction and sale. 

One attempt to create a greater sense of social cohesion was the Alfândega Square artisan 
training in 2004.  This was the first attempt ever in Porto Alegre to train people to use the local 
cultural intangible heritage as a rich source of inspiration (PMPA & UEP, 2004). The project, 
called “Jacarandá Collection”, tried to get local artisans to cooperate with representatives of 
public institutions (Porto Alegre Municipal Government and the Brazilian Micro and Small 
Business Support Service – Sebrae), design companies, handcrafts specialists and the 
Monumenta task force. The artisan training took place between December 2003 and October 
2004 and involved a variety of activities, such as visits to an artisan cooperative in the city, sem-
inars, workshops to enhance personal sensitivity and creativity, workshops on the production 
process including concepts of quality and price and thematic workshops on raw materials like 
leather, fabric, yarn, resin and wood (Aquino, 2004). 

After some initial meetings, the artisans were asked to consider one landmark that could 
symbolize part of the identity of Porto Alegre. The element chosen was a flower of a tree, name-
ly Jacarandá. This flower, with its remarkable purple colour, was considered by the artisans the 
symbol and visual reference of Alfândega Square. In the opinion of the designer Lo Pumo apud 
Aquino (2004, p. 46), this tree is also recognized by all Porto Alegre citizens: “Every product 
made by them [the artisans] translates something related to the Jacarandá tree because this tree 
is a heritage of Alfândega Square and thus of Porto Alegre as well […]”. By common agree-
ment, artisans decided to create and develop products associated with the flower of Jacarandá. 
The decision to pick one element above all, fostered an exchange of ideas and traditions related 
to their product knowledge passed down for generations, creating an atmosphere of strong bond-
ing and a positive synergy throughout the community. Colour, shapes, textures, materials and 
craft techniques resulted in a variety of creative high-quality products. To this day, there are ar-
tisans in Alfândega Square that keep creating and selling handmade products using the 
Jacarandá flower as a source of inspiration. 
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As an interesting aside, Porto Alegre was not the only city to recognize the Jacarandá tree as 
an element of a city´s identity and to use it as way of perpetuating local traditions. The tree was 
also chosen as a theme for social celebrations in Grafton, a city located in the State of New 
South Wales, Australia. Since 1935, the city celebrates the Jacarandá Festival annually, bringing 
together and engaging the community around one element of our natural resources. 

A second educational project was the training course in woodworking for restoration work, 
by the Pão dos Pobres de Santo Antônio Institute, carried out under a contract from UNESCO. 
The training benefited young people between 16 and 24 years of age and contributed to the res-
toration work required by the Monumenta project (Bicca, 2010). 

 
 

 
 
The Black Route Museum in Porto Alegre was another important social inclusion project.  

This initiative was launched by representatives of a local black movement, organised by the 
Centre of Reference of Afro-Brazilian Culture (CRAB) and was later incorporated by the 
Monumenta Programme. This project established a route highlighting the most significant urban 
elements, such as streets and buildings, that were part of the history of the black community, 
from the perspective of cultural memory, identity and citizenship. At key points artworks were 
created like sculptures, to represent the culture and history of the black ethnic group in Porto 
Alegre. Members of the local community created the route and acted as guides for visitors and 
tourists (PMPA & UEP, 2004). 

The first artwork was a drum, one of the most important instruments of Afro-Brazilian reli-
gious rituals. For its location, Brigadeiro Sampaio Square was chosen, a place in which, accord-
ing to history, many slaves were punished right up until the end of the imperial period in Brazil. 
The second cultural creation was a mosaic on the ground of Alfândega Square, to represent the 
African people who during slavery used this square to sell products for their masters. Finally, 
the third project was a floor mosaic in the heart of the Public Market building. The mosaic rep-

  
Figure 2. Traditions in art: the training of local artisans and a mosaic in Alfândega Square. Source: On 
the left “Coleção Jacarandá” (Aquino, 2004). Photographer: © Fabio del Re.  On the right: “African 
footprint”. Photographer: © Zezé Carneiro.
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resents an African spirit, named Bará, an entity related to trade, exchange, abundance and pros-
perity. He is also responsible for opening new horizons. 

4.2 Demographic analysis 
In 2010, the municipality of Porto Alegre had 1,409,351 inhabitants according to the Population 
Census data published by the IBGE. Around 0.29% inhabitants were located in the Project Area 
(4,131) and 0.76% (10,775) were in the Area of Influence. 

By the year 2010, the population grew by 48,761 residents, representing an Arithmetic 
Growth Rate of around 3.58% over the base year of 2000. 

 
 

Table 1. Resident population, variation and percentage growth in the benefited area of Monumenta Pro-
gramme in Porto Alegre, years 2000 and 2010. 

Area Residents 2000 
(unit)

Residents 2010 
(unit)

Variation 
(unit) 

AGR 
(% 2010-2000) 

Municipality 1,360,590 1,409,351 48,761 3.58%
Project Area (PA) 4,039 4,131 92 2.28%
Area of Influence (AI) 10,654 10,775 121 1.14%
TOTAL (PA + AI) 14,693 14,906 213 1.45%

Source: adapted from the Demographic Censuses of IBGE, 2000 and 2010. 
 
 
The activities of the Monumenta Programme were managed by its Operating Rules, focusing 

efforts on improvements in accessibility and attractiveness of the Project and Influence Areas. 
From the start, there were no expectations for any significant increase of the existing uses, as the 
centre of Porto Alegre is a consolidated urban space. In 2000 there were 34.9 times more apart-
ments than houses according to the Population Census of IBGE. Houses made up less than 3% 
of land use in Project and Influence Areas. 

The high building density in the Historic Centre in 2000 reveals both a high concentration of 
construction and variety of land use, especially related to economic activity. In this sense, the 
renovation work carried out on buildings and monuments could have an impact on the upgrad-
ing and diversification of pre-existing uses, yet without increasing them significantly in num-
bers (PMPA & UEP, 2002). However, according to the data released by the IBGE in 2010, and 
compared to the data in 2000 related to the Project Area and Area of Influence, new buildings 
were constructed or/and flats became newly occupied, resulting in a total increase of 933 flats 
for both areas. 

At the start of the programme a guarantee was made that there would be no forced evictions 
or resettlements of residents (PMPA & UEP, 2002). According to the Population Census of 
IBGE (2000), 56% properties were owned, 36% rented and 8% granted. Indeed, there were no 
recorded evictions or resettlements of the resident population. In 2010, the legal status of the 
properties improved from the perspective of property acquisition: 59% were owned, 35% rented 
and 6% granted. 

The increase in properties, both in numbers and in terms of legal ownership, is reflected in an 
increase in the number of people living in the Project and Influence Areas. There was an in-
crease of 213 residents, divided into almost equal parts in the two areas benefiting from the pro-
gramme. The higher increase in the number of flats (933 units) compared to the increase of resi-
dents (213) could indicate that there was a reduction of property crowding in the area. 

By analysing the age pyramid charts of the areas benefiting from the programme, it is possi-
ble to identify the age groups that saw changes from 2000 to 2010. 
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Figure 4. Population pyramids according to age groups and gender in the Project and Influence Areas of 
Monumenta Programme in Porto Alegre, years 2000 and 2010. Source: adapted from the Demographic 
Censuses of IBGE, 2000 and 2010. 

 
 
It was found that both in the Project Area and in the Area of Influence, there was a predomi-

nance of adult females, although increases occurred for males as well. The most significant male 
increases were concentrated in the adult and elderly categories, especially in the Project Area. 
The most notable reductions occurred in the youth category, in both areas and in both genders. 

 
 

Table 2. Demographic ratios for population studies in the benefited area of Monumenta Programme, years 
2000 and 2010. 

Demographic Ratios Project Area Area of Influence 
Year 2000 (%) Year 2010 (%) Year 2000 (%) Year 2010 (%)

Friz Ratio 66 46 57 40 
Sundbärg Ratio 21    -    56 16    -    65 20    -    55 14    -    55

Dependency Ratio 39 33 36 31 
Replacement Ratio 174 89 136 92 

Source: adapted from the Demographic Censuses of IBGE, 2000 and 2010. 
 
 
In 2010, the analysis of the demographic ratios in both areas was classified as regressive 

(Sundbärg) and elderly (Friz), confirming a trend of aging in the areas benefiting from the pro-
gramme. Dependency Ratios are very similar in both areas considering each year of study, 
showing 33 persons in the Project Area and 31 persons in the Area of Influence not in the labour 
force (the dependent part) for each 100 in the labour force (the productive part). Dependency ra-
tios dropped in 2010 due to the increase in the labour force, compared to the significant reduc-
tion in the population under 15 years of age in both areas. 

Special attention should be given to the reduction in the Rate of Replacement in both areas. 
The number of young people of working age entering the labour market almost doubled in the 
Project Area and saw an increase in the Area of Influence. This was due to a significant reduc-
tion in the population of 15-19 year olds compared to an increase in the population of 60-64 
year olds, who are nearing retirement. That is, young people should have a better chance of 
finding a job, since there are fewer young people and more people reaching retirement age. 

The educational profile of the resident population over 5 years of age reveals a literacy in-
crease of 3.3%, lower than the municipality figures, which was 9%. Nevertheless, in the bene-
fited areas the population over 5 of age with no literacy showed a decrease of 37.1%, higher 
than the municipality figures of -35.3%. 

From the perspective of the economic profile of the residents responsible for the property, the 
results revealed that there was an average increase of 125% in the number of residents with in-
comes between 0.5 and 5 times the minimum wage and a decrease of 32% of those with in-
comes exceeding 5 times the minimum wage. This indicates a gentrification process did not oc-
cur in the area, which is a positive result in the revitalization of a central and historic place. 
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5 CONCLUSIONS 

The Monumenta Programme in Porto Alegre integrated a policy of revitalisation of urban herit-
age, tangible and intangible, with social issues. Educational projects related to the integration of 
vulnerable groups in society, such as young people in need, street vendors and artisans, espe-
cially those installed in Alfândega Square and its immediate surroundings, as well as the im-
plementation of the Black Route Museum, are some examples of successful projects created or 
sponsored by the programme. 

Notwithstanding the existence of external factors that could have a direct impact in the short 
term, the demographic analysis in this paper demonstrates that the Monumenta Programme had 
a positive impact, as we see with the slight increase of the residential figures for the Historic 
Centre of Porto Alegre, in terms of both retaining existing residents and encouraging new ones 
to live in the area. Although the population growth in the benefited areas was lower than in the 
municipality overall, the figures in 2010 showed that the residents’ socio-economic profile was 
not necessarily from the affluent or higher social class, which means that the projects under the 
Monumenta Programme in Porto Alegre did not promote a process of gentrification in their 
benefited areas. 

Demographic analysis showed that the population continued to age, but the dependency and 
replacement ratios decreased since the implementation of the programme, which may indicate 
that the historic centre is becoming an attractive place for working-age adults and that young 
people are increasingly considering this when seeking employment. 

As Mumford advocated in 1973 [1944], what provides authentic meaning and sustenance to 
one’s life is not work alone, but all the symbolic activities surrounding moments of everyday 
life: poetry, music, dance, myth, rituals and art; elements of culture that shape our identity. 
Since the programme took into account the intangible heritage as a fundamental principle of so-
cial legacy, the inclusion in its agenda of projects related to the local cultural specificities and 
needs was a fortunate initiative. By bringing together history and the present moment, and by 
enhancing elements of the landscape related to the city’s identity, the programme heightened the 
awareness of cultural diversity as a unifying and essential value in society. 

A key factor for the programme’s effectiveness in this aspect was the participation of the dif-
ferent sectors of society, both from the beginning of the project’s development in the city and 
during its strategic decision-making process. This contributed to a consensus among the com-
munity, institutions and private sectors. As a result, the bond that was created through this rela-
tionship not only ensured project monitoring by all, but reinforced the ties between different so-
cial classes and aspirations. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

Bali Island is a part of Indonesia archipelago, located between Java and Lombok Islands. It is 
just a tiny island with 5,632.86 kilometres square of extravagantly fertile land in a tropical zone. 
With occupied volcanic mountains in the hinterland, it steeply slopes to the sea in the northern 
part and more gradual slopes in the southern part.  The coastline of this island is approximately 
436.80 kilometres; its abundant coastal resources are longer here such as white/black sandy 
beaches, coral reef and associates, mangroves, sea grass beds, and dunes which are important 
coastal resources (BBCP, 1998). Moreover, the population in this island is around 3.2 million 
dominated by Hinduism people to whom it can be said as a Hindu enclave from the Islam ma-
jority in Indonesia.  

Even though Bali is a tiny island, occasionally it has been more popular than Indonesia itself 
as a country.  As Copeland & Murni (2010:1) assert, Bali has a big reputation as being probably 
the most famous tropical island in the world for foreign visitors. A uniqueness of Bali is not on-
ly the spectacular natural beauty of its coastline, but also the cultural traditions and customs of 
the people. This combination of scenic beauty and a rich culture has contributed to the popular 
image of Bali that attracts foreign visitors from around the world. These visitors have, in turn, 

Challenges of coast based Balinese ritual traditions 
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ABSTRACT: The coastal areas of the Indonesian island of Bali have traditionally been used as 
the setting for various important religious ceremonies. Challenges to these Balinese ritual tradi-
tions have arisen following the development of Bali Island as the central and most popular tour-
ist destination of Indonesia from the 1960s. The development of the tourist industry in Bali is 
concentrated in sixteen locations which were set out by the government of Bali Province. Of 
these sixteen locations, fourteen are located in coastal areas. Whilst popular with holiday mak-
ers these locations are also an essential component of the ritual ceremonies which relate to the 
inhabitants’ understanding of and philosophy for life. The various rituals taking place in this re-
gion involve a large proportion of the village community, resulting in more than half of the Ba-
linese population visiting the coast to celebrate the Balinese New Year. In this sense, there are 
two strictly different interests in the utilisation of the coastal resorts and beaches: Tourism and 
Ceremonial. This can result in conflictual situations which could be viewed as a contested rela-
tionship between ‘sacred versus profane’ or ‘spiritual versus commercial’. This paper investi-
gates the challenges that are being faced by those practising traditional ritual ceremonies in the 
coastal areas. This has involved carrying out interviews with local stakeholders to obtain their 
views and to more closely identify the nature of the conflict. The aim of the investigation is to 
suggest ways to ease the tension between the recreational needs/expectations of tourists and the 
ceremonial practices of the indigenous inhabitants, in a way that recognises the competing de-
mands in such a way that is acceptable to all stakeholders. 
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promoted Bali in their own countries, through an array of exotic images and familiar descrip-
tions such as: ‘the land of art and religion’, ‘the island of the last paradise’, ‘the blessed isle’, 
‘the island of gods’, and also the island of bare-breasted woman (Lansing, 1995:115). The Bali-
nese’s daily activities in art and religion remain dominant, in which the inhabitants are por-
trayed as artists (Vickers, 1989: 91-8). 

To preserve their culture and traditions, the inhabitants however face several problems deriv-
ing from the changes of physical environment, social economic and politic aspects. Conversion 
of agricultural lands in the midlands into building plots for development has grown rapidly lead-
ing to the change of traditionally agricultural life to be a more modern life. This life change has 
brought a serious challenge to the existence of Balinese culture and traditions. According to the 
chairman of Regional Subak Society of Bali, the rate of conversion of rice fields to building 
sites is approximately 750 hectares per year (Windia, 2009). The rapid development of tourist 
facilities taking place on the coasts of this island has also brought serious impacts on the physi-
cal beach environment, whilst the sea and coastal areas are essential places for offering ritual 
ceremonies which are regarded as one of the sacred areas. 

This paper investigates the challenges that are being faced by these traditional ritual ceremo-
nies in the coastal areas. The increasing growth of tourist facilities, site planning and regula-
tions, and the availability of infrastructures in Bali’s coastal area may have been identified as 
the main contemporary challenge. As part of this investigation I have carried out interviews 
with the region’s stakeholders to obtain their views and to more closely identify the nature of 
the conflict. The aim is to suggest ways to ease this conflict in a way that recognises the com-
peting demands in the area and is acceptable to all stakeholders. 

2 THE BALINESE: COMMUNITY AND CULTURE 

The Balinese people are a mixture of races derived from descendants of the Malayo-
Polynesians, ancient denizens of the archipelago. Lansing (1995: 67) states that the Malayo-
Polynesian peoples who settled on the island developed a common ancestry with the Balinese. 
Budiharjo (1995: 20), on the other hand, suggests that their races may derive from central and 
eastern Javanese ancestors mixed with Indian and Mongoloid ethnic, a blend of ethnic groups 
that has resulted in a rich and diverse culture among the Balinese people. In the past, the most 
part particularistic became the Balinese identities which were based on local highly ritualised 
traditions of ancestors worship (conducted through houseyard, village and descent-group tem-
ples), on attachments to a territory protected by divinised ancestors and other guardian spirits 
and on long-term personalised ties to lords and priests (Howe, 2001: 8). The local traditional 
customs called adat in any region and village were basically similar, but in any case it was rep-
resented differently across Bali depending upon the pithy phrase desa kala patra or place, time 
and situation. Based on this phrase, the local traditions as local identities of the region and vil-
lage remained highly localised. 

Meanwhile the physical village of the Balinese has been profoundly influenced by the philos-
ophy of tri hita karana, meaning three causes for happiness resulted from a harmonious rela-
tionship between individuals and the gods, as well as between humans and their surroundings.  
The root of the tri hita karana can be found in the scripture of the Bhagavad Gita as one of Hin-
du scriptures1. The harmonious relationship among three substances symbolises a balance of 
cosmology among upper, middle and underworld. Each world has its own power and spirit 
which must be cultivated in order for the three worlds to be balanced. This can also be symbol-
ised as urip, manusa, and bhuwana or soul, humans and nature respectively (Merta Sutedja, 
2012: 10). The implementation of the three relationships is reflected into their spaces as tem-
ples, dwellings and open spaces in which the temples are a priority to consider the location of 
their dwellings and open spaces. The tree temples called tri khayangan in each village have 
served as a significant mark of identity for the Balinese village community. 

Furthermore, the Balinese belief in the philosophy of ‘nyegara-gunung’, or mountain-
seawards, derives from the tale of Adiparwa as the first part of Hindu Epic of Mahabharata, in 
which the encounter between upper and underworlds leads to stabilisation of the earth as the 
middle world2. This philosophy has evolved into a spatial conception called ‘kaja-kelod’ or 
north-south; kaja is symbolised as mountain and kelod denotes the sea, whilst hinterland is be-
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tween mountain and sea. Accordingly the earth accommodates three zones. Each zone has a dif-
ferent value as purity, medium and impurity, but the three zones must be stable to ensure a har-
monious continuity of life on earth. Offering ritual ceremonies on the three zones is the most ef-
fective way to respect the earth and nature, whilst the existence of the temples on the three 
zones demarcates the most sacred territories for offering the rituals. 

3 RITUAL TRADITIONS ON THE COAST 

Since the coast is one of the most important places for rituals in Bali, these activities have be-
come a tradition deeply rooted in both the inhabited landscape and the sea where the Balinese 
perform their beliefs and religious practices. There are several ritual ceremonies taking place on 
the coast, which can broadly be classified into gods, humans and environment rituals. Almost all 
of these rituals involve the Balinese community; whilst individual involvements take place in 
human purification rituals. The community involvement and participation in specific ritual tradi-
tions are not only held by one village, but most village members inhabited in the mountains, the 
midlands and the coastal areas come to the coast for offering ceremonies, hence the coast be-
comes very crowded even resulting in sense of ‘sacred’ space on these areas. The following rit-
ual traditions taking place in this area can be identified as mentioned below. 

3.1 Gods/divine rituals 
One of divine rituals taking place on the coast is called melasti/mekiyis/melis, in which the 
melasti is a purification ritual process of the gods and ancestor’s shrine equipment/artefacts that 
are carried by the temple’s members (adorers) to the sea. It takes place usually before a final rit-
ual procession of the ceremony. In the littoral regions, not all areas are permitted to be used as 
places for this ritual. The Balinese determine the area of the melasti according to their belief in 
which the designated areas must have strong energy/power for purification purposes. These in-
clude estuaries as connections between river and sea, wellspring near the coast, or in front of 
Pura Segara/sea temples. The figure below (Fig. 1) shows several big temples on the coast 
which sometime carries out melasti ritual to the sea. 

 
 
 

 
Figure 1. The locations of several big temples along the coast of Bali.
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Figure 2. Ritual processions and festivals on the Bali's coast (Source: www.google.co.id). 

 
 
The melasti ritual not only relates to the Balinese New Year/nyepi (silent/quiet) day celebra-

tion but also in relation to the temple’s anniversary. In the nyepi day, the melasti takes place 
usually between March and April according to a calculation of lunar calendar system. Two or 
three day before the nyepi day, thousands of Balinese carry their artefacts as pratimas followed 
by traditional orchestras towards the coast in which this melasti ritual is one of the busiest days 
for the Balinese and the coast. In the temple’s anniversary, the community participation in the 
melasti ritual really depends on the hierarchy of the temple itself. Sometimes it is only held by a 
family kinship member for the descent-temple, but for Besakih Temple as one of the biggest 
temples in Bali is held by thousands of Balinese members from across the island (see Fig. 2). 
The anniversary of this temple is around April which is approximately fifteen days after the 
nyepi day. 

3.2 Human rituals 
There are three kinds of human rituals relating to the use of coastal areas, those are banyu 
pinaruh/human purification, ngaben/pelebon/cremation procession and mejaya-
jaya/thankfulness to the sea goddesses. One of processions from the banyu pinaruh as the hu-
man purification must take a bath in the sea or other sources of water as spring waters. This rit-
ual takes place every 210 days according to the Balinese traditional calendar called ‘pawukon’ 
and it takes place in the first day from the cycle of the pawukon calendar system, so that it ena-
bles to take place twice in a year. Today, this purification ritual which baths in the sea is prac-
tised dominantly by the Balinese youth in which they usually offer a small offering to the god-
desses before taking a bath in the sea. Even a tradition bathing in the sea for purification is 
strongly carried out by the coastal youth community. 

 
 

 
Figure 3. Human ritual processions on the Bali's coast (source: www.google.co.id).
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Meanwhile, the cremation ritual constitutes a unique ritual procession fully attracting tourists 
who visited this island. The final procession from this ritual also takes place on the coast. Even 
though the number of members who involves in this ritual on the coast only consists of the de-
ceased families, the ritual intensity on the coast is more regular than other rituals in one year. In 
addition, the procession on the coast sometime takes place twice in every cremation ritual in 
which the last stage of this ritual on the coast is called ngelanus/ngerorasin as thankfulness to 
the gods and goddesses. The thankfulness called mejaya-jaya can also take place on the coast as 
a part of the priest ritual procession. The crowded beach appears on the figure below when hu-
man rituals take place (Fig. 3). 

3.3 Environment rituals 
An environment ritual is to offer a ritual to the earth in order to maintain nature in balance. In 
order to maintain the environment, the Balinese belief that it is not enough to maintain it into 
physical actions, spiritual actions are also needed by offering ritual ceremony as symbolically 
respect to the power of the nature. One of the environment rituals takes place in the sea, called 
‘ngaturan pakelem’. A different media used for the ritual sacrifice in the sea from black duck, 
coat to buffalo in which it depends on the ritual purposes. But the annual ritual usually occurs in 
the sixth dark moon based on the Balinese lunar calendar and it takes place around December. 
This ritual seems routine to be held by coastal villagers of Bali. Due to maintaining local culture 
and traditions, sometimes the initiative to carry out the pakelem ritual derives from local gov-
ernment in a specific case or an extraordinary case, for instance long droughts or big wave at-
tacks. 

4 CHALLENGES OF COAST BASED RITUAL TRADITIONS 

Bali tourism development inevitably has some impact on the coastal areas since most of the de-
velopment takes place on this area. According to Bali tourism statistics 2010, over seven million 
tourists came to Bali in 2010, mostly concentrated on the coastal regions. But challenges of ritu-
al traditions on the coast not only relates to the impact of outsiders but also from within the ac-
tivities of the indigenous inhabitants both in terms of external and internal factors. These factors 
can be identified such as the rapid growth of coastal resort development, globalisation, natural 
phenomenon, and planning and regulations. 

4.1 The coastal resort development 
The historical tourism development of Bali was started by promoting Bali beaches such as Kuta 
and Sanur and then followed by other beaches. As mentioned above, it was promoted by the 
Dutch during the colonial era and then continued by the central government after the independ-
ence. The development of Bali Beach Hotel and International Airport of Ngurah Rai in the late 
of 1960s located at Sanur and Kuta beach proclaimed Bali as the centre of Indonesia tourism 
(Pitana, 2000). With beautiful sandy beach, Sanur and Kuta Beach at the southern part of the is-
land has developed as the beginning of coastal tourist resorts, followed by Nusa Dua resort and 
then Candi Dasa as well as Lovina Beach at other locations in the year of 1980s. 

Even though there were efforts from the government to localise the development of coastal 
resorts in order to maintain the existence of Balinese culture and traditions by setting out Nusa 
Dua beach as the central tourist resort, it failed. Several costal tourist resorts have developed in 
other locations without stopping. As a consequence, the development of tourist facilities has al-
so grown rapidly on the coast. Because of this, the coastal culture landscape changed signifi-
cantly from natural environment to be built environment with high building densities. Besides 
that, conversion of land ownerships for tourist facilities especially in the southern parts of Bali 
has led the change of access and spaces on the coast, so that the availability of sufficient access 
and space to the coast in relation to the route of ritual festivals and offering ceremonies are seri-
ous challenges for the existence of the Balinese life. 
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4.2 Globalisation 
Globalisation is characterised by intensification of social relations across the world in which it 
links distant localities resulting in experiences in one location are affected by events taking 
place far away in another and vice versa (Giddens, 1991:64). Meanwhile Cheater (1995:125) 
noted, tourism is part of the globalisation process with’...an immense potential for affecting 
global relations, socio-political as well as financial and ecological’. Cheater’s statement is also 
supported by Lanfant (1995:5) arguing that pressure of tourism leads societies to open progres-
sively themselves to the world economy and to conceive  of their ’ ...dynamism and place in the 
world based on indigenous criteria’. Since the onset of globalisation and subsequent develop-
ments have been so closely connected to tourism, it is unlikely to talk about one without another 
as Bali for instance (Hitchcock & Putra, 2007: 5). 

Media and global markets have certainly had a globalising force on the island of Bali in 
which every big ritual ceremony is easily promoted to countries across the globe which is then 
managed into profit-oriented to guests, so the total guest charges from the ritual festival is fully 
afforded by a private company without a portion to the local community. Bali has entered global 
markets, enabling every transaction to take place abroad, for example: sales of land, hotel and 
other properties. Today, it is difficult to find the lands on the coast surrounding the island which 
is still owned by the Balinese; the land owners as the global investors only awaits in appropriate 
time the supporting policy from the local government for their further investments. On the other 
hand, the local government seems no action to protect the land ownership on the coasts, though 
these areas are one of sensitive areas for offering ritual ceremonies. 

4.3 Planning and regulations 
There are several policies and regulations set out by the government in order to manage coastal 
areas. One of those is Land Use Planning (RTRWP) No. 16/2009 article 66 that stipulated that 
there are only 16 tourist areas that are permitted to be developed in Bali in which the main pur-
pose of this policy is to anticipate the increasing growth of the tourist resort elsewhere. From the 
16 tourist areas, most of them are located in coastal areas, whilst only two locations are in the 
midlands, such as Batu Ampar and Ubud Village (see Fig. 4).  Moreover, this policy also details 
a setback line for building structures (beach frontier) which is a minimum of 100 metres from 
the High Water Level (HWL) in which this open space serves a sacred/ritual purpose for the 
benefit of the Balinese people. 

 
 

 
Figure 4. The 16 tourist sites: 14 locations are on the coast and only two locations in the villages. 

Legend: 
         Coastal tourism 
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Meanwhile, according to the President Policy No. 32/1990, this space will remain a protected 
zone which can be used by the general public only. In reality however, this setback boundary 
line has never been implemented by government and the council in most of the coastal tourist 
areas of the island, whilst other locations of tourist areas beyond the policy of 16 locations also 
developed such as Jimbaran, Canggu and Yeh Gangga beach. Dept-interviews with the local 
government have been carried out focusing on the implementation of the setback boundary line 
in which 100 per cent respondents from 20 respondents acknowledged that this policy was very 
difficult to maintain. As a consequence, the result of this lack of proper implementation of plan-
ning law is that many recent beach-front commercial developments are uncontrolled and un-
planned. And the less control and monitoring in the setback boundary line may have been an 
opportunity to the owners of tourist facilities to encroach beach/public spaces in front of their 
properties. Because of this, the existence of beach spaces as the areas for ritual practices has 
been under pressure. 

4.4 Natural phenomenon 
Erosion taking place in the coast of Bali cannot be stopped due to natural phenomenon which is 
also because of human activities. According to the Bali Beach Conservation Project (BBCP) In-
ception Report 2006 recorded that eroded beaches were up to 51.5km in the year of 1978, 
70.33km in 2000 to be 91km in 2006. From the figure below (Fig. 5), the erosion took place in 
almost all coastal areas in Bali, which were dominantly moderate erosions, whilst hard eroded 
beaches were recorded at three locations: Buleleng port (north coast), Candi Dasa beach resort 
(east coast), and Pengambengan fishing port (south-west coast). The report also identified that 
the hard erosion taking place is due to climate change, coral mining, waste disposal, fishing ac-
tivity, inaccurate hard structures built along the coast, and other human activities. Nowadays the 
eroded beaches in Bali are predicted to reach approximately 100km, since there is no protection 
in the most coastal areas. This condition has resulted in the narrower beaches which lead to the 
negative impacts on the ritual activities. 

 
 

 
Figure 5. Erosion has taken place in almost all coastal regions of Bali (BBCP.2006). 

5 CONCLUSION 

The image of Bali today is inseparably linked to tourism, providing an overriding (and some-
times stereotypical) impression of the island. The growth of tourism has also stimulated other 
sectors of the economy and the introduction of new infrastructure largely in the coastal regions. 
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However, it has been demonstrated that the coastal regions are fundamentally linked with the 
traditional spiritual and religious practices of the local population. This dual use of the coastal 
areas has led to challenging issues such as rights of access, timing of ceremonial use and devel-
opment of the land. The rapid rise of the tourist industry has not always been matched by gov-
ernment responses in terms of monitoring, controlling and regulating these activities that would 
protect the various stakeholders in the area. 

The importance of maintaining and protecting the social/cultural fabric of Balinese people 
through ritual observance, which has been the focus of this paper, is vitally important as without 
it the three strands of sustainable development (environmental, economic and social) would 
simply be out of balance. The economy will develop but there will be environmental pressures 
arising from the construction and transport industries and society will also suffer as traditional 
religious practices are displaced or disturbed. Tourism is still a growing industry and it is clear 
that a deeper understanding of the challenges facing these communities needs to be achieved. 
This is in order to identify a constructive way forward that will both inform government policy 
(by protecting the ritual traditions carried out on the coast) and also support the economic 
growth that is so vital for the future of the island. 

ENDNOTES 

1 See- Bhagavad Gita III.10-12. 
2 See- Adiparwa as the first part of Mahabharata’s Hindu Epic. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

Former Prime Minister of New Zealand David Lange opened his 1990 book Nuclear Free: the 
New Zealand Way by telling how he was frightened one night in 1962 when, as a 19-year-old 
walking home near Auckland, he saw a blood-red moon and shafts of light in the sky: “They 
were red and white. They extended across the night like the ribs of a fan. They were spinning, 
they were intermingling. The sky was diffused with a ghastly brush of red. It was an unnerving 
spectacle” (Lange, 1990, p. 11). 

Lange’s account says he soon learned from the radio that the United States had tested a nu-
clear bomb by launching it on a rocket and exploding it above Johnston Atoll, which lies in the 
Northern Pacific, about 1300 kilometres southwest of Hawaii. The sight of a nuclear explosion 
intruding on peaceful New Zealand disturbed him, Lange wrote, and he was haunted thereafter 
by the dread of global destruction from nuclear war. In July 1984, Lange became the Prime 
Minister after promising to exclude nuclear weapons from New Zealand. Soon his Labour gov-
ernment refused a visit by a US destroyer, the Buchanan, because he was not certain that the 
ship was free of nuclear weapons. The rejection of the warship made Lange and New Zealand’s 
antinuclear stand famous around the world (Baker, 1991). In 1987 Lange’s government passed 
the New Zealand Nuclear Free Zone, Disarmament, and Arms Control Act, which made New 
Zealand the first country to legislate an antinuclear policy. 

At least two scholars have separately denied that Lange or anyone else in New Zealand could 
have seen the lights in the sky (Taylor, 1994, p. 22, note 41; Johansson, 2005, p. 142). In fact, 
Lange was far from alone in seeing the ‘unnerving spectacle’. For the first and, so far, only time 
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people in New Zealand were able to witness effects from a nuclear blast. Seeing the nuclear au-
rora shocked many of them, and antinuclear sentiment grew as a result of this seminal event. 
Yet the July 1962 nuclear test above the Northern Pacific is a neglected episode in discussions 
of the development of New Zealand’s antinuclear stance (Alves, 1985, Barnes, 1986, Clements, 
1988, Hern, 1990, Hoadley, 1986, Landais-Stamp & Rogers, 1989, Locke, 1992, Mack, 1988, 
McEwan, 2004, McMillan, 1987, Mitchell, 1988, Priestley, 2012, Sinclair, 1998, Szabo, 1991, 
Urlich, 1998). 

2 PRONUCLEAR NEW ZEALAND 

At the start of the atomic age, neither the New Zealand government nor the New Zealand public 
opposed nuclear weapons. Indeed, New Zealand scientists worked on the Manhattan Project. 
The atom bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki brought an end to World War Two and 
relief to New Zealanders. About 67 percent of the male population aged between 18 and 45 had 
entered the armed forces during the war, and the fighting had killed 12,000 of them from a 
country of only 1,700,000 people. Soon after the war, New Zealand even suggested building a 
nuclear reactor in the country, where it would be distant from the risk of attack.  For several 
years, New Zealand planned to use its geothermal steam to produce heavy water for the United 
Kingdom’s nuclear weapons programme, but in 1956 the UK authorities decided the project at 
Wairakei was uneconomic (Crawford, 1998). Nor did New Zealand Prime Minister Sidney Hol-
land complain when from 1952 to 1957 the United Kingdom detonated twelve nuclear bombs in 
Australia. Nine of the tests took place in South Australia, only 2,500 kilometres from Welling-
ton. In 1954 the people of the Marshall Islands petitioned the United Nations Trusteeship Coun-
cil after radiation from US tests at Bikini Atoll fell on them, but New Zealand voted against a 
motion sponsored by India which called for an advisory opinion from the International Court of 
Justice as to the legality of atmospheric testing (Kos, 1984, p. 359). Also, surveys in New Zea-
land’s Buller Gorge in the 1950s found a high radioactive count, and the government studied 
uranium deposits there into the 1960s, before deciding there was no viable project (NZ Herald 9 
December 1959, p. 24). 

Another sign of the New Zealand government’s willingness to accommodate nuclear weap-
ons came in 1956, when the United Kingdom announced it would explode hydrogen bombs in 
the Pacific. The declaration provoked an international outcry. Japan complained loudest, mind-
ful of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and of the radiation sickness and one death suffered by the crew 
of the Japanese trawler Lucky Dragon after the huge Bravo thermonuclear test at Bikini Atoll in 
1954 (Oulton, 1987, p. 222; Blakeway & Lloyd-Roberts, 1985, p. 152; Alexander, 1994, pp. 22-
24). Prime Minister Holland, however, did not add his voice to the protests. ‘Periodic tests are 
essential’, he said (External Affairs Review, 1956, p. 19). When the United Kingdom started ex-
ploding hydrogen bombs in the South Pacific, at Malden Island, Holland supported the effort. 
He insisted in a broadcast to the nation that Britain’s course was the right one, and that New 
Zealand must continue to support ‘the Motherland’. He said Britain’s aim was the security of 
the Commonwealth and the free world (NZ Herald 24 May 1957, p. 10). The Minister of De-
fence, Thomas Macdonald, was glad the United Kingdom and the United States were develop-
ing their nuclear deterrent and added, ‘We must provide what assistance we reasonably can’ 
(NZ Parliamentary Debates 12 June 1957, p. 18). 

That assistance was considerable, even involving nuclear tests very close to New Zealand ter-
ritory. In 1957 the United Kingdom started testing hydrogen bombs at two islands in the Pacific. 
The first three blasts of the series were detonated in May and June at Malden Island in the South 
Pacific (Blakeway & Lloyd-Roberts, pp. 144-146). Malden Island lies 400 kilometres below the 
equator and only 600 kilometres from the northernmost of the Cook Islands, inhabited Penrhyn 
Atoll. The Cooks were New Zealand territory in 1957, not becoming an independent nation for 
another eight years. The explosions at Malden Island were, therefore, the nuclear tests held 
closest to New Zealand, and the British believed their tests there posed a danger to New Zealand 
territory, although ‘only to primitive peoples’ (Narsey, 1999, pp. 34-37). The New Zealand Na-
vy and Royal Air Force helped choose the test site by studying the Line Islands (Blakeway & 
Lloyd-Roberts, 1985, p. 146). Penrhyn Atoll was the site of the main outer weather station for 
the test series, as well as a radio station, fallout monitoring equipment, and accommodation for a 
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US Air Force special weapons team. Sunderland flying boats from 5 Squadron of the Royal 
New Zealand Air Force were used to sample seawater, vegetation and fish from French Polyne-
sia in order ‘to prove that there had been no appreciable pollution’ (Oulton, 1987, p. 193). The 
frigates HMNZS Pukaki, Rotoiti and Tutira joined the Royal Navy squadron to perform weath-
er-reporting duties and to escort any intruding vessels out of the test zone. Pukaki attended two 
of the three explosions at Malden Island. In addition, New Zealand lent RNZAF planes to 
transport officials (NZ Herald 18 May 1957, p. 14). 

The New Zealand government even entertained the idea of accepting nuclear weapons for it-
self. Immediately after the third and final test at Malden Island, London’s Sunday Dispatch 
newspaper claimed that the United Kingdom planned to give atom bombs to Australia, Canada 
and New Zealand. The plan would be put to the Commonwealth Prime Ministers when their 
conference opened in London in two days’ time (NZ Herald 24 June 1957, p. 9). New Zealand’s 
Deputy Prime Minister, Keith Holyoake, did not reject the idea, calling it ‘interesting conjec-
ture’. The Commander of the UK tests, Air Vice-Marshal Oulton, called on Prime Minister Hol-
land at his home. What they discussed is not known (NZ Herald 25 June 1957, p. 10). Only in 
September 1957, shortly before he superseded the ailing Holland as Prime Minister, did Holy-
oake announce that New Zealand would not be storing nuclear weapons (External Affairs Re-
view 1957, p. 15). 

New Zealand continued to assist nuclear testing activities after December 1957, when voters 
ended Holyoake’s first, brief tenure by electing the second Labour Government, led by Walter 
Nash. One of the Labour Party’s campaign planks was opposition to nuclear tests as a step to-
ward international disarmament. Nash had been born in England, however, and he was very 
loyal to Britain, as were many New Zealanders. One month after winning the election, he reas-
sured the mother country that New Zealand would continue to provide logistical support for the 
Pacific tests. The first UK test of 1958 was exploded at Christmas Island in April. The United 
Kingdom then asked again for New Zealand’s help with more tests. Nash agreed. A further four 
tests took place at Christmas Island in August and September. The Pukaki assisted with all five 
nuclear blasts the United Kingdom detonated at Christmas Island in 1958 (NZ Parliamentary 
Debates 18 July 1973, p. 384; Oulton, 1987, 87 & 403; Crawford, 1998, p. 144). 

3 ANTINUCLEAR NEW ZEALAND 

Although their government gave practical support to nuclear tests in the South Pacific, the New 
Zealand public had been growing uneasy since 1952, with the start of the testing in Australia. 
After the first blast, in the Monte Bello Islands, northwest Australia, some New Zealanders be-
gan debating whether the test caused their bad weather (NZ Herald 30 October 1953, p. 8; 31 
October 1953, p. 8; 3 October 1956, p. 10). The second explosion was much closer than the 
first, in South Australia, and sent clouds of radioactivity over Wellington (NZ Herald 20 Octo-
ber 1953, p. 8). People wrote letters of complaint to the country’s major newspaper, the New 
Zealand Herald. A typical letter claimed nuclear tests were contributing to ‘the freak weather 
being experienced throughout the world’ (NZ Herald 20 October 1953, p. 8; 31 October 1953, 
p. 8). When British Prime Minister Eden secretly asked in 1955 to conduct thermonuclear tests 
in New Zealand’s Kermadec Islands, less than 1000 kilometres from Auckland, Prime Minister 
Holland declined because he feared the idea would be a ‘political H-bomb’ in New Zealand that 
could even bring down his government (Crawford, 1998, pp. 132-133; NZ Herald 15 May 
2001). The first of many petitions urging an end to nuclear testing was presented to Parliament 
in September 1956, but Holland’s government pointed out that the Soviet Union was unwilling 
to allow an inspection system to verify its compliance with any agreement to end tests. 

Public hostility continued to grow when in 1956 Air Vice-Marshal Wilfred Oulton, who was 
in charge of the UK tests in the Pacific, visited Wellington to discuss with Prime Minister Hol-
land the help New Zealand would give to the testing programme. Just before his visit, the Unit-
ed Kingdom had conducted another test in South Australia, which heightened the concerns of 
some New Zealanders. People were still debating the effects of the blasts on their weather and 
were ‘appalled at the waste of money, which could be put to better uses instead of going up in 
smoke’ (NZ Herald 3 October 1956, p. 10). They ridiculed an assurance given by the director of 
civil defence in New South Wales that backyard shelters were the answer to nuclear warfare: 
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‘The only practicable safeguard against the atom bomb is international agreement to stop mak-
ing it’, declared one New Zealander (NZ Herald, 2 October 1956, p. 10). Prime Minister Hol-
land and many citizens questioned Oulton about the risks radiation from the tests in Australia 
posed for New Zealand. Waiting to fly out of Wellington, Oulton was paged to take a telephone 
call, which turned out to be from an irate woman who harangued him about his wickedness in 
imperilling her and her family (Oulton, 1987, pp. 182-183). 

Calls for the end of nuclear testing were now more frequent and strident. On the eve of the 
first blast at Malden Island in May 1957, the Presbytery of Auckland urged the Presbyterian 
Church to declare ‘the use of nuclear weapons of mass destruction is an offence against the na-
ture of God and man’ (NZ Herald 15 May 1957, p. 14). After the Malden testing started, 1600 
people jammed the Auckland Town Hall to deplore the country’s involvement in the United 
Kingdom’s tests (NZ Herald 27 May 1957, p. 9). Although an editorial in the New Zealand 
Herald expressed a preference for ‘strontium to slavery’, the newspaper recognized ‘the vigour 
with which the promoters of protest action against the British weapon-tests have pursued their 
objective’ (NZ Herald 17 May 1957, p. 10; 18 May 1957, p. 12). The newspaper complemented 
its extensive reports of the Malden tests with items about disarmament talks and the dangers of 
fallout. An article quoted the prediction of the famous US chemist Linus Pauling that a million 
people throughout the world would each lose five to ten years of life expectancy if the tests 
were not stopped (NZ Herald 4 June 1957, p. 11). By 1957, several antinuclear groups had 
formed, especially in Auckland, and these included sections of the New Zealand Labour Party 
(Crawford, 1998, p. 137). 

4 POLITICAL RESPONSE 

Politicians responded to the growing public concern. Upset by stories that the atmosphere was 
being poisoned and food supplies contaminated, New Zealanders wrote to Prime Minister Hol-
land. Some people suggested New Zealand should withdraw the contribution it was making to 
the tests (NZ Herald 24 May 1957, p. 10). Holland replied that he saw a role for New Zealand in 
limiting or ending nuclear tests, possibly by working with other non-nuclear countries (NZ Her-
ald 20 May 1957, p. 10). The UK tests and the need for an international disarmament treaty 
were major topics in the Speech from the Throne at the opening of New Zealand’s 1957 election 
year session of Parliament. Public unease about the UK tests led Deputy Prime Minister Holy-
oake to announce that New Zealand would not store nuclear weapons. The New Zealand Labour 
Party already supported the UK Labour Party in urging the suspension of testing in the Pacific. 
Walter Nash, who then was the leader of the Labour Party and six months away from becoming 
the Prime Minister, spoke passionately against nuclear bombs: ‘If we have nuclear weapons we 
will ultimately have a world in flames’ (NZ Parliamentary Debates 12 June 1957, pp. 24-28). 
He both wanted international disarmament and recognized the political appeal of his words 
(Crawford, 1998, p. 142). 

The shift in the New Zealand government’s attitude to nuclear testing became clear in late 
1958. Two months after helping the United Kingdom complete its tests in the Pacific, Nash’s 
Labour government supported a resolution, which passed in the United Nations General Assem-
bly, calling for the end of testing. The next year, France announced it planned to conduct nucle-
ar tests in the Sahara desert. Thirty-two Middle-Eastern and African nations introduced a United 
Nations resolution condemning the proposal. The motion was passed in November 1959, sup-
ported by New Zealand. The United States, the United Kingdom and France voted against it. 
The vote confirmed the New Zealand government’s new stance (Kos, 1984, pp. 359-360). Nash 
had sensed the developing mood in New Zealand, and his Labour Party included pacifist and an-
ti-American elements, so the stands taken in the United Nations were politically useful. 

Antinuclear views were boosted in New Zealand when Linus Pauling toured the country in 
late 1959. Professor of Chemistry at the Californian Institute of Technology, a Nobel Prize win-
ner for Chemistry and a pacifist, he and his wife were campaigning worldwide for a ban on nu-
clear tests. (Pauling won the Nobel Prize for Peace in 1962.) The couple spoke in New Zea-
land’s four biggest cities. Their message was startling. About 150,000 people then alive would 
die from bone cancer and leukaemia as a result of the tests already conducted by the three nu-
clear powers. It was possible New Zealand might be left out of a nuclear war, but fallout from 
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the rest of the world would shorten lives and would cause a large proportion of defective births. 
Small nations like New Zealand could help by applying pressure on the nuclear powers to end 
testing. If this happened quickly enough, the French tests might be stopped. Crowds heard them 
speak, and newspapers reported their speeches. A few days after Pauling’s visit, a letter-to-the-
editor from Auckland warned ‘there is no such thing as a nation being prepared for thermo-
nuclear war’ (Press 30 November 1959, p. 17; Auckland Star 4 December 1959, p. 3; NZ Lis-
tener 18 December 1959, pp. 6-7; NZ Herald 10 December 1959, p. 16). 

Antinuclear feeling in New Zealand did not yet extend to nuclear-powered and nuclear-armed 
vessels. Such a vessel visited New Zealand for the first time on 19 April 1960 when the biggest 
submarine in the Western forces, the USS Halibut, glided into Waitemata Harbour. More than 
100 meters long, the submarine drew interest but stayed uneventfully in Auckland and Welling-
ton. Angled to the sky on Halibut’s forecastle sat a Regulus guided missile, fire-engine red and 
13 meters long, able to deliver a thermonuclear warhead. The sight drew stares but no protests; 
worry about nuclear bombs had levelled off because, except for France, which started its Sahara 
tests in 1960, the nuclear powers had been observing a moratorium on testing since November 
1958. ‘Our naval visitor is welcome, as are all United States craft, on the basis of close friend-
ship’, the New Zealand Herald editorialised (NZ Herald 1 April 1960, p. 10; NZ Herald 20 
April 1960, p. 12). 

5 OPERATION FISHBOWL 

After a halt of three years, in September 1961 the Soviet Union resumed nuclear detonations. 
President John F. Kennedy responded by announcing that the United States also would restart 
testing. Despite international opposition, in April 1962 the United States resumed testing in the 
atmosphere and before June exploded a dozen nuclear bombs at Christmas Island, most of them 
dropped from airplanes. 

One goal of the US programme was to continue experimenting with nuclear blasts at very 
high altitudes. The United States had first tested a rocket-borne nuclear bomb, about six kilome-
tres above Nevada, in July 1957. In April 1958 another small nuclear bomb, lifted by a balloon 
to a height of about 25 kilometres, exploded southeast of Johnston Atoll. The second rocket-
borne test was thermonuclear and detonated in August 1958 about 80 kilometres above Johnston 
Atoll. Operation Argus, a secret series of three rocket-borne blasts launched from the USS Nor-
ton Sound off South Africa, followed that same month, the third and highest test exploding at 
about 750 kilometres. An antecedent of President Reagan’s so-called Star Wars plan, Operation 
Argus was designed to explore the theory of US physicist Nicholas Christofilos that high-
altitude nuclear explosions could create radiation belts for defensive purposes. The experiments 
produced many high-energy electrons, some of which followed magnetic field lines across the 
equator and came down near the Açores islands, where a remarkable aurora appeared. Other 
electrons stayed trapped, creating radiation belts that lasted for weeks, confirming the 
Christofilos effect. The idea of using these belts as a defence against missiles proved not viable, 
however, because the Earth’s magnetic field is too weak to form sufficiently intense belts. The 
new radiation accidentally ruined some satellites by damaging their circuits, showing communi-
cations could be disrupted by this means (Jane’s Defense Weekly 23 October 2002). 

In June 1962 the United States renewed its Christofilos experiments with a reckless test series 
called Operation Fishbowl above Johnston Atoll (Hansen 1988). The testing continued the use 
of rockets to explode nuclear bombs at very high altitudes in order to study the trapping of elec-
trically charged particles in the earth’s magnetic field and the effect on communication, radar 
and missiles. The series would fling millions of copper needles into the atmosphere. Scientists 
expected the explosions to disturb the earth’s natural Van Allen radiation belt, but the nature of 
the damage, its extent and the consequences were unknown (Keesings Historisch Archief 29 
June 1962). 

Operation Fishbowl immediately struck problems. On 3 June the tracking system failed 
minutes after the launch of the first test so technicians blew up the rocket with no nuclear deto-
nation. The second attempt, on 20 June, ended similarly when the rocket’s booster motor failed. 
Pieces of radioactive debris fell on and around Johnston Atoll both times. The third test, Starfish 
Prime, was delayed for an hour, then for a further half hour, then another 24 hours. The post-
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ponements were reported high on the front page of the New Zealand Herald on Saturday, 7 July, 
under the headline ‘U.S. Postpones Sky Blast Again’. There was no Sunday newspaper, but 
Monday morning’s edition told how the delays were causing changes to flight schedules at 
Auckland airport. Another article reported that unsuitable weather had caused another delay of 
24 hours, the fourth postponement: ‘When the explosion finally goes off -- tonight if conditions 
are suitable -- the test will be the biggest and highest in the current Pacific series which started 
on April 24’ (Uncapher, 2000, pp. 1-18; NZ Herald 7 July 1962; NZ Herald 9 July 1962, pp. 2 
& 7). 

Finally carried out on 8 July 1962 at 9:00:00 Universal Coordinated Time -- which was 9 
p.m. on Monday, 9 July in New Zealand -- Starfish Prime was the biggest nuclear test ever con-
ducted in space. The rocket-borne, hydrogen bomb exploded 400 kilometres above Johnston 
Atoll with the force of about one hundred Hiroshima bombs. ‘After the detonation, widespread 
auroras were seen in the area of the central Pacific, lasting in some cases for as long as 15 
minutes’ (Hansen, 1988, p. 87). The winter evening was fine and cool the length of New Zea-
land, with a large anticyclone providing clear views of the stars. Shortly after 9 p.m., a strange 
glow began creeping across the northern sky. Over about three-quarters of an hour, red bands, 
streaked with white, spread toward the southern horizon and then faded from north to south. 

Dozens of worried New Zealanders called newspapers and the weather office to ask about the 
strange light show in the northern sky. The sight was the lead story in the next morning’s New 
Zealand Herald. A big, time-exposure photograph covered the top of the front page, captioned: 
‘The spectacle in the Auckland sky shortly after 9 o’clock last night’. Under the headline ‘Auro-
ra Lights NZ Sky’, the newspaper described the sight: 

 
A deep red ‘aurora’ striped with jets of white light swept in a broad band over 

the New Zealand sky after 9 p.m. last night – seconds after a United States task 
force exploded a high altitude nuclear device of ‘megaton-plus’ power over John-
ston Island – 4000 miles to the north (NZ Herald 10 July 1962, p. 1). 

 
In the same article, a young man described the waters of Waitemata Harbour as ‘red as 

blood’. Thirty-three years later another observer remembered ‘a cloud like a claw-shaped hand 
appeared on the scene’ (Nuclear Reaction, 2007). New Zealanders saw the light show as far 
south as Central Otago and ‘practically every place where the sky was clear’. Watchers in 
Whangarei said they could still see a pink glow three-quarters of an hour after the aurora began. 
An astronomer theorized in his New Zealand Herald column that the results of the blast were 
visible in the South Pacific because ‘the electrons released by the bomb dropped quickly to the 
level where auroras normally occur, between 80 and 120 miles [130 to 190 kilometres], and 
then dashed rapidly along the line of magnetic force which links Johnston Atoll with the north 
and south magnetic poles and which travels over New Zealand’ (NZ Herald 16 July 1962, p. 4). 
The New York Times also led with the news of the explosion and its effects. The subheading 
read: ‘Night Sky Is Lighted From Hawaii to New Zealand by 2-Megaton U.S. Shot’. A map of 
the South Pacific Ocean and caption informed readers that the ‘Nuclear explosion over Johnston 
Island (cross) produced auroras visible in Honolulu, Samoa and New Zealand’. Thus, teenage 
David Lange was just one of thousands of startled viewers in New Zealand (Finney, 1962). 

6 THE EFFECT 

Seeing the Starfish Prime test shaped the attitudes of many New Zealanders. The appearance of 
the bomb’s ‘lurid glow’, as the New Zealand Herald called it, caused fear (NZ Herald 12 July 
1962, p. 4). One N. McGregor of Whangamata wrote to the newspaper: 

 
Last Monday night for the first time, I saw a look of uncomprehending fear on 

the face of my little daughter. The fiery scarlet of the sky, following the latest ‘suc-
cessful’ nuclear test, penetrated her window curtains and sent her running in panic 
to us, her parents. The sky was a horrifying spectacle (NZ Herald 13 July 1962, p. 
4). 
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The newspaper editorialised: 
 

Strange lights in the night sky have revealed to New Zealand this week the grim 
certainty that no part of the world is beyond the reach of modern weapons. The ee-
rie glow from a nuclear explosion 4,000 miles away has probably done more than a 
hundred protest marches to fill men’s minds with dread (NZ Herald 11 July 1962, 
p. 4). 

 
The language of New Zealand Herald editorials changed after the test. After the ‘eerie glow’, 

the newspaper that had preferred ‘strontium to slavery’ hoped ‘nuclear madness has not taken 
complete control’ and believed prospects for a test ban were brighter than might have been ex-
pected, with ‘awesome new phenomena appearing in the skies’ (NZ Herald 18 July 1962, p. 6). 

In the days after the Starfish Prime test, New Zealanders read disturbing items in the New 
Zealand Herald. The newspaper reported that the US test series had caused fallout of radioac-
tive barium 140 in rain which fell in the Hutt Valley (near Wellington) in May to be one thou-
sand times greater than any detected since 1959, and scientists on Penrhyn island had found the 
consequences of the Starfish Prime bomb were more massive than expected (NZ Herald 11 July 
1962, p. 1). Scientists at the Department of Scientific and Industrial Research station in Otago, 
New Zealand, were amazed that ‘needles and dials went crazy’ (NZ Herald 16 July 1962, p. 4). 
So great was public alarm that Prime Minister Holyoake felt the need to announce there was not 
the slightest danger to health in New Zealand (NZ Herald 11 July 1962, p. 1). 

Their distress at seeing the atmospheric effects of Starfish Prime politicised some New Zea-
landers. Days after the test, a 21-year-old mother appealed publicly to people 

 
particularly of my age group, to join me in my cry against the continued testing 

of nuclear weapons. Who are these men who not only endanger the lives of all of 
us, but also destroy the natural heritage of the unborn generations -- sound body 
and mind (NZ Herald 16 July 1962, p. 6)? 

Thirty-three years later, people remembered feeling ‘petrified’ and ‘scared stiff’ at the sight 
(Nuclear Reaction, 2007). A mother recalled how the sight fired her political consciousness. Be-
fore she saw the test her life had focused on domesticity. The awesome sight changed her, how-
ever: ‘A seed was sown that started me thinking about connections within the world and how 
decisions that were made elsewhere might affect me and how it might affect my children’ (Nu-
clear Reaction, 2007). Another observer reacted as David Lange did when the sight of the test 
made him think “anyone who wanted to use that against anyone would have to be a raving luna-
tic. It made me on the spot a dedicated antinuclear person, from that moment on, and it will do 
for the rest of my life” (Nuclear Reaction, 2007). 

Politicians from both major political parties joined the public in expressing concern. Several 
petitions urging the government to oppose nuclear testing gathered signatures throughout the 
country. Parliament considered them favourably (NZ Parliamentary Debates 6 September 1962, 
pp. 1869-83). Auckland Member of Parliament (MP) Norman J. King praised the tens of thou-
sands of petitioners and commented, ‘It was reported that the radiation belt created by the Unit-
ed States high-altitude hydrogen bomb explosion on 9 July is much stronger than was expected 
and may persist for many years’. MP Stanley A. Whitehead also supported the petitioners: 

 
Nobody can feel other than disturbed at the recent tests conducted in space. They 

were horrifying. What could happen if these things got out of control was brought 
home very forcibly to New Zealand when we saw that terrific glow in the sky from 
tests conducted 4,000 miles from our shores. 

 
MP Arthur J. Faulkner said that ‘following the bomb burst 4000 miles away, the effects of 

which were seen in Auckland’, some schoolchildren in his electorate made disturbing comments 
such as, ‘These bombs could destroy the moon and us’. Faulkner was appalled: ‘The fact that 
we have children of that age talking about death shows to some extent how far this testing, 
deadly and all as it is, has been accepted’. MP Norman Kirk added, ‘If there was one thing that 
was brought home to New Zealanders with a jolt as a result of the Johnston Island tests, it was 
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the fact that these terrible weapons could reach out into this corner of the Pacific, and that they 
do directly affect us’. (After he became Prime Minister in 1972, Kirk’s third Labour government 
challenged French nuclear testing in the South Pacific by taking action in the International Court 
of Justice and sending a frigate into the Moruroa test zone.) Perhaps the country’s most outspo-
ken branch of the Labour Party, Auckland University’s Princes Street branch, named nuclear 
weapons ‘the greatest problem facing the world’ and called on the party to push for a nuclear-
free zone in the Southern Hemisphere (NZ Labour Party 1963). The idea that New Zealand 
should be part of a nuclear-free zone was consistently reconfirmed at subsequent Labour Party 
annual conferences (Reynolds, 1987, p. 61). 

The Starfish Prime test turned around the fortunes of another political group, the New Zea-
land Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament. In the months before the blast, the organization’s sec-
retary appealed to trade unions and other groups for a ‘substantial donation’ because the organi-
zation was failing to make much progress. Many of the campaign’s troubles were financial, she 
lamented (NZ Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament 6 April 1962). Three weeks before the test, 
the Christchurch branch of the Campaign wrote to the national committee to complain, ‘The 
movement is just falling apart’ (NZ Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament 15 June 1962). The 
public’s reaction to the test, however, gave the group a golden opportunity for publicity. Days 
after the explosion, the secretary of the campaign, Mr K.R. Findlay, declared: ‘The glow in the 
north-eastern sky on Monday night should have dispelled the last vestiges of complacency 
among New Zealanders about our remoteness from the horrors of the nuclear age’ (NZ Herald 
12 July 1962, p. 1). His group held a public meeting to launch a petition calling for the Southern 
Hemisphere to be kept free of nuclear weapons. Fully 91 percent of Aucklanders who were ap-
proached signed. When the petition reached Parliament, more than 80,000 names were on it, and 
hundreds more kept coming in. Parliament unanimously referred the petition to the government 
for most favourable consideration (NZ Parliamentary Debates 21 August 1963). As part of the 
campaign’s effort, its next bulletin after the Starfish Prime test led with a big headline: ‘Nuclear 
Tests Light Up New Zealand’. The ‘glow in the sky’ should remind New Zealanders ‘how close 
we live to the bomb and how real our duty is to do something about it’. Several branches orga-
nized demonstrations. The Wellington branch held a vigil. By August, new branches in Palmer-
ston North and Wanganui had joined the original five, and there was no more begging for mon-
ey (NZ Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament August, 1962). 

Antinuclear feeling in New Zealand continued to increase when, four months after the Star-
fish Prime test, the Operation Fishbowl series coincided with the Cuban missile crisis. The se-
cond successful Operation Fishbowl test exploded above Johnston Atoll just two days before 
President Kennedy went on television to denounce the installation of Soviet missiles in Cuba. 
The explosion was not visible in New Zealand (Starfish Prime was the only test seen in New 
Zealand), but it was reported on the front page of the New Zealand Herald in an article that 
compared it with the earlier test (22 October 1962). During the Cuban crisis, New Zealand’s 
MPs unanimously deplored the continuation of nuclear tests, ‘especially those conducted in 
space’ (NZ Parliamentary Debates 24 October 1962). MP Whitehead reminded his audience: 
‘We all recall the test which took place on 9 July over Johnston Island, the reflection of which 
was seen from New Zealand, which brings what is happening very close to us’. MP Norman J. 
King quoted frightening reports about the power of the Starfish Prime test and how it had dis-
turbed the earth’s magnetic field. He called for a condemnation of nuclear testing ‘so that this 
sort of madness will stop’ (NZ Parliamentary Debates 24 October 1962). The fifth blast of Op-
eration Fishbowl detonated on 4 November 1962. The next day President John F. Kennedy an-
nounced the United States had finished its tests in the atmosphere, and that testing would con-
tinue underground in Nevada (NZ Herald 6 November 1962, p. 7). The New Zealand Herald 
applauded the end to testing at Johnston Atoll, reminding readers, ‘The aurora created by the 
first high-altitude test vividly demonstrated to the peoples of the Pacific that they are no longer 
protected by remoteness’ (6 November 1962, p. 6). Soon after the Starfish Prime test, Prime 
Minister Holyoake had told the United Nations General Assembly: ‘The people of New Zealand 
urge that every effort be made to ensure first of all that a test-ban treaty be signed in the very 
near future’ (NZ Parliamentary Debates 24 October 1962). In August 1963, New Zealand be-
came the first country to sign the Nuclear Test-Ban Treaty after the three nuclear powers that 
sponsored it. The treaty allowed testing only underground. China and France did not sign. 
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By then both the New Zealand public and government were alarmed by France’s plan to de-
velop its nuclear arsenal by testing in the South Pacific. To David Lange and other New Zea-
landers, France’s scheme seemed as much an affront to the independence of New Zealand as the 
Starfish Prime test (Lange, 1990, p. 13). In March 1963, New Zealand sent the first in a series of 
protests to France (Australia, 1973, p. 15). For the next three decades, New Zealanders opposed 
France’s programme in the South Pacific. And from the mid1970s, nuclear warships that visited 
New Zealand – mostly US vessels -- encountered passionate protests. In 1984 voters elected a 
Labour Government, led by David Lange, that had campaigned prominently on a promise to 
make the country nuclear free. Lange’s government soon turned away the USS Buchanan be-
cause the United States would not disclose whether the warship carried nuclear weapons. Then, 
on 10 July 1985 – 23 years to the day after the photograph of Starfish Prime’s aurora capped the 
front page of the New Zealand Herald -- French agents attached mines to the Greenpeace boat 
Rainbow Warrior in Waitemata Harbour. The vessel was being prepared for a protest voyage to 
France’s nuclear testing site in the South Pacific. Two explosions sank the Rainbow Warrior 
and killed a crewmember. Outrage at the attack further fuelled antinuclear sentiment in New 
Zealand. The Lange government’s New Zealand Nuclear Free Zone, Disarmament, and Arms 
Control Act of 1987 required the Prime Minister to maintain a nuclear-free nation. The law, 
passed despite objections from the US government, banned nuclear-powered and nuclear-armed 
vessels or aircraft. Parliament passed the law twenty-five years after Lange’s memorable walk 
home. 

7 CONCLUSION 

The Starfish Prime test was only one of many factors that led New Zealanders to develop hostil-
ity to nuclear weapons and nuclear power. Fear of fallout from nuclear tests and worry about the 
arms race grew in New Zealand and around the world in the decades after World War Two. The 
efforts of the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament had a cumulative international impact. 
France’s defiant testing in the South Pacific angered New Zealanders over many years. Visits by 
famous antinuclear activists such as Linus Pauling and Helen Caldicott, and the showing of the 
movies On the Beach (made in 1959) and The Day After (1983) also fostered antinuclear atti-
tudes in New Zealand. Thus, developments over more than thirty years contributed to the Lange 
Government’s antinuclear law of 1987. 

Among these influences, the unique sight of the Starfish Prime explosion was a turning point. 
After they saw the nuclear aurora spread across the night sky, New Zealanders could no longer 
rely on their country’s remoteness for safety. The ‘unnerving spectacle’ destroyed the sense of 
distance from superpower tensions and brought home to David Lange and other New Zea-
landers that they, too, were vulnerable to nuclear conflict. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

Tourism enhancement of heritage affected by urban expansion has often been overlooked in the 
cultural heritage management literature. Most research on dam development addresses the 
preservation and mitigation procedure of the archaeological heritage, placing greater emphasis 
on the negative effects that such development projects have on cultural identity of the impacted 
areas (Adams, 2007; Biswas and Tortajada, 2001; Brandt and Hassan, 2000; Fowler, 
1982; Jones, 1984; Namy, 2007; Qiang, 2006; Sæþórsdóttir, 2012). Yet, research on the oppor-
tunities opened by dam construction remains scarce, particularly with regards to the tourism po-
tential of recovered (in)tangible resources (Eoin and King, 2013; Weaver and Lawton, 2007). In 
Portugal, the Alqueva dam construction generated a significant amount of archaeological 
knowledge that could potentially be used to foster tourism development in the Alentejo region 
(Dias-Sardinha et al., forthcoming; Dias-Sardinha et al., 2014). 

The aim of this study is to research the potential of the knowledge obtained from the ‘preser-
vation by record’ procedure to inform creative tourism initiatives. That is, it will seek to under-
stand how the archaeological knowledge may potentially contribute to tourism development if 
approached from a creative perspective. The conceptual framework of this study draws upon the 
work on creative tourism (Richards and Wilson, 2006; Tan et al., 2013) and constructivist herit-
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ABSTRACT: The construction of large dams creates an opportunity to survey extensive pieces 
of land for the purpose of studying archaeological resources, which in many cases leads to the 
production of a significant volume of knowledge about a region’s past.  However, in most cases 
the archaeological sites are destroyed to give way to the development project, making it impos-
sible for any direct contact with the material heritage to take place. As a result, the authenticity 
of this archaeological resource and knowledge is depleted affecting the region’s cultural poten-
tial to engender conventional forms of cultural tourism. The aim of this study is to research the 
tourism potential of archaeological heritage discovered and lost during the construction of large 
dams. This is addressed by applying a conceptual framework that draws from both creative tour-
ism theory and constructivist heritage interpretation, which highlight the individuals’ participa-
tive experience and subjective interpretation as essential elements in the construction of the past. 
The research setting is the rural Alentejo region (Southern Portugal), focusing on the case of the 
Alqueva dam. Despite the physical loss of a large amount of archaeological heritage, this region 
could nonetheless still embody a real potential for the development of creative tourism. Data 
will be collected by undertaking interviews with key stakeholders of the tourism and creative 
sectors of Alentejo, as well as with visitors at historical and archaeological sites. It is expected 
that the findings of this research will facilitate in appraising the (in)tangible archaeological her-
itage and its potential for creative tourism development. 
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age interpretation approach (Copeland, 2006; Hein, 1998), that take a participative and relativist 
stance which entails  individuals’ subjective interpretation as a fundamental and active element 
in the experiencing of the past. 

The paper starts by providing a broad picture of the research context, with special focus on 
the relation between archaeological heritage preserved by record and tourism development. The 
third section reviews the literature on cultural and creative tourism, followed by an overview of 
the Alqueva dam case study. Finally the conceptual framework and methodology of the study 
are presented. 

2 RESEARCH CONTEXT 

The implementation of large development projects can bring about profound transformations in 
the territory where they are built. As part of an environmental impact assessment (EIA) process, 
and according to EU standard procedure (85/337/EEC), project developers are required to sur-
vey the area impacted by the building works in order to determine the range of environmental, 
socio-cultural and economic impacts of the project. Concerning the archaeological heritage, ex-
pert teams are commissioned to survey the area affected by the project, excavating selected sites 
in order to salvage any relevant finds, which are studied and then removed or disposed of so that 
the building works may take place. This practice, whereby archaeological interventions take 
place to investigate the finds threatened by the construction of new developments, constitutes 
what has been termed rescue archaeology (Jones, 1984). In situations such as these, there is 
generally no material evidence left in the end corresponding to the sites unearthed during field-
work. This procedure is known in the cultural heritage management field as preservation by 
record and is an attempt to transfer the materiality of the heritage to written text and documenta-
tion (Willems, 2008). In other words, all that remains is the knowledge about the past of the re-
gion. The official definitions of UNESCO refer to tangible heritage as the material built heritage 
(i.e. historical monuments and objects), whereas intangible cultural heritage refers to elements 
of the living culture (songs, oral traditions, etc.) (UNESCO, 2003, 1972). The archaeological 
knowledge generated from EIA is tangible heritage that has lost its tangibility, but is not intan-
gible heritage because it does not refer to the living culture. Therefore, for the sake of clarity it 
is here referred to as (in)tangible archaeological heritage. 

The (in)tangible archaeological heritage generated by rescue interventions undertaken during 
the EIA process can potentially inform creative and cultural tourism initiatives and fulfil an en-
hanced social role.  However, archaeological data currently gathered through the EIA process is 
retained as ‘grey literature’ in the project developers’ records, with only occasional presenta-
tions to the academic/practitioner community. Furthermore, the information made available 
through the public consultation sessions or published reports/monographs does not convey the 
knowledge in a user-friendly way for non-specialists (Greene and Moore, 2010). As Eoin and 
King (2013: p.662) state, “documenting culture (whether material or ‘intangible’) here hardly 
constitutes ’safeguarding’”, adding that the heritage loss occurs in two moments: “the first time 
physically, when construction causes landscape destruction/transformation, the second time 
when the ‘records’ that are supposed to replace them are not made publicly accessible, simply 
because the infrastructure enabling this to happen is non-existent”. 

The underlying key issue in this context is that, on the one hand, large development projects 
provide an opportunity to survey large extensions of land, enabling the discovery and study of a 
significant amount of archaeological resources, even if under the time and budget constraints of 
the developer (Adams, 2007). On the other hand, unless sites of extraordinary value are identi-
fied, the materiality of the discoveries is lost in most cases which means their potential for de-
veloping educational, cultural or tourism initiatives decreases substantially. 

Preservation by record is many times the only option available for cultural heritage preserva-
tion in the circumstances of dam development. However, the written records are naturally poor-
er than the original archaeological sites to the extent that they do not encompass the context and 
all of the physical properties which can be explored by the five senses (Hurcombe, 2007). This 
physical loss raises important questions with regards to the potential of the (in)tangible archaeo-
logical heritage as a cultural and economic resource and its value for tourism. Such tourism po-
tential is not fully captured by conventional cultural tourism models which rely on the utilisation 
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of tangible, built heritage. Archaeological and heritage tourism is traditionally related to leisure 
activities that provide the means for the interpretation of the past and human history through 
contact with material heritage, i.e. museum exhibits, visits to archaeological sites, among others 
(Prentice, 1993). It therefore follows that engaging with the past without visiting the original 
sites requires a different approach. 

In this line, attention is particularly directed to the recent development of creative tourism, a 
branch that shifts the focus away from the passive consumption of heritage towards the personal 
dimension of the tourist experience (Richards and Wilson, 2006). By emphasising how the her-
itage is individually experienced rather than the cultural heritage itself, creative tourism may en-
able tourists to experience the social value of the archaeological heritage without actually en-
gaging directly with the tangible sites. 

The following section reviews the literature on cultural and creative tourism and sheds light 
on how the concept of (in)tangible archaeological heritage can relate to current research in field 
of tourism studies. 

3 LITERATURE REVIEW 

3.1 Cultural tourism 
Richards (1996b) provides two definitions for cultural tourism: technical and conceptual. The 
technical definition reports to cultural tourism products and consumption: “specific cultural at-
tractions, such as heritage sites, artistic and cultural manifestations, arts and drama” (p.23). The 
conceptual definition focuses on the nature of the tourism experience and motivations of cultur-
al tourists “with the intention to gather new information and experiences to satisfy their cultural 
needs” (p.23). 

The distinction provided by Richards (1996b) highlights a fundamental divide in cultural 
tourism studies between a supply-driven approach and a demand-driven approach (Apostolakis, 
2003; Moscardo, 2001; Richards, 1996a; Timothy and Boyd, 2006). The supply-driven ap-
proach is product-centred, meaning that the practice of cultural tourism is defined by the prod-
ucts it supplies, which can take the form of cultural tours, theme parks, and visits to museums or 
historical sites, for example. These products provide the opportunity for consumption of cultural 
and heritage elements that are perceived as representative of the local history and culture, such 
as visiting historical landmarks, buildings and sites, and other places which act as repositories of 
culture, such as museum and art galleries (Prentice, 1993; Richards, 1996b).   

Thus supply-driven models centralise the cultural resource (i.e. heritage) implying that a des-
tination is defined by its attractions and is set up for the enjoyment of visitors who have trav-
elled to admire them. The cultural capital is transmitted in a unidirectional way, embodying a 
model in which the consumer merely pays for the service (Prentice and Andersen, 
2007; Richards, 1996a; Richards and Raymond, 2000; Urry, 1990). Therefore, it can be argued 
that tourism experiences require little or no creative input from the consumer or participative in-
teraction. As a result of such unidirectional consumption, the social function and value of the 
heritage ascribed by the individual – that is, the intangible dimension of the heritage – is not ful-
ly captured in this product-centred approach. Products are conceived to cater to the cultural 
tourist, whose principal drive and motivation at a general level is to learn and experience other 
cultures and increase their cultural capital (McKercher and Du Cros, 2002; Silberberg, 
1995; Smith, 1989).  

Furthermore, the focus on heritage as a central point in a supply-driven / product-centred ap-
proach to cultural tourism places greater emphasis on the concept of authenticity. Since cultural 
heritage attractions are at the centre of the tourism activity, it is crucial that they are presented in 
an authentic manner (i.e. preserved in its original state), a position that acknowledges authentici-
ty as an objective concept (Reisinger and Steiner, 2006; MacCannell, 1973).  

Authenticity assumes different contours in the demand-driven, or experience-centred, ap-
proach to cultural tourism which focuses on consumers and their experience. The key compo-
nent in this approach to tourism is the individual interpretation of the cultural elements that are 
present in the experience (Richards, 1996a). Given that the focus is placed on the way that the 
tourist makes sense of the heritage, the objective authenticity of the heritage becomes less rele-
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vant because it is taken as “a perceived rather than an objective feature of tourist attractions” 
(Moscardo, 2001: p.8). This is the case of historical re-enactments, for example, where some 
negative features of the historical context are many times omitted in favour of the idealized ver-
sion of the past (Rickly-Boyd, 2011; Waitt, 2000). Such an idea of subjective or symbolic au-
thenticity implies a constructivist ontology in which the individual’s perceptions constitute his 
or her worldview (Cohen, 1988; Moscardo and Pearce, 1986). Wang (1999) goes further and 
suggests that authenticity can relate to the toured object but also exist in the tourism activity, 
what the author refers to as “existential authenticity”. In this case authenticity can be experi-
enced both at individual (“intrapersonal”) and social (“interpersonal”) levels. Thus it can be ar-
gued that from an experience-centred approach, tourism activity becomes a process of individu-
al discovery experience rather than the passive consumption of heritage attractions as is implied 
in product-centred approaches (Richards, 1996a). 

Both these approaches to cultural tourism – product-centred and experience-centred – rely on 
a management framework that can provide cultural heritage assets for its development. Howev-
er, the link between the cultural heritage management and the tourism sectors is more evident in 
the product-centred approach. Given the prevailing supply/product-driven paradigm in cultural 
tourism and its limitations to provide adequate options for the dissemination and tourism en-
hancement of (in)tangible archaeological heritage, the connection between cultural resource 
management and the tourism industry is weakened. An experience-centred approach to cultural 
tourism, and more recent developments that place a greater emphasis on creativity in the tour-
ism practice, may provide fresh insights into the use of (in)tangible archaeological heritage in 
creatively developing aspects of cultural tourism. Thus the next section reviews the literature on 
growing application creative tourism in the context of cultural and heritage tourism. 

3.2 Creative and experiential tourism 
Building on an experience-centred approach to cultural tourism, and acknowledging the rising 
demand in tourism for more engaging experiences that provided a genuine, authentic connection 
with the local culture (Stamboulis and Skayannis, 2003; Jelincic, 2009), some producers turned 
to develop tourism experiences that gave more freedom for the consumers to design their own 
experience, enabling them to play a greater role in the production process (Pine and Gilmore, 
1999; Boswijk et al., 2007). This recent trend has been coined “creative tourism” (Richards and 
Raymond, 2000). The UNESCO Creative Cities Network has defined creative tourism as “travel 
directed toward an engaged and authentic experience, with participative learning in the arts, her-
itage, or special character of a place, and it provides a connection with those who reside in this 
place and create this living culture” (UNESCO, 2006: p.3). The emphasis in creative tourism is 
on offering visitors an opportunity to actively immerse into the local culture and partake in an 
“authentic” experience that stimulates the development of their creative skills and potential. By 
creating something new, whether a material object (i.e. handcraft) or new sensations or 
knowledge (i.e. skills), the visitor can achieve a sense of self-realization and self-expression 
(Richards, 2011; Richards and Wilson, 2006). 

A significant aspect of this product is that it is in part grounded on the co-creation of experi-
ences between service provider and consumer, who is given the chance to creatively engage 
with elements of the local culture (Binkhorst and Den Dekker, 2009; Tan et al., 2013). This co-
creation is based on the active participation of the tourist in designing the experience, which 
makes the experience seem more personal and thus more difficult to copy or recreate (Binkhorst 
and Den Dekker, 2009; Richards and Wilson, 2006). The supplier – sometimes referred to as 
“lifestyle entrepreneur” (Richards and Wilson, 2006) – thus becomes a facilitator of experiences 
that are based on the creative input and interpretation of the tourist, rather than a mere supplier 
of services that targets the “mindless enjoyment” of the passive consumer (Prentice and 
Andersen, 2007). Co-creation is at the heart of the creative tourism experience and is associated 
to the concept of mindfulness (Moscardo, 1996), which refers to the active participation and in-
terpretation of the tourist. This is particularly explicit in activities such as culinary or handcraft 
workshops and ateliers given by the lifestyle entrepreneurs, where the intensity and satisfaction 
of the experience depends directly on the degree of awareness, involvement and self-
development of the tourist (Tan et al., 2013). 
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The use of creativity as means of adding value to cultural heritage has become increasingly 
popular (Brown et al., 2011; OECD, 2014). In creative tourism that specifically relates to cul-
tural heritage, much as in the experience economy (Pine and Gilmore, 1999), the passive con-
sumption of heritage becomes less prominent as the emphasis is placed on the immaterial values 
that portray the past, moving away from the dominant discourse of heritage as “monumental” 
and exclusively represented by tangible objects (Vecco, 2010). This shift away from the materi-
al heritage influences the concept of authenticity. As Richards and Wilson (2006: p.1221) state: 
“in creative experiences, ‘authenticity’ is not dependent on external referents or the direct con-
text of the experience, but on the transformational potential of the experiences themselves and 
the imagination and skill of the tourists”. In other words, authenticity is a construct that is rooted 
in the individual’s perception rather than a feature of the physical object. 

Moreover, the physical destruction or inaccessibility of the material heritage may not be nec-
essarily fully negative, as the social values inherent to the physical objects continue to be rele-
vant even after its physical destruction. Taking the economic theory of loss aversion and apply-
ing it to cultural heritage, Holtorf (2015) argues against the dominant conservation paradigm in 
the heritage sector, claiming that the destruction is an integral part of heritage itself and that the 
loss of the physical fabric may not affect its values and social function. In this sense, some 
forms of cultural tourism consumption can provide ways of compensating the absence or de-
struction of the material form of heritage, such as ex-situ museum exhibitions, replicas or photo-
realistic reconstructions that allow the viewing of or interaction with sites and artefacts in their 
original form by means of 3D technology or augmented reality (Bruno et al., 2010; Gutierrez et 
al., 2004; Guttentag, 2010) or staged re-enactments of historical events (Chronis, 2012). For ex-
ample, access to the Altamira cave in Spain was closed off due to the effects that large numbers 
of visitors were having on the erosion of the prehistoric rock art. In order to maintain tourism 
revenue, a simulacrum cave was built and has been successful in keeping the site as a world-
wide attraction (Corruchaga and Monforte, 2006). This example indicates that tourism and cul-
tural heritage are frequently viewed as inherently incompatible to the extent that whilst cultural 
heritage needs visitor income for the upkeep, any significant growth in tourism activity may af-
fect the material integrity of the heritage (McKercher and Du Cros, 2002; McKercher et al., 
2005; Newby, 1994). Thus, interpretation can help preserve cultural heritage, for example, by 
offering a substitution for direct contact with the heritage. 

Nonetheless, many of these examples still try to convey an authoritarian view of the recon-
structed heritage. Valera (2013) states that the use of virtual technology has made an important 
contribution for the enhancement of archaeological heritage affected by urban expansion but, 
most importantly, calls for a presentation that goes beyond the descriptive focus and creates an 
opportunity for an interactive dialogue between the present and the past and self-understanding, 
namely through  the use of the arts. 

In sum, in conventional cultural tourism research, heritage takes the central place whereby the 
focus is on the object and its passive consumption. Creative tourism pushes towards a greater 
focus on individualised nature of cultural tourism experience, making greater use of the tourist’s 
creative potential. Yet, the link between creative tourism and (in)tangible archaeological herit-
age has not been sufficiently researched, a gap this study seeks to fill. 

Based on the ideas discussed, a conceptual framework can be drawn that addresses the tour-
ism experience from i) a creative perspective, and ii) a constructivist approach to heritage inter-
pretation. Before further detailing the conceptual framework, a brief overview of the Alqueva 
dam case study is outlined below. 

4 THE ALQUEVA DAM 

Located in the South of Portugal, in the Alentejo region, the Alqueva Multi-Purpose Dam is one 
of the largest and most notorious contemporary public works in Portugal. The original plan to 
build the dam dates back to 1957, however many drawbacks postponed its construction for sev-
eral decades. The dam’s main structure was finally completed in 2002 and the irrigation system 
is expected to be completed in 2015 (EDIA, 2015). 

The main purpose of the dam is to provide water for the irrigation of Alentejo and improve 
agricultural conditions in this extremely dry region. It created the largest artificial lake in West-
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ern Europe, covering 250 km², and the irrigation system spans over a further 120,000 hectares, 
mainly in Baixo Alentejo and Alentejo Central (Fig. 1). A secondary purpose is to harness hy-
dro-electric power. Furthermore, the lake created by the dam generated great expectations for 
the development of tourism activities. 

 

 
Figure 1. Map of Alqueva reservoir (blue) and global irrigation system (green) (Source: adapted from 
EDIA). 

 
The tourism potential of the Great Lake of Alqueva (the reservoir) was officially materialised 

in a residential tourism development model led by a number of private investment groups and 
backed by the government. These projects consisted in the most cases of large luxury accom-
modation units providing several thousands of beds and seven golf courses to be built on the 
banks of the lake. However, these projects were suspended due to credit restrictions in the fi-
nancial crisis, which created a feeling of dashed expectations among local population and tour-
ism businesses (Dias-Sardinha and Ross, 2014). 

Nevertheless, the building works of the Alqueva dam across such a great extension of land 
were accompanied by archaeologists and revealed an exceptionally rich collection of archaeo-
logical finds, more specifically funerary complexes dating back to the Neolithic period (Valera, 
2013). The unprecedented scale of the archaeological intervention cost approximately 14 mil-
lion euros in archaeological assessment between 1996 and 2010 (Lusa, 2010). It is acknowl-
edged that this huge archaeological endeavour was only possible due to the construction of the 
dam and the money allocated towards the mitigation of the project’s impact (Silva, in Brandt 
and Hassan, 2000: p.49). The local tourism entrepreneurs have expressed some interest to use 
the (in)tangible archaeological heritage in a creative way in order to complement their business-
es (Dias-Sardinha et al., 2014). The stakeholders furthermore believed that this resource could 
inform the development of experiences that educate and stimulate the senses of the tourist. 
However, a study by Dias-Sardinha et al. (forthcoming) found that despite the remarkable 
amount of significant archaeological knowledge obtained from the EIA of the Alqueva dam, 
most of it is virtually unknown to the local tourism business owners and the local communities 
and thus remains underutilized. 

Creative tourism is not very developed in Alentejo. One exception is the Dark Sky Alqueva, a 
project that explores the night sky as a tourism resource and develops initiatives that creatively 
use the sky, such as night time kayak tours or workshops to learn how to photograph the stars 
(Rodrigues et al., 2014). This project is also associated with the European Network of Village 
Tourism, a network that explores the sense of place of each member-region according to differ-
ent themes: i.e. in Lapland it is shamanism, in Alentejo it is Megalithism (European Network of 
Village Tourism, 2008). 
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Finally, as a case study it can be argued that the Alqueva dam is a representative example of 
the tourism potential of cultural heritage destroyed during dam construction due to several rea-
sons: 

 the dam is a large enterprise, having created the largest reservoir in Europe; 
 the area impacted by the project was extensively surveyed to assess the local cultural 

heritage; 
 as a result a significant amount of knowledge about the past was generated, despite 

the physical loss of a great number of archaeological sites. 
This section has presented the case study, focusing on the archaeological knowledge obtained 

from the construction of the Alqueva dam. The following section expands the conceptual 
framework and details the research design and methodology of the study. 

5 METHODS 

This study brings together the fields of cultural heritage management, archaeological heritage, 
and cultural and creative tourism. Figure 2 outlines the main elements of the project, which can 
be summarized as follows: 

1. Research problem (empirical): Preservation in situ and preservation by record of cul-
tural heritage present different options concerning tourism development. While the 
former can directly feed the cultural tourism industry by providing raw assets (i.e. ar-
chaeological sites), this link is weakened in the case of preservation by record given 
the loss of the material heritage. 

2. Theoretical gap: Cultural and heritage tourism underline the relevance of built heri-
tage, a view that accentuates its passive consumption. Creative tourism, on the other 
hand, focuses more on the co-creation and self-realisation of the tourist, shifting the 
focus towards the inner experience of the individual rather than the heritage itself. 
However, this connection remains under researched in light of (in)tangible archaeo-
logical heritage. 

Conceptual framework: The conceptual framework will be informed by two main theoretical 
frameworks, namely creative tourism and constructivist approaches to the past. Both of these 
components are explained in greater detail below. 

 

 
Figure 2. Overview of the research project.
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5.1 Creative tourism 
The aim in the first part of the conceptual framework is to investigate the extent to which crea-
tive tourism could incorporate the (in)tangible archaeological heritage and minimize the need 
for direct contact with the material heritage. As such, data will be collected from the supply side 
of the tourism industry, who are informed about the characteristics of the regional tourism in-
dustry, in order to explore how to best enhance the heritage and use it to complement the current 
tourism products and experiences available in the Alentejo region. 

The sample will include managers/owners of local businesses from the cultural tourism sector 
in the case study region that offer recreational experiences and events related to archaeological 
and cultural heritage. Members of the regional creative industry, such as handcraft artisans and 
artists will also be included in the sample as a way of exploring the bridge between the creative 
and the tourism sectors. 

Data will be collected through semi-structured interviews held with the selected participants. 
The questions will aim to explore the participants’ perceptions and views about the tourism po-
tential of the (in)tangible archaeological heritage and how they think this resource could be 
operationalised within the regional tourism supply. 

5.2 Constructivist heritage interpretation 
The second part of the research design refers to the constructivist interpretation of the past. The 
aim is to understand the role that creativity and co-creation play in the process of interpretation 
of cultural heritage, more specifically (in)tangible archaeological heritage, in order to explore 
the extent to which they are prepared to engage with archaeological heritage in a way that does 
not include its tangibility. 

Data will be collected from the tourism demand side. However, since there are currently no 
tourism experiences/products available in Alentejo that make use of the (in)tangible archaeolog-
ical heritage, data will have to be collected in conventional tourism settings. That is, interviews 
will be held with visitors at relevant tangible historical and archaeological sites, aiming to ascer-
tain the extent to which the experience is influenced by the material heritage, and consequently 
by its absence. Questions will be asked in order to explore the participants’ perceptions of the 
past, notions of the historical authenticity and hypothetical experiences with no contact with the 
tangible heritage. 

Furthermore, the interviews to visitors will be done with the aid of photo-eliciting. The re-
searcher will ask the visitors to take some pictures (5-10) of what is most significant to them 
during their visit in order to understand what elements assume greater importance in the partici-
pants’ construction of the past. At the end of the visit some questions about the pictures will be 
asked as well, probing their perceptions and influence of previous knowledge. 

The data collected in the interviews will be complemented with observation of visitor behav-
iour at historical and archaeological sites. The aim is to try to capture/observe how tourists and 
visitors relate to the archaeological heritage in a natural tourist setting. Attention will be di-
rected to the way that visitors approach the heritage, how they engage with the site and the im-
portance of seeking direct contact with the heritage (i.e. touching the stones) and how they re-
late to the surroundings (i.e. if the site is interpreted within its context). It is expected that this 
may shed light on the significance of the contact with material heritage, thus also enabling a 
deeper understanding of its absence. 

Concerning sample size, this study will take Creswell (1998) recommendation regarding op-
timal sample size in qualitative research. As such, approximately a total of 30-35 individuals 
will be interviewed, 10 tourism and creative sector stakeholders and 20-5 tourists. It is expected 
that these interviews will provide enough data to achieve theoretical saturation. 

6 CONCLUSION 

The great increase in knowledge about the past due to the archaeological work undertaken dur-
ing the construction of large dams is patent. Yet, a significant amount of such data is not ade-
quately conveyed to the public. Furthermore, because a conventional cultural tourism approach 
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is not adequate to fully capture the potential of the (in)tangible archaeological heritage, the local 
businesses are unable to benefit from this resource. 

By approaching the (in)tangible archaeological heritage through a framework that draws from 
creative tourism and constructivist heritage interpretation, this study aims to provide means that 
can help better understand the material loss and utilise the archaeological knowledge for tourism 
development. 

It is expected that the contribution of this study will be twofold: At a practical level, it is ex-
pected that the findings of the research will benefit the tourism industry by highlighting the 
tourism potential of the (in)tangible archaeological heritage and contribute with a deeper under-
standing on how to best approach it as a tourism resource. At the theoretical level, the study can 
add to the literature by offering new insights and empirical evidence that can expand the current 
knowledge about creative tourism, in particular with regards to how archaeological heritage can 
be creatively consumed. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

China is reported (Zheng & Feng, 2011) as having the largest number of ICH elements on the 
UNESCO’s Representative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity, with 36 ele-
ments as of 2011. In the last 15 years, Chinese government ratified UNESCO’s Convention for 
the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage (the ICHC) in 2004 and enacted the Law 
on Intangible Cultural Heritage (the LICH) in 2011 which also led to the enactment of a series 
of local legislations. In addition to the legal system, China has established its administrative in-
struments for the recognition, management and promotion of ICH to implement the national 
ICH policies. For example, China has established the representative ICH listing system for ele-
ments and inheritors1 at national, provincial, municipal and county levels, with 1,517 elements 
listed as national representative ICH as of 2014 and 1,986 national representative ICH inheritors 
as of 2012. In order to operate these theoretical and practical management works, a series of so-
phisticated administrative agencies are established at all levels of the governmental system, such 
as the ICH office of the cultural bureaus of the government who makes the policy, the ICH Pro-
tection Centre and the Committee of Experts who implement the policy. 

From the perspective of Critical Heritage Studies, a strong Chinese national ICH discourse 
has formed during the last decade or more and the resulting discourse, as seen in China’s ICH 
policy and administrative system, reflects characteristics of the Authorised Heritage Discourse 
(AHD) as described by Laurajane Smith (2006). This paper explains how this national or offi-
cial ICH discourse developed in response to domestic and international influences and discusses 
two of its major characteristics –the directive to preserve and the directive to utilise the intangi-

Intangible Cultural Heritage (ICH) safeguarding in China 
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ABSTRACT: This paper delineates the background, ideology and characteristics of ICH safe-
guarding in China and raises issues noticed in its policy and implementation. The paper argues 
that, on the one hand, Chinese national ICH discourse assimilated the existing official work on 
the ethnic and traditional culture after the Cultural Revolution; on the other hand, it was recon-
ciled with the international ICH discourse so as to standardise and internationalise Chinese her-
itage protection for its political, cultural and economic agendas. The paper further manifests two 
major characteristics of the established official authorised ICH discourse at both theoretical and 
practical levels –the directive to preserve the “authenticity” of ICH and the directive to utilise 
ICH as cultural resource. The tensions between these two directives, as further exemplified in a 
case from southwest of China, reveal not only an intrinsic dilemma in the practical ICH safe-
guarding work, but also the dissonances between the official and alternative heritage discourses 
in China. 
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ble heritage resource. The tensions between these two directives, I argue, pose an intrinsic di-
lemma in the practical ICH safeguarding work in China. 

2 THE ICH MOVEMENT IN CHINA 

The term Intangible Cultural Heritage was formally introduced from UNESCO into China in 
2001, the year Chinese Kunqu Opera was listed on UNESCO’s Reprehensive List. Chinese 
scholars generally believe that, before 2001, China’s initiatives in “preserving” its rich “ICH” 
can be traced back as early as the Book of Poetry (BC. 11th to BC. 6th century)2 and this tradition 
can be linked to the preservation and academic studies of traditional folk culture and folklore in 
the early 20th century (Wang, 2006, p. 19). However, an effective national ICH protection enter-
prise was not seen until 1978 when the Cultural Revolution3 was over and the Open Door Policy 
was initiated by Deng Xiaoping. 

After the founding of the People’s Republic of China in 1949, under the regime of Mao 
Zedong, the Chinese government treated the traditional Chinese culture, including tangible and 
intangible heritage, in an ambivalent and ambiguous way. On the one hand, traditional culture 
was regarded as “unscientific, feudal, antimodern and antisocialist” (Sofield & Li, 1998, p. 367) 
and was thus regarded by the Chinese Communist Party as against its agenda of establishing a 
“new Chinese socialist culture” (ibid, p.364); on the other hand, the Chinese Communist Party 
leader Mao held a critical attitude which “selects the refined and discards the dross” (Ai, 2012, 
p. 130) of the traditional culture. However, the traditional Chinese culture was supressed and 
destructed ruthlessly during the Cultural Revolution. The first national heritage protection law, 
the Chinese Law of Protection of Cultural Relics, was enacted in 1982 to protect the tangible 
cultural heritage. 

The Open Policy initiated in 1978 marked the end of domestic class struggle and the start of 
the economy-centred socialist modernisation endeavour in China. As argued by Sofield and Li 
(1998), the Chinese Communist Party incorporated many beneficial values, including the posi-
tive ones in cultural heritage, into its socialist ideology to build a cohesive national identity and 
to achieve economic modernisation through tourism. At this point, the policies towards cultural 
heritage protection and tourism development converged together after 1978 so that the relation-
ship between heritage and tourism in China is imbued with political, cultural and economic 
agendas (Ai, 2012; Blumenfield & Silverman, 2013; Nyíri, 2006; Yan, 2012). An intrinsic ten-
sion arises here. On the one hand, Chinese government tries to protect the “authentic” essence 
of the traditional culture for the political and cultural agendas; on the other hand, those cultures, 
mostly in the form of tangible and intangible cultural heritage, are used as cultural resources for 
the economic modernisation. 

Chinese governmental work on ICH accelerated after 1978. For example the project Ten An-
thologies of Chinese Traditional and Ethnic Literature and Arts was initiated in 1980s and the 
Law on Protecting Chinese Ethnic Traditional Culture and Folklore was drafted in 2003. While 
these works reveal China’s aim to enhance the national identity, nationality solidarity and so-
cialist spiritual cultivation, another major driving force for China to reshape its existing work is 
the international influence, especially UNESCO and the ICH Convention. UNESCO and its pro-
fessional concepts of Cultural Heritage, World Heritage and Authenticity have great impact on 
Chinse heritage national discourse since China ratified the World Heritage Convention in 1985. 
China warmly welcomed UNESCO’s concept of ICH in 2001 and the government quickly rati-
fied the ICHC in 2004, rewording the previous Chinese definition of ICH in order to interna-
tionalise Chinese protection of ethnic and traditional culture and folklore (Cai, 2011). 

3 THE DEVELOPMENT OF AN AUTHORISED HERITAGE PROTECTION SYSTEM  

Since 1978, the traditional culture, including tangible and intangible heritage, has been used by 
the Chinese Communist Party as a political and strategic tool for its agendas through its “select 
the refined and discard the dross” value judgment inherited from Mao’s time (Ai, 2012). This 
agenda is articulated in the LICH whose aims are “inheriting and promoting the splendid Chi-
nese traditional culture, advancing the building of the socialist spiritual civilisation and enhanc-
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ing the protection and preservation of intangible cultural heritage in China” (Xin & Huang, 
2011, p. 1). Therefore, the traditional culture or folklore can never be recognised by authorities 
as a “heritage” unless its values are judged in order to distinguish “excellent” or positive ones, 
from “negative” ones. It is interesting to note that the term safeguarding is not used in official 
discourse, instead, protection and preservation are used to distinguish the “good” and the “not 
good”. Chinese government only “protects” and “disseminates” the former and “preserves” the 
latter in a documentary form. 

In order to implement this dualistic approach to ICH safeguarding, several characteristics are 
noted in the policy and administration, such as the value-based criteria, the concept of authentic-
ity and role of the Committee of Experts. Nowadays, Chinese ICH is administrated by a hierar-
chical system led by the Ministry of Culture who directs the subordinate Cultural Bureaus at 
provincial, municipal and county levels. An ICH Protection Centre is generally established un-
der the leadership of the Cultural Bureau at each of these levels. Periodically these Centres con-
vene the Committee of Experts which is comprised of a group of experts or scholars and the of-
ficials from the ICH Centre to judge the value or quality of an ICH element so as to recognise it 
officially. This official authentication process at all levels in China abides by two key criteria. 
The first is that an element should manifest “the excellent Chinese traditional culture” and the 
second is that it is of “historical, literary, artistic or scientific value” (Xin & Huang, 2011, pp. 
10-3). 

What is characteristic in Chinese ICH discourse is that the concept of authenticity is imbed-
ded throughout the theoretical and operational processes of ICH administration. Specifically, 
authenticity is used in the Chinese official discourse as a principal to protect the “recognised 
values” and avoid any distortion of the ICH in the case of tourism, cultural industry or other us-
es. For example, authenticity in the LICH is officially interpreted as “maintaining what it was 
like in the past when transmitting and disseminating this ICH, as well as respecting its historical 
original”, otherwise, “variation and distortion to the historical original is detrimental to the 
ICH” (Xin & Huang, 2011, p. 14). Authenticity is a canonical term in Western heritage dis-
course and was incorporated into Chinese official heritage discourse in 1980s as a result of rati-
fying and engaging with UNESCO’s World Heritage convention. As argued by Yan (2012, p. 
69), authenticity is enshrined in China as a rational, scientific, systematic and well-theorised 
“discursive frame”. Importing the concept has effective given the Chinese state a necessary cul-
tural capital to establish the heritage field as a key site of its cultural management strategies. As 
such, the concept has also been extended from the tangible field in the 1980s to the intangible 
field in the 2000s. For example, former Vice Minister of Culture of China Wang Wenzhang said 
that though there are many difficulties when keeping the principal of authenticity in protecting 
the ICH, we still have to because “authenticity is one important principal applied by the World 
Heritage Committee for the World Cultural Heritage assessment” (2008, p. 291). That this con-
cept is not used in the ICH Convention has not affected the way in which the Chinese heritage 
system applies the concept of authenticity to the ICH protection. 

Another characteristic of Chinese ICH discourse is that ICH is regarded as cultural resource. 
After the Cultural Revolution, the national policy on cultural heritage and tourism converged at 
the point where heritage can be used to achieve the goal of economic modernisation. In this 
sense, it is not surprising to notice that the Chinese government encourages the use of ICH as 
cultural resources which can be seen in the Article 37 of the LICH4. 

It is common that ICH is used for cultural tourism and cultural industry in the world, but what 
is interesting is that China develops a characteristic “Productive Protection” theory/concept to 
legitimise and guide the commodification and reproduction of marketable ICH such as handi-
craft and performing arts. This concept was initially proposed by Vice-Minister of Culture  
Wang Wenzhang (2006, p. 31; 2008, p. 23) in his books as one of the five protection measures. 
The purposes of productive protection are detailed in the illustration of the LICH (Xin & Huang, 
2011) as being on the one hand for national economy development, and on the other hand for 
the transmission of ICH. 
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4 IMPLICATIONS OF THE ICH MANAGEMENT 

Since there exists an intrinsic theoretical tension between preservation and use of ICH with the 
concept of authenticity in the official discourse, this section will reveal this tension by examin-
ing the implications of the discourse in cases in southwest Yunnan province of China. 

Long before the year 2001 when the traditional culture was renamed as ICH and the year 
2011 when the commodification of ICH was legitimised by the LICH, many cases of commodi-
fication of ICH can be found in China. In China’s southwest Yunnan Province, for example, the 
diverse ethnic traditional cultures have long been used for the cultural industry which was re-
garded by the provincial government as one of the emerging pillar industries in the early 2000s. 
Specifically, according to the government reports (Cai & Yang 2009; Huang 2009), the adapta-
tion, recreation and commodification of the ICH elements, in the forms of performance and 
handicrafts, for cultural products and tourism programs, are praised and encouraged by the pro-
vincial government as best examples which achieved great social and economic benefits. These 
cases include the famous commercial music and dance performance Dynamic Yunnan (total rev-
enue was AUD$60 million from 2003 to2010), handicraft business of the black pottery in Shan-
gri-La and the Yunnan Nationalities Village theme park (around 2.2 million visits in 2014). 

As the practices of protection and use of ICH at local level were gradually regulated and in-
stitutionalised into the national administration since the 2000s, a discrepancy arose between the 
national ICH discourse and the ICH practice in the reality. In order to operate the Productive 
Protection theory in the practice in line with the requirement of effective protection, the ICH 
administrative agency should apply the rule of authenticity so as to maintain the recognised ICH 
element is not changed or harmed. Indeed, authenticity is articulated as one of the six criteria for 
the nomination of national ICH exemplary productive protection base5. This dilemma has been 
noted by Chinese scholars. For example, Kang argues that “productive protection requires on 
the one hand, that authenticity should be kept in ICH; on the other hand, ICH should be accept-
ed by present people as a consumable product. So (productive protection) is a paradox in reali-
ty” (2012, p. 325). 

This issue can be seen in one case the author interviewed in 2013 in Lijiang, a World Herit-
age Site with rich Naxi ethnic heritage in Yunnan Province. Yin Gang, as a local Naxi people, 
learnt his pottery making craft from his grandfather who used to make traditional daily pottery 
utensils for local Naxi people, as well as symbolic pottery figure for Naxi Dongba6 religious 
worship. Yin now runs a popular shop in Lijiang and makes fancy pottery souvenirs for the 
tourists. Since traditional Naxi culture and Dongba religious elements can be seen in his work 
and he still relies largely on the traditional making craft taught by his grandfather, the County 
ICH Centre nominated him as Representative ICH Inheritor at county level in 2011. However, 
during the meeting of the Committee of Experts at the Lijiang Municipal ICH Centre, he was 
criticised for his current works which were not thought to be “traditional”, or following “old” 
practices, so he was asked to produce more traditional utensils and figures rather than the popu-
lar artistic souvenir. However, Yin Gang felt very angry about this directive because he would 
like to make more souvenirs which he described as traditional, artistic, unique, ethnic and crea-
tive. By comparison, Yin complained that the consumption of daily pottery utensils and Dongba 
religious figures is declining so he couldn’t sustain his family by producing the unwanted 
goods. Importantly he didn’t think commodification harms the internal value of the practice and 
the products. He said that “compared with the traditional form seen on the book, I change the 
form into personal and artistic ways, but the belief and spirit within the product remains the 
same, as well as the religious meaning” (interviewee Yin Gang, 2013). Undoubtedly, he is hap-
py with his ICH practice which, however, is understood by the government in a different way. 
Here, it is clear that there exists a discrepancy between the policy of authentic protection of the 
recognised ICH and the implementation of the policy on the cultural custodian in reality. 

5 CONCLUSION 

This paper described the background of the ICH safeguarding movement in China and revealed 
two major characteristics of the Chinese authorised ICH discourse. Chinese national ICH ad-
ministration system assimilated the existing official work on the ethnic and traditional culture 
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which is imbedded with national political, cultural and economic implications after the Cultural 
Revolution. Meanwhile, this ICH discourse was reconciled with the international ICH discourse 
so as to standardise and internationalise Chinese heritage protection for its cultural develop-
ment. 

China’s ambivalent perception of cultural heritage is also reflected in this process. On the one 
hand, China uses its dualistic value judgement to protect the “good” ICH in an “authentic” way, 
on the other hand, the use of these protected ICH for economic purpose is encouraged with a 
possible result that the ICH could be distorted. This dilemma is noticed not only in the legal sys-
tem but also in the implementation in reality. When ICH is still practised by the individual or 
community as part of their cultural life, the disagreement between government and cultural cus-
todians will invite the issue of cultural rights safeguarding (Jokilehto, 2012; Langfield, Logan & 
Craith, 2010). Furthermore, this tension reveals a bigger discrepancy which exists between the 
national ICH discourse and the alternative ICH discourse of individual or community in terms 
of the nature and value of ICH. 

ENDNOTES 

1 In China, the practitioners of ICH are usually called by the government as inheritors. 
2 Also translated as Classic of Poetry, Shi Jing, is the oldest collection of Chinese poetry which comprises 

of 305 works and is one of the “Five Classics” in Confucianism. 
3 This is a social-political movement (1966-1976) activated by then Chinese Chairman Mao Zedong to 

strengthen the communist ideology by purging remnants of capitalist and many traditional Chinese cul-
tures and tangible heritage which were denounced as “bad cultures”. 

4 Original text is “The nation encourages and supports using the special advantage of ICH as resources to 
rationally develop marketable cultural products and services with local and ethnic characteristics, on 
the basis that an effective protection is in place.” (translated by the author). 

5 Original text is on http://www.jxwh.gov.cn/index.php/cms/item-view-id-2267.shtml. 
6 It is a kind of primitive religion among the Naxi people which declined dramatically after the Cultural 

Revolution. Nowadays, the Dongba religion survives in remote hilly areas and it is also practiced in 
transmission schools and tourism industry in Lijiang. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

The Slovene Ethnographic Museum (SEM) carries out a range of activities related to the intan-
gible cultural heritage. As a national museum, the SEM deals in particular with the intangible 
cultural heritage of the Slovenes, the Slovene minorities in the neighbouring countries, Slovene 
emigrants, and the minorities living in Slovenia. As our museum also holds collections of ob-
jects from non-European cultures, we occasionally promote this kind of heritage as well. The in-
tangible cultural heritage is promoted with permanent and temporary exhibitions, a variety of 
events, presentations, workshops, lectures, professional symposia, and the like. The intangible 
cultural heritage is also the subject of research and publications by the SEM, because it is 
closely linked to the tangible movable heritage that is in the museum’s care. 

The first part of the paper outlines the activities of the SEM related to the promotion of the 
intangible cultural heritage, which was carried out independently from the UNESCO Conven-
tion for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage (2003) from the late 20th century 
onwards; the second part describes the activities of the museum after the adoption of the Con-
vention in 2003 and its ratification by Slovenia in 2008, with special emphasis on the period 
from 2011, when the museum assumed the responsibilities of the Coordinator for the Safeguard-
ing of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Slovenia. 

Promotion of the intangible cultural heritage at the Slovene 
Ethnographic Museum 

N. Židov & A. Jerin 
Slovene Ethnographic Museum, Ljubljana, Slovenia 

ABSTRACT: Museums, associated with the material cultural heritage often also represent dif-
ferent aspects of the intangible cultural heritage. The Slovene Ethnographic Museum regardless 
to the UNESCO Convention for the safeguarding of the intangible cultural heritage promoted 
the Slovenian intangible cultural heritage with exhibitions, lectures, workshops for children and 
adults, various events etc. In 2008 Slovenia ratified the Convention and in 2011 the Slovene 
Ethnographic Museum became the national Coordinator for the Safeguarding of the Intangible 
Cultural Heritage, including the promotion of the intangible cultural heritage of Slovenia, spe-
cially the heritage, listed in the national inventory, proclaimed for the heritage of special local or 
national significance and nominated for the UNESCO lists and register. Curators, mostly eth-
nologists and cultural anthropologists, have to face some dilemmas related to the UNESCO’s 
Convention, such as the evaluation of the intangible cultural heritage in the light of concepts of 
“tradition”, “local heritage”, “folklorisation” etc. and setting up the criteria for their inclusion in 
the national inventory, inventory of the intangible cultural heritage of special local or national 
significance and for the UNESCO’s lists and register. In this context, we came into conflict with 
some of the bearers, in some cases we have to act in the role of a mediator and some bearers 
started to look at us as the government clerks. 
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2 THE INTANGIBLE CULTURAL HERITAGE AS A NATURAL FIELD OF ACTIVITY 
OF THE SEM 

Initially, the SEM’s curators used to collect objects mainly based on typological and aesthetical 
criteria, but in the 1960s and 70s they also started to gather data on their context, makers, and 
users (Kerši , 1999, p.129, 132). In this they followed the trends of European ethnologists, who 
in their research of material culture started to move from the objects to researching the interac-
tions between objects and people, and they also became interested in the knowledge about the 
production of objects, their use and transmission, while the social meaning of objects in the 
given context gained increasing importance (Schippers, 2002, p.130). In the SEM’s activities, 
the tangible movable heritage and the intangible heritage, for which no special term existed yet, 
became increasingly interwoven. 

The inclusion of the intangible cultural heritage in the form of traditional craft workshops 
was anticipated in the planning of the new museum complex to which we moved in 1997 (ad-
ministrative building) (Smerdel, 1996). Since the opening of the exhibition building in 2004, 
pottery and weaving workshops are held in the museum, where the visitors can view the proc-
esses of weaving and pottery, and can also learn both skills. To introduce the visitors to the 
herbs that are most frequently used in Slovene folk medicine an ethnobotanical garden was laid 
out next to the exhibition building in 2005 (Mlakar, 2005). The establishment of the department 
of ethnographic film in 2000 has been of considerable importance for documenting and promot-
ing the intangible cultural heritage (Valentin i  Furlan, 2012, p.35). Since 2003, the Slovene 
Ethnographic Museum has added the intangible cultural heritage to its basic mission of intro-
ducing and promoting understanding of the material cultural heritage (Smerdel, 2003, pp. 25–
26). 

The SEM also participates in international projects related to the intangible cultural heritage. 
In 1997, for instance, the museum cooperated in the European project Linen on Net – The com-
mon roots of the European linen patterns (Žagar, 1998), and a few years later in the Raphael 
Project Virtual European Textile Heritage Sites' Itineraries (Žagar, 2001b). In 2006, the mu-
seum collaborated with the Victoria Institute for Slovenian Studies from Victoria, Australia, in a 
research entitled The tradition of handicrafts - a reflection of the preservation and changing of 
the Slovene identity in Australia among the Slovene emigrants in Australia, which resulted in an 
online exhibition and archive of handicrafts made by Slovene emigrants (www.rocnadela.org) 
(Koprivec, 2008). Between  2010–2012 the museum acted as a partner in the European project 
Carnival King of Europe 2 (Pukl et al., 2012). 

The intangible cultural heritage is promoted through public lectures and presented at events 
like the Summer Museum Night and International Museum Day. The SEM organises concerts of 
performers of Slovene folk music and songs and participates in the storytelling festival Fairy 
Tales Today, which preserves the storytelling traditions of our ancestors; from 2009 the SEM 
also participates in the Festival of Roma Culture Romano hon, where the visitors can meet with 
Roma music, dance, cuisine, etc. ( eplak, 2013, pp. 89–93). Since 2001 the SEM organises 
seminars on folk dance, songs, music, myths and customs for kindergarten educators and school 
teachers, and the intangible cultural heritage is also included in the education of the Third Age 
University students. The SEM further organises professional and scientific symposia dedicated 
to the intangible cultural heritage. 

Exhibitions are a very important medium for the promotion of the intangible cultural heritage. 
In 2006 the SEM opened its first permanent exhibition Between Nature and Culture in the new 
exhibition building (Židov, 2008). To introduce the visitors to the wider context of the exhibited 
objects they are accompanied by screens which usually show how the objects are made, their 
everyday use, and their role in celebrations (Valentin i  Furlan, 2006), while Slovene folk in-
struments and music are presented with sound records. To illustrate the making and use of the 
exhibited Chupa, a seagoing vessel, the exhibition includes the film Chupa - The vessel of the 
Slovene Fishermen (Sketelj, 2006). In Ethnoalphabet, a special section of the exhibition, chil-
dren are introduced to folk music, traditional children’s games and toys, customs, and the like 
(Kogej-Rus, 2008). 

In 2009 the SEM opened its second permanent exhibition entitled I, we and the others - Im-
ages of my world, which illustrates the position of the individual among his fellow men, in 
space and time (Žagar, 2010, 2013). In this exhibition as well, the intangible cultural heritage is 
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mainly presented with audiovisual media. In 2010 we introduced an accompanying activity - a 
cycle of small exhibitions entitled My Life – My World- Visitors’ Personal Exhibitions, which 
includes also presentations by bearers of the intangible cultural heritage. This cycle featured 
among others the group Cintare, folk song performers (Žagar, 2012), a maker of traditional 
Easter eggs from Bela Krajina, and a lace-maker, who both passed on their knowledge to the 
younger generations. Francisco Soto Brava presented Peruvian traditional instruments and mu-
sic. 

The SEM further promotes the intangible cultural heritage through temporary exhibitions and 
accompanying events. In 2011, for instance, the museum opened the exhibition Blue printing in 
Slovenia. As there was no operating blue printing workshop left in Slovenia, the curator of eth-
nographic film recorded the traditional work processes in a blue printing workshop in the Czech 
Republic for the requirements of the exhibition (Žagar, 2001a). Related to the music heritage of 
Slovenia, we should mention among others the exhibition From folk musicians to the Avsenik 
Ensemble (Cvetko, 2007), which was accompanied by a range of workshops and concerts (Pet-
tan, 2008). In the exhibition Doors: Spatial and symbolic passageways of life (Sketelj, 2014), 
the principal emphasis was on the symbolic meaning of doors and the customs related to doors, 
and the SEM also organised a musical tour of the exhibition with carol singing. In 2008 the 
SEM hosted the exhibition Hete's Embroidery, which presented traditional embroidery from the 
Hungarian community in Slovenia (Pšajd, 2005), and the SEM organised a demonstration and 
embroidery workshop for adults led by members of the Hungarian community. 

The SEM also actively promotes the intangible cultural heritage of foreign cultures. When, 
for instance, we opened in 2006 the exhibition Encounters with China (Šmitek, 2007), the ac-
companying events introduced the visitors to traditional Chinese medicine, and they could also 
participate in a course of traditional Chinese painting led by a Chinese paintress. The exhibition 
of handicraft masterpieces made of Indonesian teak (2007) was accompanied by Indonesian mu-
sic and dance. On the occasion of the travelling exhibition Ebru – Dreams about water from 
Turkey, the SEM organised a presentation and course in paper marbling. In 2010 the exhibition 
Sublime Taiwan was accompanied by a presentation of traditional Taiwan dances, songs and 
music. 

In 2002 and 2015 the museum's visitors were able to watch how a mandala is made, demon-
strated by Tibetan monks. Since 2006 the museum runs a course in Chado – a traditional Japa-
nese tea ceremony, and we presented Japanese traditional music in 2007. In 2008 the wives of 
Japanese diplomats helped us to conduct a workshop of the Japanese art of folding paper - ori-
gami. In 2010 and 2015 the SEM organised a presentation and workshop of traditional Japanese 
Ukiyoe prints, led by Japanese masters of this traditional art. We further organised a course in 
making African jewellery led by a teacher from Burkina Faso, a music workshop led by a 
teacher from Madagascar, and a workshop of making piñatas led by a Mexican teacher. 

Museum workshops for children, which accompany exhibitions or are independent events, 
are very important for the promotion and safeguarding of the intangible cultural heritage. They 
are led by a curator-educator or masters of domestic crafts, who directly pass on their knowl-
edge to the children. At the time of the exhibition Toys, new and old, yours and mine (1999), 
workshops were held on making the kind of toys that used to be made at home in the past (e.g. 
rag dolls and sound toys). Alongside the exhibition Images caught in indigo (2001) children 
made small printing models and used them to imprint paper and T-shirts (Kogej-Rus, 2003, 
p.240). From 1999 to 2001 the museum ran a project of painting beehive panels and children 
were also introduced to the work of a beekeeper and bee products (Kogej-Rus, 2003, p.235). For 
many years the SEM has conducted a workshop in which children are introduced to the Slovene 
annual customs. At Shrovetide time, for instance, they make Shrovetide masks, at Easter time 
Palm Sunday bunches and Easter eggs, and at Christmas and New Year’s time Christmas cribs 
(Kogej-Rus, 2003, p.240–241). 

Workshops also introduce children to the intangible cultural heritage of other cultures. Such 
workshops are run by the SEM of preferably by representatives of the indigenous peoples whose 
heritage they present and which they pass on to the younger generations. At the time of the ex-
hibition Silk Rainbow (2000), for instance, an expert from Japan presented Japanese traditional 
dyeing with natural dyes and string weaving (Kogej-Rus, 2003, p.242). The museum also held a 
workshop of drawing Chinese characters, led by a Chinese paintress, one on making bows and 
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arrows, led by Navajo Native American, a drum workshop led by a musician from Burkina 
Faso, etc. 

In 2004 the SEM organised the first panel discussion on the intangible cultural heritage in 
Slovenia, in which ethnologists and folklorists discussed the relationship between the tangible 
and intangible cultural heritage and sought to find a suitable Slovene translation for the term in-
tangible culture (Slavec Gradišnik, 2004, p.262). In the same year a thematic section of the mu-
seum's periodical Etnolog was dedicated to the intangible cultural heritage ( eplak Mencin, 
2004; Zdravi  Poli , 2004), and the Slovene translations of the definitions adopted at the Inter-
national Conference of Experts on the Intangible Cultural Heritage, held in Paris in 2002, were 
published (Slavec Gradišnik and Smrke 2004). 

One of the museum's curators (Židov, 2005) was among the authors of papers in the publica-
tion Nesnovna dediš ina, whose title is the first mention of the term “intangible heritage”. The 
Institute for the Protection of the Cultural Heritage of Slovenia published the booklet with the 
intention of drawing the attention of the public to the importance of the intangible cultural heri-
tage and its safeguarding, and to stimulate political will to ratify the UNESCO Convention 
(Koželj, 2005, p.11). From 2006 to 2008 the SEM participated in the research project The regis-
ter of the intangible cultural heritage as an essential component of a uniform register of the cul-
tural heritage, led by the Institute of Slovene Ethnology, SRS, SASA. 

3 PROMOTION OF THE INTANGIBLE CULTURAL HERITAGE IN THE SEM IN ITS 
FUNCTION OF THE COORDINATOR FOR THE SAFEGUARDING OF THE 
INTANGIBLE CULTURAL HERITAGE 

In 2008 Slovenia ratified the Convention and implemented it in the new Cultural Heritage Pro-
tection Act (ZVKD-1) (Kova ec Nagli , 2012), which in addition to the movable and unmov-
able heritage includes the intangible cultural heritage, and defines the responsibilities of Coor-
dinator for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage: to identify, document, research, 
evaluate and interpret the intangible cultural heritage; coordinate and independently propose the 
entry of elements of the intangible cultural heritage in the national register; advise the bearers of 
the intangible cultural heritage on its integral safeguarding; coordinate the work of museums 
and institutes related to the safeguarding of the intangible cultural heritage of special impor-
tance; coordinate the work of museums and institutes related to the safeguarding of the intangi-
ble cultural heritage and cultural spaces connected with it; perform other tasks related to the in-
tangible cultural heritage as commissioned by the Ministry of Culture of the Republic of 
Slovenia (ZVKD-1, art. 98). In 2009 and 2010 the responsibilities of the Coordinator were per-
formed by the Institute of Slovene Ethnology, and from 2011 the Ministry of Culture of the Re-
public of Slovenia assigned them to the SEM (Židov, 2012, p.249). 

In its function as the Coordinator the SEM mainly promotes the elements of the intangible 
cultural heritage that are listed, together with their bearers, in the national Register of the intan-
gible cultural heritage, proclaimed as intangible cultural heritage of special importance, or 
nominated for one of UNESCO's lists. In 2012 the SEM's exhibition The Shrovetide Heritage of 
Slovenia presented Shrovetide and shrovetide groups listed in the national Register (Pukl et al., 
2012, pp.258–259). In the same year the proclamation of the Traditional production of 
Carniolan sausages as intangible cultural heritage of special importance was accompanied by a 
small exhibition on a butcher who produced Carniolan sausages between the two world wars in 
Ljubljana (Dular, 2013). In 2013 the exhibition The Easter Heritage of Slovenia included the 
elements entered in the Register, and the bearers of Easter heritage presented their skills in 
painting Easter eggs and the traditional game of targeting Easter eggs at the exhibition's open-
ing. The SEM collaborated with the Slavic Culture Forum in the international travelling exhibi-
tion Slavic Carnivals, which was first presented at the UNESCO Palace in Paris in 2014. In the 
same year we opened the exhibitions The intangible cultural heritage of Slovenia through pho-
tography and Traditional making of paper flowers. With the assistance of one of the bearers the 
museum also organised a workshop of making paper flowers. In 2013 we organised a tourna-
ment of the pandolo game in Museum Square, in which the bearers of this traditional game, 
which is one of the elements of intangible cultural heritage in the national Register, presented 
themselves to the public. Due to the interest of the bearers, the tournament was again organised 
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in 2014 (Zidari , 2014). The bearers entered in the Register are allowed to use the special sign 
of the Register for promotional purposes. 

In 2012 the SEM organised two panel discussions: on the safeguarding of the intangible cul-
tural heritage at the local and national levels, and on international visual research of Shrovetide 
customs (Pukl et al., 2012, pp.259–260). The SEM also organised an international symposium 
on the promotion of the intangible cultural heritage (2013), and an international symposium on 
documenting and presenting the intangible cultural heritage with films (2014). In collaboration 
with the Slovene National Commission for UNESCO we commemorated the 10th anniversary of 
the UNESCO Convention (2003) in 2013, and as part of the event presented the bearers of culi-
nary elements listed in the Register (Jerin, 2013). 

To spread knowledge of the UNESCO Convention and the Slovene intangible cultural heri-
tage the SEM published Priro nik o nesnovni kulturni dediš ini (Manual on the intangible cul-
tural heritage) (Jerin et al., 2012), which is aimed at both the wider and professional public, and 
introduces the bearers to the procedures for entry in the Register, while in Promocija nesnovne 
kulturne dediš ine (Promotion of the intangible cultural heritage) (Jerin et al., 2014) we pub-
lished the papers presented by the participants in the above mentioned international symposium. 
In collaboration with the Slovene National Commission for UNESCO, the SEM participated in 
the children's drawing competition on the theme The fairy-tale land of legends, tales, myths and 
stories from my country, organised by the Regional Centre for the Safeguarding of the Intangi-
ble Cultural Heritage of South-East Europe in Sophia. Two of the three drawings entered by 
Slovenia were awarded. The website of the Coordinator (http://www.nesnovnadediscina.si), 
which is available in English as well, presents the elements listed in the Register, some of them 
with short video presentations (Valentin i  Furlan, 2014). The website provides information on 
the procedures for entering the Register, the activities of the Coordinator, current events, and 
publications on the intangible cultural heritage (Jerin, 2014). 

4 CONCLUSION 

Promotion is an important mechanism museums can use to contribute to the safeguarding of the 
intangible cultural heritage and to increase the awareness of its importance (Nwabueze, 2013), 
but in doing so they must closely cooperate with the bearers (Kurin, 2004), and find the proper 
way of safeguarding their heritage together with the local communities. At the SEM the promo-
tion of the intangible cultural heritage is conducted in two parallel activities. On the one hand, 
the museum continues the activities started in the late 20th century and earlier and, on the other 
hand, the museum deals with the intangible cultural heritage in the spirit of the UNESCO Con-
vention and its function as Coordinator for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage. 
In this latter function the SEM primarily engages in the promotion of the Slovene intangible cul-
tural heritage that is entered in the Register, or has been proclaimed heritage of special impor-
tance, but as a museum the SEM also promotes the intangible cultural heritage of other cultures. 

Dealing with the intangible cultural heritage in the light of the UNESCO Convention and in 
the function of the Coordinator, on the one hand, provides the SEM with more opportunities to 
deal with the Slovene intangible cultural heritage but, on the other hand, also requires us to re-
examine some basic concepts and our professional work as well. In confirming applications for 
the Register, selecting elements for acquiring the status of intangible cultural heritage of special 
importance, or judging applications for UNESCO's lists, we find ourselves in a position in 
which we are simultaneously evaluators, promoters and critics of the heritage (Luki -
Krstanovi , 2012, pp.230–231). We are thus compelled to decide which heritage is “proper”, 
“genuine”, “traditional”, “eminent”, etc., and this is not acceptable to us as ethnologists and cul-
tural anthropologists. When proclaiming elements for the intangible cultural heritage of special 
importance, which also includes the decision on a compulsory protection regime (Kova ec-
Nagli , 2012, pp.17–18), we are concerned that this will lead to “frozen heritage” (c. f. Niko e-
vi , 2003, p.66). 

With some of the bearers who have been entered in the Register we have had positive experi-
ences, but with others, where we considered the elements unsuitable, disputes have arisen, and 
some bearers consider us as mere officials (instead of experts) – an opinion which due to the na-
ture of our work is unfortunately correct in part. Occasionally, we are also exposed to sugges-
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tions and pressures “from above” in our activities. We feel that ethnographic museums can be 
quite suitable institutions for the promotion of the intangible cultural heritage, as these activities 
more or less organically belong to their regular operation; however, dealing with the intangible 
cultural heritage in the light of the UNESCO Convention and the relevant Slovene legislation is 
much more complex and not always in agreement with our professional views. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

The aim of this paper is to consider what traditional boats are; what they mean to the people that 
use them. I will try to answer this question from the perspective of people who restore, preserve 
and maintain these kinds of boats in Catalonia through local cultural associations. 

In the approach to the study of traditional boats, the first concept we should consider is that of 
“tradition” (both the noun “tradition” and the adjective “traditional”). Any discussion of this is-
sue should necessarily refer to the debate on the “invention of tradition”. As Eric Hobsbawm 
showed, many traditions in Europe were constructed between 1870 and 1914 and therefore can, 
or should, be de-constructed. Taken to its logical conclusion, this approach was the reason for 
the subtle, considerable loss of prestige of traditionalism in academia. As Alessandro Testa 
(2014a) rightly indicated, traditionalism was reviewed in a way that was often more inquisitorial 
than critical by a postmodern anthropology, which put facts on the same level as rhetoric. As a 
result, scholars of folklore –the science of tradition –had to seek refuge in the study of heritage, 
as stated by Kirshenblatt-Gimblett (1995). However, as shown by various authors, including 
González Alcantud (2000) in Spain, Ginkel (2005) in the Faroe Isles, or Testa (2014b) in Italy, 
“tradition” is still an important concept for European populations. In my own fieldwork on tra-
ditional boats and small-scale fishing, I have seen the vigour and intensity of the concept of tra-
dition associated with things of the sea in contrast to that of capitalist modernity. However, I 
will discuss this later in the paper. First, I will focus on Hobsbawm’s and Ranger’s theoretical 
reconsideration of traditions: 

 

What is a traditional boat? The continuity of Catalan traditional 
boats 

E. Carbonell 
Catalan Institute for Cultural Heritage Research, Girona, Spain 

ABSTRACT: In December 1990, on the beach of a small town on the northern coast of Barce-
lona (Catalonia), the town’s last professional fishing boat was burned. It was the last testimony 
of the town’s long history of fishing, a trade abandoned and replaced by tourism as the main 
source of employment and wealth along this coast. While the townspeople remained indifferent, 
only a local photographer, acting as a chronicler, photographed this bonfire. Thirty years later, 
on precisely the same beach, an association of volunteers to protect and promote the local fish-
ing heritage was born. Some of their activities are focused on the restoration of what they call 
“traditional boats”. But, what is a traditional boat? What ideas and representations are behind a 
traditional boat? In this paper I intend to reflect on the vision of the agents of the 
patrimonialization of traditional sailing about why some boats are ultimately considered to be 
traditional boats. I rely on a survey distributed to the members of all the voluntary associations 
in Catalonia created in the last years to promote and conserve the region’s maritime heritage to 
learn their ideas about what is a traditional boat. Based on these data, I will propose some re-
flections around the concepts of tradition, repetition and continuity. 
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“‘Invented tradition’ is taken to mean a set of practices, normally governed by 
overtly or tacitly accepted rules of a ritual or symbolic nature, which seek to incul-
cate certain values and norms of behaviour by repetition, which automatically im-
plies continuity with the past” (Hobsbawm and Ranger, 1983: 1). 

 
Let us consider these two notions: repetition and continuity. In the paragraph following that 

quoted above, Hobsbawm states that we should distinguish between tradition and custom. This 
is an important point that perhaps has not been considered sufficiently. Hobsbawm argues that 
‘custom’, “dominates so-called ‘traditional’ societies” (Hobsbawm and Ranger, 1983: 2). There-
fore, when ‘traditional’ is used as an adjective at popular level (for example, in the expression 
‘traditional boat’), people are referring to a custom of traditional societies, rather than an inven-
tion of modern societies. As an example, Hobsbawm explains that when peasant movements 
demand a right on the basis of a “custom from time immemorial” they are not expressing a his-
torical fact, but a balance of forces in the constant fight of a community against those that ex-
ploit them, or against other communities. 

Basically, what is proposed here is a contradiction between repetitiveness and historical 
depth. Tradition refers to repetitiveness. As stated in the above quote, continuity with the past is 
sought through repetition. However, repetition is the opposite of innovation. Hobsbawm consid-
ers that the main characteristic of tradition is invariance. Tradition therefore involves repetition, 
time standing still, no progress. It is the opposite of the historical depth that custom draws on. A 
historical depth that is comprised as much of permanence as of change, as long as the change is 
consistent with precedent and thus ensures continuity: “social continuity and natural law as ex-
pressed in history” (Hobsbawm and Ranger, 1983: 2). Therefore, “traditional”, as an adjective 
that describes heritage, does not refer to repetition (immobility and invariance), but to continuity 
(permanence and change). From this perspective, traditional is an adjective that is more closely 
associated with custom than tradition. Consequently, traditional, as an adjective, gains a dimen-
sion of experience and continuity. In addition, it is a social instrument. As has been widely dis-
cussed and theorized in recent years, the practice of heritage is a cultural process based on val-
ues and meanings that are not bound to artefacts, historical facts, buildings and cultural 
landscapes, or frozen in time, but are the result of repeated, continuous interactions in the life-
world (García Canclini, 1993; Prats, 1997; Harvey, 2001; Smith, 2006; Byrne, 2008). Therefore, 
we can tackle the study of heritage – traditional boats in this case – by identifying permanent 
features and social innovations rather than inventions or fabrications: permanent features that 
reveal stable structures transmitted over time through living heritage. 

2 DEATH AND RESURRECTION OF TRADITIONAL BOATS 

We will now look at an example of the continuity of traditional boats in a town of the central 
Catalan coast, where in just a few decades there has been a shift from the almost complete dis-
appearance of maritime culture to its revival in the form of maritime heritage. 

Sant Pol de Mar is a town of five thousand inhabitants on the coast of Barcelona. In the past, 
its population lived mainly from fishing and agriculture. Some authors, such as Alegret and 
Nadal (1987) or Rodríguez (1977), describe it as the most important fishing town in the region 
in the first half of the twentieth century, despite being one of the smallest. It was also one of the 
least industrialized towns on this coast – hence fishing was relatively more important here than 
in neighbouring towns. Sant Pol de Mar’s fishing fleet was moored on the beach with the help 
of oxen and mares and later, from 1932, using a mechanical winch housed in a small building at 
the top of the beach. This building has been transformed into an Interpretation Centre on local 
small-scale fishing, after its restoration in 2007 by a local cultural association, comprised of 
volunteers and founded in 2001 under the name A Tot Drap (which means full speed ahead with 
sails unfurled). 

The thriving “sun and beach” tourism from the 1960s onwards gradually moved the fisher-
men off the beaches. In Sant Pol de Mar, the construction of a fishing port a few kilometres 
away led to the final disappearance of local fishing in the 1980s. The last skipper from the beach 
retired in 1985, and the younger fishermen moved to the neighbouring port. The last profes-
sional fishing boat, the Lorenzo, was abandoned on the beach and burnt in December 1990 (Fig. 
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1), by order of the local authorities. The boat was seen simply as an old wreck and a hazard, due 
to its state of deterioration, on a beach that had to be “clean” for the start of the tourist season. 

 
 

 
Figure 1. Burning of the last professional fishing boat on Sant Pol de Mar beach, December 1990. Photo-
graph by P. Sauleda. 

 
 
That bonfire, which removed the last trace of professional fishing from Sant Pol de Mar 

beach, contrasts with the intense activity in the area of maritime heritage that has taken place on 
the same beach since the A Tot Drap association was founded in 2001. Activities organized by 
this association annually on Sant Pol de Mar beach include a demonstration of traditional fish-
ing using beach seine (demostració de pesca tradicional amb art de platja), a demonstration of 
a traditional fish sale that is a kind of Dutch auction with bids called in the old way (subhasta de 
peix a l’antiga), a regional meeting of lateen sailboats (trobada d’embarcacions tradicionals), a 
demonstration of the traditional way of beaching boats (demostració de varada tradicional), and 
sardine festivals (sardinada popular). All of these activities are directly related to the town’s 
fishing past that has disappeared, but has been revived through tangible and intangible heritage. 

Of all the activities carried out by A Tot Drap, those associated with the recovery of tradi-
tional boats are particularly important. Some members of the association are owners of small, 
auxiliary fishing boats called gussi, which are about five metres long and were used for coastal 
fishing (including squid, longline and seafood fishing). Gussi were propelled by oars, lateen 
sails and, from the 1930s onwards, small motors. They are the only kind of boat that has re-
mained on these beaches since the professional fishermen moved to the ports. Since the 1980s, 
they have only been used by retired fishermen, former fishermen who have changed job (gener-
ally to work in construction or tourism) but still fish as a hobby, and some holidaymakers who 
owned a gussi to go out on the sea. On Sant Pol de Mar beach, a dozen of these boats have been 
restored and rigged once more with lateen sails. They belong to members of A Tot Drap (Fig. 
2). However, A Tot Drap’s main project has been the construction of a replica of a traditional, 
professional fishing boat that was highly characteristic of the Catalan coast until the nineteenth 
century: the llaüt. After the Lorenzo had been burnt in December 1990, there were no fishing 
boats of a certain size left in Sant Pol. Therefore, A Tot Drap decided to build a replica. They 

SHARING CULTURES 2015 
Proceedings of the 4th International Conference on Intangible Heritage 341



chose a llaüt de sardinal that they named Sant Pau, in honour of the patron saint of the chapel 
that presides over the town, crowning a hill overlooking the coast (Fig. 3). 

 

 
Figure 2. Boats (gussis) restored by A Tot Drap on Sant Pol de Mar beach. Photograph by E. Carbonell, 
September 2014. 
 

 
Figure 3. The traditional boat “llaüt de sardinal” Sant Pau the day of its christening ceremony on Sant 
Pol de Mar beach (August 24th, 2008), and the Sant Pau’s Chapel on the top of hill. Photograph by E. 
Carbonell. 
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The Sant Pau is a replica built in 2008 of the Saint Pierre1, a fishing boat that had been con-
structed a century earlier in Sète, in the south of France. The Saint Pierre followed the model of 
lateen sail boats that were called “Catalan boats” in this area of the French Mediterranean coast. 
They were used for centuries, mainly for fishing sardine, anchovy, mackerel and, depending on 
the time of year, tuna. During its hundred years of existence, the Saint Pierre changed owners 
various times but its name always stayed the same. In the 1930s a motor was added, and in the 
1990s the boat was no longer used for professional fishing. In 2006 it was purchased by the 
town of Parlavàs, near Montpellier, and it was declared a French “historical monument” in 
2010. In 2007, the lateen sail association A Tot Drap decided to purchase a fibreglass copy of 
the hull made from a mould of the Saint Pierre, in order to build a replica to sail and use in 
demonstrations of mooring traditional boats on Sant Pol de Mar beach. The part of the replica’s 
hull that is underwater is made of fibreglass, but the rest of the boat is made of wood, as was the 
original model. The replica is lateen rigged, as was the first version of the Saint Pierre until the 
1930s and then again after the 1990s. In other words, it was lateen rigged from its construction 
in 1909 until a motor was added in the 1930s, when motors were widely introduced for profes-
sional fishing. The sail was left as an additional resource in many cases, although in others it 
was dismantled to leave more space for work. Subsequently, the Saint Pierre’s lateen sail was 
recovered for cultural use in 2006, to represent local fishing tradition and French maritime heri-
tage in general. 

So what past, what heritage, does the Sant Pau replica represent? In the area of maritime heri-
tage in Spain, the construction of replica and even restored boats has been criticized, not without 
reason, for lacking historical and ethnological rigour too frequently (Apraiz et al, 2000; Apraiz, 
2007). This lack of rigour is found in other aspects of maritime heritage such as fish gastron-
omy, architecture or coastal landscapes2. Similar criticisms have been made in relation to other 
areas of heritage. 

If we accept Kirshenblat-Gimblett’s (1998) well-known definition of heritage as a form of 
cultural production in the present that has recourse to the past, then we can state that the restora-
tion or replication of an old vessel for heritage purposes brings the boat in the present into con-
tact with its appearance at a specific time in the past, presumably its initial appearance. This can 
be applied to both boat restoration and the construction of replicas, as stated by Eric Laurier 
(1998:40), as both operations rely on practices that must involve sharing knowledge, vocabu-
lary, skills, technology and materiality from the past (Jalas, 2006: 360). 

The construction of the Sant Pau replica is related to the reconstruction of a town’s fishing 
past that was lost between the 1960s and 1980s, when the traditional fishing-based economy 
was replaced by a tourism-dependent economy, which is typical of the modern capitalism and 
was to occupy exactly the same physical space of the beach3. At the time of this operation of 
heritagization of the fishing past, there were no big professional fishing boats left in Sant Pol de 
Mar and they had to be sought elsewhere. The objective was to revitalize the landscape of the 
past (Tilley, 2006). In the imagination of those who took the initiative to build the replica is the 
coastal landscape of the past, its memory, and a desire to revitalize it. The construction of the 
replica involves a temporal component of continuity in the representation of a past and local 
identity. 

Reconstructing a boat (constructing a replica or restoring an old vessel) would be equivalent 
to the term “revitalize” the past, as used by Jeremy Boissevain (1992). Boissevain states that 
“revitalization” (he refers to festivals and religious traditions in Malta, but I think his definition 
can be applied to other kinds of heritage elements) can mean three things: first, in the same 
sense as Hobsbawm, that is, in the sense of invention; second, to mean “resuscitate” or inject 
new energy into something that has been “asleep” for a while; and third in the sense of tradi-
tions that are kept more or less alive in rural areas and that have undergone heritagization (Bois-
sevain uses the term “folklorized”), as a nostalgic reaction to modern life. Reconstructing a tra-
ditional boat is equivalent to revitalizing the past in all three senses. Tradition is not only 
repetition. It is repetition, but also revitalization. It is revitalization, but also continuity. This can 
be applied to restoration, to construction of boats and, finally, to sailing. 
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Figure 4. Results of the survey on criteria for defining a traditional Catalan boat. Compiled by author.

3 THE SURVEY ON TRADITIONAL CATALAN BOATS 

In February 2015, I carried out a survey of people involved in the conservation and recovery of 
Catalan boats to find out what they consider to be a traditional boat. I will present and discuss 
the results of the survey below. The survey was administered to members of local maritime heri-
tage associations in Catalonia, which are comprised of volunteers who love traditional sailing, 
history and maritime culture. 
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The survey was distributed via email through the Catalan Federation for Maritime and River 
Culture and Heritage (Federació Catalana per a la Cultura i el Patrimoni Marítim i Fluvial), 
which brings together seven local associations that conserve, recover and promote maritime 
heritage in their towns, situated along the entire Catalan coast, from north to south: Cadaqués 
(Associació d’Amics de la Vela Llatina de Cadaqués); L’Escala (Associació d’Amics de la Vela 
Llatina de l’Escala); Palafrugell (Associació d’Amics de la Vela Llatina de Calella de 
Palafrugell); Sant Pol de Mar (A Tot Drap); Vilassar de Mar (Bricbarca); Calafell (Patí català 
de Calafell); Cambrils (Associació l’Arjau). 

I received 34 valid responses between 4 February and 13 March 2015. Only two of the 34 re-
spondents were women; the rest were men. The average age was 55 years old. Almost all the re-
spondents, apart from seven individuals, had a nautical certificate, and two-thirds of them stated 
that they were owners or joint owners of a traditional boat. 

Respondents included architects, engineers, teachers, shopkeepers, retired people, and people 
from other professions, as well as three fishermen. In answer to the question about whether they 
were related to the world of fishing, eight people replied that they were not fishermen, but came 
from a fishing family. Therefore, over a third of respondents were associated with the world of 
fishing. We should bear in mind that in recent decades small-scale fishing has suffered a severe 
crisis in Catalonia, as in many places in the world, and there has been a dramatic reduction in 
the number of fishermen. According to Greenpeace (2013), there has been a 52% reduction in 
employment in the fishing sector in Spain in the last 15 years. The same report indicates that 
this drop has hit the small-scale fishing sector hardest.  

I will now analyse the results of the survey on the criteria that enable us to define a traditional 
Catalan boat. These criteria were based on the five basic axioms that, according to Nathalie 
Heinich (2009), are used to identify and inventory heritage: ancientness, authenticity, rarity, 
signification and beauty. I have tried to transfer these axioms to the area of boats (see Fig. 4). 

What are the main conclusions that we can draw from this survey? It is revealing to look at 
the aspects that were considered most and least important. 

The criterion that respondents considered most important in the definition of a traditional 
boat is that it is sailed or can be sailed. Therefore, the definition excludes damaged boats that 
are inoperative, and those that are exhibited to the public in museums but are not in a suitable 
condition to be used. This is an important point, as it indicates that for people associated with 
traditional boats the key is sailing: the essence that defines a traditional boat is the sea, is cutting 
through the waves. A traditional boat is not conceived as an inert object (stripped of its main 
purpose, navigation, even if it has other qualities such as historical, ethnological or aesthetic 
values), but as a means of sailing. What defines the boat is its purpose. In other words, this is a 
kind of teleological conception of traditional boats. 

At political and administrative level, Catalonia is currently an Autonomous Community of 
7.5 million inhabitants within the Spanish state. However, the Catalan cultural area extends to 
territories in which the Catalan language has been spoken for centuries, both within the Spanish 
state (Catalunya, València, Illes Balears) and outside of it (Andorra, Catalunya Nord in France, 
and Alguer in Sardegna, Italy), with a total of 11 million Catalan speakers at the current time. 
The survey was sent only to associations in Catalonia, due to the fact that it was easy to access 
participants through the Federation. However, the questions refer to vessels in the entire Catalan 
cultural area, not just Catalonia. 

The criterion that respondents considered least important was the port at which the boat is 
based. This is also interesting, as it reveals much about how a traditional boat is conceived. If 
being based in a port in the Catalan cultural area is not considered important to define a boat as 
traditional and Catalan, then there is a mental separation of boats from things of the land – that 
is, ports and towns– and the maritime aspect, sailing, is considered the main characteristic of 
traditional boats. 

The other aspects that were considered most important in the definition of a traditional boat 
are related to its construction: the construction process; the materials used; and, with an even 
higher score, how faithful any work on a boat is to the original model, both in the case of old 
boats and replicas. Surprisingly, ancientness and rarity were not considered among the most im-
portant aspects in the definition of a traditional boat. Respondents considered the fashionable-
ness or prestige of owning a traditional boat to be even less important. 
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4 CONCLUSION 

Eric Laurier (1998) and Mikko Jalas (2006) have studied the practice of restoring and construct-
ing replicas of traditional boats in England and Finland, respectively. Both have made some in-
teresting points that I would like to discuss in this conclusion. First, the type of work involved in 
the construction or repair of these boats, and the practical activity of traditional sailing, reflects 
pre-Fordism ways of working, from start to finish, to produce a complete object (the boat) or ac-
tion (handling the vessel). 

As Laurier explains (1998: 31-32), there is also an interesting gender component at play. 
People who currently spend their leisure time building replicas of old vessels, or repairing and 
maintaining old boats, themselves become replicas of the former wooden boat builders. Thus, 
they create a kind of symbolic lineage of masculinity with past maritime workers: the “men of 
the sea” who have been evoked so many times in literature (in Conrad, Hemmingway, Coloane, 
etc.). This can be seen in current maritime heritage practices, and could explain why there is 
such disparity between men and women in this area of heritage, considering the numbers of men 
and women in traditional sailing associations in comparison to more equal numbers in other 
heritage revitalization activities, such as traditional music and dance. The same disparity was 
observed in the survey that I carried out. 

Finally, as stated by Laurier and Jalas, wood has an aura of aesthetic superiority over modern 
boat construction materials, such as plastic or fibreglass. There is talk of the tactile properties of 
wood, its smell and warmth, in other words, its sensory qualities. In addition, the owners of tra-
ditional boats set themselves up as guardians of shared heritage; as activists. Therefore, the 
practice of conserving traditional boats entails a kind of resistance to the idea of time as a com-
modity (Jalas, 2006:360). 

Based on Kopytoff’s (1986) ideas on singularization versus commodification, presented in 
his well-known article on the cultural biography of things, we can deduce that a traditional boat 
is a vessel that is outside of the commodification of the world of recreational and sports boating. 
In the world of traditional sailing, some boats such as the Sant Pau fly the “Slow sailing” 
movement’s flag from their masts. Slow sailing is a proposal inspired by the “slow food” 
movement that began in Italy in the 1980s as a protest against the proliferation of fast food res-
taurants in the historic centres of European cities. The journalist and sailor Joan Sol published 
the “Slow Sailing Manifiesto” on his maritime heritage blog4 in 2009. Since then it has been 
translated into several languages, and slow sailing groups have been formed in different coun-
tries, internet groups have been established, and presentations given at the Barcelona Interna-
tional Boat Show (Saló Nàutic de Barcelona). As with fast food, slow sailing is to a certain ex-
tent a reaction against the world of regattas and elite competition, which is a diametrically 
opposite way of understanding navigation to that of sailing traditional boats5. 

Culture, as Kopytoff states, is responsible for singularizing, or decommodifying, what was 
previously commodified. This is exactly what heritagization does. For example, between its 
construction at the start of the twentieth century and its declaration as a historical French 
monument a century later, the Saint Pierre was bought and sold by various owners. The mo-
ment when it was no longer used for small-scale fishing is the moment when it was singularized 
again. Just as Raymond Williams (1973: 120) maintains that “a working country is hardly ever a 
landscape”, we can state that a working fishing boat cannot be considered heritage until its col-
lective singularization, based on the passing of time. The passing of time is a fundamental ele-
ment that means that an object is no longer what it was – a commodity – and is transformed into 
a singular object, a Monument Historique, as in the case of the Saint Pierre. These processes 
occur inside local cultural groups or associations, which work in a network with other associa-
tions, and which Kopytoff called “public institutions of singularization”. 

Through the example presented here, and through the survey administered to associations that 
conserve and promote Catalan maritime heritage, we can reach the conclusion that a traditional 
boat is a boat constructed using traditional materials and methods, and that is sailed tradition-
ally. A traditional boat sails literally in the sea, but also symbolically through time, connecting 
the past and the present. Continuity is the symbolic key to the meaning of traditional boats. 

This was the view of the great Catalan writer, Josep Pla (1897-1981), who was himself very 
fond of sailing in a small gussi along his beloved Costa Brava. In the years after the Spanish 
Civil War (1936-1939), the years when the dictatorship’s repression was most brutal, Josep Pla, 
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who was already a famous writer, chose to live away from everything in a small coastal town, 
side by side with the fishermen. In 1947, the ban on publishing books in Catalan was partially 
lifted, and Pla released one of his most acclaimed works, Cadaqués, which describes the land-
scapes and traditional ways of life on the north coast of Catalonia. In the preface, Pla wrote: “In 
the core of a culture, there is an obscure but indispensable mission: to continue”6. 

ENDNOTES 

1http://lacatalanesaint-pierreabrest.blogs.midilibre.com/archive/2012/06/24/un-peu-d-histoire.html. "La 
catalane Saint Pierre, un peu d’historie" [Accessed on: 19/03/15]. 

2 See the contributions in the volume edited by Alegret & Carbonell, 2014. 
3 I have examined this aspect in another paper. See: Carbonell, 2010. 
4 http://elmareselcami.blogspot.com.es/2009/01/slow-sailing.html [Accessed on: 19/03/15]. 
5The Slow Sailing Manifiesto is available in different languages at the following link: 

https://es.scribd.com/collections/2638168/Slow-Sailing [Accessed on: 19/03/15]. 
6 “En el clos d’una cultura hi ha una missió obscura però indispensable: continuar”. (Pla, 1974: 9). 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

This proposal explores collectors who, as guardians of local heritage, build memory transmis-
sion networks that keep cultures overpowered by modernity alive, from a symbolic dimension. 
Memory collectors, reveal the heritage as a dynamic process built from the nuances of the indi-
vidual weaving bridges between the most intimate aspects of his/her personal legacy and the 
most collective aspects of the local heritage: the subjective and emotional aspects are introduced 
into the heritage phenomena in a process in which heritage is shown from its greatest plurality.  

These collectors of local heritage bring to the present values that have been marginalized by 
the dominant socio-economic model. Through their initiatives they create processes of knowl-
edge production that have been marginalized by the rationalism prevailing in the production of 
knowledge in Western societies. Additionally they catalyze processes of heritage building that 
have also been historically marginalized by the dominant discourses of heritage.  

From this collector perspective, in this article, we focus our attention in the contribution of 
the individuals as catalysts in the process of heritage construction, while we explore in detail 
what we call "heritage personal expression". From this view, we intend to perform an "intersub-
jective reading" of the processes of heritage construction that, far from reifications, pretends to 
bring us closer to the synergies that emerge from the territory.   

People —their perspectives, stories, memories— have been marginalized form the heritage 
hegemonic conceptualizations, which have exclusively paid attention to their collective mani-
festations — easier to portrait, detect, define, localize, label, structure- and have accepted col-
lective entities, whether institutions, companies or cultural or heritage entities, as sole heritage 
agents. Nonetheless, within this dialog between the individual and the collective, focusing on 
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ABSTRACT: This proposal explores collectors who, as guardians of local heritage, build 
memory transmission networks that keep cultures overpowered by modernity alive, from a 
symbolic dimension. From this collector perspective, in this article, we focus our attention in the 
contribution of the individuals as catalysts in the process of heritage construction, while we ex-
plore in detail what we call "heritage personal expressions". People - their perspectives, stories, 
memories - have been marginalized form the heritage hegemonic conceptualizations, which 
have exclusively paid attention to their collective manifestations and have accepted collective 
entities as sole heritage agents. Nonetheless, within this dialog between the individual and the 
collective this paper will immerse in the vitality, fragility and fugacity of living processes that 
will take us to the most profound and emotional dimension of the heritage as a need for com-
munication and transmission of the individual and collective inheritance. 
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"heritage personal expression" will immerse us in the vitality, fragility and fugacity of living 
processes that will take us to the most profound and emotional dimension of the heritage as a 
need for communication and transmission of the individual and collective inheritance1. 

2 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

This research is based on a complex vision of society (García, 2006) and a socio-political con-
ceptualization of the processes of building heritage. Local communities not only interiorize an 
imposed heritage vision, but also interpret and vindicate their identity in a process of dialog, 
communication and relationship with their surroundings. The symbolic efficacy of heritage 
transforms it into a powerful tool to reproduce social order. Nevertheless, the heritage linked to 
the collective legacy and to something as vital as the identity demands that, beyond social sub-
jugation, we take into consideration the contribution of the personal and collective creativity in 
the process of building heritage. Robert Roberson (1992) suggests the term "glocalization", as a 
concept that has two logics: globalization, as an imposition, and localization, as a resistance. 
There are a number of proposals that refer to the transformative power of the territory alterna-
tives that have been historically silenced (Escobar, 2007, Sousa Santos, 2005). Heritage resis-
tances that, facing cultural homogeneity, vindicate diversity in culture and identity  (Sierra, 
2009, Hernández,  2008, Cruces, 1998, Prats 1997), contribute to a group of proposals that sug-
gest a need for heritage plurality (González,  2003 , Ariño, 2002). At the same time, with the 
expansion of the concept of cultural heritage, the individuals who create and recreate the heri-
tage become the center of the transmission of the intangible heritage, the traditions, or, if you 
will, of a social memory that the "common people" create and recreate in their own con-
text.From the protection of monuments to the protection of cultural goods, from the objects to 
the ideas, from the tangible heritage to the intangible heritage, and from the protection of his-
toric/artistic heritage to the protection of the culturally relevant ways of life. The inclusion of 
the anthropological concept of culture has open a new way for democratization of the contents 
of heritage (Agudo, 2012, Carreras, 2011). The collectors perspective represents an opportunity 
to tackle heritage construction from a plural perspective, by focusing on the individuals ac-
tion.Overcoming the hegemonic perspectives that are focused in the individual aspect of the col-
lections and in the collective aspect of heritage, opens the door for new possibilities that emerge 
from the meeting point between collectors and heritage. To help us tackle this research we use 
as a starting point, a collecting comprehensive focus (Pearce, 2000) and heritage perspectives 
that question the hegemonic role of heritage guardianship (Martínez, 2007, Iniesta, 1994). 

3 SHARING THOUGHTS 

3.1 Heritage, act of communication 
We conceive heritage personal expression as the individuals contribution to the collective leg-
acy, through the process of memory transmission. Using this expression allows us to approach 
heritage phenomena as an act of communication, convergence and transmission in which the in-
dividual and collective identity engage in dialog. We make use of the term heritage personal ex-
pression to emphasize that, precisely, heritage doesn't exist a part from being an "expression" 
and, therefore, it only exists as part of the socialization and dialog with "another person": pre-
serving is transmitting, and transmitting is to be open to change and transformation.  As a matter 
of fact, the “memory collectors” state that the relational and existential factors are what bring 
value to their initiatives. Closeness, trust, empathy and contact are indispensable in the process 
of collecting memories, as well as in the process of memory transmission. This is reflected in 
each different depth level that the collectors reach, according to their affinity, during the "col-
lecting ritual", the moment where personal expression socializes. In some way, sharing the col-
lection means to show the results of an effort and a process in which the personal creativity, se-
lection, work and legacy are brought into play. Reinforcing relationships, knowing who they are 
sharing the knowledge with, what they are going to do with it, receiving news about how the 
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material is reformulated, following the traceability and seeing the utility of their work, are im-
portant aspects in the process of socialization of the collections. 

The personal initiative becomes a collective initiative and people come to be guardians of the 
local heritage as their message enters to the network of the intergenerational transmission of the 
collective legacy.  By conceiving the collections as part of a complex system, we acknowledge 
they exist and they acquire meaning in relation to the environment. (Family, local and regional 
network and heritage “expert” and institutional corpus). Their survival depends on the collec-
tor's ability to transmit its meaning, as well as the sensitivity of the environment to receive the 
message of the collector. These initiatives show the need to provide meaning, interpret and 
bring the past to the present, and specially the need for some people to narrate and the need of 
others to listen. Through this network, and because of it, the personal initiative becomes collec-
tive and the collective manifests itself in the dialog between subjectivities. 

 
 

 
Figure 1. Heritage personal expression: The collector’s legacy survival depends on the collector’s rela-
tion with his social environment. 

3.2 People activating the memories flow 
Paco Lima, ex secretary of the Cofradía de Pescadores de Marbella (Málaga, Spain), is the liv-
ing memory of the fishermen community. In his ninety, he has written his memoirs encouraged 
by family, friends and members of his brotherhood, and he has made them available to the aca-
demia. Lima, a very articulate man with the need to explain, narrate and share, is the person to 
whom anyone who comes to the fishermen community searching for information is referred to.  
Sami, a young Marbellero who met Lima searching for information about Virgen del Carmen, 
patron saint of sailors, has embarked upon the task of recording his testimony. José María Rossi, 
a Barbateño (Cádiz, Spain) nurse who lives in Seville, asked his father, Juan Rossi, a retired 
employee of fish market of Barbate, to write the "anecdotes" of his life, that he has endlessly 
narrated to family members and friends. Two books2 were born through this process and had 
great impact in the village and in the academic sphere as human sources of the local history. 
Idelfonso Ramírez, a retired fisherman from Estepona (Málaga, Spain), had a desire since he 
was 14 years old to transmit the memories of the "hombres del resbalaje" (local fishermen): in 
his fishing cabin he treasures his writings, books, photographs, pieces of newspapers, sailor 
documentation and obsolete crafts like a dragnet. Some of the initiatives he uses to spread the 
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memorias marengas (fishing memories) are pier visits, school routes with his boat, presenta-
tions and talks in the radio broadcast Nuestras raíces marineras (Our sailing roots) of Radio 
Estepona. The son of Luis Rodríguez, an artisan fisherman form Cabo de Gata (Almería, Spain), 
represents the sixth generation of fishermen in his family. Luis, President of PESCARTES (an 
association of artisan fishermen from Cabo de Gata-Níjar), considers vital to make known an ar-
tisanal tradition almost extinct, and to do that he spreads his knowledge through expositions, 
workshops and talks to diverse groups3. His memoirs are engraved in the book El legado patri-
monial de la pesca artesanal en el Parque Natural Cabo de Gata-Níjar (2008)4, printed by 
Fisherisses Development Group (GDP, by its acronym in Spanish) Levante Almeriense, written 
by him and Macarena Martínez, a biologist and environmental educator, to whom Luis has 
transmitted his knowledge. Antonio Carrillo, a retired professor of Spanish Literature in Gra-
nada and Seville, wrote the novel Pescadores del Sur (2013)5. He is the son of generations of 
fishermen of Carboneras (Almería, Spain), in his book he captures the memoirs of his family, 
rebuilding the 20th century history of the region, in which fishermen and their families in Car-
boneras and Punta del Moral have been recognized. Paco Malia, professor at the Barbate school, 
was the promoter of the Museum6 of Traditional Arts and Customs of Barbate, located at the 
school. The neighbours were involved in its foundation and an association to manage it as well 
as the tourist information post were created. As the author of many books that gather the mem-
oirs of Barbate, Malia has always participated in the local cultural network. Many tourists di-
rected by the hotel managers but specially High School and university students, researchers, 
employees of GDP Levante Almeriense and village people come to the Museum of Gabriel Cara 
(Roquetas del Mar, Almería) located in the spacious basement of his home, to recover the mem-
ory of the region. He is close to ninety and despite of lacking the support of the municipality, he 
counts with the support of his group of friends- of the same age- and his children, who are histo-
rians. Juan Luis Naval Molero is a clear example of a collector known by the ample spectrum of 
his surroundings. Recognized with an award by the Chipiona (Cádiz, Spain) City Hall, as the 
"official reporter of the village", he quit his job at his family shop to work at the Municipality 
Archives, a vital centre where neighbours, students and researchers go to obtain information. He 
is a member of the cultural association of Caepionis, and author of a great part of the local bib-
liography production. Mario Sanz, a lighthouse keeper of mesa Roldán de Carboneras, has 
transformed the lighthouse in a local museum. Without institutional support, the lighthouse is a 
space for socialization from where he shares, through photographs, documents, mock-ups and 
ancient objects, the memories of the lighthouse keepers. Groups, students and anyone who is in-
terested in the local culture visits the exposition. What had started as a research of his almost ex-
tinct job, continues today through the publication of several books about the history of Carbon-
eras. He defines himself as "independent cultural catalyst command" and participates, as well as 
generates, a great portion of the cultural activities of Carboneras. 

3.3 The vehicles of memories transmission 
Memories flow between people and objects. The knowledge is transmitted through a material 
format-drawings, photographs, recordings, books, literary work, novels, poetry, songs, publica-
tions, documents, objects- or through oral transmission: either way, memories flow recreating 
themselves as they start to become a part of the network of memory transmission.  The only 
support they need is the existence of another person who receives the content, digests it and 
transforms it through his or her own perception. In the oral tradition, people is the main vehicle 
of memories: the knowledge flows amongst them, always looking to keep it moving. 

Knowledge, memories and heritage personal expression are spread in an invisible, unidenti-
fied way, but at the same time in an intense and penetrating manner, driven by the emotions. Ar-
tistic expressions-music, poetry, literature, photography-and instruments- like gears of the sea-
raise up as containers of the emotional, sensorial, sensitive and creative aspects of the memo-
ries. Additionally, the ambiguity of these expressions opens the opportunity for dialog with the 
other individual: create new narratives, interpretations, inquiries, synergies, new questions and 
new memories manifestations7.  

A book, an exposition, can gather photographs, stories, poems, testimonies, drawings, etc., 
creating a space where plural heritage personal expressions dialog and transform themselves, if 
shared, in an opportunity to generate new narratives. In this sense, internet stands out as the ul-
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timate tool to express the heritage plurality in which brief processes of transmission become 
visible. A growing number of blogs, websites and Facebook pages are emerging as a place to 
exchange memories.  For example, people upload photographs of the local past that trigger con-
versations and new quests8. Also, local collectors like Juan Luis Naval of Chipiona9 or Gabriel 
Cara of Roquetas del Mar10 use the internet to share their research by uploading  articles, essays 
and new dissertations, pointing out the vitality, complexity, depth and local singularity of the 
processes of transmission: 

 
While I was reading the other day a great article of Víctor Eugenio Rodríguez 

Segado about the fishing history in Adra, published in the magazine Virgitana Fa-
rua, I run into two ships skippered by two brave and fearless Roquetero fishermen: 
I asked my father whether he could investigate something about them, I read the 
article to him; one week later the results arrived: "Gabriel, he is the ancestor of 
the Cojo de los Perros, Juan Rodríguez Martínez, his son is Juan Rodriguez More-
no, to whom I want to dedicate this article. Diego Rodríguez García and Antonio 
Rodríguez, brothers, were the only ones who dared to charter ships loaded with 
salt from the barns of Roquetas, at the bottom of the castle, to the salt canopies of 
Balerma, Adra and Rábita11.   

(Blog of Gabriel Cara, Roquetas de Mar) 

3.4 The surroundings, place of memory, place of heritage 
Personal heritage expressions, are not found, but searched for: they are not always located in the 
places of hegemonic heritage expression (museums, interpretation centres, etc.), they are not 
communicated through the hegemonic mechanisms of heritage expression (scientific reconstruc-
tion of history) and are not made public by the hegemonic heritage agents (technical and legisla-
tive corpus of heritage). Personal heritage expressions take us to the people and their surround-
ings: their homes, work places and quotidian social places. They take us to an intimate place 
that always, at some level, is public and shared: it is in these places that border the public and 
private sphere, in these places of communication, where the heritage remnants are found. 

 
 

 
Figure 2. Local/collective heritage: Considering the house, the village, the municipally and the whole re-
gion, we can see how the intimacy of the home expands to the whole territory, and the social dimension 
of the territory, converges in the intimacy of the home.
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With its presence, these places are turned into "places of memory" that create bridges be-
tween the past and the present, the present and the future. Places where the narrator and the lis-
tener joint together, places that open roads to new fleeting process of transmission.  Photographs 
and documents are kept in their homes; extinct fishing arts like fishing smacks, nets or sailor 
journals are kept in the fishing cabins; photographs that show the evolution of the pier are kept 
in historic ice-manufactures; historic documents are kept by long term pier workers; the sons of 
riverbank carpenters treasure tools, mock-ups and blueprints of their boats in their repair shops; 
net makers collect art mock-ups that they exhibit them in bars and restaurants. Additionally, 
fishing tackles, boat mock-ups and old pier photographs of fishing nets, fishing smacks and gal-
leons with the sailors, as well as photographs of processions of Virgen del Carmen, are found as 
decorative elements of old brotherhoods, cooperatives and fishermen´s wives associations.  

Occasionally, personal or associative museums, gather personal heritage expressions pro-
vided by the neighbours or by people involved in the construction of the collection. In this 
sense, these places become a space for encounters and exchange of memories, that generate nar-
ratives, interpretations and new meanings. Sometimes institutional museums gather some of 
these expressions but they not always identify the traceability of the history of the objects: the 
personal footprint gets dissolved in the museographic discourse that does not give visibility to 
the heritage intersubjectivity. These expressions are also gathered in expositions that "sacralise" 
rooms in civic centres or municipal buildings, like the photograph exposition of the people in 
Carboneras that Isabel García, Ernesto Pedalino and the collector Mario Sanz gathered from the 
neighbours and exposed in the local castle of San Andrés12. 

3.5 Personal universe, collective universe 
By focusing in the heritage personal expression we are taken to a place of communication and 
relation between dichotomies. It places us in a border territory, of margins and confluences, that 
rushes us to bring down the limits between objects and individuals; between the material and in-
tangible things; between the house, village, border, region and territory; sea and mountain; be-
tween the individual and community; between personal and collective history, biography, mem-
ory and identity; between the life history of the object, the individual and the community. 

Collectors of memories carry out initiatives that show how the most private and public di-
mension of the collection and the most collective and public aspects of the heritage get dis-
solved. The collection brings us closer to an individual identity and to the need for an individual 
symbolic reproduction. But, at the same time, heritage brings us closer to a collective identity 
and to the need for a collective symbolic reproduction. It is through these collection initiatives 
that we can see how in the personal heritage expression the personal, familial and collective leg-
acy melt together: the collection takes a special cultural dimension and the heritage becomes 
visible from a more intimate and personal dimension. 

 
...to feel that the history of your village is also your history and that it belongs to 

you; and to search for the emotions of the old people, whether relatives or people 
that have lived a certain period of time, search for the everyday, the routine, what 
people felt, the story of your grandparents, how people lived...to find yourself in 
them...(...) is to search for your own story, at a personal level in the story of your 
father... 

(José María Rossi, narrator of his father´s memoirs, Juan Rossi)13 
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Figure 3.  Dissolving dichotomies: The collector initiative brings us into a common place of communica-
tion and relationship between dichotomies. It is in this place of dialog, communication and relation 
where we find creative tension that opens the doors for change, dynamism and transformation. 

 
Some books are dedicated to the residents of Zapal (a sailors neighbourhood of Barbate), the 

workers at the fish marker and to the fishermen of the South, books that, at the same time, are 
created as a tribute to the parents of the authors. The personal heritage and the collective heri-
tage are connected. The collection initiatives are carried out voluntarily and with pleasure; they 
emerge as a personal impulse to search for meaning and award new signification and interpreta-
tion. These initiatives become stronger with the vital need to maintain the personal and familial 
memory alive; a memory that is highly tied to the memory of some extinct, or soon to be ex-
tinct, cultural values. The selected memories, from the singularity of the personal experiences, 
bring to the present common values that are opposed to the neoliberal globalization.  

In opposition to hierarchy, individualism, dependency, homogenization, alienation, exploita-
tion, consumption and the immediacy that prevail in the neoliberal model, the selection of col-
lectors memories, from the singularity of memories, refer to the values of community, mutual 
aid, solidarity, togetherness, sharing, reciprocity, knowledge of the environment, effort, ingenu-
ity, biodiversity horizontality, self-sufficiency, heterogeneity and the intergenerational transmis-
sion of knowledge. 

 

 
Figure 4. Reconstructing a past opposed to the neoliberal dogma values: The selected memories, from 
the singularity of the personal experiences, bring to the present common values that are opposed to the 
neoliberal globalization.
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Under these shared cultural values, to recover one's personal history means to recover the his-
tory of each individual in the village; and recovering the history of all the people in the village 
and the history of a culture soon to be extinct, means to recover one's own history. 

 
...this book touches a shared sensitivity and it called my attention that they made 

their own contribution..."I was hoping that your father would tell, would tell what 
happened to me with him (...) because there has been a lot of  people who see 
themselves identified with it" 

(José Rossi, narrator of his father´s memoirs, Juan Rossi)14 
 
Now, it is the people who become the main actors in the efforts of compiling the collection. 

The values, practices and customs aren't described in detail with the sole purpose of going in 
depth into the intricacies of a culture. What gain relevance are the personal ties and the personi-
fication of the stories: it is the people who are honoured, the main actors of the stories. People 
see themselves in photographs, poetry, songs, narratives and objects that invoke their own 
memories and start new processes of personal inquiries about one's own past. There is an em-
phasis in the  daily routine lead by regular people as opposed to the "great achievements of great 
people": people are singled out; there is a focus on particular anecdotes; names and last names 
of neighbours, masters, ship-owners, lifeguards and castaways are concretized; those who util-
ized fishing tackles and fishing arts, and those who carried out specific professions are brought 
back to memory; the names of the net makers and the shipwrights are recovered, as are also re-
covered the names and the history of the watercrafts, the nicknames, the stories of the fisher-
men, the streets' names, the house numbers as well as the people who inhabited them. 

3.6 Proximity Ethnographers, memory bridges 
I am talking to a friend from the pier, a friend who is still alive but the poor guy is 
a little sick, and I say: Antonio, what can you tell me about the Almadraba, since 
you were captain of the Almadraba in Ceuta... and he replies- Gabriel, because I 
was the captain I was responsible for carrying out the log book where you noted 
everything each hour- sun rises, the wind this or that, quill ahead...-it was wonder-
ful! I leave that place and I find... this one is mentally alright...Paco el Chilao... 
has all his payment slips form the year 42 ripped off... you know? after six months 
they made 700pts, 400grams of bread a week, at the end of the season the value of 
the bread was subtracted from their payment...they slept in niches... were fed with 
can food...15 

 (Gabriel Cara, Roquetas de Mar) 
 
Local heritage ethnographers, known by their work of collecting and spreading memories, in 
addition to absorb bibliography sources, newspaper libraries and public and private archives, 
they also bring out information from the main actors of the local history, being themselves, in 
numerous occasions, the living memory of such history. Memory collectors are proximity eth-
nographers, translators and interpreters that have a close relationship with their "informants"- 
their children, family members, friends, neighbours- and the community they re-assign meaning 
to. They easily track the memories, search for, find and socialize with the neighbourhood heri-
tage personal expressions, in a way that their role of collectors is recognized by the community. 
They bring out and receive, from the intimacy of the homes, narratives, photographs, drawings, 
songs and documentation, and socialize  the personal aspects of heritage as well as they open 
paths to plurality through their initiatives: they make available to the public the information in 
the archives, personal and associative museums, books, magazines, blogs and web pages, intro-
ducing them in the memory transmission network. Also, they carry out this effort of re-
assignation of meaning because they have a motivation to recover and transmit the personal and 
collective legacy, without institutional, academic or market restrictions. The act of collecting 
entails knowledge production processes that add in the subjective, intuitive, emotional and rela-
tional dimension and are tied to identity search processes, provoked by the interaction of the 
person immersed in his or her environment. 
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Figure 6. The relational/subjective/emotional dimensions in the production of knowledge: These initia-
tives are brought to the present through a process of producing knowledge opposed to the rationalism, 
abstraction, objectivism and compartmentalization of knowledge in dominant Western scientific para-
digm. 

 
This identity search is carried out from a place of concretion, singularity, proximity to local 

reality, from a place where there is an emotional bond and contact between the people and their 
memories. Collectors are inquisitive people with sensitivity to learn, interpret, investigate, ask 
questions. They are knowledgeable about the local reality and are in touch with the local, social 
and institutional fabricThis characteristics, and their willingness to communicate and dissemi-
nate the acquired knowledge, entail that, according to their relationship with their surroundings, 
collectors become the spokesperson of the meaning and the local experience of heritage; in 
other words, they become the spokesperson of the cultural legacy that will be passed on to fu-
ture generations. The vehicles of memory and the communication bridges, not coincidentally, 
are often the key informants of anthropologists who land in new realities. Their knowledge be-
comes relevant to academics that use their sources of information to enquire about the history of 
a locality. In some way the collectors knowledge becomes globally relevant, because it recovers 
stories of people, peoples and communities, that would be forgotten otherwise. 

 

 
Figure 7. Creating knowledge: The collector initiative brings us into a common place of communication 
and relationship between individuals, memories and objects. It is in this place of dialog, communication 
and relation where we find the development of processes of creating knowledge bounded to the territory.
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4 PATHS FOR DIALOG AND PLURALITY: HERITAGE HUMANIZATION 

Focusing on heritage personal expression allows us to come closer to the highest manifestation 
of heritage plurality, by giving value to the individual as a vital agent of "heritage praxis" car-
ried to term by "common people". This perspective visualizes new heritages or processes of 
heritage building that have been denied, hidden or delegitimized by hegemonic powers until to-
day: the individual's version, voice and testimony gain value as they provide reflexiveness and 
complexity to the process of heritage building. In this regard, focusing on people's action allows 
us to explore the many personal expressions that come, in a direct or indirect manner, into brief 
but vital and transcendental memory transmission networks, that safeguard endangered cultures 
from a symbolic dimension. An intersubjective reading of heritage phenomena, unveils that 
heritage is "transmission" and that it only exists as an act of communication and dialog with the 
"other person". 

Through socialization, and due to socialization, these small selections, desires, memories, 
narratives, personal stories become a collective possession. In the process of transmission new 
"heritage places" that enshrine the territory come into play, and profound processes of knowl-
edge production based on the collection and transmission of memories are involved. 

These processes, above all, bring into the table the cultural/familial grasp of the heritage, the 
permanent dialog between the personal and collective legacy and the need for communication 
and transmission of the personal and collective heritage. This shows how the people-their sto-
ries, their memories, their narratives- reclaim, seek and find a way to be heard. They illustrate 
the need for people to be part, and to recognize themselves in history and the need of rebuilding 
a humane and intimate history that integrates the personal experiences and the experiences of 
friends and neighbours. In the narratives of the past the experiences of the people are incorpo-
rated, and the need to introduce, in the collectivity, the testimonies, narratives and experiences 
of the main actors is revealed. By investigating the processes of memory transmission we can 
reveal the need to provide meaning, to interpret and to bring the past to the present, but above 
all the need for some to narrate and the need of others to listen. 

Also, the intersubjective approach opens the doors to reel the complexity of the collective en-
tities that produce heritage-associations, institutions, companies- regarding them as the unit cre-
ated from the diversity of people moved by different needs, concerns and interests. Similarly, 
this view allows us to spot links and interactions between these groups-different in structure, 
shape and interests. In some way, the perspective of people offers the possibility to understand 
the collectivity from the complexity of the interaction between subjectivities, keeping us away 
from holisms and reifications, and bringing us closer to the drive and vitality of the needs that 
emerge from the social reality. Opening paths for dialog and plurality can imply to listen to 
these small but powerful processes of memories transmission, in which heritage management or 
protection becomes just another actor of heritage safeguard. These perspective places "com-
mon" people, why not, as "Living Human Treasures" that sustain vital memory transmission 
networks. 

To deepen the dialog between the personal and collective aspects of heritage, to inquire into 
how these processes of transmission are deployed (who, how, why, what), to introduce the sub-
jective and emotional aspects in the heritage debate, and to exploit the languages, vehicles and 
places of memories manifestations when these are expressed from the creativity and the contra-
dictions inherent in the action of the person, are possible paths that can open room for plurality 
in heritage building. 

ENDNOTES 

1 This article shows the results of the Research Project: Dinamización de los enclaves pesqueros del sis-
tema portuario andaluz. “Usos económicos, Gobernanza y Patrimonialización”. (Revitalization of the 
fishing settlement of the Andalusian Port System. “Economic Uses, Governance and Heritage), code 
G-GI3001/IDII, endorsed by  Agencia de Obra Pública of the Consejería de Fomento y Vivienda of 
Junta de Andalucía and the University of Seville. (Spain). Applying the qualitative ethnographic meth-
od, during one year of field work, the heritage initiatives of the fishing and maritime culture in the 
Andalusian port areas were inventoried. 
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    Also, the perspective af analysis comes from a research the author carried out and that will be 
published as part of the book Coleccionistas de los olvidos, una mirada plural del patrimonio (Collec-
tors of memories, a plural view to the heritage), with the support of the scholarship Maria Font de Ca-
rulla of Fundación Lluís Carulla, Museu de la Vida Rural de l’Espluga de Francolí and the publisher 
Barcino. 

2 Rossi J. M. (2014). Higuela abajo, siguiendo los pasos de Juan Rossi. (Higuela down, following the 
footsteps of  Juan Rossi). Rossi J. M. (2012). Un paseo por las lonjas de Barbate (A walk through  fish-
ing markets  of Barbate).  Available at: http://www.bubok.es/libros/217657/Juan-Rossi-un-paseo-por-
las-lonjas-de-Barbate. 

3 This publication of the Consejería de Agricultura, Pesca y Medio Ambiente. Junta de Andalucía reflects 
the motivation that impulses Rodriguez to transmit his memoirs: Quero, J. M. (Coordinador) 2012. Re-
flexiones en el Parque Natural Cabo de Gata-Níjar (Reflections in the Natural Park of Cabo de Gata-
Níjar). Consejería de Agricultura, Pesca y Medio Ambiente. Junta de Andalucía. Almería, 304 pp. 
(Translated by author). 

4 The heritage legacy of the artisan fishing in the Natural Park of Cabo de Gata-Níjar. (Translated by au-
thor). 

5 Fishermen of the South. (Translated by author). 
6 From this point on, when we use the concept of museum to refer to these personal or associative initia-

tives, we do it according to the local denomination and not as a support for a museological project. 
7 Vincenzo Padiglione (2003: 542-543): la centralización de la resonancia local, contextual y afectiva, 

hace que simples apreciaciones en testimonios documentales asuman un “significado total”. (Trans-
lated by author:Centralization of local, contextual and emotional resonance, make simple judgments in 
documented testimonies assume a "full meaning"). 

8 Some examples of web pages: http://lalineaenblancoynegro.blogspot.com.es/ 
http://atunara.com/gallery/index.php http://sanlucarmemoriagrafica.blogspot.com.es/ 
https://www.facebook.com/BarbateSomosTodos/photos_stream. 

9 http://chipionacronista.blogspot.com.es/. 
10 http://www.museogabrielcara.es. 
11 Translated by author. 
12 To cite a few more examples: the ethnographic museum in Estepona (Málaga) presents sea arts and 

fishing tackles collected by the collector Ildefonso Martínez. In the spring of 2014, the Centro de In-
terpretación Nautarum de Garrucha (Almería) outlined the collection of village photographs of the 
late collector Ginés de León. On many occasions in the Municipal Theater Horacio Noguera of Isla 
Cristina,  boat mock-ups of the shipwright Francisco Zamudio have been exposed. The building 
Chanca of Conil de la Frontera (Cádiz), outlines the photograph collection “Conil en la Memoria” that 
resulted of the photograph compilation from neighbours, supported by the city council, which has re-
sulted in the publication of two books. (see: 
http://www.conilenlared.com/conilenlamemoria/fotografias.html). 

13 Translated by author. 
14 Translated by author. 
15 Translated by author. 
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Challenges to an ethical interpretation of intangible architectural 
heritage (thoughts about a partial problem) 

T. Kuslits 
Széchenyi István University, Gy r, Egyetem, Hungary 

ABSTRACT: 1. Tangible and intangible cultural heritage are equally valuable elements of civi-
lization. (Muslim ritual bath) 2. Tangible and intangible cultural heritage embedded in the built 
environment are inseparable: one cannot be understood without the other. (Egyptian temple dis-
trict, temple district in Angkor Wat, Early Christian basilica) 3. Authentic interpretation of the 
material relics of past civilizations poses a fundamental problem in the absence of a proper un-
derstanding of the intangible intellectual tradition from which they have arisen (Stonhenge) 4. 
Manifestations of immaterial, intangiblel culture in folklore traditions are evident and have long 
been widely embraced by folklorists as positive values (Easter sprinkling, busójárás [”busó-
walking”] in Mohács) 5. The use-related immaterial value of architectural artefacts has a much 
wider scope. Architectural objects as carriers of specific meanings can turn into self-referential 
signs (porticus of Ancient Greek temple) 6. The particular mode of use of architectural artefacts 
change over time. As a consequence, the meanings associated with these artefacts change ac-
cordingly (Greek temple, museum – public collection) 7. How should we relate to architectural 
artefacts when the intangible intellectual tradition from which they have emerged is deemed eth-
ically problematic or objectionable? (Zeppelinfeld- Nazi party rally grounds) 8. Imperial archi-
tectures provide numerous examples of conflicts of this kind. The intellectual tradition from 
which architectural phenomena arise provides the appropriate context for a faithful interpreta-
tion of their meaning 9. Succeeding generations tend to pass moral judgements in an incon-
sistent manner. They tend to be more forgiving when they evaluate architectural artefacts from 
ancient times, and less forgiving when it comes to similar objects from the recent past or the 
present (amphitheatre fights, gas chambers) 10. Providing an adequate interpretation of the in-
tangible intellectual heritage of certain architectural trends is especially challenging when their 
moral status is in itself controversial (Opera Nazionale Balilla, Casa del Balilla, Forli) 11. Inter-
preting the architectural tradition of totalitarian regimes from the recent past in Eastern Europe 
is a genuine, everyday concern for us. It is not only an oppressive political agenda that is en-
trenched in these built environments, but a social vision in which authoritarian politics and hu-
manitarian values coexist. 12. Is an architectural tradition that serves the propaganda interests of 
a totalitarian system only a manifestation of its oppressive power? 13. Sometimes unmistakea-
bly philanthropic architectural interventions may lead to complex conflict situations, leaving 
complete erasure as the only possible rational solution (Pruitt Igoe) 14. Providing impartial, ob-
jective interpretation and documentation of our built environment, taking into account the intan-
gible intellectual tradition from which they have emerged as well as the changing uses and cus-
toms in relation to them, is crucial for a proper historical understanding, and for the preservation 
of our cultural heritage 15. Preserving the intangible intellectual heritage associated with certain 
architectural artefacts as positive cultural value may prove to be impossible if we are to main-
tain an ethically responsible stance. 
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It is evident that tangible and intangible cultural heritage are equally valuable elements of civili-
zation. We can find proof for that in the largely accepted definition of intangible cultural heri-
tage as it is: 

 
“Peoples’ learned processes along with the knowledge, skills and creativity that 

inform and are developed by them, the products they create, and the resources, 
spaces and other aspects of social and natural context necessary to their sustaina-
bility; these processes provide living communities with a sense of continuity with 
previous generations and are important to cultural identity, as well as to the safe-
guarding of cultural diversity and creativity of humanity”1. 

 
Reasonable interpretation of the expression “space”can bee in this correlation the architec-

tural background and the survival of architectural tradition..  
In this context both of them – the built environment and the activity can bee performed in this 

medium - are embedded in the built environment are inseparable: one cannot be understood in 
depth without the other. A special usage necessitates a special architectural construction and a 
type of building supposes special function as a purpose. We can not understand the built envi-
ronment without knowing the way of usage and the social customs are connected directly to that 
built environment.  

The architectural background provides something important for the special human habits, the 
intangible cultural heritage, actually: the relative stability and continuity: “Auguste Comte re-
marked that mental equilibrium was ,first and foremost, due to the fact that the physical objects 
of our daily contact change little or not at all, providing us with an image of permanence and 
stability”2. 

Authentic interpretation of the material relics of past civilizations poses a fundamental prob-
lem in the absence of a proper understanding of the intangible intellectual tradition from which 
they have arisen. We are often speaking about the intangible cultural heritage as it is embedded 
in special aspects of the folklore and use the two phrase – intangible heritage and folklore - as 
synonyms. Like in case of a title connected to the protection of intangible heritage: “UNESCO 
embarked in 1985 on an interdisciplinary study of the overall safeguarding of folklore”3. But 
some of the human communities habits and manners can be reconstructed from thi tangible re-
mains of a bygone culture. Tangible and intangible cultural heritage are sometimes the insepa-
rable  imprints of each other. 

A further problem comes from it. Manifestations of immaterial, intangible culture in folklore 
traditions are evident and have long been widely embraced by folklorists as positive values. 
These are unquestionably positive values of the history of culture and the essential colours of 
the history of mankind. But what to do with the habits and historical events which represents 
negative values embedded in architectural frame and which are unaccepted from moral point of 
view? Are not there  integrated elements of the history of human civilization? 

The use-related immaterial value of architectural artefacts has a much wider scope. We can 
not contemplate the world of social manners, folkloristic traditions - intangible cultural heritage 
- as a singular and independent, individual phenomenon. Intangible heritage is often inseparable 
from its architectural framework and this framework represents ethically negative habits - some-
times. 

What is more architectural objects as carriers of specific meanings can turn into self-
referential signs.  We should like to understand our tangible cultural heritage as precisely as 
possible, but we can do that only by interpret the signs inbeded in the architectural production. 
(Michae A. E. Dummett states, that “a theory of meaning is a theory of understanding”4)  The 
way Peter Eisenmann is thinking about it: “Architecture: self referential sign or a way of 
thought?”5 The architectural sign always means a special usage of the built environment and the 
socially accepted behaviour always can be judged from ethical point of view. Does this judge-
ment concern to the architectural artefact at the same way? 

Can the architectural artefact be identified by moral judgement based on the way of its usage? 
Or those are independent phenomena? 

The case is a bit more complicated. The particular mode of use of architectural artefacts 
changes time by time. As a consequence, the meanings associated with these artefacts change 
accordingly. The image of an ancient Greek porticus meant a space where we can meet God 
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2500 year ago and it means a public collection or official institution recently. So the judgement 
of the architectural phenomenon also can be contradictory according to the changes of usage 
and the change of meanings. 

The question is that how should we relate to architectural artefacts when the intangible intel-
lectual tradition from which they have emerged is deemed ethically problematic or objection-
able? For example Zeppelinfeld had been created as a large architectural gesture. (“The Nazi 
party rally grounds („German, Reichsparteitagsgelände; Literally: Reich Party Congress 
Grounds covered about 11 square kilometres in the southeast of Nuremberg, Germany. Six Nazi 
party rallies were held there between 1933 and 1938”6) The purpose of it is absolutely clear - 
Nazi party rally grounds. Its historical-moral connotation is unacceptable. What can we think 
about architectural achievement? Can we judge it excluded its intangible heritage embedded in 
the way of exercise of political power? Imperial architectures provide numerous examples of 
this kind of conflicts. The intellectual tradition from which architectural phenomena arise pro-
vides the appropriate context for a faithful interpretation of their meaning. 

Succeeding generations tend to pass moral judgements by an inconsistent manner. They tend 
to be more forgiving when they evaluate architectural artefacts from ancient times, and less for-
giving when it comes to similar objects from the recent past or the present. We are more forgiv-
ing and literary in case of the amphitheatre fights of ancient times than in case of Nazi concen-
tration camps. Despite of fact that both of them were cruel and cynical. 

Providing an adequate interpretation of the intangible intellectual heritage of certain architec-
tural trends is especially challenging when their moral status is in itself controversial. In case of 
the Mussolini’s Opera Nazionale Balilla (“ONB was an Italian Fascist youth organization func-
tioning, as an addition to school education, between 1926 and 1937 - the year it was absorbed 
into the Gioventù Italiana del Littorio, GIL, a youth section of the National Fascist Party”7. It 
was a state organised movement for healthy and strong Italian Youth and it was intended to cre-
ate a powerful an unified nation) positive and negative features are mixed.  The state provided 
for pupil a much experimental and exiting, healthy youth but made them quasi soldiers. What do 
we have to think about the parenting education and sports features of Balilla? We detect a shy 
and confused, causeless behavior behind the preservation of these architectural heritage. (Casa 
del Balilla, Forli: 

 
“L'architetto Marcello Piacentini definì l'edificio come "esempio perfetto e più 

compiuto di sede dell'Opera Nazionale Balilla", mentre Giuseppe Pagano 
Pogatschnig lo classificò tra le opere più importanti nell'ambito del Razionalismo 
italiano]. In occasione del restauro conservativo, il Comune di Forlì, per bocca del 
suo assessore alla cultura, ha ribadito che il complesso "Ex Gil" è l'edificio che 
forse più di ogni altro simboleggia l’architettura del periodo”8). 

 
This kind of objects have to be the unquestionable part of our cultural heritage despite of the 

questionable social events connected to them. 
Interpreting the architectural tradition of totalitarian regimes from the recent past in Eastern 

Europe is a genuine, everyday concern for us. It is not only an oppressive political agenda that is 
entrenched in these built environments, but a social vision in which authoritarian politics and 
humanitarian values coexist. The architectural environment totalitarian regime provided for the 
people some time and from some aspect was more homey healthy and (from semantical point of 
view) readable than that one democratic power allowed to built recently. (“Philip Johnson an-
nounced that even in the 1950s he had found Stalinallee to be "true city planning in the grand 
style. (…)For the Italian architect and theorist Aldo Rossi, Stalinallee is "Europe's last great 
street.”9). 

Can an architectural tradition that (among others) serves the propaganda interests of a totali-
tarian system be a manifestation of its oppressive power only? Are the elements of its built envi-
ronment important parts of our tangible cultural heritage despite of their unacceptable intangible 
cultural correlations? 

The interrelation between tangible and intangible heritage is more complicated. Sometimes 
unmistakeably philanthropic architectural interventions may lead to complex conflict situations, 
leaving complete erasure of architectural frame as the only possible rational solution (Pruitt 
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Igoe urban housing project, St. Louis, Missouri, US10) (What to be think about the habits of the 
residents of housing estate as intangible negative heritage?). 

Providing impartial, objective interpretation and documentation of our built environment, tak-
ing into account the intangible intellectual tradition from which they have emerged as well as 
the changing uses and customs in relation to them, is crucial for a proper historical understand-
ing, and for the preservation of our cultural heritage. 

Preserving the intangible intellectual heritage associated with certain architectural artefacts as 
positive cultural value may prove to be impossible if we are to maintain an ethically responsible 
stance. We are pressed to separate the cultural heritage and its moral judgement. We must pur-
sue to preserve the tangible and intangible heritage as objectively, widely and perfectly as pos-
sible. But we have to know, that from ethical point of view it will be challenging. It has to be 
clear for all of us. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

We want our ceremonies,  
We want our language,  
We want our stories told to our children,  
We want to sing,  
We want to dance,  
And why do we do it,  
We want to talk to our land, 
And, we want our land to talk to us. 

Australian Aboriginal Elder, 1988 (88, 2014). 

Indigenous cultural landscapes: equitably defining the 
‘authenticity’ of the intangible 
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ABSTRACT: Over hundreds of generations, indigenous groups around the world have passed 
down their traditional landscape associations, a number of which are intangible and therefore 
unquantifiable. Yet, these associative relationships with nature have been, and continue to be, 
pivotal in cultural evolution. Determining the authenticity of intangible landscape associations 
has caused much controversy, and in recent decades, indigenous groups have begun seeking 
protection of their places of significance. In response, the United Nations Educational, Scientific 
and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) World Heritage Committee (WHC) developed a criterion 
that intended to assist in the identification and protection of cultural landscapes. The WHC has 
therefore become the global authority responsible for determining the authenticity of cultural 
landscapes, including those with intangible associations rather than material cultural evidence. 
However, even with the support of the United Nations, UNESCO and the WHC, it is unlikely 
that every intangible cultural landscape will be sufficiently recognised and protected. Therefore, 
this research paper explores the effectiveness of current approaches to gauging authenticity in 
instances where multiple landscapes are valued according to similar characteristics. Further, this 
work studies the inherent relationship between the indigenous Maori population of the South Is-
land of New Zealand, in particular Kai Tahu peoples, and their significant landscape features, as 
a means of considering the breadth and depth of historic intangible associations. In light of these 
findings, this research challenges the appropriateness of the term ‘authenticity’ when analysing 
not only the subjective, but more pressingly, the intangible. It therefore questions the role of 
empirical data in demonstrating authenticity, while recognising that a prolific list of such intan-
gible cultural landscapes has the potential to diminish integrity. Thus, this paper addresses an 
urgent need for increased social research in this area, namely in identifying cultural landscape 
protection methods that empower all local indigenous communities, not just those which are the 
most critically acclaimed. 

SHARING CULTURES 2015 
Proceedings of the 4th International Conference on Intangible Heritage 365



An inherent link exists between indigenous peoples and nature, and as such, the definition and 
assessment of cultural landscapes is closely connected to the protection of indigenous values. 
However, authenticity is not a word that has gelled with indigenous ideologies. Much dispute 
and criticism has occurred throughout those nations which are home to indigenous people, most 
commonly regarding the likes of blood quantum, genealogical connectedness and the intangible 
association to spiritual values. Such challenges have troubled indigenous individuals, tribes, 
clans and mobs globally, resulting in calls for international recognition of indigenous rights. 
Accordingly, global federations and institutes, such as the United Nations Educational, Scien-
tific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) and the World Heritage Committee (WHC) have de-
veloped a series of polices aimed at improved integration of indigenous values into contempo-
rary regulatory procedure. 

Notwithstanding the efforts and achievements which have occurred as an outcome of such 
policies, indigenous individuals face continued confrontation regarding authentication of their 
culture and values. The work of Kehaulani Kauanui (Kauanui, 2008) identifies what is possibly 
considered the heart of the authentication debate for indigenous communities, which starts with 
what is considered a viable question by many non-indigenous people - ‘what percentage indige-
nous are you?’. The blood quantum proposition assesses indigenous authenticity from a highly 
quantitative western ideological perspective, where accuracy is imperative and judgement can 
be formed the moment a seemingly insufficient percentage is returned. The posing of such in-
quiry remains a common occurrence throughout south pacific nations such as Australia and 
New Zealand, and is commonly followed by further questions relating to land entitlements, 
government welfare, grants and scholarships. All such assessments often return to the authenti-
cation of cultural association, as a means of diminishing the need for restitution.  

Further complicating an already complex overlay of cultural paradigms, land rights, treaties 
and relationships between indigenous groups and nature, contemporary legislation is framed 
through a Eurocentric perspective in pursuit of evidence and tangible quantifications. Similarly, 
much of the World Heritage policy and protocol is framed in Western cultural terms, placing in-
digenous and non-Western cultures in a position of needing to define their culture through Eu-
ropean methods. It is therefore probable that an association or claim which is wholly intangible 
and highly subjective is an anomaly which can be poorly received by policy makers who are ac-
customed to dealings in facts or hard data. 

2 EQUALITY AND INDIGENOUS DISEMPOWERMENT 

As is respected across much of the sciences, the relationship between humans and nature arcs 
back to the beginning of time and as we have evolved as a species, as have our associations with 
the environment. This connection to land and nature has, however, evolved to a greater and 
lesser degree for different cultures around the globe based on factors such as occupation peri-
ods, colonial settlement patterns, and resource requirements. For Aboriginal Australians, this 
connection is recognised as being one of the longest continued landscape associations. Jenny 
Munro, of Wiradjuri Nation, states “from time immemorial, we believe as Aboriginal people, 
Australia has been here from the first sunrise, our people have been here along with the conti-
nent, with the first sunrise. We know our land was given to us by Baiami, we have a sacred duty 
to protect that land, we have a sacred duty to protect all the animals that we have an affiliation 
with through our totem system” (Aboriginal Heritage Office, 2006-2015). 

As would be expected, tens of thousands of years of occupation have resulted in an intrinsic 
relationship between indigenous groups and the landscape which has served as the source of 
knowledge about the universe and is inherently linked to daily activities and existence. This is 
demonstrated in the above introductory quote for this paper, which was made by an Aboriginal 
elder during a land march at the Australian Bicentenary 1988 (88, 2014). The statement relates 
to the loss of land rights, and in turn a loss of culture and identity, as an outcome of the contin-
ued disempowerment of Aboriginal groups since colonisation 200 years earlier. The elder refer-
ences the desire to retain ceremonial practices, language, oral traditions, as well as song and 
dance practices as a way of talking to their land and for their land to talk back to them. This is 
indigenous world view understanding in one of its simplest forms, where there is a perceived 
inherent link between the retention of culture, human dignity and the relationship to nature. 
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The statement demonstrates the basic premise of community aspirations and the search for 
cultural equality. Additionally, it demonstrates the profound connection of this indigenous 
group to land, which goes beyond settlement sites, visual amenity, resource use or functionality, 
all of which are measurable outputs commonly used to determine cultural linkages to landscape 
from a Western cultural perspective. The influence of significant landforms, features and entire 
landscapes on cultural practice cannot be mapped, nor can they be ranked to consider the degree 
of importance or authentication. These are, ostensibly, values that exist in their own right, 
standalone from universal truths. 

Intangible associations, relating to deeper spiritual connectivity, cannot be measured on a 
quantifiable axis, nor should they. In a world where much of everything that is undertaken in 
daily life can be tracked, mapped and recorded for analysis, it seems our pursuit for authentica-
tion and quantification has become an end goal for many activities. 

For Maori, or Tangata whenua, the indigenous peoples of New Zealand, the passing down of 
traditional landscape associations has largely occurred through oral traditions. This strongly oral 
and artistic language means there are no books, scripts or reports of the land management prac-
tices used, and similarly, nor do any records of occupation or spiritual landscape connections 
exist. However, Maori place much significance on the association of an iwi, commonly defined 
as a tribal group, to their ancestral landscape, ancestral mountain and ancestral river. This con-
nection to place is so highly regarded that it is the first connection mentioned in a mihi 
whakatau, or formal cultural welcome. The mihi whakatau pieces together an individual’s gene-
alogy, where the ancestral mountain and river immediately define the location of one’s family 
and the connection to the landscape through which their culture evolved (Pere & Barnes, 2009).  
Further to this means of identification, the mihi whakatau connects people to whom the intro-
duction is being made. 

Nevertheless, these significant connections are in absence of physical artefacts. No proof can 
be presented to ensure that one’s claim to an ancestral river is authentic. No challenge can be 
laid down to question the validity of such an association. This is a cultural custom and relation-
ship that can only truly be grasped and respected by other likeminded individuals who share 
similar associations to landscape, albeit knowledge of comparable relationships to land may oc-
cur between other Polynesian island groups or other indigenous cultures around the globe. Irre-
spective of lacking quantifiable evidence, significant intangible associations exist between in-
digenous groups and those landscapes which have been pivotal in cultural evolution. For some 
groups, it is likely that those intangible associations hold much greater significance than the ar-
tefacts and middens sites which can be found at historic settlement sites (Kawharu, 2009). 

For contemporary Maori individuals, ancestry can often stem from multiple iwi, or tribes, as 
well as other cultures throughout the world and commonly, the Pacific regions. This complex 
relationship to homelands often results in local mana, or pride, in landscape associations where 
individuals feel a strong connectedness to the iwi lands which have most commonly surrounded 
them throughout their life. As such, a Maori individual of Kai Tahu (South Island iwi/tribe), 
Ngati Tuwharetoa Central North Island iwi/tribe) and European descent who grew up in the 
lower South Island might feel the strongest connection to significant natural features in the 
South Island, Aoraki Mt Cook and Waikouaiti River, albeit their affiliations rightfully extend 
through those lands where lineage has evolved. Through this connection to landscape, an indig-
enous individual may determine this relationship as both authentic and inherent. Although it has 
been suggested that the ‘tender point appears to be the analytic deconstruction of authenticity 
when applied to cultural representations asserted by indigenous peoples’ (Linnekin, 1991). 

Cultural representations for Maori, and possibly other indigenous groups in the South Pacific, 
are found in many forms. These representations extend from the building of creation stories, 
through to ecological understanding, natural resource management and beyond. However, sci-
ence, and some forms of Western anthropology, have had strong standing points on the distinc-
tion between ‘invented’ and ‘genuine’ traditions or associations as identified in a series of works 
conducted in the early 1990’s (Hanson, 1991; Langdon, 1991; Levine, 1991; Linnekin, 1991). 
And, while much progress has been made in the areas of cultural awareness and education, this 
paper challenges whether we have truly progressed global change in this area over the past 25 
years, since these judgements were realised. 

With the progression of processes and procedures in the World Heritage and local policy 
realm, have we reached a means of appropriately seeking the protection of cultural landscape 
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values in a way which is equitable? And, further to this, are we confident that current practice 
avoids the cultural misappropriation that has been all too common across many nations and in 
many research areas historically? 

With good intentions of levelling the playing fields between Eurocentric policy and indige-
nous values, UNESCO’s WHC developed a criterion that intended to assist in the identification 
and protection of cultural landscapes. Thus the WHC has, to a certain degree, become the global 
authority responsible for determining the authenticity of cultural landscapes, including those 
with intangible associations rather than material cultural evidence. The WHC state that “there 
exist a great variety of Landscapes that are representative of the different regions of the world. 
Combined works of nature and humankind, they express a long and intimate relationship be-
tween peoples and their natural environment” (United Nations, 1992-2015 ) and as such, they 
firmly endorse the connection between people and place. 

3 DISCUSSION 

The establishment of the cultural landscapes criteria by UNESCO, in 1992, saw the World Her-
itage Convention become the first international legal instrument to protect such values. With a 
cultural criterion centred on three forms of relationship to landscape; being those created and 
designed by man, organically evolved landscapes and associative cultural landscapes, 88 prop-
erties are currently listed for protection around the world. Nevertheless, the inscription of cul-
tural landscapes on the World Heritage List calls for a selection to be made on the basis of ‘out-
standing universal value’ and the landscapes ‘capacity to illustrate the essential and distinct 
cultural elements of clearly defined geo-cultural regions’. Such assessment has the potential to 
pose two overarching concerns, the first relating to the term ‘universal value’ and the second be-
ing the notion of ‘clearly defined geo-cultural regions’ in terms of an indigenous world view.  
However, this paper questions what a ‘universal’ value actually is and how geo-cultural bounda-
ries are determined for spiritual connectedness to place. Beyond this it seeks to understand 
whether these concepts have a role in understanding, assessing and protecting intangible or as-
sociative indigenous landscapes in the twenty first century, where contemporary social science 
has identified that subjectivity of perception is more common than universality (Ray, 2015). 

Authors such as Shalom H. Schwartz and Anita Smith have carried out extensive research 
exploring that which is commonly perceived as a ‘universal value’ and have sought to under-
stand how balanced world heritage can be achieved. Smith goes further to state that universal 
values criteria have not only resulted in nearly 50% of World Heritage listings pertain to Euro-
pean nations, but further limit the diversity and complexity of the demonstration of culture  
(Smith, 2015). This work demonstrated that while several basic human principles exist in day to 
day circumstances, much of what we know and understand of the world around us is not per-
ceived through a common lens (Schwartz, 2011). In fact, when referring to the universality of 
World Heritage Sites specifically, it has been stated by some authors that “it is only by embrac-
ing pluralism and being open to alternative narratives and debate that World Heritage Sites, as 
international tourism sites, might be able to achieve UNESCO’s unifying ideals” (Tucker & 
Carnegie, 2014). The authors further state that the term ‘universal values’ implies that all peo-
ples of the world are equal stakeholders in a judgement. Understandably, this is a situation 
which is potentially inappropriate or detrimental to the needs and interests of an indigenous 
community seeking to protect sacred sites. Furthermore, it becomes increasingly apparent that a 
‘universal’ truth may be fundamentally unachievable when considering indigenous intangible 
landscapes. This relates to the potential that landscape associations can occur not only within a 
single race, but possibly only within the individual tribes, sub-tribes or communities. This lack 
of universality should not be misinterpreted as diminished significance, but rather, demonstrates 
that a localised collective of alternative narratives is equally as valuable and authentic as a uni-
versal appreciation. 

Seemingly so, even with the support of the United Nations, UNESCO and the WHC, it is 
possible that associative, or intangible, cultural landscapes which seek protection under the 
presently standing criterion, may not be suitably assessable for recognition and thus remain un-
protected. In the case of the South Pacific, Australia and New Zealand each list one cultural 
landscape, Uluru-Kata Tjuta National Park in Australia and Tongariro National Park in New 
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Zealand. Examining the notion of ‘universal value’ as a means of determining authenticity, both 
of these cultural landscapes potentially generate even greater confusion, as it is questionable 
how equally these landscapes are valued by the nation and indigenous races to which  they re-
late. 

For many individuals of Maori ancestry, it would be reasonable to state that Tongariro Na-
tional Park would not be considered their primary ancestral mountain. In fact for some, it would 
have little to no tangible or intangible significance as their allegiances are to the ancestral moun-
tain of their immediate iwi, or hapu. Te Ara - The Encyclopaedia of New Zealand provides “a 
comprehensive guide to our peoples, natural environment, history, culture, economy and socie-
ty” (New Zealand Government , 2005-2014). Additionally, this online resource gives an over-
view of a selection of iwi from across New Zealand. As an example of the well documented re-
lationship between Maori and their ancestral mountains and rivers, Table 1 highlights the degree 
to which the tribe’s ancestral landscape features are referenced by the encyclopaedia on intro-
ducing the iwi. The method of obtaining this data included researching only the initial leading 
webpage for each iwi. Further analysis into whether this information was present in additional 
iwi pages was not researched, as this method sought to identify the prominence of this infor-
mation. Website compilation, information availability and graphics, along with other unknown 
factors, may have influenced this output and should be considered when analysing the data. 

 
Table 1. Encyclopaedia Tribal List and Ancestral Mountain Association. 

Iwi/Tribe Listed 

Opens with 
Ancestral 

Mountain or 
River

Ancestral Landscape Feature 

Hauraki Tribes Yes Moehau mountain
Moriori - No -
Nga Rauru Kitahi Yes Wanganui and Patea rivers
Ngapuhi Yes Whiria mountain & Whiria mountain 
Ngati Kahungunu - No -
Ngati Raukawa Yes Maungatautari mountain
Ngati Toarangatira - No -
Rangitane Yes Manawatu river
Tauranga Moana Tribes Yes Mauao (Mt Maunganui)
Te Ati Awa of Wellington - No -
Te Whanau-a-Apanui Yes Whakaari (White Island)
Waikato Tribes Yes Waikato river and Taupiri mountain 
Muaupoko Yes Rangitatau pa (Palmer Head)
Ngai Tahu Yes Aoraki (Mt Cook)
Ngati Apa Yes Putauaki mountain
Ngati Maniapoto Yes Mt Kakepuku
Ngati Rongomaiwahine Yes Puke Karoro, Mokotahi
Ngati Tuwharetoa Yes Lake Taupo and Mt Tongariro

Tamaki tribes Yes Maungawhau (Mt Eden), Maungakiekie (One 
Tree Hill)

Te Arawa Yes Lake Rotorua, Mokoia Island, Rangitoto 
Te Tau Ihu Tribes Yes K para-te-hau (Lake Grassmere) 
Turanganui-a-Kiwa Tribes Yes Te Kuri-a-Paoa

Whanganui Tribes Yes Whanganui River, Mt Ruapehu, Tongariro, 
Ng uruhoe, Taranaki, and P hanga 

Marutuahu Tribes Yes Moehau mountain
Muriwhenua Tribes Yes Cape Reinga
Ngai Tuhoe Yes Maungapohatu, Urewera
Ngati Awa Yes Putauaki (Mt Edgecumbe)
Ngati Porou Yes Mt Hikurangi
Ngati Ruanui Yes Mt Taranaki
Ngati Whatua Yes Kaipara Harbour
Taranaki Tribe Yes Mt Taranaki
Te Ati Awa of Taranaki Yes Mt Taranaki
Te Whakatohea Yes Makeo mountain
Whangarei Tribes Yes Manaia mountain
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The encyclopaedia website allows the reader to explore tribal history, and in doing so, it out-
lines a short overview of each iwi. The above table lists the full range of iwi presented on the 
website, before analysing whether discussion or imagery of significant ancestral landscape fea-
tures have been referenced in the short overview. Of those 34 tribes listed, only four go without 
mentioning or demonstrating either the ancestral mountain or river that is of spiritual signifi-
cance to the iwi. This pattern follows similar trends to that of the introduction or mihi whakatau 
discussed earlier. 

It is noted that Ngati Tuwharetoa rightfully demonstrates an association with Mt Tongariro, 
New Zealand’s only World Heritage listed cultural landscape. Further to this note, it is pertinent 
to state that only one other tribal group, being the collective of Whanganui iwi, references 
Tongariro as having an overarching role as a cultural reference point. Thus, it is of concern that 
this cultural landscape is deemed to be of greater universal value than the wide range of other 
significant ancestral landscape features applicable to various iwi. Beyond this, it is also reason-
able to establish that other mountain ranges and rivers listed in Table 1 also carry great ecologi-
cal, biodiversity and visual amenity values to various iwi and to the New Zealand population 
alike. Nonetheless, the universal value of Tongariro appears to not only place this ancestral 
landscape on a global platform for all to appreciate, it presents a similar image to other iwi 
across the country, potentially fostering interracial competition and disempowerment. 

By no means is this paper therefore suggesting that all of those landscapes listed in Table 1 
should become World Heritage listed cultural landscapes. Such an overzealous approach would 
likely diminish the sacred significance to an even greater degree and would be of little value to 
iwi. However, on the opposing end of the spectrum, it may also be unviable to remove Mt 
Tongariro from its high status listing, compromising that specific site’s stature and leaving New 
Zealand without a single cultural landscape; an unreasonable outcome given the social and envi-
ronmental history of this isolated island group. Table 1 goes on to demonstrate that a localised 
collective of alternative narratives may be equally as valuable and authentic as a universal ap-
preciation, if not in the eyes of the broader public, certainly in the eyes of the local communities 
in question. 

If authentication of intangible associations is to be determined through universal values, it 
appears that only those sites with high tourism popularity and global ‘universally appreciated’ 
status may reach a level of protection that includes associative cultural landscapes. For this is 
what is currently demonstrated in the Uluru-Kata Tjuta and Tongariro examples of the South 
Pacific. 

4 CONCLUSION 

Evidently, the process of equitably defining the ‘authenticity’ of the intangible is both complex 
and multifaceted. For indigenous groups in the South Pacific, broader everyday challenges relat-
ing to the authentication of culture more generally, potentially underpin the struggles faced in 
the cultural landscape realm. The existence of terms relating to universality further complicate 
and undermine indigenous knowledge of, and relationship to landscape, bringing broader inter-
national values into the equation to pass judgment on protection status. If we are to seek a level 
playing field that equitably considers the landscape values of indigenous peoples, consideration 
must be given to contemporary means of determining authenticity which are not dependant on 
quantifying a broader collective consensus.  Much research is required in the indigenous cultural 
landscape arena to assist in determining processes by which this can be achieved. 

As such, this paper recommends that the role of indigenous scholars is pertinent to improving 
understanding in this domain, as it seems that Western and colonial approaches to research and 
policy, which have so widely damaged the perception of indigenous cultures historically, are 
potentially still prevalent in today’s academic and institutional strategies. If the comprehension 
of basic indigeneity principles continues to prove difficult for society, it is possible that the in-
herent link between man and nature may prove to be the most compelling demonstration of in-
digenous connection to place, history and culture. As such, this paper raises a question of 
presentday equality, not only in the cultural landscape realm, but within our policy, planning 
and World Heritage assessment processes more generally. For if we are to understand cultural 
landscapes holistically, embracing the full diversity of cultures that exist, we must first consider 
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the origins of the problem itself, be it in an improved understanding of equality or a contempo-
rary perspective and definition of authenticity. It will likely be through action at a local and 
global level that we will have the greatest success in determining an impartial means of under-
standing and assessing intangible cultural landscapes that empowers indigenous communities 
and educates future generations on cultural equality. 

 
 

Table 2. Glossary. 
Te Reo M ori  English 
Aotearoa New Zealand 
Hapu  Sub-tribe 
Iwi  Tribe 

Mana Whenua  Territorial rights, power from the land - power associated with possession 
and occupation of tribal land

Maori  Normal, usual, natural, common, native, indigenous, belonging to Aotea-
roa/New Zealand

Mihi Whakatau  Speech of greeting, official welcome speech
Pakeha  New Zealander of European decent

Tangata Whenua  Local people, hosts, indigenous people of the land - people born of the 
whenua 

Te Reo M ori  M ori Language
Te Tiriti o Waitangi  The Treaty of Waitangi
Whanau  Family 
Whenua Land, country, nation, state
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1 UNDERSTANDING THE NATURE OF LANDSCAPES 

Landscapes, defined as remembered fields of familiar places or memories representing records 
of names and stories of personal and collective experiences, play a significant role as a nexus 
for the formation of cultural identity. More noteworthy are the functional characteristics of the 
named landscapes in bridging the past and the present. In the scope of the linear perspective of 
time, the associated geographical spaces and the commonality of shared experiences, coined 
with the collective memories, draw into focus the processes involved in the formation of cultur-
al traditions, identities and aspirations (Robertson, 2009, 153). As argued by Robertson, the 
named elements “influence how we create and give meaning to our environment” (Ibid.). Har-
rington (2004) argues for a broader view of cultural heritage. “Cultural heritage can be broadly 
considered to include intangible aspects of our lives.” Such view “encompasses the general val-
ues and worldviews of a community” and it “enshrines a community’s character and identity”. 
In turn, the interactive nature of the ‘living heritage’ inspires the formation of cultural meanings 
expressed in a variety of tangible and intangible forms. The emerged vestiges of creative skills 
epitomize deeper and complex networks of collective memories enmeshed in the fabrics of so-
cial structures. The frameworks of the named landscapes construct the shape of cultural identity 
and consolidate the nature of what Robertson refers to as the “spirit of the place” (Ibid., 154). 

This paper defines the named “spirit of the place” as a crucible for creative expressions 
evolving from human search for meaning and significance. Further, it needs to be emphasized 
that the named space provides an environment of stability and safety for the progressive devel-
opment of cultural self-identification that moves beyond the scope determined by geographical 

A search for new meaning: virtual landscapes, identity and the 
cross-cultural nature of intangible heritage 

J. Skrzypaszek 
Avondale College of Higher Education, Cooranbong, NSW Australia 

ABSTRACT: This paper explores the role virtual landscapes play in the formation of the cross-
cultural quality of the intangible heritage. Research suggests that the highly poignant global 
blending of cultures generates a field of new forms of expressions and gives birth to new con-
trasting cultural identities. The variety of cultural backgrounds immersed in the framework of 
globalized varieties reflects the “multiple dimensions that compose it” (Salzman & Matathia, 
2006, 134). Besides, the avalanche of technological advancements and the age of digitized 
communication transitions cultural expressions away from the accepted forms of the new unex-
plored landscapes. It also argues that the virtual spaces provide a safe-haven environment con-
ducive to the development of personal and cultural identity and formation of communities that 
create a sense of belonging. Further, it asserts that the vibrant processes of virtual acculturation 
blend with the reality of human experience to produce novel virtual forms of cultural expres-
sions. In this context, it argues that the inherent dualism and dichotomy between the virtual and 
real life intensifies a sense of prospective creativity, oriented towards the future-oriented shape 
of cultural identity and its ongoing meaning for life. 
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or sociological boundaries. Engulfed by the continual collaborative interaction between the 
‘outer spaces’ of the real world and the ‘inner space’ of the human soul, searching for adjust-
ment, meaning and significance, the “spirit of the place” also finds its locum in the creative 
realm of human psyche (Fig. 1).  In this context, Robertson questions whether the relationship 
between a “sense of the place” is intrinsic to identity rather than buildings or monuments” or, as 
it may be suggested, any form of creative expressions. 

 
 

 
Figure 1. Geographically located cultural landscapes (Cultural Landscapes).

 
 
Firstly, the geographically located nature of the cultural landscapes, provide a retrospectively 

evaluative link between the past and the present. However, the process is not static but continu-
ally evolving. The remembered fields encompass, names, stories, shared and collective memo-
ries, cultural traditions and cultural meanings. Here, the formation of identity is immersed in the 
melting pot of interactive integration and adaptation to the “spirit of the place”. It is continually 
evolving. This paper concurs with Harrington’s view that “through meanings, associations, val-
ues and ways of life, people individually and collectively create a meaningful relationship with 
a place.” Ballasteroz and Ramirez (2006, 677) argue that the resulting “strong collective identi-
ties linked to life spaces or imagined spaces give rise to solid sense of communities.” In such 
cultural spaces identities “go beyond mere descriptions and representations of society.” Rather, 
they act as “catalysts for social actions”. 

Secondly, the continual processes of collaborative interplay between the cultural landscape 
or, as defined by Harrington a “place of making” coined with the creative realm of human psy-
che, provides an inspirational springboard for cultural expression evidenced both in tangible and 
intangible types. Further, the entirety of the “spirit of the place” defined in this paper as ‘the 
outer’ and ‘the inner’ spaces, offers an evaluative link between the past and the present. As well 
as, the retrospective nature of all the named components verify whether attachment to the spirit 
of the place, expressed in the folklore of the heritage is inherent to its identity. In that sense, the 
place of cultural belonging becomes a catalyst not only for social actions but a catalyst for crea-
tive expression of cultural self-understanding. 

This study recognizes a closely-knit tie between cultural landscapes and its spaces. However, 
it suggests that the character of the later moves beyond normative functions and assumes a vital 
formative and creative role in shaping the specifics characteristics of the regional heritage. It al-
so argues that the linear and geographically positioned landscapes fail to provide an adequate, 

S. Lira, R. Amoêda & C. Pinheiro374



prospectively focused framework for the complex character of the new emerging cross cultural 
and virtual landscapes. This argument reverberates Henriquez’ (2006, 288) question regarding 
the “preservation of cultural identity.” He argues whether it means a return to cultural roots of 
one's origin, or, alternatively "Seek feedback from the origins in order to redefine identity in the 
globalized present and future conditions?" It is evident that the expressed tension impacts the 
shape of a future-oriented cultural identity and the nature of ensuing forms of tangible and in-
tangible heritage. 

2 THE CHANGING NATURE OF LANDSCAPES 

The ongoing process of globalization, movement of migrants and in the recent years the ava-
lanched influx of refugees generates a highly poignant global blending of cultures. In conse-
quence, it changes the cultural nature of geographical landscapes. Henriquez (Ibid., 286) sees 
the impact in term of positive and negative elements. His view of the positives relates to “mutu-
al exchange of knowledge between cultures to share solutions to common problems.” Among 
the negative elements he refers to the danger of “the cultural imposition of patterns on the part 
of the most powerful” where “traditional cultural values, natural capital, and resources are con-
sidered as merchandise.” Naturally, the geographical and ideological misplacements distort the 
nature of local cultural identity. More significant is the impact exerted on the character of the 
landscapes. The geographically localized “spirit of the place” provides a stable environment for 
a distinctive character of cultural identity. Further, it develops relevant to its time and place in-
spiration for cultural expressions. The globalized landscapes diversify into unstable and insecure 
fields of cultural cohabitation. Tomlinson (1999) defines it in terms of “the loss of the natural 
relation of culture to geographical and social territories.” Hence, the changing nature of the new 
landscapes invades the “spirit of the place” with the continually changing character of instability 
and insecurity. 

The ensuing polarization between the local and global contours of the landscapes impacts the 
relationship between the previously outlined ‘outer spaces’ and the ‘inner spaces’ of the “spirit 
of the place. At the same time, the cohesive interaction between the outer and inner spaces pro-
vides a “comforting sense of cultural homogeneity” (Day, 2011, 49). He defines identity as 
“performative” where “believing and belonging to a particular culture is, nevertheless, actively 
demonstrated…by certain social truth or facts.” Citing Butler (1993, 225) he refers to the close 
association between “already held beliefs” and the need to accommodate them to “particular 
circumstances” in terms of “binding power.” As argued previously, the named qualities provide 
an inspirational springboard for cultural expressions evolving from the creative-ingenuity of 
human mind. 

Research suggests that the highly poignant global blending of cultures generates a field of 
‘new forms of expressions’ and gives birth to new contrasting cultural identities.  The variety of 
cultural backgrounds immersed in the framework of globalized varieties reflects the “multiple 
dimensions that compose it” (Salzman & Matathia, 134). This paper asserts that the detachment 
from the cultural origins and the familiarity with the “spirit of the place” transitions the for-
mation of cultural identities into the arms the changing world of technological advancement and 
the realm of new unexplored landscapes defined as virtual landscapes. 

3 UNDERSTANDING THE NATURE OF VIRTUAL LANDSCAPES 

The preceding discussion traced the holistic cohesiveness of the geographically situated cultural 
landscape. It also outlined the closely knitted relationship between the “spirit of the place and 
the ‘inner space’ defined as the creative realm of the human psyche. It suggested that the con-
tinual processes of collaborative interplay between the cultural landscape, or, as defined by Har-
rington a “place of making” coined with the creative realm of the human mind provides an in-
spirational springboard for cultural expression evidenced both in tangible and intangible forms. 
At the same time, the new landscapes, generated by the evolving global influence of the cross-
cultural and technological changes, call into the discussion its impact on the cultural identity of 
the landscapes, especially its influence on the inner ‘space’. 
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Similarly to the described cultural landscapes, both the virtual and cross-cultural landscapes 
connect with communities. However, according to Wenjing (2004, 397) “deterritorialization” 
demands “reconceptualization” of a community and even cultural identity.  She defines the 
communities functioning outside the conventional boundaries or geographical territories as im-
agined communities and argues, “Communities can be imagined around shared cultural practic-
es beyond a historical and geographical characterization.” As illustrated in Figure 2, both enti-
ties become an extended part of the natural flow of life detached from its cultural roots either by 
attraction to common interests or forces leading to geographical displacement. In both cases, the 
new environment activates processes of acculturation and adjustment to new conditions. 

 
 

 
Figure 2. Geographically located cultural landscapes (Virtual Landscapes).

 
 
As suggested previously, the new territories provide opportunities for the formation of new 

identities and hence open fields for the emergence of new cultural expression or re-
interpretation of the original cultural expression in a new setting. The new settings alter the 
“spirit of the place” from a homogenous cultural realm to a highly diversified landscape of cul-
tural diversity. Citing Gladwell (2005) Salzman and Matathia (Ibid,. 134) propose that “blend-
ing of cultures,” create “significant opportunities for new forms of expressions.” However, 
Gladwell identifies another significant characteristic, namely “multiplication of identities” and 
“constructions of new ones.” Hence, the consequential maze of alternative points of reference 
generates an ongoing search for meaning and cultural self-identification in a dramatically 
changing world (Fig. 3). The pace of the change engulfs human life both in a geographically lo-
cated cross-cultural setting and techno-oriented space at the same time the “binding power” of 
common interests generates both creativity and stability. 

This study suggests that the virtual space provides alternative safe-haven landscapes detached 
from the challenges of everyday life. They can be imaginary in the sense of surreal reality gen-
erated by the human mind or imaginary, as suggested by Western, (2001) in a sense spatial re-
ality in cyberspace. As argued by Western “fringe cultures find sanctuary in cyberspace where 
those with a common interest can communicate easily with each other". The named fringe cul-
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tures may include people in the diaspora experiencing isolation and lack of cultural acceptance. 
Davies (2011, 68) refers to such phenomena as a state “identity depletion”. He defines it as “life 
circumstances where a sense of meaninglessness and hopelessness pervades a person’s life or 
even the life of a community”. But it may also include people with special interests, avoiding 
hostility, embarrassment, outright alienation or loneliness. Hence, the virtual space provides an 
escape mechanism for dislocated detachment from the cultural “spirit of the place”. At the same 
time it generates a network of interconnectivity with other think-alike minds. 

 
 

 
Figure 3. Virtual landscapes. 

 
 
According to Wenjing (397) such virtually positioned communities “free of place and space 

can be used to reproduce communities that do not need geographic closeness.” As asserted by 
Rheingold (1993) they build on certain needs and goals. If carried over a prolonged period of 
time and with enough emotions, they form “real human relationships with cyberspace.” In con-
sequence, the formed communities generate a multiplicity of virtual landscapes each identified 
by the specific spirit of a place. 

4 THE INNER SPACE OF VIRTUAL LANDSCAPES AND CULTURAL EXPRESSIONS 

Given the diversified and complex maze of contemporary life, the virtual landscapes provide an 
alternative escape route to connect with the same-minded people. In this context and in the on-
going search for meaning, significance and acceptance, individuals rediscover a sense of be-
longing. Harrington asserts that such a belonging “arises through the mutual construction of a 
community and places reinforced through social practices, memories and local narratives.” At 
this point the question demanding consideration relates to the role virtual landscapes play in the 
formation of cross-culturally oriented heritage? 

Firstly, the virtual spaces provide an opening ground for acculturation and formation of social 
and cultural identity (Bhatia and Ram, 2001). In this space, the dynamics of cultural adjustment 
relates not only to migrating communities (Pope-Davis, Liu, Ledesma-Jones, & Nevitt, 2000; 
Saxton, 2001) but it also occurs in the framework of tuning to new ideological, social and per-
sonal interest. In the pursuit of new points of reference the human mind engages in an interac-
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tive identification with the new space and search for meaning and significance becomes cata-
lysts for creative expressions. The described activity proceeds from the dynamic interaction 
“when individuals of different cultures come in contact” (Schwartz, Montgomery, Briones, 
2006, 2). In this sense, the virtual landscape and more specifically the virtual space offers an 
ideal environment for a creative formation of both social and personal identity in a new context. 
The state of the formative flux injects into its space elements of spontaneous creativity towards 
cross-culturally oriented forms of expressions. 

Secondly, more interesting is the technological contribution of the emerging variety of social 
networks. Savoie (2010) points out that the technological innovations impact the quality of life 
by “delineating a new role for the private individual within public life.” He specifically refers to 
the dual role individuals experience by almost simultaneously changing the seat from the reader 
to the author. The almost immediate response to the ideological ideas or socially oriented con-
versations provides opportunity to express one’s opinion in a free non-threatening environment. 
At the same time, it provides a framework for the formation of a new cross-culturally oriented 
community. In one sense distant, but in another sense relatively close and intimate. The dynam-
ics of the interactive dialogues immerse individuals in the collective impassive textures of inter-
related collective memories and a diversity of thoughts and ideas. The same space offers oppor-
tunity for a creative discovery of one’s personal space and the choice of selective association 
with other voices opens a ground of nurture and development. At the same time, Savoie argues 
that “at a certain point the texture of individual voice is lost in the chorus or the chorus is re-
duced to cacophony” (Ibid, 3). 

Wenjing (2005) demonstrates the creative role the virtual space played in the cultural adjust-
ment of Chinese students in the diaspora and its contribution to the formation of cultural identi-
ty. The selected modes of Internet connection with Chinese virtual communities connected the 
students with the homeland. Through networking, they developed connections with Chinese 
friends and to further the level of communication they set up social network groups with specif-
ic interest. One of the students exclaimed. “I have many American classmates, but I do not think 
we can be called friends because we have great cultural differences” (Ibid, 400). The virtual 
space provided a home away from home and the social networking created a base for the devel-
opment of personal identity (traditional) and a healthy climate for cultural adjustment (transla-
tion) (Robbins, 1991). 

The cultural diversity of the virtual landscapes combined with the specificity of the selective 
virtual spaces based on common points of interest play a significant role in the formation of a 
cross-cultural quality of the heritage. The creative components of the landscapes may not end up 
with products of cultural heritage as have been known in the past and as are preserved today. As 
stated, the technological advancements and the age of digitized communication transitions cul-
tural expressions into new unexplored landscapes. In the realm of the unexplored fields, the 
amassed plethora of diversified collective memories will continue to provide innovative interac-
tions and a place of escape from the complexities of life to a surreal reality. 

Finally, the creative outcome of the explorations into the virtual landscapes and the product 
of mediated memories will continue to offer a base for the development of personal identity 
with empowerment to survive the complexities of the changing world. Van dijck (2010, 273) as-
serts correctly that in the virtual space, the lived experience and mediated memories “incorpo-
rate parts of culture into lives”.  The reflective components of the mediated memories will act as 
an antidote for the inherent dualism between the virtual and real life but at the same time the ex-
isting tension, coined with reflexivity, will continue to create a cultural sense of belonging. 
Even though the virtual space provides anonymity studies show its positive influence on com-
munity building in the real space. “Many communities can be made stronger and deeper by en-
couraging people to meet each other in real life” (Western, 2). Such an environment of cultural 
heritage arises “through the mutual construction of a community and place,” not only in a geo-
graphical space, but also in the spaces of virtual safe-haven. The named places will be rein-
forced through social practices, memories and local narratives relevant and contextualized to the 
time and place (Harrington). In the light of the progress of technological advancement, the dy-
namic process of acculturation and contextualization intensifies a sense prospective creativity 
steaming forward towards a future-oriented shape of cultural identity, always ready to embrace 
new innovative ways to respond the challenge of the ongoing search for meaning and relevance. 
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5 CONCLUSION 

The paper examined the role virtual landscapes play in the formation of the cross-cultural quali-
ty of the heritage. Firstly it surveyed the nature of the cultural landscapes outlining the elements 
that contribute to the development of the “spirit of the place” and it’s impact on cultural identi-
ty. It argued that an interaction between ‘outer’ and ‘inner’ space of the landscapes inspire the 
formation of cultural expressions. Further, due to the changing landscapes generated by global 
blending of cultures and advancements in technology, it demonstrated the link between the cul-
tural and virtual landscapes. It became evident that in both realms the inner spaces, identified as 
the creative realm of human psyche provides an inspirational springboard for cultural expression 
generated by an alternative virtual “spirit of the place”. The territories raise opportunities for the 
formation of new identities, new cultural expressions through interconnectivity with other think-
alike minds. Finally, by exploring the ‘inner space’ of the virtual landscapes, the paper outlined 
the role virtual landscapes play in the formation of cross-culturally oriented heritage. It evi-
denced that the formation of the cultural environment in the named space construct a safe-haven 
for the challenging complexities of the contemporary life. In such place of anonymity, the re-
flective components of mediated memories create a cultural sense of belonging and a place for 
spontaneous creative expression. The study shows that both the tangible and intangible expres-
sions of cultural heritage are by-products of the ‘spirit of the place’ an expression of the creative 
realm of the human mind. The role of the virtual landscape in the formation of such products is 
to nurture the prospective creativity of the human mind. 
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Within Ecuador, colonial, state, and touristic discourses have long constructed Ecuador’s central 
coast as comprising urban mestizo areas and rural landscapes inhabited by peasant fishermen or 
farmers. Rural groups are denied access to or visibility within the ethnic hierarchy of the nation; 
their externally ascribed mestizaje is considered to be inscribed in laboring bodies rather than 
inherited through an “authentic” millenarian culture. Thus since its landholdings were subsumed 
within a national park in 1979, the indigenous community of Agua Blanca has frequently faced 
the question of legitimacy. Although the archaeological record demonstrates over 5000 years of 
continuous occupation, Agua Blanca’s indigenous status tends to be unrecognized by the Ecua-
dorian government. 

What I consider here is the role of specific kinds of performance in negotiating control over 
identity claims within globalizing processes. Since the institution of the Machalilla National 
Park and the government institutions overseeing its implementation, Agua Blancans have been 
actively developing performance-based tactics to protect their rights to their ancestral territories, 
even in the face of broad Ecuadorian discourses that erase external perceptions of indigenous 
groups from the coastal regions. I contend that the efficacy of these tactics is only possible giv-
en the globalized context of Agua Blancan interactions with others. Globalizing processes pro-
vide not only novel audiences for Agua Blancan performances, but also spaces for the frictions 
described by Anna Tsing, the sticky localities where universal discourses are engaged with and 

Invisible, Inc.: performativity, fluidity, and interpracticality in 
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ABSTRACT: Within Ecuador, colonial, state, and touristic discourses have long constructed 
Ecuador’s central coast as comprising urban mestizo areas and rural landscapes inhabited by 
peasant fishermen or farmers. Rural groups are denied access to or visibility within the ethnic 
hierarchy of the nation; their externally ascribed mestizaje is considered to be inscribed in labor-
ing bodies rather than inherited through an “authentic” millenarian culture. Thus since its land-
holdings were subsumed within a national park in 1979, the indigenous community of Agua 
Blanca has frequently faced the question of legitimacy. Agua Blancans have learned to take ad-
vantage of the novel fields of practice created through globalization to bypass the Ecuadorian 
state and engage with global interlocutors. Through the Festival of the Manteño Balsa Raft, 
Agua Blancans perform a specific historical identity from which they have previously been dis-
cursively excluded, enabling them to shift from invisible laborers to highly visible actors per-
ceived as the rightful inheritors of the local landscape. This spectacular performance is both 
complicated and reinforced through more everyday performances of Agua Blancans' appropri-
ateness within the local landscape, performances witnessed and engaged with on a daily basis 
by tourists, volunteers, and other global audience members. I argue that these conscious practic-
es constitute what Linda Tuhiwai Smith has termed a methodology of decolonization, a meth-
odology possible only within globalized fields of practice. 
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changed (Tsing, 2004). While many of the Agua Blancan tactics originally emerged as respons-
es to acute threats, I here follow the threads of their development into a true methodology of de-
colonization based in practice and ideas of appropriate knowledge. 

1 ESSENTIALISM AND THE COMMODIFICATION OF INDIGENEITY 

In recent years, and particularly since the 2003 publication of Adam Kuper's well-known criti-
cism of indigeneity claims as political tactics, the debate over strategic uses by indigenous 
groups of external perceptions of essentialism has grown heated (cf. Escárcega, 2010; French, 
2006; Hale, 2006; Kenrick et al, 2004; Pelican, 2009; Sylvain, 2014). The title of this paper is a 
riff on John and Jean Comaroff’s 2009 work, Ethnicity, Inc. The Comaroffs posit that the alien-
ability of recognizable heritage, as well as its “capacity to conjure a collective imagining” of an 
exotic existence, renders ethnicity itself a valuable commodity for groups who can stake claims 
to it. In this context, essentialism functions as the tool with which to achieve that alienation of 
heritage--to identify, isolate, package, and market indigeneity as a commodity thereby accessi-
ble for external experience. But if intangibles such as ethnicity, heritage, and culture represent 
some of the most valuable commodities within globalizing processes, the implications for 
groups not perceived as authentic, and therefore unable to access those intangibles, are grim. 
Furthermore, in many cases states themselves co-opt such alienated heritages in the processes 
both of marketing the nation to external investors and of constructing national narratives for in-
ternal audiences (Smith, 2001). 

Given the Comaroffs’ contention that perceptions of authenticity result from the ability to al-
ienate and commodify particular aspects of one’s heritage, we might expect the construction of 
fields where certain groups are unable to access those intangibles to be oppressive: groups “be-
lieve…they face collective extinction” (2009: 10). In their construction of paths to agency with-
in globalized settings, Agua Blancans are adopting practical tactics that, in contrast to the overly 
essentialized Ecuadorian state productions of indigeneity and authenticity, are markedly anti-
essentialist in both nature and form. Agua Blancans have developed effective strategies based 
on fluidity rather than alienable commodities with which to protect their rights. Ultimately, what 
the Agua Blancan case suggests is that the construction of inauthenticity may also be produc-
tive, leading to a methodology of destabilization of oppressive discourses and ultimately of de-
colonization. 

2 PRACTICE THEORY AND INTERPRACTICALITY 

I want to mention here three fairly well-known concepts in social science that lead me to a 
fourth concept I am developing to capture the gist of this methodology. All four are important to 
understanding Agua Blancan performances as strategies across multiple registers that are in-
tended to facilitate a continued fluidity in Agua Blancan self-representation. The first is practice 
theory and its concepts of fields, dispositions, and habiti, as understood by Pierre Bourdieu 
(1977, 1990, 1993). Practice is our activity in the external world. Fields are basically structures-
in-practice, playing fields guided by sets of rules. Practice on fields results in a set of attitudes 
toward the world, of categories we embody, which Bourdieu calls dispositions; through enacting 
those dispositions, we create a habitus. Importantly, Bourdieu suggests that an individual’s 
habitus can change as he or she is exposed to new structures-in-practice, or fields. We exist at 
the intersection of so many structures that we must learn to negotiate all of their boundaries 
concomitantly, and, in doing so, we alter the structures themselves. 

Two further closely interrelated concepts affect how we perceive place and belonging in ways 
that limit agency for those within social spaces. First is racialized geography—the idea, con-
structed through both discourse and practice, that certain groups belong in certain places within 
a landscape, and not in others—and second is the idea of suitability, or appropriate practice. 
Through practice, we come to embody particular identities associated with specific fields—
identities that thereby come to appear appropriate within those fields. In the Agua Blancan case, 
given that the rural central coast of Ecuador is constructed as a sparsely inhabited mestizo space, 
coastal indigenous heritage is not imagined—not symbolically available—in ways that might 
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permit indigenous individuals or communities to be externally assessed as appropriate embodi-
ments of indigenous praxis. 

Finally, I want to introduce two new concepts. Anthropological theory refers to those with 
whom we engage in speech or discourse as interlocutors. Within practice, however, no such 
term exists. I propose that those with whom we engage in practice might be thought of as our 
interpracticors, and that the process of engaged practice through which we produce fields and 
habiti is best described as interpracticality. I further posit that interpracticality is central to an 
Agua Blancan methodology of decolonization, one employed in both spectacular and quotidian 
contexts. The following ethnographic examples help illustrate that methodology. 

3 SPECTACLES OF TRANSGRESSION: THE FESTIVAL DE LA BALSA MANTEÑA  

The Manteño balsa-raft festival is an invented tradition which has been celebrated on October 
12, Columbus Day or Día de la Raza, each year since 1992—the quincentennial of Columbus’s 
arrival to the Americas, and a year that saw a significant increase in state control over indige-
nous territories. While the festival had a poor reception in the first few years, Agua Blancans 
began promoting it to tourists and others, dramatically increasing the visual spectacle of the 
event. Today, hundreds of people—tourists, media, and representatives of other communities—
travel to witness the festival. 

While ostensibly centered around the launching of a balsa-wood raft, the event involves hours 
of pageantry and spectacle, including costumed marches through the town where Park head-
quarters are located, and an hour or so of public theatre. The performance is rewritten by Agua 
Blancans each year to refer to current events and related tensions, but each iteration is calculated 
to provoke cognitive dissonance between the dominant narrative of the disappearance of coastal 
indigenous people in 1532 and the ongoing presence of Agua Blancans, whose actions, dress, 
and speeches deny the possibility of easy definitions. The spectacle also relies on a few pan-
indigenous elements—costumes inspired by a wide range of depictions of native dress from the 
entire hemisphere or even further, including banana-leaf skirts, body paint, feathers, and head-
dresses; speeches invoking not only local deities, but also those of other communities of the 
Americas; the inclusion of an Ecuadorian symbol, vasijas de barro, or clay burial vessels; and 
an Inca capac hucha (solemn sacrifice) ceremony. 

In the following analysis, I refer to one representative iteration of the performance. The en-
tirety of the community theatre piece displays both a performative and a discursive positioning 
of the community within history, the local landscape, and broader negotiations over identity. In 
the introduction, the master of ceremonies (MC) begins by welcoming the audience, which in-
cludes national and international tourists; representatives of national media outlets; residents of 
Puerto López, headquarters of the Machalilla National Park and home to a number of expatri-
ates from Europe and the Americas; and representatives from “traditional communities”—both 
indigenous and Afro-Ecuadorian—from other provinces, invited by the council of Agua Blanca 
to participate in the broader celebration. 

The opening of the speech is positive: “it is wonderful to find ourselves together on this beau-
tiful day…to remember joyfully what occurred in 1492.” However, the MC quickly shifts to de-
scriptions of the “massacre” of a “calm” and “well-mannered” people who “lived in a state of 
purity,” framing the events as an “imposition of values” leaving a legacy of “laziness” and “cor-
ruption.” Despite the rapid shift to a negative tone, however, the MC’s decision to preface the 
entire presentation by welcoming the audience as “my dear brothers and sisters” renders the di-
visions between Us and Them fuzzy at best. This is more than a discursive ploy to keep an audi-
ence engaged; it provides the framework for a broad destabilization of identities that the actors 
build upon. 

Throughout, the MC adeptly gauges the audience’s response and shifts his tone accordingly. 
On the one hand, his speech is quite incendiary, calling for people to “rise…with one fist raised 
like those brave indigenous brothers, and reclaim what by right and by justice is ours”—
language that, in other Ecuadorian settings or spoken by representatives of other groups, might 
result in the immediate and forceful curtailing of the event. However, the setting itself is ambig-
uous in many ways. The presentation is not a political rally, but a staged performance; the MC 
varies between a welcoming tone and a far more strident one; the location is neither a major po-
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litical center nor the home of the performers, but a tourist locale; audience members may not 
even speak Spanish. Furthermore, while all the other performers are dressed to evoke a sense of 
generic indigeneity located in the past, the MC is dressed in Western/global street clothes, again 
highlighting the ambiguities of how indigeneity might be defined, where the line between Us 
and Them might be drawn. 

Following the introductory remarks, the remaining Agua Blancans enter, guided by their 
council president. Referring both to the Kingdom of Salangome and the Inca (which highlight 
the past-ness of the event), and welcoming “our black brothers” and the highland indigenous 
groups who have been invited to participate in other aspects of the festival, the president’s 
speech serves as a subtle reminder of the absurdities inherent in defining indigeneity in terms 
clearly demarcated in space and time. 

At this point, the man acting as shaman enters, quite theatrically. He leads the entire crowd in 
prayers to the seven directions, prayers that name the “peoples of the Amazon,” “sons of 
Tawantinsuyu,” “Aztlán,” the “Mayas” and the “red peoples of America” as well as the “peo-
ples of the north…the youth with their enthusiasm and innocence,” intended as a reference to 
the tourists from the US and Europe. Gods invoked include “Pachamama” and “Padre Sol,” both 
Inca deities. Toward the end of this part of the performance, the shaman also requests the bless-
ing of Pachamama on “all her daughters and sons, all of them, regardless of their color or their 
ways of thinking.” This section of the festival in its entirety—the blessings and cleansings—
revolves around a theme of pan-indigenous identity; the final phrases reiterate the idea that 
those present are all brothers. 

Next, the MC introduces the narrative of the balsa raft, central to the festival, and the one 
symbolic element clearly linked to a very local past. He concludes by emphasizing that through 
the event “we recall the bravura of our brothers on the sea, the great navigators of the past who 
even now exist in these towns and who will forever be part of us.” The council president's narra-
tive immediately following this reinforces the claiming of a heritage: “This is part of our histo-
ry…” but follows with an introduction of the next part of the performance, whose roles are 
clearly located chronologically in the past: “each of them fulfilling a mission until the last day 
of their existence in the kingdom of Tuzco.” At this point, several of the community members 
who had been standing quietly toward the back of the performance area come alive, moving to-
ward the central figure of the shaman-cacique. Each of them describes his duties within the 
kingdom—fisherman, farmer, hunter, artisan, navigator, kamayoq (custom-keeper)—and each 
laments the passing of his craft with the arrival of the Spaniards. 

This is both the most subtle and the most powerful rhetorical moment of the performance.  
Each of the actors is dressed generically and very differently from how he would present him-
self in Agua Blanca. Each names a technology and an occupation that will perish under the 
domination of the Spaniards. However, while the performance is located in the past, each names 
an activity that is clearly still part of the present reality of Agua Blanca, but not of the daily life 
of the majority of the audience members. Cognitive dissonance is introduced, both for the audi-
ence and, perhaps equally importantly, for Agua Blancans. What the performance accomplishes 
is to heighten the sense of destabilization of identity. Who is indigenous? How is indigeneity 
defined? What does heritage mean, and how might it play out? Where is indigeneity located, 
and by extension, can racialized geography exist? 

For the duration of their performance, Agua Blancans publicly inhabit roles that expose the 
narrow ways racialized categories have been defined and mapped onto the landscape. The wide-
ranging sources of the symbols used in this openly theatrical event only heighten the degree of 
instability Agua Blancans are introducing into official geographies of race—while all the sym-
bols are clearly recognizable as indexing “indigenous,” none of them can be readily mapped on-
to the available geographic space of the Manabí coast, or even onto imagined Ecuador more 
generally. Temporal and spatial boundaries painstakingly set up through national narratives are 
complicated through this public presentation. Agua Blancan representations of expected catego-
ries of indigeneity in spaces officially constructed as mestizo effectively destabilize Ecuador’s 
racialized geography. Agua Blancans are attempting to transform the ways in which being in-
digenous is possible in Ecuador. 

Through the festival, Agua Blancans also access new interpracticors, bypassing the state 
whose definitions constrain or exclude them to engage with representatives of international 
NGOs, members of the national (and international) press, and tourists. Furthermore, even 
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though in most cases those interpracticors fail to comprehend the stakes of the “serious game” 
being played (Ortner 2006), the performances are effective precisely because Agua Blancans are 
supposed to be invisible, are not supposed to exist as indigenous people at all, but rather as 
poor, rural, unintelligent laborers. Thus the fact that they are being engaged with as indigenous 
groups necessarily changes the fields of production. 

4 APPROPRIATE SPACES 

I want to contrast this kind of spectacular performance with more quotidian practices engaging 
audiences in producing a sense of belonging-in-the-landscape. Agua Blancan women often co-
ordinate with their neighbors, sisters, daughters, or friends to walk together to the pozos, or 
washing pools. Arriving at the stones, each claims a spot. This is a favorite activity precisely 
because it gives women a chance to get together, tell stories, joke, and discuss daily life. Before 
returning home, women will bathe and wash their hair. Married women will remove their tops, 
bathing quickly before donning clean clothing; unmarried women and girls wash through their 
clothing and change inside a cloth. 

The first time I washed clothes there, I noticed a stairway with a handmade wood railing lead-
ing up the opposite river bank into the woods, and wondered where it led. I soon found out, as a 
noisy group of tourists followed their guide down the steps. Rather than herding them quickly 
past us, the guide paused and gestured in our direction. Most tourists took out a camera to cap-
ture the scene. 

After the tourists left, I asked the women whether it bothered them to be photographed like 
that, doing chores, wet, and potentially in a state of undress. They laughed and said they never 
had their shirts off when tourists came, and that they didn’t care about the photos. Later, I real-
ized that they were able to avoid untimely tour-group arrivals by paying attention to the deep, 
echoing sound of the conch-shell trumpets played in the museum roughly ten minutes before the 
group would show up across the river. Furthermore, the photos were always taken at a distance; 
they were portraits of a setting, a broader context. By simply tilting her head downward, a 
woman could render herself anonymous. 

More importantly, since the advent of tourism, laundering clothing has become a 
metaperformance (cf. Urban 2001), constituting the community itself as part of the local land-
scape. In other words, rather than being bothered at being perceived as part of the landscape, the 
women recognize that the whole point of the performance and its inescapable visibility is to re-
inforce external perceptions of their appropriateness within the landscape. Tour guides could 
easily take a different path to the lagoon; the choice to lead groups right in front of the women is 
a conscious one. 

5 SPECTACULAR ACCUMULATION AND INTERPRACTICORS 

In analyzing these two types of performance, I turn briefly to other recent analyses of practice 
within globalizing processes. Considering why some highland Bolivian groups are considered 
indigenous while others who may live, dress, speak, and act similarly are not, anthropologist 
Andrew Canessa (2012) argues for a model of iterative accumulation, everyday practice that re-
affirms or detracts from perceptions of particular identities. I want to compare this with what 
Anna Tsing has called spectacular accumulation. As she notes, "the ‘economy of appearanc-
es’… depends on…the self-conscious making of a spectacle … In speculative economies, profit 
must be imagined before it can be extracted; the possibility of economic performance must be 
conjured" (2004: 57). Her insight plays into the concept of appropriateness. In order for some-
thing to become suitable, it must first be able to be imagined. Something becomes imaginable 
when we have adequately framed it through discourse; it becomes a spectacle when we render it 
tangible through performance. And spectacular accumulations are perhaps most effective within 
economies where intangibles—knowledge, ethnicity, heritage, taste—accrue the greatest ex-
change values, because in the end those intangibles become tangible only through spectacle. 
Through both iteration and spectacle, Agua Blancans are creating spaces where they are able 
simultaneously to destabilize doxic discourses and structures, and to revalorize their own appro-
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priateness within a particular landscape. How do they accomplish this?  In the past dozen years, 
I have attended multiple day-long community meetings, many of which involved presentations 
by outsiders interested in initiating research, development projects, or volunteer work in the 
community. In every case, we are required to present our proposals formally to the council and 
an assembly of interested Agua Blancans in the town meeting hall. In every case, the minutiae 
of our presence in the community must be hammered out, negotiated, and agreed upon before 
any work can begin. Despite this overt focus on short-term utility, what ultimately matters is not 
the number of people employed, the wages negotiated, or the material objects to be left behind. 
What matters are the ongoing relationships. No matter what else is negotiated, everyone coming 
in works with Agua Blancan people and lives in the village: in other words, we all end up bear-
ing witness to everyday life in Agua Blanca. 

In the end, projects create a space for visitors to become interpracticors. Through our own 
practice, we visitors validate external perceptions of Agua Blancan appropriateness, and in the 
process undergo our own interpretive drift (cf. Luhrmann, 1989).  Even when people create pro-
jects without really considering Agua Blanca at all—when biologists choose to work there be-
cause it provides a convenient location within the Park, or tourism students are stationed there 
because of the Park’s connections with the Ministry of Tourism, or ecotourists decide to stay on 
as volunteers out of a desire for spaces of natural beauty, or archaeologists perceive it to hold 
sites of a dissociated past—Agua Blancans get us to perceive them as belonging there regardless 
of labels. 

In other words, the projects are all successful, just not in the ways their proposers might have 
intended. No one I know of who has ever gone into Agua Blanca with a project has left without 
caring about Agua Blanca. Those who enter the community leave with an experience of a par-
ticular place, one they cannot imagine devoid of Agua Blancan people. Thus we visitors, re-
searchers, purveyors of projects end up serving as interpracticors, collaborators in the produc-
tion of suitabilities that benefit Agua Blancans. We become people with a vested interest in the 
continuation of the community. 

6 CAN THE SUBALTERN ACT? GLOBALIZATION AND METHODOLOGIES OF 
DECOLONIZATION 

For the master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house. They may allow us 
to temporarily beat him at his own game, but they will never enable us to bring 
about genuine change. 

--Audre Lorde (1984) 
 
As Gayatri Spivak once famously concluded, the subaltern in many cases cannot speak; he or 
she is not merely invisible, but invisible to the degree that his failure to be entertained by an au-
dience need not be due to conscious rejection but rather merely to what becomes the potential 
audience's inability to perceive his speech in the first place (Spivak 1988). What, though, ren-
ders speech inaudible, or subalterns invisible?  Bourdieu notes that, to be effective, speech acts 
must not only take a form their audience will perceive as appropriate, but also be undertaken at 
the appropriate moment by an appropriate speaker (Bourdieu 1991). Spivak's subalterns are 
voiceless for precisely this reason--their appropriate existence is already defined as a silent one. 
Agua Blancans, part of a fuzzy rendering of a laboring mestizo coastal region, are similarly si-
lenced, their imputed inauthenticity further rendering them invisible within the landscapes they 
and their ancestors have inhabited for millennia. 

Racialized geography and related constructions of subalternity are central to understanding 
why globalizing processes become so important within the Agua Blancan methodology of de-
colonization. All Ecuadorian audiences--from the socially white elite to the mestizo majority to 
indigenous and black subalterns--have been socialized to read rural coastal landscapes as pre-
dominantly empty, home only to uncultured mestizo laborers. Yet precisely because those land-
scapes have effectively been rendered invisible--unimagined in the Andersonian sense--they are 
able to be reinscribed with meaning for external audiences, those who visit without precon-
ceived notions of who might be appropriate within those landscapes. The expectations and 
grand narratives of these new global audiences are different; it is the longstanding romantic ex-
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pectation of finding traditional peoples, peoples whose narratives are violently fractured by mo-
dernity, that provides the perceptual space for the Agua Blancan methodology. 

The emphasis on blatant markers of a generic indigeneity within spectacular performances 
creates a mental space within which the more quotidian displays of actions that can be perceived 
as "traditional" practice are sufficient to reinforce audience suspicions that "yes, real Indians do 
still exist, but their existence is threatened by encroaching modernity." In this context, rather 
than creating a space of cognitive dissonance, the presence in Agua Blanca of markers of "mo-
dernity"--cell phones, computers, televisions, motorcycles--may be perceived as symptoms of 
that spreading disease. Thus external audiences are persuaded to fight to preserve what they 
perceive as a disappearing authenticity, but what might more accurately be described as their 
own nostalgic trope of the noble savage untainted by modernity. This recognition of signifiers 
from their own tropes entices global audiences to engage with Agua Blancans, at which point 
interpracticality can commence. 

This is precisely why Agua Blancan tactics of interpracticality are so effective. Although it 
does draw on existing colonial discourses to set the scene for performances, because it shifts to 
and even more fundamentally relies on embodied, shared practice, interpracticality as a method-
ology of decolonization represents a new set of tools that, within a context of globalization, en-
ables unrecognized groups to bypass the master's house entirely. Rather than dismantling exist-
ing oppressive structures with the master's own tools, Agua Blancans are engaging directly with 
their audiences to co-construct their own fluid, antiessentialist terms of existence. Through both 
spectacle and iteration, Agua Blancans push us to question and thereby to destabilize received 
notions of racialized geography. Collectively, we reimagine what indigeneity, authenticity, and 
belonging might be able to mean; collectively, we take the first steps toward a paradigm shift. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Research background 
Currently, intangible cultural heritage could still exist and develop in contemporary social envi-
ronment and promote the development of diversified culture worldwide. Intangible cultural her-
itage researches starting from this perspective must focus on the morphology and significance of 
these traditional cultural activities existing in contemporary society. Intangible cultural heritage 
is dynamic traditional culture. What is worth asking is that how to ensure that traditional culture 
is still “alive” today? 

Folk custom activities arising in recent years, though mostly copycat or pseudo-folk customs 
presented out of commercial or other purposes, but if judging seriously, these “pseudo-customs” 
may still contain the factors of some traditional folk cultures. These activities may absorb the 
involvement of true folk culture inheritors and would call up memory and cultural recognition in 
specific cultural groups. As the cultural space on which the survival of intangible cultural herit-
age relies, would such changes and reconstruction lead to the loss of collective memory and the 
loss of original authenticity of intangible cultural heritage? We believe that intangible cultural 
heritage could reflect the sense of recognition and creativity of the cultural groups, and its dy-
namic property shall not only be understood as the residual of the old culture, but shall also in-
clude its vitality that could be extended and innovatively developed. 

So, the protection of intangible cultural heritage shall focus on the reserve of original authen-
ticity or on the collective memory and sentiment of different cultural groups running through the 
whole process? This is a key issue that requires the academic circle to think about and discuss. 

Intangible cultural heritage map - changes in the cultural space of 
Hu writing brush with the collective memory 

S. Wang 
Zhejiang University, Hangzhou, China 

ABSTRACT: This paper proceeds from the view of preparing the intangible cultural heritage 
map, meanwhile, it makes the changes in cultural space of Hu-writing brush as a point cut. Ana-
lyzing the manifestation and causes of geo-spatial changes in Shanlian that take the rise and fall 
of the core building, Menggong Temple, and the construction of Hu-writing brush culture park 
for context, finally coming to conclusion that traffic conditions cause the changes, namely in the 
1980s before the water transport was given priority to the road traffic in the 90s, and in 2010, it 
has seen the industrial cluster in Hu-writing brush. Meanwhile, it also fixes on the changes of 
Jibishen rite in the view of the rite’s procedure, the personnel composition, the route and dates 
and the funds who raise, so as to study on the effect of the changes in cultural space of Hu-
writing brush through economy, politics, culture three aspects, come into a conclusion about the 
reflection on the intangible cultural heritage and collective memory and rethink the purpose and 
meaning of reconstruction traditional cultural space. 
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1.2 Research methods 
This paper comprehensively uses cultural heritage, anthropology, folklore theories and methods, 
and the concrete methods are literature, in-depth interviews and participant observation, among 
which, field survey is the main research method. 

I interviewed 39 people in Shanlian, where Hanshan Hu-writing brush factory director 1, 
Shanlian government staffs 3, Shanlian Hu-writing brush factory clerk 1, Shanlian Hu- writing 
brush factory workers 5 (one of them is provincial master of Arts and crafts), Hu-writing brush 
Museum Director 1, Hu-writing brush Museum staffs 2, Hu-writing brush Street shops owners 
20, Wang Yipin pen Store Manager 1, Shanlian old town workshop residents 5. 

I participated in the various stages of preparation and officially began of Jibishen ( ) 
rite, and I recorded all the details of its process. 

This paper makes the cultural spaces and cultural reconstruction theories as frame theory, us-
ing ritual change theory to analyze the change of Jibishen ( ) rite. Meanwhile, it uses the 
folk geography theory to make intangible cultural heritage maps, so as to analyze the Geo-
spatial changes of Hu-writing brush. 

2 OVERVIEW OF FIELD POINTS 

2.1 Division of Shanlian Town 
Shanlian Town (Fig. 1) is situated in the southeastern border of Huzhou downtown. On the east 
it is adjacent to Hanshan and Quanren Township; on the south it is connected with Xinlian 
Township of Deqing County; Shicong Township and Qianjin Township are the western neigh-
bors of the town, and Morong Township sits next to the town on the north. The landform of 
Shanlian Town is like an ax surrounded by streams and paddy fields. The downtown area is in 
the center of the whole town. Shanlian Town is 28km away northwest to Huzhou City. It is 
placed in the center of four towns, Linghu, Shuanglin, Lianshi and Xinshi. Shanlian Town is a 
long narrow strip and is one of the seven major towns in Huzhou. 

According to the local records of Jiaxing and Huzhou (Huzhou Local Chronicles Compilation 
Committee, 1999), in the beginning of Qing Dynasty, Linghu, Shuanglin, Lianshi, Ditou and 
Shanlian had registered one thousand to several thousand of households. At the time, the region 
was already full of merchants and stores, presenting a bustling state. 

Before the liberation, Shanlian was under the administration of Sanyang Township and 
Pingbei Township. In early stage after liberation (1949~1953), Shanlian was promoted to be a 
town under the administration of Shanlian District. Between 1954 and 1958, Shanlian Town 
was under the administration of Shanlian Town. From 1959 to 1984, Shanlian was a natural 
town under the administration of Shanlian commune. In 1984, Shanlian Township was revoked 
to establish Shanlian Town under the town-governing-village system. Currently, Shanlian 
Town’s constructed area is 0.37km2, governing 3 residential areas and one, governing three res-
idential areas, one administrative village and eight natural villages. 

 

 
Figure 1. Shanlian town map. 
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2.2 Brush-making tradition 
According to Wuxing Stories written in Jiajing Period of Ming Dynasty (Xu Xianzhong, 1983) 
“ ”, Shanlian built up the temple of Meng 
Tian, the Pen Ancestor. Qing Dynasty’s Huzhou Literature Review (Zheng Yuanqing, 1969) 
“ ” recorded that 
“ ”, accord-
ing to Yu Yue’s Chunzaitang Essays (Yu Yue, 2000), Shanlian was the source and major pro-
duction site of Hu-writing brushes. 

After Jin Dynasty, there have been numerous craftsmen producing Hu-writing brushs, pass-
ing down pen-producing techniques. The shape of pen shafts and pen brush are more deliberate-
ly produced. Pen heads use fox hair as cores and rabbit hair as covers. In Tang Dynasty, in addi-
tion to deer hair, pen heads also used deer hairs and wild fox hairs. After Yuan Dynasty, 
multiple manufacturing procedures were formed preliminarily, including material selection, wa-
ter pots, encapsulating, knotting and pen selection, etc. According to Huzhou Record composed 
in Ming Dynasty’s Chenghua Period 
“ ”, people at the time 
dubbed Zhao Mengfu’s calligraphy, Qian Shunju’s paintings and Feng Yingke’s brushs as “Fab 
Three” in Wuxing. 

Production of Hu-writing brushs hit the peak in 1929, when Shanlian registered over 300 
pen-producing workshops and households and over 1000 practitioners, registering an annual 
output of over 4 million brushs. After 1930s, the pen-producing industry gradually fell down. 
After liberalization, Shanlian Town Hu-writing Brush Association was founded in 1951, and the 
joint sales office was established the next year. In April 1956, Hu-writing Brush Production Co-
operative was built up, recovering and developing the Hu-writing brush industry. In 1959, over 
5.9 million brushs were produced and exported to Japan and Southeast Asian countries. 

3 GEOGRAPHIC SPACE OF SHANLIAN TOWN AND ITS CHANGES 

The geographic changes of Shanlian were mainly related to the demolition and construction of 
Meng Tian Temple and the foundation of Hu-wirting brush cultural park. 

3.1 The transition period between Ming Dynasty and Qing Dynasty 
The earliest Meng Tian Temple was built up in the transition period between Ming Dynasty and 
Qing Dynasty west of Baoning Bridge in the Baoning Fare. Because of the Meng Tian Temple, 
Baoning Bridge is also well known as the “Temple Bridge”. The earliest Meng Tian Temple has 
been destroyed and there is very few information about it, but I gained some knowledge of the 
old Meng Tian Temple from Chen Aizhu, an old brush worker. 

Chen Aizhu, 76, was a veteran brush selector in Shanlian Hu-writing Brush Factory. I was 
lucky enough to have interviewed her. She recalled that: 

 
“The old Meng Tian Temple was destroyed by the Japanese invaders during the 

Anti-Japanese War. I was young at the time and visited the temple several times 
before with my father. My father often told me stories of the Meng Tian Temple. 
Meng Tian Temple was surrounded by stone rails carved with lion figures and was 
very magnificent. Meng Tian Temple’s front gate faced south but was usually 
closed. It would be opened only upon Meng Tian Fairs. Beside the front gate there 
were two small gates, namely the Jingwen Gate on the east and Weiwu Gate on the 
west (referring to the words of “Jingwen” “Weiwu” engraved on the gates). Meng 
Tian Temple had two courts on the front and the rear areas. In the front court there 
were clay statues of Meng Tian, Bu Xianglian (Meng Tian’s wife), and Meng 
Tian’s son. Each Buddha statue was placed on both the eastern and western side, 
with the eastern one being Cang Jie, the legendary creator of words, and the west-
ern one being Fusu, the eldest son of Qin Shi Huang. 
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Inside and outside the Meng Tian Temple there was each an opera platform, 
previously known as the inside-temple platform and the outside-temple platform. 
Both platforms faced north. The inside-temple platform and the watch field were 
small. The outside-temple platform was built up along the river, and plays (during 
the Meng Tian Festivals) would be presented on the outside-temple platform which 
had a big watch field. By the time, people would erect rafts on the river and watch 
fields would be also built on the rafts. I was once also there with my father and 
mother. 

Near Meng Tian Temple there were two other temples, namely the Earth God 
Temple (Yongxin Temple) on the east and the Buddhist Temple on the west”. 

 
Shanlian Town in the past was the current old area of today’s Shanlian Town, named by local 

people as the west castle. According to the description of Chen Aizhu and relevant information, 
I drew the approximate position of Meng Gong Temple and other surrounding buildings togeth-
er with the roughly route to yinbishen ( ) at that time (Fig. 2). 

 
 

 
Figure 2. Late Ming and early Qing Meng Tian Temple layout and routine restoration map. Note 1: For 
names and routes highlighted in red in the picture.

3.2 In the beginning of liberalization 
After China won the Anti-Japanese War, pen craftsmen autonomously raised funds to re-erect 
the second Meng Tian Temple at the old site after gaining the approval of KMT’s Wuxing 
County Government. 

In 1959, based on Hu-writing Brush Production Cooperative, Shanlian Hu-writing Brush Fac-
tory was established. To build workshops, the second Meng Tian Temple was determined to be 
demolished, and the statues were stored at the home of Jin Qiaolin, a brush craftsman. The route 
(Fig. 3) to worship the Brush God then started from Shanlian Hu-writing Brush Factory. The 
route continued until 1993 when the government decided to establish a new Meng Tian Temple 
in the New Area. 
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Figure 3. The route map after 1959. 

 
 
At the same time, Wan’an’fang in the east of Shanlian remains the transaction market for Hu-

writing brushs. Famous local stores and exotic stores all trade in Wan’an’fang. Shanlian is a wa-
ter land, closely surrounded by Meng Brook. As late as 1980s, major transportation means to the 
outside world was still relying on waterway. Ships (particularly named as pen ships) were the 
major vehicle to deliver Hu-writing brushs to Huzhou, Shanghai, Suzhou and Beijing.  

I heard about the legendary story about pen ships from Pen Craftsman Feng working in a pen 
workshop along the river: 

 
“In Ming Dynasty, a Hu-writing brush merchant, Shen Lianshan at Chejiadou of 

Shanlian, drove his pen ship to Beijing to sell pens. A Ju-ren happened to buy his 
pens and won the Zhuang-yuan title. The Zhuang-yuan was very grateful and told 
others that he bought pens from Shen Linshan’s Hu-writing brushs. Afterwards, 
other people began buying pens from Shen Linshan too. Shen Linshan became very 
rich and returned to his hometown, building the Shanlian Town with the money he 
earned. Therefore, we Shanlian people are very grateful towards pen ships”. 

 
Thus it can be seen that the history of pen ships could be traced back to the beginning of 

Ming Dynasty to Qing Dynasty to the Republic of China and to after liberalization, registering a 
length of several hundreds of years. 

The transaction of Hu-writing brushs was subject to the influence of waterway transportation 
conditions. So, if the environment for producing Hu-writing brushs would be subject to the 
same influence? With this question in mind, I interviewed merchants in the Hu-writing Brushs 
Street. I summarized the address of the merchants’ workshops or homes in 1950s and 1960s. 
Although during interviews, some merchants could not give exact information of house num-
bers, they were all affirmative that their workshops were along the Mengxi Brook. I marked out 
these addressed on the map (Fig. 4) and it intuitively showed that old workshops of the mer-
chants extended along the Mengxi Brook like strips. It could be then concluded that the produc-
tion of Hu-writing brushs at the time was subject to the influence of waterway transportation, 
leading to Hu-writing brush workshops located along rivers, a typical case of folk customs in-
fluenced by geographic space. 
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Figure 4. Original workshop or residential identity map. Note 1: The yellow dots in the picture stand for 
the original workshop or home location. 

3.3 The Cultural Revolution Period 
During the Cultural Revolution, temples and Buddha statues were the object of revolution. The 
well carved statues of Meng Tian, his wife and son were burn down to ashes. Tools like imperi-
al chariot, weapons and gongs previously laid beside statues have been used as raw materials for 
manufacturing steel and burnt down in the Great Leap Forward. 

Meng Tian Festivals and activities worshipping the Pen God were all prohibited as they were 
deemed as superstition activities. 

As the Meng Tian Temple was unable to be rebuilt, Meng Tian statues were totally de-
stroyed, and folk customs of worshipping the Pen God were prohibited, the development of Hu-
writing brushs met its bottom. 

Judging from the satellite graph of Shanlian (Fig. 5), we can see that in 1969, buildings only 
were distributed along Zhenxing Road, the main street of the central area, as well as the two 
sides of the waterway. Other areas were all farm lands, indicating a low economic development 
level at the time. The population is very low too. Based on my interview of senior people in the 
town, there were about 200 households manufacturing brushs in Shanlian at the time, and the 
town had been built with the First Shanlian Hu-writing Brush Factory and the Second Shanlian 
Hu-writing Brush Factory. Pen-producing households mainly distributed on the two sides of the 
waterway in the town, adopting the production mode based on household workshop. At regular 
intervals purchasers of Hu-writing brushs would drive pen ships along the waterway to purchase 
Hu-writing brushs from each household. Raw materials used for Hu-writing brushs production 
were also transported by waterway. 

 

 
Figure 5. The satellite graph of Shanlian (1969.2 taken by the U.S sarellite).
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3.4 1980s—1990s 
1980s was the golden era for Shanlian Hu-writing brushs, when the quantity and quality of Hu-
writing brushs in Shanlian were both leading the country. The third Meng Tian Temple began 
construction in August 1993 and was basically completed in April 1995. On April, 15, 1995 
(16th day of the third lunar month), over 50 fellow brush producers in Suzhou escorted the stat-
ues of Meng Tian, Meng Tian’s wife and son they built with their own funds to Meng Tian 
Temple, and erected the Milestone of Meng Tian’s Statute. In 1996 it was renamed as “China 
Hu-writing Brush Museum” (Huzhou urban and rural construction records, 2001). 

The Meng Tian Temple is located in Shanlian Economic Development Zone. In 1990s, 
Shanlian Town built a large area of economic development zone outside of West Castle (the old 
downtown of Shanlian) and relocated the town government into the development zone. At the 
same time, Beixing Road, which houses the town government, became the major transportation 
artery of Shanlian Town at the time. Along the two sides of Beixing Road, many Hu-writing 
brush shops were opened until today. 

Upon interviewing these shops, I understands that they moved out of the West Castle to 
Beixing Road in 1980s and 1990s, making Beixing Road the current “Hu-writing Brush Street”. 

Arguably, road transportation has become the primary factor for Hu-writing brush workshops 
or stores to select locations. The graphic space changed over the switch from waterway to trans-
portation to on-land transportation. The influence of geographic advantage on Hu-writing brush 
industry can be clearly seen. 

3.5 After 2008 
Come 2008, to change the status of Hu-writing brush workshops scattered around, relevant au-
thorities of Huzhou government invested to construct the “Hu-writing Brush Street” in Shanlian, 
making this region the core to pull up the development of Hu-writing brush industry, attracting 
massive brush craftsmen to open brush stores in the place. Afterwards, Shanlian Town’s brush 
craftsmen and pen-producing workshops were centralized in current Hu-writing Brush Street 
and the First Shanlian Hu-writing Brush Factory, while the number of pen-producing workshops 
along the main artery and river course has been reduced to only over 20. 

Meanwhile, in 2010, China Hu-writing Brush Cultural Center was built to replace Meng Tian 
Temple and become the new Hu-writing Brush Museum. Till now, Hu-writing Brush Street has 
gathered about 80 merchants and 500 to 600 practitioners producing Hu-writing brushs. The ar-
ea of Hu-writing brush industry is more centralized, forming a special site engaging in Hu-
writing brushs (Fig. 6). 

 
 

 
Figure 6. Schematic diagram of Hu-writing brush industry zone. Note 1: Red shaded segment stands for 
the Hu-writing brush industry zone. 
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Currently, the evolution trend of the distribution of Shanlian’s pen–producing workshops is 
that, previously, they were scattered along roads and rivers and now they have been gathering 
around the Hu-writing Brush Street and its surrounding area. The chart below reflects the distri-
bution of pen-producing workshops in Shanlian Town upon the survey. The two figures show 
that currently, Shanlian Town’s pen-producing workshops, though still located along the main 
artery road and river, it has shown obvious trend of cluster, with pen-producing workshops 
along the main artery road mostly distributed along the east-west-bound Mengxi Road, Hu-
writing Brush Street and Beixing Road. In particular, there are over 80 stores along Hu-writing 
Brush Street, greatly outnumbering the workshops along the river course. 

 
 

 
Figure 7. Distribution map of Hu-writing brush workshops in northern Shanlian (Base map is the 2012 
U.S satellite image). 
 

 

 
Figure 8. Distribution map of Hu-writing brush workshops in southern Shanlian (Base map is the 2012 
U.S satellite image). 
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4 CHANGES OF JIBISHEN RITE IN SHANLIAN 

2013 witnessed the 6th Hu-writing Brush Cultural Festival, which is held every two years since 
2001. The event is held in the end of September or the beginning of October and various Hu-
writing brushs-related activities will be on show, including the Jibishen rite (or more accurately, 
folk custom activities). On Oct. 5, 2013, I was honored enough to be involved in the grand 
Jibishen( ) rite, and recorded the detailed process. I found that, by principle, the Jibishen 
rite shall have been held on the 16th day of the ninth lunar month (the birthday of Meng Tian’s 
wife), while October 5 was the first day of the ninth lunar month. I asked the brush craftsmen 
about the wrong time. According to them, it was the order of the government to hold it that day. 
It can be seen that the government had a big presence in this rite. 

Regarding the changes of the rite, I compared this year’s Jibishen activities with the Jibishen 
rite described by the old brush craftsmen, so I would separately talk about the Jibishen rite since 
Hu-writing Brush Cultural Festival and traditional Jibishen rite. 

4.1 Jibishen rite since the Hu-writing Brush Cultural Festival 

4.1.1 Process of Jibishen rite 
The whole Jibishen rite lasted for two days from October 4 to October 5. The rite was divided 
basically into four stages: sorting out the statutes, brush craftsmen worshipping, statutes cruis-
ing the town and Meng Tian Wine Festival. 

4.1.1.1 The first stage: sorting out the statutes 
At 3: 40 p.m. on October 4, 2013, two female brush craftsmen started to sort out the statues. 
They firstly moved the statues of Meng Tian, Meng Tian’s wife and son out of the warm parti-
tion and then used rice wine to wash the faces of the statutes. Then they will remove the old cos-
tumes and out on new ones. Meng Tian’s wife’s statute also needed to be fully washed with wa-
ter and put on with new costumes, cap and shoes. I asked the brush craftsmen why they would 
not do the same for Meng Tian’s statute. They said that Meng Tian’s statute should be cleaned 
by the chief worshipper on the date of Jibishen rite. 

When changing costumes for the statutes, a small platform would be built in the court of 
Meng Tian Temple, eight musicians would beat gongs and sound drums, and opera performance 
will be on show too, aiming at heating up the atmosphere and encouraging the participation of 
all brush craftsmen. The whole process would last until 5:50 p.m. 

4.1.1.2 The second stage: brush craftsmen worship 
At 8 am on Oct.5, 2013, Meng Tian Temple’s court had been laid with 2m wide red carpet, with 
blue-dressed brush craftsmen with yellow pen bags standing on the two sides. The pen bags had 
three Hu-writing brushs. According to the brush craftsmen, they would be burnt to Meng Tian. 

On 8:15 am, the rite formally kicked off. 
T (the folk rite master): “every guest, fellow Hu-writing brush practitioners! May the Pen 

God bless you! The pen industry opens and we worship Meng Tian!” “Let’s open the light, 
wash the dust, tidy the costumes and clean the body for Meng Tian’s statue!” 

“Meng Tian Association” folk custom successor, a senior brush craftsman, Wang Baoxing, 
removed the red cover of the Meng Tian statue and used sheep hair pens to clean off the dusts, 
tidied the costumes for and cleaned Meng Tian statute and used the sheep hair pens to spray the 
holy water to the brush craftsmen on the scene. 

T: “Read the oration!” 
Wang Baoxing fetched the oration, bowed to Meng Tian statute and then to the brush crafts-

men, and the read it. T (Wang Baoxing): “Meng Tian created sheep hair and delivered the tech-
nologies to people in the pen capital. The kindness of the Pen God is forever remembered in 
every generation. The Huying legacy would be passed down generation by generation!” 

T: “Offer the sacrifice!” 
Wang Baoxing and Qian Jinlong (previous manager of Shanlian Hu-writing Brush Factory) 

carried the long red tray housing “three pork heads”, hair pins, scent materials, wine, Hu-writing 
brushs, cakes and fruits and placed the tray on the sacrifice table. 

SHARING CULTURES 2015 
Proceedings of the 4th International Conference on Intangible Heritage 397



T: “Let’s invite the descendants of Xianglian of the Bu Family, the aristocratic family of Hu-
writing brushs from West Castle, to worship ancestors and benefactors Meng Tian and Bu 
Xianglian.” 

Three generations from Bu Shuiqing’s family slowly waked to the sacrifice table. Bu 
Shuiqing kindled the cradle, and the three generations worshiped together. After the rite is over, 
pens and cradles were placed into the furnace and burnt. 

T: “Let’s invite national successor of Shanlian Hu-writing brushs producing technologies, 
Mr. Qiu Changming and his teacher and students to worship benefactor Meng Tian!” 

Qiu Changming and his teacher and students all held one bundle of Hu-writing brushs and 
slowly walked to the sacrifice table. They knelt down to worship the Pen God and placed the 
Hu-writing brushs into the furnace to be burnt. 

T: “Pen God Meng Tian’s deeds have been registered in Hu-writing and his benefit covers 
the Mengxi Brook and lasts for long! Kneel down and worship him!” 

Wang Baoxing kindled the jock sticks and all brush craftsmen followed the procedure to wor-
ship Meng Tian. 

T: “Worship Meng Tian for the first time, the Pen God’s grace extends!” 
All brush craftsmen knelt down together to worship. 
T: “Worship Meng Tian for the second time, the brush families will be in peace for ever!” 
All brush craftsmen knelt down together to worship. 
T: “Worship Meng Tian for the third time, the brush industry will be flourishing!” 
All brush craftsmen knelt down together to worship. 
T: “Worship Meng Tian for the fourth time, brush craftsmen will have successors for ever!” 
All brush craftsmen knelt down together to worship. 
T: “Thank the ancestral teacher; offer the joss sticks and burn the brushs!” 
All brush craftsmen rose up and placed cradles and Hu-writing brushs into the furnaces on 

the two sides of the sacrifice table to burn. Then they walked a circle from beside the furnace 
and the corridor of the wing rooms from the western and eastern side and went back to the orig-
inal place. 

The second stage ended. The whole process was completed at 9:30. 

4.1.1.3 The third stage: statutes paraded the town 
On 9:50 on Oct.5, 2013, the folk master of rite announced to begin the parade. On 10o’clock in 
the morning, the parade square matrix walked out of the Meng Tian Temple to begin the parade. 
On the patrol, residents in Shanlian Town were very passionate and had been waiting along 
roads very early. Many of them followed the parade matrix voluntarily. 

In the parade matrix, an Erhuai gong with a diameter of the height of a person placed on a red 
wood rack led the way. The rack was engraved with the pattern of two dragons playing with a 
ball. A wooden lion sat on the base. To stop the parade, simple place the wooden lion on the 
ground would be OK. Four small gongs followed up closely; eight five-color banners fluttered 
in the wind; eight tablets drew the attention of people, writing separately “silence”, “evasion”, 
“Meng Fu”, “North-defending Marshal”, “Anding Duke”, etc; of the three statutes, Meng Tian’s 
son was in the front, Meng Tian’s wife was in the middle, and Meng Tian was in the end. A 
whole set of imperial chariot followed. Parade members in the front all wore soldiers’ armors 
and helmets in Qin Dynasty. They circled the town once and returned to Meng Tian Temple. 

The third stage lasted until 11: 45. 

4.1.1.4 The fourth stage: Meng Tian wine party 
At 12:00, Oct.5, 2013, all brush craftsmen gathered at Zhangji Restaurant to take part in Meng 
Tian Wine Party. Everyone drank and talked to increase their friendship. They all had a happy 
mood. Some brush craftsmen stayed there until around 2: 30, when the party was near its end. 

4.1.2 The constituents of the team yingbishen ( ) 

4.1.2.1 Layout of the parade team 
The whole Yingbishen ( ) team contained about 250 members (Fig. 9). 
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Figure 9. Yingbishen ( ) team sketch.
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4.1.2.2 Constituents 
In the whole team, except that the brush craftsmen matrix all consisted of brush craftsmen, other 
matrices rarely included brush craftsmen, as they were mostly government employees and per-
formers from art ensembles. 

4.1.3 Yingbishen( ) route 
The whole route was very short and was mainly inside the economic development zone without 
covering the old downtown area. 

The parade team started from Meng Tian Temple—went east along the Mengxi Road—went 
north along Fumen Hotel and then along Xianglian Road—turned east beside Mengxi Hotel 
along Hu-writing Brush Street (all brush stores along Hu-writing Brush Street placed joss stick 
trays in front of their doors and kindled cradles and fired fireworks to welcome the Pen God)—
turned north from the four-way cross beside Chunfeng Hu-writing Brush Factory on Hu-writing 
Brush Street and then turned west along Beixing Road—turned west along Beixing Road to turn 
south along Zhongxing Road in front of Wanjiale Supermarket—then turned left into Mengxi 
Road, where the Meng Tian family’s statutes were placed into the hall—all brush craftsmen en-
tered into the hall for voluntary worship (Fig. 10). 

 
 

 
Figure 10. The roadmap of yingbishen ( ). Note 1: The red line stands for the routine. 

4.1.4 Music for yingbishen( ) 
Major musical instruments played were gongs, drums and suona horns. In the process of wor-
shiping the Pen God, gongs, drums and suona tones of different paces would be played, and I 
recorded several of them below: 

4.1.4.1 Three-Five-Seven gongs and drums 
Five persons played the tone; one sounded the gong; one sounded the small gong; one sounded 
the cymbal; one sounded the small cymbal; one sounded the copper drum. Three-Five-Seven 
special music scores for gongs and drums, with the corresponding relation between pronuncia-
tions and musical instruments below: 

“Cun( )” “Ling( )” “Ling( )”——small gong “Ci( )” “Ji( )”——small cym-
bal “Pi( )” “Ba( )”——big cymbal “Chang( )”——gong “Dong( )”——copper 
drum “Yi( )”——empty (skipped) 

The Drum music three-five-seven is as below: 
         

         
         
        

 

4.1.4.2 Dakaimen and Xiaokaimen: percussion music 
Two persons blew the suona; four persons sounded the percussion instruments (gong, copper 
drum and big and small cymbals). 
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The music of Dakaimen and Xiaokaimen are as below: 
 
 

 
Figure 11. Music of Dakaimen and Xiaokaimen.

4.2 Traditional Jibishen rite 
Judging from the dates, the 16th day of the third lunar month and the 16th day of the ninth lunar 
month were the birthday of Meng Tian and his wife respectively. On these two dates, Shanlian 
would both hold Meng Tian festivals. The 16th day of the third lunar month is the big festival 
and would be supported by the funds from pen store owners; the 16th day of the ninth lunar 
month is the small festival and would be supported by the funds of brush craftsmen. The tradi-
tional Jibishen rite would be held two times a year on these two dates without any change. 
However, today’s Jibishen rite is reduced to a folk custom procedure in Hu-writing Brush Cul-
tural Festival. Hu-writing Brush Cultural Festival is usually held at the end of September or the 
beginning of October, so the Jibishen rite usually needs to match the dates of the Hu-writing 
Brush Cultural Festival, which mean they would be held on unfixed dates; meanwhile, since the 
Hu-writing Brush Cultural Festival, the Jibishen rite has been held only one time each year. As 
Hu-writing Brush Cultural Festival is held on a two-year basis, so in odd years when there are 
no Hu-writing Brush Cultural Festivals, the Jibishen rite is held only on the 16th day of the ninth 
lunar month. 

Judging from the procedures of the rite, traditional Jibishen rite could not live without opera 
performance. In two days three times of opera performance would be on stage, named as two-
day-three-opera. As the current Jibishen rite has no more opera performance which was prohib-
ited in the Cultural Revolution stage, details of opera performance were mostly not recorded in 
the Jibishen rite. Currently, most brush craftsmen in their forties to fifties were totally unknown 
of opera performance, so relevant information could only be found from senior brush craftsmen.  

This worship dance was just played in front of the Meng Tian statues. There were three per-
formers: one with a white mask, one with a golden painted face, and the other played Tang 
Dynasty’s Xuanzong Emperor. All three performers wore masks. What is worth noting is that 
the worship dance in Meng Tian Festival was different from other worship dances in Huzhou. 
Our worship dance was right in front of the Meng Tian statutes, while other worship dances 
were played before the opera kicked off. The role of Xuanzong Emperor was also more than 
other worship dances which only had the other two performers mentioned above. 

I may not get this right: at the time Xuanzong Emperor wore emperor’s costumes and held a 
broom in his hands. People here said that the three masked performers stood for welfare, salary, 
long life and happiness. 

In terms of fundraising, different from current investment by the government, traditional 
Jibishen rites were supported by brush workshop owners and brush craftsmen together. The 
event on the 16th day of the third lunar month would be held with the funds raised from work-
shop owners. Shanlian has four Zhas and each Zha would be the leader of the rite in turn with 
eight to twelve workshop owners managing the event. Generally, each workshop owner would 
donate three silver dollars used for worshiping the statutes, town parade and inviting the opera 
ensemble. If the funds were not enough, further allocation would be conducted to cover up the 
deficit. The 16th day of the ninth lunar month would be held by the funds raised from brush 
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craftsmen, with each Zha electing two craftsmen as leaders to manage the event. Each craftsman 
would donate 60 cents and final account settlement would be held after the event. 

In terms of route, the route in traditional Jibishen rite was very long, covering the West Castle 
and Bujiayan. The West Castle is currently Shanlian’s old downtown; Bujiayan is a village 
around Shanlian Town and the source of Hu-writing brushs. The current route did not pass the 
old downtown and only surrounded Hu-writing Brushs Cultural Park, so the route was much 
shorter than before. 

Judging from the participants, different from massive participation of government employees 
today, participants of traditional Jibishen rite were mainly brush craftsmen plus some opera en-
sembles and music players invited to offer performance, with the brush craftsmen accounting 
for more than 95%. Meanwhile, previous ceremonies were totally prepared by folk force in Hu-
writing brush industry and fully reflected folk wills. 

Regarding costumes, as the entertaining and artistic properties of Hu-writing Brush Cultural 
Festival shall be both considered, the government would prepare ancient costumes for both the 
Pen God receiving members or brush craftsmen who would worship the Pen God in the wor-
shipping rite. While, as traditional Pen God worshipping ceremonies were held out of internal 
belief of the industry, so there was no special requirements on costumes, as long as the costumes 
were uniform. 

5 ANALYSIS ON THE CHANGES OF SHANLIAN ’S CULTURAL SPACE 

5.1 Changes of geographic layout 
Changes of geographic layout could be divided into two aspects: on one hand, it lies in the rise 
and fall of the core building——Meng Tian Temple. In the transition period between Ming 
Dynasty and Qing Dynasty, the Meng Tian Temple was built for the first time in Shanlian 
Town, marking as the booming of Shanlian’s Hu-writing brush industry; during the anti-
Japanese War, Meng Tian Temple was destroyed; after the war ended, through the effort of 
brush craftsmen, the second Meng Tian Temple was built upon the approval of the KMT gov-
ernment, signaling the revival of Shanlian’s Hu-writing brush industry after the war; in 1959, 
out of the need to establish Shanlian Hu-writing Brush Factory, the second Meng Tian Temple 
was demolished, while the construction of the Shanlian Hu-writing Brush Factory indicated that 
the production of Hu-writing brushs was no longer in the stage of small workshops but devel-
oped toward industrialized production; in 1993, the third Meng Tian Temple was finally built. It 
is worth noting that during the 34-year period from 1959 to 1993, there was not a Meng Tian 
Temple in Shanlian Town. The construction of the third Meng Tian Temple satisfied the all-
time hope of brush craftsmen. 

Transportation conditions are another reason for the changes of production site of Hu-writing 
brushs. Shanlian Town is a water land and closely circulated by Mengxi Brook. Until 1980s, the 
external transpiration mainly relied on waterway. Convenient water transportation is critical for 
the Hu-writing brush industry. First of all, massive pen ships meet the demand of Hu-writing 
brushs being delivered out. Secondly, most Hu-writing brushs workshops were built along the 
river in strip, fully reflecting that the convenience of water transportation promoted Hu-writing 
brushs industry to seek for the maximum location advantage to reduce the transportation cost as 
much as possible; come 1990s, roads extended to the water land, and the transportation of Hu-
writing brushs could use trucks, changing pen ships to “pen trucks”, clearly downsizing the im-
portance of water transportation. In addition, starting from 1990s, Shanlian Town had invested 
to construct the new area whole main artery road——Beixing Road, became increasingly im-
portant, almost becoming the must-go road for the delivery of Hu-writing brushs. Therefore, the 
location advantage of Hu-writing brushs workshops along the river no longer existed. Besides, 
the Beixing Road is in the new area, increasing the transportation cost for these workshops. 
Therefore, starting from 1990s, many along-the-river workshops relocated to Beixing Road to 
seek for more location advantages and reduce the transportation cost by means of convenient 
road transportation. Therefore, Beixing Road became the “Hu-writing Brush Street” at the time; 
to further forge the brand of China’s homeland of Hu-writing brushs - Shanlian, the government 
in 2010 formally founded special industrial park of Hu-writing brushs - “Hu-writing Brush 
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Street” and offered preferential policies and financial aids to merchants in the park. Considering 
transportation, policies and future development space and prospect, many stores moved into the 
Hu-writing Brush Street to maximize their benefits. 

5.2 Changes of the Jibishen rite 
Based on the time point, i.e., the holding of the first the Hu-writing Brush Cultural Festival, the 
Jibishen rite could be divided into two stages before and after it. The first stage is about the tra-
ditional Jibishen rite, and the second stage is the post -Hu-writing Brush Cultural Festival 
Jibishen rite. Differences between the two are mainly in six aspects below: 

First of all, in terms of the procedures of the rite, the traditional rite contained performance of 
Chinese opera for three days and nights, while the new rite does not contain this stage. 

Secondly, in terms of the constituents of the people involved in the rite, traditionally, over 
90% were brush craftsmen, and now, massive government staff is involved. From the perspec-
tive of property, the rite has transformed from a pure folk activity to the intervention of gov-
ernmental force. 

Thirdly, in terms of the route, the traditional rite was very long, including the West Castle 
and Bujiayan to the current short route, including only the Hu-writing Brush Cultural Park and 
the new area around the park. 

Fourthly, regarding the date of the rite, the traditional way was two hold it two times a year in 
fixed dates (the 16th day of the third lunar month and the 16th day of the ninth lunar month), but 
now the rite is held only one time a year on unfixed dates to match the Hu-writing Brush Cul-
tural Festival (held every two years and on even-numbered years). In other words, in even-
numbered years, the rite would be held on the same date of Hu-writing Brush Cultural Festival; 
in odd-numbered years, the rite would be held on the 16th day of the ninth lunar month). 

Fifthly, regarding fund-raising, the old rite held on the 16th day of the third lunar month 
would raise funds from workshop owners, and those held on the 16th day of the ninth lunar 
month would raise funds from brush craftsmen. Now, governmental funds cover the whole rite. 

Finally, in terms of the costumes for the rite, the traditional rite had no special requirements 
as long as the costumes were uniform; currently the requirement is that all brush craftsmen 
should wear blue costumes in Yuan Dynasty, while the front-line people Yingbishen ( ) 
should wear soldier costumes in Qin Dynasty. 

6 CRISIS, TURNING POINTS AND CHALLENGES: FOLK BELIEF REGARDED AS A 
COLLECTIVE MEMORY 

6.1 Crisis 
Shanlian’s Jibishen rite and the producing technologies of Hu-writing brushes face the crisis in 
terms of inheritance. What is even worse, large-scale Jibishen rite organized by folk force vol-
untarily is no longer a commonplace, whole small-scale folk Pen God worshipping activities are 
only conducted within the brush craftsmen. Meanwhile, the participants of such activities are 
mostly middle-aged and senior people, and the presence of youngsters could barely be seen; on 
the other hand, the Jibishen rite has become a link of the Hu-writing Brush Cultural Festival and 
is held every two years, decreasing people’s familiarity with the rite and causing gradual disap-
pearance of the Jibishen rite. In all, the inheriting crisis in the technological scope and low 
chances of exposure would make the traditional of Pen God worshipping increasingly loose and 
losing the coherent force. The participation of the brush craftsmen is restricted very much. Eve-
ry Jibishen rite would invite dancing ensembles and art ensembles to the rite. The personal par-
ticipation of brush craftsmen in the Pen God worshipping activities is increasingly reduced, 
transferring the role of brush craftsmen from original participants to audience later. 

The biggest reason for the inheriting crisis of Jibishen rite is the urbanization process, causing 
big fluctuation of rural and urban population, gradually sabotaging local worshipping rite; 
meanwhile, the crisis is also the result of the overflow of utilitarianism, reinforcing the utilitari-
anism of the Pen God belief, which can be seen from the government becoming the leading role 
in the Jibishen rite. 
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The public role and community significance of folk belief in social development tends to re-
inforce the bonding between people in the cluster and motivate people to resistant against exter-
nal threats and meditate common affairs. With the popularization of urbanization and utilitarian-
ism, although folk belief develops rapidly in the society, the regional break of the cluster bond 
and the prevalence of utilitarianism cause common people to lose traditional belief. On the other 
hand, negative control of the government on local culture and the secularization trend of folk 
belief becomes the capital for the government to increase investment. Traditional folk belief is 
thus titled with bad names such as superstition and waste. The public increasingly hold negative 
opinion on worshipping activities, causing universal crisis on breaking inheritance of folk belief. 

6.2 Turning points 
The government has begun noticing the importance of reserving local cultural and facing 
squarely the important role of the worshipping place as the public space in promoting traditional 
culture. The government has included the producing technologies of Hu-writing brushs and the 
accompanying manufacturing Jibishen rite as intangible cultural heritage for protection and in-
heritance. 

The belief in ghosts and immortals in cultural memory is a kind of media. The participation 
of people in Jibishen rite and similar activities is also a participation in social memory. Alt-
hough cultural memory has its fixed view field, the differences in terms of the history, environ-
ment and group activities in different regions and the problems the social presentation needs to 
face would be reflected in the difference of the operation of social memory. People involved in 
the group worshipping activities could form collective memory and recognition of local region. 
The Jibishen rite comes from the brush craftsmen’s belief in the god of the industry in their cul-
tural memory. The expansion of Shanlian block, the government’s role as major manager and 
the formation of local public activities makes the belief in Pen God the symbol in Shanlian peo-
ple’s communication and memory, and then Jibishen rite offers a mechanism to the operation of 
the social memory. 

For the collective memory loss in local folk belief-related activities, the government goes 
with a reformation of Hu-writing Brush Street, which also uses cultural memory as the media 
and cultural performance to conduct Jibishen rite, constructing the social memory the main axle 
of which is the Pen God belief, hoping that local residents would gather local recognition again 
in the process of engaging in the activities. 

6.3 Challenges 
How to make sure that the promotion of the Jibishen rite could involve full participation of local 
communities is a problem that should be solved immediately; the other fundamental question is 
that the influence of folk belief in today’s secular life could not match its previous influence, 
causing the disconnection between the residents and folk belief and the loss of the media be-
tween local communication memory and cultural memory in folk belief. Traditional folk belief 
is worshipped by the public because of its sacredness and could exert its community signifi-
cance like a religion to sort out local population. Therefore, through the explanation of the cul-
tural heritage, the public would no longer view folk belief as superstition and the relation be-
tween the public and folk belief could be rebuilt, which may be a proper channel to call back the 
public property of folk belief and community significance. However, how to consider the origi-
nal system of the introduction of the concept of cultural heritage and the sacred religious relics 
and culture and the authenticity of the religious belief is an important topic in the future. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

In Lebanon, the definition of Lebanese authentic architecture has been a point of political con-
tention through time, and developed in a certain direction depending on the power of the politi-
cal regime in place. Beginning at the birth of the Lebanese nation in 1943, the duality in defin-
ing this identity varied, depending on the seventeen religious sects of different religious 
belonging. The primary difference occurred between the Christian sects who advocated the 
unique Lebanese cultural identity, back to Phoenician traditions, and Muslim sects, who called 
for Levantine Arab nationalism. The resurfacing of this duality arose after the end of the last 
civil war in 1990, when the new government started rebuilding the destroyed downtown of the 
capital Beirut. Debate arose between these two groups of sects regarding the definition of Leba-
nese architecture as it reflected social norms at certain periods of time. Some researchers pro-
posed that Lebanese architecture should be defined as the architecture of the French colonial pe-
riod and of the modern movement and not simply as architecture that existed in Lebanon. 

Much research, (Rapoport, 2008), (Bhabha, 1994), and (UNESCO Universal Declaration on 
Cultural Diversity, 2001)  has suggested that looking for cultural commonalities and working on 
the sustainability of culture, would contribute to the resolution of conflict in a multi-cultural so-
ciety. Architecture is one of the manifestations of culture, therefore looking for a shared archi-
tectural identity and trying to pinpoint its visual image, would be one of the cultural issues that 
may help in solidifying social cohesion. This paper relies on the views of the Lebanese marginal 
cultures, dealing with their beliefs and views according to their identification of the authentic 
architecture of their culture and not contemporary architectural production. The paper searches 
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ABSTRACT: The competing aims and values of a multi-cultural Lebanese society comprising 
of seventeen conflicting religious sects, led to disunity in any sense of national identity, and 
hence conflict in national architectural identity. This resulted in a polluted and biased canon of 
authentic "Lebanese architecture" which presented this concept as dialectic and controversial 
between the conflicting groups. Authentic architecture is the socio-cultural interaction that is fo-
cussed on the creation of a local identity (Niskasaari, 2008) that reflects social norms, values 
and beliefs. This paper investigates if, despite a polluted canon, authenticity exists in Lebanese 
architectural styles. It will present an approach to define a new canon of authentic "Lebanese ar-
chitecture" by investigating the opinions of the marginal cultures, as opposed to the views of the 
associate professions, in order to consider an unpoliticized view of architectural identity and to 
achieve an agreeable Lebanese style which may be sustained for future generations. 
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for the commonalities between the different conflicting Lebanese groups, in order to consider an 
agreeable authentic architectural identity. The paper does not attempt to analyze contemporary 
architectural intervention within the villages of marginal cultures due to the interaction of many 
factors, for example, economic, legislations and, frequent wars...etc. 

2 THE CURRENT LEBANESE SITUATION 

What is unique about Lebanese national identity is the primacy of religious identity and its close 
connection ties to political identity. Religious identity, rather than any other cultural identity 
markers, is the overwhelming identifying characteristic that is inseparably linked to the political 
power struggles of the State (Wiegand, 1997). Nowadays, Lebanese national identity is seen 
through the lens of seventeen different religious communities, each encompassing multiple so-
cial stratum and different values. 

The social hierarchy was a fundamental issue for colonial power. Colonizers limited national 
cultural horizons by presuming a limited common history (Said, 1993). The identification of the 
Maronite Christians elites was not difficult for the French Mandate because of their previous re-
ligious relations with them, and the use of the 1932 census administration under their authority. 
The French legitimized the Maronite majority in constructing the Lebanese national identity 
based on “Phoenicianism”, neglecting the fact that Lebanon has a history of multi-religious di-
versity where Muslims sects and Christian sects lived under the Ottoman Empire with relative 
autonomy (Masri, 2006). At that time, the Maronites forged and imposed their vernacular lan-
guage through new forms of cultural production in the creation of a Lebanese national identity. 
This political and cultural orientation had destructive impact within Lebanese society. 

 Duality surfaced as a reflection of this dual socio-cultural identity. The apogee of this duality 
was mostly seen between Christian sects and Muslim sects. Multiple layers of this duality be-
came explicit in political ideology, education and way of life (Saliba, 1998). The production of 
ideology is an important and powerful aspect illustrating the representational discourse around 
the notions of identity and national belonging. The Christians advocated the unique cultural and 
economical identity based on Phoenician Greco-Roman heritage, while the Muslim sects called 
for Levantine Arab nationalism. 

In terms of education and way of life, Lebanon has seen the importation of foreign cultures 
(French, American and British), which over time have been localized and adapted to environ-
mental conditions. These different cultures have helped to build a profile of national identity. 
This Lebanese identification led to several destructive civil wars. Multiple civil conflicts arose 
due to the manipulation of cultural identity by dominant competing elites who battled for in-
creased political, social, and economical power, as well as the achievement of superior ranking 
for their own cultural sectors (Wiegand, 1997). Civil conflicts have negatively impacted the so-
cial and political structure found in Lebanon today. If such national unity and identity had in-
deed existed in reality rather than as a mask, there would not be any reason for the intense com-
petition and conflict between elites of different religious communities (Wiegand, 1997). These 
conflicts between the elites of different groups were explicitly played out in identification of the 
canon of authentic “Lebanese architecture”. 

3 DEFINING AUTHENTIC ARCHITECTURE 

Authenticity is a dialectic term, especially in a struggling multi-cultural nation, such as Leba-
non. The term authentic is frequently used in different fields such as psychology, existentialist 
philosophy as well as aesthetics. Existentialists define authenticity as the degree to which a per-
son is true to one's own personality, spirit, or character, despite external pressures (Wikipedia, 
2014). Heidegger, as an existentialist writer, assigns authenticity to the good life that is difficult 
to achieve because of social pressures to live in in-authentically (Nishimura, 2014). Juhani 
Pallasmaa is a Finnish architect and writer who assumes that the response to these pressures 
creates authenticity in life and not the opposite. On the other hand, authenticity in art aesthetics 
is associated with the perception of the truth of the artist’s values, believes and honesty (Wik-
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ipedia, 2014). Authenticity is genuineness, trustfulness, truth, realism, reality, naturalness, orig-
inality, and concordance with own personality, spirit and character (Lenartowicz, 2013). 

Architecture is a complex realm situated between art, science and technology, and thus this 
paper defines authentic architecture as the socio-cultural interaction that concentrates on creat-
ing a local identity (Niskasaari, 2008) that reflects collective social norms, values and beliefs: It 
is the architecture that grows up out of a place and not imposed upon it (Cousins, 2014). To de-
fine authentic “Lebanese architecture,” this paper considers authenticity in Lebanese architec-
tural styles as that considered by the majority of the Lebanese marginal cultures. 

4 CONTEXUALIZING AUTHENTIC ARCHITECTURE 

Modern architectural historian and theorist Christian Norberg-Schulz related authenticity to the 
issue of phenomenology of place. He focused on the relationship that exists between man and 
his surrounding environment (Wikipedia, 2013). When considering what a place meant, he re-
turned to historical visual considerations: “Memory is kept in language”. To grasp the genius 
loci1 of a place and be able to dwell poetically reflecting Heidegger’s conception, man should 
return to authentic history and memory (Ahsan , 2007). 

In the 1950s, historians and scholars raised the importance of returning back to traditional 
“historical” architectural styles. The rationalist Rossi used history and type as primary elements 
for the evolution and formation process in architecture. They were, the leading factors to intro-
duce the idea of an “analogy” to a “skeleton” by displacing type from history and by making a 
connection between memory and place (Rossi, 1988). Krier argued that architecture can be 
identified as emanating from and connecting to indigenous cultural heritage and that architec-
ture can achieve the recovery of this heritage and connect it with modern science and technolo-
gy (Soon, 2006). Other postmodern architects like Graves and Venturi also had different ap-
proaches to the involvement of history in buildings. Graves called for a return to classical 
architecture in order “to dwell poetically”, and not to abstract its forms and elements. Venturi 
called for the embodiment of historical styles in architecture for hybridization, in order to create 
cultural meanings for contemporary architecture. Rudofsky in his book “Architecture without 
architects” introduced the importance of reflecting on vernacular architecture and the principles 
of authenticity that is embedded on this architecture (Rudofsky, 1964). Vernacular architecture 
was generally designed and built in different regions without the conscious intervention of the 
architect and the politics. It was built following inherited ways of construction and according to 
the natural context under the title of “architecture is for the people”. 

Authentic traditional architecture can provide and consolidate identity to any social group; it 
strengthens the identity at any level (home, district, town...etc). Identity that is proposed by tra-
dition is related to persons’ emotions and choices of belonging even if it is far away from their 
dwelling (Rudofsky, 1964). At the same time, the ability of leaders to control the past, to write 
authentic history and invent tradition, greatly enhances the efficacy of the nation as a basis for 
identity. Thus, the project of nation and tradition are interwoven as a technology of ‘nations’ 
production. It is interwoven because, “studying identity should be based on something called 
“evidence” and it depends on the methods of the observer’s perception, and it should be local-
ized in time and space” (Sarup, 1996). Therefore, the limitation of the term “invention” assumes 
a choice between the invention and the authenticity of tradition and identity. “Multiple identities 
imply multiple histories” (Friedman, 1994), but there is one authentic set of characteristics 
which are shared and which do not alter across the time. 

In some cases the nation threatens truth but the authentic or real tradition exists and can be 
identified by objective historians because “constructing the past is an act of self-identification 
and must be interpreted in its authenticity, that is, in terms of the existential relation between 
subject and the constitution of a meaningful world” (Friedman, 1994). Authentic tradtions is a 
tool for building a cultural base growth that should increase social cohesion, local identity and 
equity (D’Auria, 2001). 

This paper will reflect on historical Lebanese architectural styles and will discuss how social 
collective memory can be revealed in architecture by considering what types of architectural 
styles are inherited within the different Lebanese. 
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5 A NEW APPROACH TO DEFINE AUTHENTIC “LEBANESE ARCHITECTURE” 

Many theories have been applied in the construction and definition of national identity. Ander-
son, Sarup, Nabeth and many others use the same approach to define a collective identity that 
results directly from the presence of elements from the "common points" in societies’ daily 
lives: national symbols, shared language (D’Auria, 2001), materials from history, from geogra-
phy, from biology, from productive and reproductive institutions, from collective memory, from 
personal fantasies, from power apparatuses and religious revelations (Castells, 2004). This iden-
tity relates to “establishing a purified link between blood and soil” (Sarup, 1996). For Anderson, 
it was important to look for the shared symbols and material artifacts because language unifica-
tion needs a certain number of users who believe in this language and wish that it became the 
most widespread through the institutions and used by the intellectuals who will help in unifying 
it (Busekist, 2004). Mitchell disagreed with Anderson's point of view. He raised the issue about 
the practices and exercises of power that produce and reproduce the boundaries of a nation. 
Mitchell and Anderson relates the creation of national identity to the constitutions and the con-
stituted certain kinds of individuals (elite) who will help in forging national identity. 

In contrast to Mitchell and Anderson, Van Der Meide looked to the difference between 
groups (Busekist, 2004), and Bhabha looked to the margins of the nation to destabilize the cen-
tre of the power of national imagining. It is through the exploration of competing narratives at 
the margins that the instability of the nation is exposed (Bhabha, 1994). “It could be different 
groups who hold different identities, in the same nation, each group should keep its own identity 
and use it in a glocalized way by exhibiting these identities to each other […] if they are kept 
secret the results on inter-group interpretations can be easily foretold” (Howard, 2003). Foucault 
and Lyotard sharing a similar opinion to that of Bhabha, stressed the importance of difference, 
and that the relationship between identity and characteristics is the product of a relation of dif-
ferent powers exercised over the body, as such it is to be done with the development, the inven-
tion of certain practices and techniques (Friedman, 1994). Friedman saw these techniques as 
technologies of self, of production, of power, and of sign system. 

Anderson's work draws from the hierarchical structure within church institutions and their 
role in forming new systems of organizing community (Howard, 2003), however he did not 
study the effect of multi-religious communities in one nation (Masri, 2006). Religious identity is 
of key importance in this paper as Lebanese national identity is based on religious sectarianism. 
This religious identity is proliferated nowadays as a need for social integration and stress hu-
manity as a boundless whole. Religious rituals express the desire of people to be part or to be 
transferred to a higher level of existence (Chiotinis, 2006). 

Determining the authentic Lebanese architecture is dialectic according to religious bias be-
cause Lebanese national identity is based on the multiple views of different religious identities. 
The duality and the religious biases in defining national identity are reflected in the definition of 
different issues such as national architectural identity. “Lebanese architecture” exists, but the 
Lebanese have different views in defining Lebanese architectural styles. This paper sets out a 
new approach in order to define authentic “Lebanese architecture”. By considering the view of 
Bhabha, by looking at the marginal cultures, this paper will look at and respect the competing 
narratives at the margins in order to stabilize the dialectic discussion on the definition of the 
“Lebanese architecture”. It is very important to understand that “multiple identities imply multi-
ple histories” (Friedman, 1994), however, there is one authentic set of characteristics which is 
shared and which does not alter across the time. Marginal cultures in this paper are those groups 
who are not considered as a central importance and who are outside the mainstream when the 
authorities defined “Lebanese architecture”. These are the groups who are living in the villages 
in the margins of the metropolis. These groups are of different religious sects living in isolation 
in their villages. This paper will compose the views of the five largest Lebanese religious groups 
as regards their comprehension of Lebanese national architectural identity. 

6 “LEBANESE ARCHITECTURE” 

Until the end of the nineteenth century architecture in Lebanon was developed in order to re-
spond to its natural environment. It included environmental, natural and climatic factors, re-
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specting topography (Oliver, 1998), local Lebanese regional construction materials (Legier-
Belair, 2000) and it was modified according to its surroundings (Ragette, 2006). It had five ar-
chitectural types (rectangular, Liwan, Court, Gallery and the composed type) and at the middle 
of the nineteenth century the three arch Lebanese house (central hall form) was added. Architec-
ture in Lebanon until the end of the nineteenth century was shaped by local inhabitants which 
implied socio-cultural connotations (Lauffray, 1985). It was modified and adopted according to 
historical and political events (Legier-Belair, 2000). It held religious meanings (Iskandar, 2001). 
Forms arose from new economical situations in order to respond to social needs and classes 
(Kfoury, 1999). These forms offered what Norberg-Schulz describes as a tangible, “existential 
foothold” in the landscape (Abel, 2000). 

The architectural identity of Lebanon had changed its original meanings through historical 
mutations. Architectural discourse of postcolonial societies was predominantly attempting dif-
ferent ways of interpreting or identifying the ‘authentic’ local architectural identity by positing 
historical building and its images as the principal narrator of history (Ghandour, 2002). 

7 METHODOLOGY 

The paper focuses on the commonalities across Lebanese groups through their aesthetic sense 
and norms and the results of historical and cultural accumulations. The paper enables the devel-
opment of a mixed methods socio-cultural approach, based on questionnaire as a tool. It is de-
signed to investigate the visual characteristics through the Lebanese marginal cultures of Leba-
nese buildings from differing historical periods in order to determine authentic Lebanese 
architecture. 

The questionnaire is built of two sections based on knowledge questions built on the three ar-
chitectural aesthetic approaches: ethical, ecological, and subjective. The first section is a direct 
question, and the second section is designed to measure Lebanese knowledge and opinions from 
a cultural sustainability approach. It relies on the subjective approach from a semiological point 
of view as named by Saussure (Broadbent, 1996) and examines people’s perceptions of authen-
tic Lebanese architecture. Semiology deals with the internal relationship between the social 
structure and the perception of any continuity of architectural forms as a cultural attitude (Ku-
ban, 1980). Different studies were developed from this point of view in order to read the façade 
objectively as a “text” and the syntax of the point of view of participants was explicitly seen in 
the work of (Nasar, 1983 (Chan, 2000) and (Malhis, 2004)) who developed an aesthetic prefer-
ence profile, which included adjective visual descriptive attributes to assess facades (Nasar, 
1983). These studies focused on the abstracted nature of facades and the comprehension of their 
meanings and cultural associations in order to examine the perceptual aspects of these facades 
(Osgood and Tannenenbaun, 1957). 

This paper has benefited from the development of previous architectural and psychological 
methods in order to develop a compound theoretical and methodological approach to include 
judgment of formal and symbolic aesthetics, and to consider lines of cultural sustainability 
while defining authentic Lebanese architecture. Qualitative and quantitative techniques are used 
within this study for the purpose of revealing the opinions and attitudes towards Lebanese au-
thentic architecture of the participants. The use of different questionnaire techniques will pro-
vide evidences for comparison between different Lebanese groups (Foddy, 1994). The research 
methods rely on stylistic analysis, which is subjective and judgmental because styles are not 
usually defined in a logical way, and they resist systematic classification into distinct groups 
(Elnaser, 2003). Judgment may vary between different groups, and it differs according to cultur-
al background. At the same time, this judgment process is related to aesthetic experience among 
different communities and related to cultural identity, because culture shapes our minds. It is a 
sign of personal and social identity through which we choose the way we live, our choices, and 
our adoption of particular styles (Mira et al., 2003). 

This paper utilized a mixture of methods such as asking closed ended questions: What does 
the term "Lebanese architecture" means to you?2 In respond to this, participants have the 
opportunity to select more than one style. To insure that the groups understood the terms used 
for specific architectural styles, a second question regarding architectural styles but using a dif-
ferent method was established. A photo for each architectural style was presented to participants 
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with eleven binary adjectives scales, for three groups of scales items (architectural style sustain-
ability, preference, and impression), in order to test respondents’ perceptual evaluation of archi-
tectural styles. The first group of variables are those related to the topic of examining cultural 
sustainability traits, and they are as follows: Traditional-contemporary, unique-common, famil-
iar-unfamiliar, high cultural reference-low cultural reference, homogeneous-heterogeneous, and 
finally, clear-ambiguous. The second group was related to preference: beautiful-ugly, complex-
simple, and order-chaotic. The third group of variables related to impressions, pleasure and 
arousal, which are related to the initial mental picture formed after the exposure to an architec-
tural scene. The two bi-polar variableswere: arousal-dearousal, and pleasant-unpleasant. These 
variables are used with the association of images for each architectural style. As for the images, 
they are selected from authoritative sources in which each demonstrates a pure architectural 
type. This mixed method technique is used in order to achieve convergence of data analysis. 

 
 

 
Figure 1. Vernacular style. Figure 2. Central hall form. Figure 3. Colonial style. 
 

 
Figure 4. Applying modernity with 
respect to local identity.

Figure 5. Applying modernity 
without respect to local identity.

Figure 6. Bi-polar adjective 
scales.

8 SELECTING CASE STUDIES 

Participants of Lebanese marginal cultures are the units of this study, but these marginal cul-
tures are those people who live in their origin village. As this research will compare the views of 
individuals from different religious backgrounds, the first criterion in selecting the villages was 
religious sect. This paper therefore considered villages of each of the major different religious 
sects. The used method to select appropriate villages for this study was that of “samples of con-
venience” as determined by (Patton, 2002). This refers to making a selection that offers easiest 
accessibility under given conditions. 

Within this study, a selection of thirty participants from each group will consider their differ-
entiation over factual distribution (Blaikie, 2003). Females and males are selected equally aged 
between twenty and sixty years. This range was determined as the normal age range, in which 
people are productive and able to take decisions in building their own houses.OFrom each 
groups, individuals were assigned randomly, as this is an effective way of ensuring that the 
groups are equivalent (Marczyk, et al., 2005). 

S. Lira, R. Amoêda & C. Pinheiro412



9 DATA ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS 

The triangulation of qualitative data, as introduced by Yin as a rational for using multiple 
sources evidences (Yin, 2003), is implemented in this paper to clarify the controversial issue 
when defining authentic Lebanese architecture. 

A "one way analysis of variance" analysis is used to stress on the religious variable to differ-
entiate between the various religious groups when the participants were asked to define Leba-
nese architectural style verbally. Subjects were divided into five religious groups, and there was 
statistically significant difference at the p> .05 in defining the architectural style scores of the 
five groups. The significance varied demonstrating the difference between the groups (Marczyk 
et al., 2005). Within the ANOVA analysis of variance, post-hoc comparison using the Tukey 
HSD is used to find out where the differences between groups lie (Ibid). The analysis indicated 
that the mean score for the vernacular architectural style varied between groups. It showed little 
commonalities between Sunni and Druze, was almost the same for the central hall style, while 
Christian Catholics differed in the Colonial, Modernity with and without respect to local identi-
ty styles. To test where the differences appeared, a crosstabs was established because it deter-
mines the strength and direction of association between variables (Babbie, et al., 2003). The re-
sults are summarized as follows 66.7% of the Lebanese groups accepted vernacular to be 
“Lebanese architecture”, while 76% of all the Lebanese groups generally accepted the central 
hall form. 83.9% rejected Colonial architecture as Lebanese, and 86.7% also denied Modern ar-
chitecture as Lebanese, while 94% renounced Modern architecture for its lack of respect to local 
identity. 

As for the image-based scale questions used to define Lebanese architecture by relying on the 
visual perception of the participants, reliability of scales was required as a starting point for the 
analysis. It was explored by determining the value of the Cronbach Alpha coefficient. All scales 
represented a coefficient above 0.7, which indicates that the responses were reliable as dis-
cussed by a number of different researchers (Aklin et al., 2009). 

For each image, a Tukey HSD test was employed to reveal the differences among groups, and 
then the mean value was revealed by ANOVA for each bi-polar adjective scale in order to de-
velop a chart for all the religious groups. 

All Lebanese groups agreed that the vernacular architectural style is a high cultural reference 
that holds the traditional style. A graph demonstrating mean value shows a slight difference on-
ly in the Muslim Shiite group in the unique-common variable. The mean value is known as the 
average and it is widely used and reported to represent measures of central tendency (Marczyk, 
et al., 2005). On the other hand, there was a remarkable similarity in accepting the central hall 
style among all Lebanese groups. The participants accepted colonial architecture in general as a 
traditional style. The standard deviation (SD) did not increase in all variables more than 2.24 
which in this instant is a narrow band, indicating that there was no significance differentiation 
between group results. The total mean of all Lebanese groups for all scales was under the medi-
um neutral number four. Modern architecture in Lebanon is not considered by Lebanese mar-
ginal cultures to be authentic. The preference and impressiveness of this architectural style was 
at the neutral edge of the scale. As for modern architecture without respect to local identity, the 
difference between the Lebanese groups existed in their preference of this style, but they have 
almost all agreed that this architecture is not authentic. Christian Maronite and Muslim Druze 
found this style to be less clear, less homogeneous, less beautiful, and less ordered, while other 
religious sects found it less ambiguous, less heterogeneous, less ugly, and less chaotic. 

10 CONCLUSION 

There was conflict between the answers to the verbal and the image questions. In the verbal 
question, the Lebanese differed in defining the Lebanese architectural style. Christian Catholics 
refused to consider vernacular architecture to be Lebanese, while the other religious groups ac-
cepted this architectural style. In the image questions, all of the Lebanese religious groups con-
sidered the central hall form to be the most representative of the Lebanese architectural style, 
followed by vernacular architecture in second place and Colonial architecture in third place. 
They rejected the consideration of modern and contemporary architecture as Lebanese. 
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The use of images in architectural survey studies ensures that participants understand the 
built qualities that are being discussed, and is well established in previous research. Hershberger 
& Cass confirmed the high correlations between judgments based on visits to buildings and 
photographic representations (Fawcett, 2008). The image-based method is used because the re-
spondents, as normal lay-people may not understand a verbal description of intended architec-
tural style. This study developed a typology of bi-polar adjective scales related to the topic of 
cultural sustainability in order to devise a definition of authentic Lebanese architectural styles. 
This definition relied on the preference judgment by members of Lebanese religious groups 
within the marginal cultures. The findings of the analysis of architectural preference confirmed 
that there are two principle factors affecting the visual perception of a building in its two forms, 
speculations and empirical. Firstly, selecting authentic architectural style and the relationship 
between the variables that are related to cultural sustainability are related to those of preference 
and impressiveness in a linear relationship. Secondly, people seek to project themselves into a 
scene to understand how they themselves would react toward it. This suggests that there is an-
other level of perception that is associated with meanings and values that assign images. The 
study showed that the semantic differential scales and its’ translation within all Lebanese groups 
have worked reasonably well especially to define an authentic “Lebanese architectural styles”, 
and examined the similarities and differences between these groups.  

The result of this study confirmed previous studies that discussed the judging of the architec-
tural style: building on the work of Sanoff and Nasar, Gjerde claimed that the appearance of the 
physical environment is not simply an abstract aesthetic phenomenon and that the perceived 
quality of any building depends on the evaluations of those who regularly experience it (Gjerde, 
2013). Stimulus processes are also aligned with mental templates that develop through personal 
experience when visualizing the built environment. Cognitive processes help understand the en-
vironment and affect aesthetic judgment, particularly when we assign value to the derived 
meanings (Gjerde, 2013). Images are one of the tools that help in the judging process because 
they are regarded as a way of objectifying data (Ibid). When using the first method, that of ver-
bal description, the marginal cultures selected vernacular architecture and the central hall form 
as Lebanese styles. However, when they were to judge the images of all presented architectural 
styles, Colonial architecture was considered as Lebanese architecture in addition to the vernacu-
lar and central hall form. 

Colonialism “make[s] and made all historical transformations possible and mobilized the 
very discourse that produced them as facts” (Massad, 2005). Manuel Castells and Edward Said 
discussed the creation of an identity of resistance against the hegemonic effects of globalization 
and colonization. However, this paper has demonstrated that the case in Lebanon differs. The 
Lebanese marginal groups identified Colonial architecture as authentic Lebanese architecture. 
This interferes with the dualism in defining the Lebanese national architectural identity, and the 
result affirms what Saliba calls “Colonial architecture”, as the new vernacular architecture, and 
as a transitional stage in the architectural process between tradition and modernity with the use 
of adopted traditional architectural elements (Saliba, 1998). 

 

 
Figure 7. Average comparaison of Lebanese marginal cultures towards their architectural styles. 
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ENDNOTES 

1 Genuine loci  is an expression introduced in the work of Norberg-Schulz on the existence examining the 
relationship between architecture and geography, and meaning the spirit of a place. Norberg-Schulz, 
who returned to the Roman idea of the “genius loci”- the spirit of a particular place, identified the act 
of architecture as “to understand the vocation of the place. In this way we protect the earth and become 
ourselves part of a comprehensive totality”. 

2 The answers were listed as follows: Vernacular architecture (Rectangular, Liwan, gallery, court, and 
composed forms), the central hall form (the Lebanese three arch house), colonial architecture, adopting 
modernity with respecting local architecture, and adopting modernity without respecting local Identity. 
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1 INTRODUCTION: “GOOGLEFICATION” AND INTANGIBLE HERITAGE 

At some point in each day, in fact, at multiple times each day, my son takes a picture of himself 
and posts it on a social media site.  The moment for the picture he snaps is usually inconsequen-
tial.  There is no momentous event, no James Joycean epiphany, not even something as simple 
as a purpose.  He has simply snapped a photo of himself on that day, at that moment. He is 
keeping a record, a journal only if we can classify a journal as something without reflection.  It 
is (questionably) an act of preservation. 

This essay focuses on what I’m calling the “Googlefication” of intangible heritage. My use of 
Google here is metonymic, the part standing for the whole in the same way that we might use 
the “White House” to refer to the US government or “Wall Street” to refer to the US economy. 
“Googlefication” stands for the strong impulse to collect words, images, and/or sounds—even 
case studies—and to make that collection optimally usable through archival searches. I use 
Googlefication in both its positive and negative resonances. I recognize that Google might seem 
an odd choice, that Google, with its global swallowing reach, might seem the very bedeviled an-
tithesis of a historicized local culture.  And yet, ironically, the preservation of intangible herit-
age increasingly depends on new archival technologies and perhaps even shares in the Google’s 
unbridled optimism: What if, in the sunny world Google imagines, we could preserve every-
thing?  And then quickly find it when we need and want it? 

Let me return briefly to my son’s photo habit, that many-times-daily archiving of his face.  
The same face, as it turns out, because he gathers himself into his signature selfie expression be-
fore pressing the button.  (Wrong expression?  No problem.  He retakes the photo until it con-
forms to his stylized ideal.)  I ask myself—as any sane older person would—what in the world 
is being preserved?  Besides seeming trivial, my son’s photo habit seems peculiar in another 
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way:  It reminds me of one of the comedic underpinnings for Sterne’s Tristram Shandy, viz., the 
idea that a person could try to capture every single moment of his life at the time that he is liv-
ing it. Naturally, one falls behind:  Life is faster and more full than preservation, especially writ-
ten preservation. Yes, digital tools help us to close the gap. Yet even with digital preservation 
tools (vlogging equipment, the ubiquitous camera—I have one in my watch now), life remains 
too full to fully preserve.  Minutiae abound, even within the simplest, sparest monastic spaces.  
My son’s virtual circle of twenty-somethings realize this. Their preferred technology is Snap 
Chat, a tool that preserves an image or text for only 24 hours. After that window of time, the 
material evaporates into cyberspace. Gone. Forever.  The antithesis of the pesky email with a 
Twinkie-like shelf life. (Nothing, it seems, holds on as tenaciously as an email that one wishes 
would disappear.)  In some sort of strange earthly calculus, what remains is frequently not as 
“important” or “meaningful”—fraught value-laden terms—as what is lost or at risk to be lost.  

Or so I muse. For the record, I don’t like this latter point.  I share with scholars at this confer-
ence the irrepressible human impulse to preserve what is threatened, to despair of life’s local 
richness lost, to be moved by the quixotic efforts of preservationists. Which makes my next 
point even harder to say: The inescapable truth is that most of individual or collective life can-
not be preserved, even in the age of Googlefication.  Disappearance is fundamental to human 
existence, perhaps even more fundamental than preservation. 

And yet, we strive.  We Google on.  We build archives and collect case studies preserving the 
intangible.  And we do so frequently using new, global technologies.  In doing so, no matter our 
disciplinary lens, we encounter three recurring issues.  Understanding the broad parameters of 
these three issues would, I argue, create a stronger interdisciplinary tripod to anchor scholarly 
efforts when we engage intangible heritage in digital platforms. 

2 STORAGE, STORAGE PLATFORMS, AND RETRIEVAL 

There is no question that digital archives are bigger and better than before—and that new tech-
nologies promise even more storage. [See, for example, de la Merced (2014), Clark (2015)]. 
These new storage opportunities seem to offset the problems that plague museums, particularly 
those not carefully planned, viz., what to mark as excess and where to put the excess of materi-
als already collected and forthcoming. (Museum basements are only so large.) [See for example, 
Lira 2010]. There is no question that increased virtual storage creates more opportunities for 
scholarship—with research librarians playing an important role. That increased space also 
ramps up what I referred to above as the Tristram Shandy dilemma. Even given advances in 
search (e.g., search by image), there is more material available than is usable.  We face, albeit in 
slightly different form, a problem that has been studied in the field of physical museum studies. 

And here’s yet another problem: Ease of use gives newer material and newer platforms the 
edge over previously stored material.  (Try, if you haven’t recently, to convince an undergradu-
ate to touch a physical book or journal.)  New technologies render old platforms obsolete or 
simply difficult or inconvenient to use. Here let me offer two examples.  My first work with an 
archive involved text and images on “microcards”.  Microcards, as the name suggests, were 
small cards with print so tiny that it could only be read with a special machine. The machines 
were expensive—not every research library in the US even owned one—and the subscription to 
the archive was expensive. Now that digital archive is more readily available online, if—and it’s 
an important if—one knows or is inclined to look for it. 

Here’s another example: The proceedings for this conference used to be published in book 
form. One could hold the book in one’s hand. Nice. Yet publishing the proceedings in this me-
dia was labor intensive. The printed proceedings were also weighty and bulky, that is, not travel 
friendly. The conference proceedings have more recently been published on CD ROM, definite-
ly not as cumbersome as producing—or heaving home—hefty print volumes.  And yet, I find 
myself less likely to use the CD-ROM.  Why?  Because my computer of choice is a Mac Air, 
which operates from the premise that information is “in the cloud”. To read the CD-ROM, I 
must have access to an external drive. I have this access in theory. In practice, the device is rare-
ly where I need it. If I’m in my office, it’s at home; when I’m in Florida, it’s in Kentucky.  The 
platforms we use for housing data have shifted once again. Anyone who remembers the crank-
ing noise of an old computer about to crash under the weight of retrieval, anyone who has expe-

S. Lira, R. Amoêda & C. Pinheiro420



rienced the spinning circle, or the “crash” when retrieving data, has also felt the weight of new 
data on old platforms. 

If as scholars, we are engaged in the making of an archive or case study, if the creation of an 
archive (or case study) is the best tool for preservation, we must address technological issues. 
We have to be concerned with platforms that grow smart over time, that predict their own obso-
lescence. This often requires collaboration with experts in computer science. To address this 
significant issue, funding agencies like the NEH have created new granting opportunities to 
scholars who address issues of storage, retrieval, and platform compatibility.  But this funding 
has also created a problem of sorts:  It is more difficult now to get funding based on the value of 
the archive itself. Funding has rebalanced the equation, with the how to preserve now weighted 
far more strongly than the what to preserve. Put differently, money is driving an interest in the 
archiving rather than the archived.  In the most extreme cases, archiving becomes an end rather 
than a means. 

This is not in and of itself an evil. There might be reasons why technology must drive a pro-
ject.  For example, my colleague Brent Seales, a computer scientist, is working to make digitally 
available the 2,000-year old Herculaneum scrolls. All previous attempts to preserve the scrolls 
have resulted in destruction of the objects. Seales is using visualization software to “read” the 
scrolls without physically unfolding them, without causing them to crumble to the ash they want 
to become. For now, simply accessing the information in a way that preserves the scrolls takes 
precedence over scholarship of the now unreadable content within. Seales is the first to admit 
that such work requires a team of experts and expert collaboration. [See “Major Breakthrough” 
and “UK Professor]. Not all projects achieve this Herculean measure of success.  In another ef-
fort by this same group, preservation and ownership issues grew contentious. The result has 
been the construction of two separate archives for the same document, with two separate sets of 
digital tools. The irony? Scholars are not using either, or at least not in any numbers that require 
more than one hand to count. This is not because of the digital tools used, but because the ar-
chived material is not of much interest.  Put differently, a compelling argument for the pre-
served material was not made. Expensive lesson learned. 

3 STRONG ARGUMENTS 

Despite the inherent dangers of creating archives rarely visited, or case studies rarely read, there 
are good reasons for collecting for the sake of collecting.  There is value in preserving some-
thing now to be used at some distant time, for purposes that we may or may not foresee.  Cer-
tainly the scholars who preserved the information on those microcards I referenced above could 
never have envisioned the use my colleague and I would put them to:  We constructed a history 
of how women learned to write and how they used writing skills at the time of the American 
Revolution. Our rhetorical history corrected or qualified an existing narrative that focused al-
most exclusively on male rhetors.  The evidence for this newer rhetorical history was found on 
those cards, and the study was located in similar efforts to broaden the canon of texts studied to 
include women and other underrepresented groups  [See Eldred and Mortensen (2002)]. 

There are also rich scholarly traditions in oral history and linguistics to support the creation 
of archives in the face of disappearing cultures and languages.  Preservation appears to be done 
for preservation’s sake, and yet, if we look carefully at examples or archives created by oral his-
torians or linguists, we see efforts to make a contemporary argument for the importance of the 
archived content, as well as the recognition that the value in the future might be greater. All well 
and good, one might say, the more archives, the more preservation, the better. 

However, there is a danger in the proliferation of archives, of digital noise, particularly in the 
case of preservation or “recovery” efforts, particularly in an age in which storage becomes larg-
er and cheaper.  It is an old scholarly problem:  If a tree falls in the forest and no one is there to 
witness it, does it make a sound?  For philosophers, the answer is never entirely “yes” or “no”—
and yet. . .   If an archive is made, if a case study is reported, and if no or little scholarly or cul-
tural attention is paid to the work, has the work of preservation been done?  This question has 
become important after an almost three-decade flurry of what are called “recovery” projects in 
the fields of literary and rhetorical history. As early as 1994, feminist literary critic Judith 
Fetterley was wondering, “if this generation of critics does not write the literary history of these 
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writers, it will be all too easy for the texts we have recovered to disappear again from memory.” 
In other words Snap Chat.  Academic-version 1.0. 

The study of intangible heritage has arrived at a similar crossroads. Case studies abound. If 
we piece together a case study, but no one reads or studies the work, has that intangible heritage 
really experienced a recovery?  Has the intangible heritage truly been “preserved”?  If we accept 
that disappearance and loss are not in and of themselves sufficient reason to preserve intangible 
heritage (I invite you to think again of my son’s multiple daily images), then it follows that 
scholars must make strong contemporary arguments for what is to be preserved.  These reasons 
can’t go without saying; they must be compellingly articulated. 

4 LEGAL AND ETHICAL USE OF “DATA” 

This brings me to my final point: Even if technologies are in place to preserve intangible herit-
age for some sustainable period of time, even if the strong argument for preservation is made, 
under what precise conditions is it legal, or more importantly ethical, to do the preservation 
work? Google’s own historicizing of the Google Library or Google Books study is heady stuff, 
even allowing for its tongue-in-cheek presentation style: “In the beginning, there was Google 
Books. Well, not exactly”. The description then continues to develop the company’s “simple” 
aim with this project: “Larry and Sergey envisioned people everywhere being able to search 
through all of the world’s books to find the ones they’re looking for”. Google’s history does 
acknowledge some academic roots, Project Gutenberg, for example, and cooperation with aca-
demic libraries or presses at University of Michigan, University of Maryland, University of 
Chicago, Stanford, Oxford, and Cambridge, among others. What is left out of the history is a 
fact that has made news:  the legal battles that have ensued, legalities perceived by some as an-
tiquated encumbrances to progress and by others as a classic David and Goliath battle, the small 
and local against a weighty global force  [The literature is already voluminous. See, for exam-
ple, Grimmelmann (2009); Newman (2014); Proskine (2006)]. 

What also isn’t mentioned in Google’s history is the ethics of this preservation, a topic al-
ready a staple of ethnographic work in the academy, but one that becomes more important in the 
face of potential mass dissemination of cultural information, including information from indige-
nous cultures.  Institutional Review Boards provide some impetus for considering these issues—
indeed, these review boards demand that scholars answer for their collecting impulses—but 
scholars need to continue to ask the important questions:  What are our ethical and legal respon-
sibilities to the cultures we’re studying? To what extent should a culture being studied be in-
volved in the collection, dissemination, and use of the archive and scholarship created?  Who 
are the stakeholders and what ethical responsibilities do researchers and de facto publishers 
have to them? 

5 CONCLUSION: A SCHOLARLY TRIPOD FOR STUDIES OF INTANGIBLE HERITAGE 

It’s fair to say that we—inside the academy, outside the academy—are in an era of micro-stories 
and micro-histories, made possible by the ease of digital delivery of niched content.  Heritage 
scholars roam the virtual terrain as well the physical, and why not?  Our ability to archive text, 
sound, and images (still and moving) has grown exponentially, setting the preservation of intan-
gible heritage right at our fingertips.  Digital archives and search engines abound.  The archival 
possibilities are enticing.  We can collect our case studies and we do, perhaps experiencing a lit-
tle of what Nicholas A. Basbanes in his exploration of book collectors called a “gentle mad-
ness”. 

In doing so, we experience the preservationist’s dilemma:  We can’t preserve everything, so 
how do we decide what warrants preservation?  And more pointedly, Should we preserve some-
thing, tangible or not, only because it will, like days slipping away from us, disappear if we 
don’t?  What comes of this preserved material—our trusted holdings—when we are no longer? 

 As scholars contributing to an interdisciplinary study of intangible heritage, we need to ask 
and fully address questions such as the following.  We need to build our tripod: (1)  What is the 
best platform/media/approach/trust for long-term preservation? (2) Why should this particular 

S. Lira, R. Amoêda & C. Pinheiro422



example of intangible heritage be preserved and why now? And (3) Who are the stakeholders 
and how are their interests accounted for in the recovery and preservation?  Cui bono?  By fully 
addressing these questions, we have a better chance of truly doing the work of recovery and 
preservation.  What is preserved might avoid becoming academically Snapchatted—here today, 
gone quickly tomorrow. 
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1 BACKGROUND 

There are many versions, books and scholarly journal articles, as well as annotated videos and 
popular websites, about the history of a people nowadays called Hmong (pronounced mhong-
one word with nasal or Mong instead of Hamong). This pronunciation causes ongoing questions 
and contradictory discussions (Yang K. , 2009). Even the spellings and interpretations of 
“Hmong” or “Miao/Meo” that scattered around Central and Western China, Vietnam, Laos, 
Thailand, and Burma, are not universal (Yang K., 2009; Quincy, 1995; Mottin, 1982; Tapp, 
1989). What become clear to  the Hmong that resettled to the United States during the mid-1975 
to 2009 period was that their leader, General Vang Pao, made a conscious decision declaring to 
the CIA  that “Hmong-loosely translated to free people” (Chan, 1994) and the definition has be-
come widely accepted ever since. The Hmong were historically referenced as “Miao or Meo”, 
which is derogatorily translated into “rice shoot, dirty people, or the vocal of cat” (Lee & 
Chang, 2012; Yang, 1993). Because of the negative connotations associated, great strides arose 
to make the necessary changes in a new term that was introduced by Vang Pao, the only key 
Hmong person at the time who was recruited by the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) to fight 
the communist Pathet Lao during the Vietnam War (Hamilton-Merritt, 1993). 

Due to their refusal to be dominated by the Chinese Empire, around the same time the United 
States legislated its constitution in 1776, some Hmong migrated out of Southwest China into 
Northern Vietnam, eventually reaching Laos little over a hundred years later between 1815-
1818 (Quincy, 1995). Due to their strong allied with the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) dur-
ing the Vietnam War, after the US withdrew its military forces from Southeast Asian, the 
Hmong face harsh persecution, propagandized by the new government-The Pathet Lao, as hunt-
ed like animals (Sommer, 2007). Without a written language of their own, the history and cul-
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tures of the Hmong are orally passed on from one generation to the next and scattered through 
missionary documentations, archeological artifacts and anthropological researches. 

From the time their great grandparents left China to become Laotian citizens, the Lao-Hmong 
continuingly refused to be controlled by the imperial Chinese empires (Yang, 2009; Quincy, 
1995), the French occupation in Indochina (Stuart, 1997; Lyfoung, 1996), and then the com-
munist Pathet Lao (Quincy, 1995; Hamilton-Merritt, 1993). Because of their strong and consci-
entious objections to these dominations, two of the Lao-Hmong men-Vang Pao and Touby 
Lyfoung2, seized the opportunity to ally with the Americans (Lee & Chang, 2012; Hamilton-
Merritt, 1993). Their alliance with the US literally changed the history, culture, and customs for 
the Hmong internationally (Lee, Chang, Yang, Lo, & Thao, 2015). It also changed the Hmong 
from primitive and preliterate to literate and economically and socially competitive among the 
US minority groups. 

After resettling to the United States, the twin cities-St. Paul and Minneapolis, Minnesota, and 
Fresno/Sacramento, California, become the biggest, second, and third cities most populated with 
the Hmong Americans (Pfeifer, 2014). As Lee, Chang, Yang, Lo, and Thao (2015) reported, 
even though the first wave of Hmong arrived in the United States in the middle of 1975, they 
only begin to seriously acculturate in 2005. In this short time, over 520 (Hmong Christian 
Fellowship, 2015) have attained doctorate degrees in various field including the most prestig-
ious degrees in medicine, engineering, law, and mathematics and statistics. In comparison to 
their Asian counterparts such as the Japanese, Korean, and Chinese, it took them long time to 
engage civic duties in American society. For the Hmong, in past immediate decades, they are 
not only be competitive but quite successful in running as school board members, city council 
members, state legislators, and community activists. 

To meet the objective of Sharing Cultures 2015 - 4th International Conference on Intangible 
Heritage, this paper chooses Intangible Cultural Heritage and Education, by discussing three 
major concepts that are uniquely important to the unity and cultural maintenance of Hmong 
Americans: (1) family structures; (2) religion; and (3) educational visions set forth by their late 
leader Vang Pao. 

1.1 Hmong family structures 
Hmong Americans consist primarily two groups: (1) Green Hmong, and (2) White Hmong and 
18 identifiable clans (surnames): Cha/Chang, Cheng/Chue (normally combine as a single clan), 
Fang/Pha (combined), Hang, Her/Heu, Khang, Kong/Soung, Kue, Lee/Ly, Lo/Lor/Lao, 
Moua/Mua, Thao/Thor, Va/Vang, Vue, Xiong, and Yang (see also Lee, 1996). Married within 
clan is considered taboo and seriously sanctioned (Dunnigan, 1982). 

Hmong Americans continue their social structure similar to the traditional one in Laos by fol-
lowing a patrilineal clan system (Cha, 2010; Lee, 2010). Both Cha and Lee explained that a pat-
rilineal clan system is one in which the society is divided into social groups, or clans, and a 
child at birth automatically becomes a member of his father’s clan. The “Hmong American 
household” consists primarily of the husband, his wife, children, and possibly parents. Most 
parents prefer to keep the children at home until they can economically sustain their independ-
ent costs of living. 

At birth, a Hmong child is given a single syllable name like Toua or Bao. Occasionally a 
child will be called a nickname, Tou (baby boy) Toua for a boy and Mai (baby girl) Bao for a 
girl.  Sometimes, when a man has settled down to family life, his wife’s parents give him an 
honorary name (tis npe laus-give old name) of Nhia.  For example, if Toua was to marry and 
has children, his in-laws (only for Green Hmong) would give him the honorary name of Nhia 
Toua. The name of an individual’s clan is not considered part of his personal name (Lee, 2010; 
Mottin, 1980). Because of that, some Hmong American families now adopted their parents or 
grandparents’ name as the family name like Nhia Toua Bliatout.  Most individuals now adapted 
America’s way of name ordering with honorary name, first name, and then family name. For 
example, Nhia (honorary) Toua (first) Lee (clan). A man or a woman must marry outside his/her 
clan and therefore cannot marry anyone with the same clan name (Lee, 2010, Quincy, 1995; 
Mottin, 1980). As stated above, it is a taboo for a female and male of the same clan name to be 
married and the consequences could be outcast, disowned, and socially sanctioned by the clan 
they belong. Only to abide by US laws, a Hmong American wife will adopt her husband’s sur-
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name, but she retains her father’s clan and strongly connects to the father’s clan (Hillmer, 2010; 
Lee, 1996). Even in death, her father’s side of the clan must be invited to be involved in her bur-
ial ceremonies, rituals and services. The lack of invitation or involvement could lead to future 
clan frictions, especially future marriages. 

In the old days and continuing to practice widely is the concept of kwv tij and neej tsa 
(Hillmer, 2010), the modern day Hmong Americans society follows a traditional social con-
struct that is uniquely different from most known American ethnic minority groups, particularly 
the Hmong Vang Pao3, and is called kwv tij(relative or husband side of the family) neej tsa (up-
lift life or wife’s side of the family), koj tuag tau kuv tsev (you can die in my house), kuv tuag tau 
koj vaj (I can die in your garden) (Lee, 2010; Tapp, 1989; Mottin, 1980). It is a system built up-
on the clan lineage and the taboo of not marrying the same clan. Clan group members of the 
same surname like Lee are considered blood relatives (i.e., brothers & sisters) regardless of 
place and country of residency. Kwv tij applies to two powerful interconnections: (1) nkauj 
muam raug nus-brothers and sisters (blood brothers & sisters or females & males of same clan); 
and (2) neeg sib paub-acquaitances (do not need to have blood tie). Neej tsa then applies to eve-
ryone who connects to the female, mainly the wife’s side of the family (Lee S. E., 2010). To-
gether, they form the interconnection of the Hmong people worldwide. It is also this intercon-
nection that forms the cultural court. In the US, as well as abroad, it is likely that many civil 
cases have already been discussed, resolved or attempted to resolve, as well as disputed within 
the family or in the greater Hmong community before entering the  governmental justice sys-
tems. Typically, several individuals deemed important and knowledgeable are selected as judges 
(intermediary) to settle the situation (Dunnigan, 1982). Of course, not everyone follows these 
norms, but they do occur regularly among individuals and families that are respectful of the 
Hmong cultures. 

There are three forms of marriage (see Cha, 2010; Lee, 1996; Dunnigan, 1982; Mottin, 1980): 
(1) elope-coj; (2) arrange-hais hauv tsev (hi hau chey-negotiate at home); and (3) kidnap (nyiag 
coj-taken). Elope is when the girl/woman goes to the boy or man’s home willingly without in-
termediary. Arrange marriage is when the boy’s parents/caretakers ask the girl/woman to marry 
the boy/man through an intermediary. It usually is referred to as the negotiation marriage. Even 
practicing less than elope, arrange marriage is perceived as the most polite and respectful way 
for a girl to get married. Marriages that are consummated by negotiation also perceived as the 
most reputable ones, cause least friction and form best interconnections between two clans. The 
least preferred form of marriage is the kidnap (unwilling or by force) one. As the term kidnap 
implies, a boy may take the girl home and pronounce her as his wife without the girl’s or her 
family’s consent. In Laos, this form of marriage was used by people in high stature, powerful, 
rich, or when a boy wanted to pick up the most beautiful girl in the village as his wife. In the 
US, it is rarer now than in the earlier years, but some people still practice it. It has resulted in 
kidnapping charges, underage sexual assault charges, and even causing permanent damages in 
clan relationship. 

1.2 Hmong religion 
It is commonly referenced that the color skins of human beings are classified by cultural anthro-
pologists as black, brown, white, and yellow and sub-races under each skin color. Among the 
human races then comes the question “is that god, spirit, divinity?” If there is one, whose god, 
spirit, and divinity are we referring to? This part of the paper is not to debate the concept of god, 
spirit and divinity, but rather to explain spirituality, specifically shamanism (Dana, 2010), as 
how the Hmong have had practiced it for centuries. There are different versions of shamanism 
which is practiced by American Indians (Turner, Spring 2004; Winkelman, 2012), South Amer-
ica (Praet, 2009), the Sub-Sahara Africa (Insoll, 2011) and East Asia (Dana, 2010).  This paper 
uses shamanism, animism, and spirituality interchangeably. 

Wikipedia (2015) defines Shamanism as a practice that involves a practitioner reaching al-
tered states of consciousness in order to encounter and interact with the spirit world and channel 
these transcendental energies into this world. A shaman is a person regarded as having access 
to, and influence in, the world of benevolent and malevolent spirits, who typically enters into a 
trance state during a ritual, and practices divination and healing. Similarly, Wikipedia (2015) 
defines Animism as a term for the belief system of some indigenous tribal peoples, and is said to 
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describe the most common, foundational thread of indigenous peoples' "spiritual" or "supernatu-
ral" perspectives. Wikipedia states further that Animistic perspective is so fundamental, mun-
dane, every day and taken-for-granted that most animistic indigenous people do not even have a 
word in their languages that corresponds to "animism" or even "religion". 

As to the perceptions of Hmong religion, Nicholas Tapp (1989) provides the closest narrative 
about the Hmong’s concept of religion. According to Tapp, the Hmong are pantheists, believing 
in a variety of natural and supernatural spiritual forces in and animating all things. The Hmong 
world is inhabited by a variety of natural, ancestral, and supernatural spirits or gods. He states 
that in Hmong religion, Chinese influence is strong, and the Hmong “Otherworld” is closely 
modeled on the Chinese “Otherworld”, which in turn represents an inversion of the classical 
Chinese bureaucracy. More specifically, the Hmong world of Yeeb Ceeb (Ying Ching) parallels 
the Chinese world of Yin (the dark world of the spirits) and the Hmong world of Yaj Ceeb (Ya 
Ching) parallels the Chinese world of Yang (the bright world of men and women, of material 
objects and nature). 

Based on Hmong shamanism, how then are human beings created? The Hmong believe that it 
was a frog called Nplooj lwg (nplooj = leave, lwg = dew) who created men and spirits but was 
killed by the first humans, in a rage because he had lied to them about the size of the world (he 
had said it was no larger than the palm of a hand or the sole of a foot) (Tapp, 1989). The frog's 
dying curse was that henceforth humankind would know sickness and death, the leaves would 
fall from the trees and the forests grow thinner. Humankind would suffer from rains and the heat 
of the sun, the world of men and spirits would be divided into the world of men and the world of 
spirits, and men would no longer be able to rise up again, as they had previously done, on the 
thirteenth day after death (Falk, 2004; Tapp, 1989). However, the Hmong believe that this myth 
is untrue and that men (human beings) can reincarnate with permission from Otherworld. 

According to Falk (2004) and Tapp (1989), while living as well as after death, humankinds 
are judged by two dreaded and fearful beings from the Otherworld. One is Ntxwj Nyug, who 
judges the living souls and the souls of those who are to be reincarnated into animal, 
plant/vegetable, or human form after their death (depending on the conducts and behaviors of 
the persons while living on earth). Ntxwj Nyug (may also pronounce ntxwj nyoog comparable to 
ghost) resides at the top of a mighty mountain, guarding the gates (gates to heaven?) which must 
be crossed before the souls of the dead can return to the village or land of their ancestors. The 
village or land of ancestors is where the soul is preparing to return to earth to be reborn (the 
completion of a life cycle). Individuals that behaved badly on earth such as being murderers or 
those that bullying disabled persons may be stopped and punished for years or centuries at the 
gates and may not be able to enter the land of the ancestors to be reincarnated/reborn. He is se-
conded by Nyuj Vaj Tuam Teem (Nyuj= cow; vaj= mighty or lord), who issues licenses for re-
birth behind a great writing desk, seated on a magnificent and terrifying throne (Tapp, 1989). 
Ntxwj Nyug and Nyuj Vaj Tuam Teem are the couple who control life and death with watchful 
eyes on humans’ behaviors. For example, if one acted badly to nature, he/she may be able to re-
born, but the punishment from Ntxwj Nyug and Nyuj Vaj Tuam Teem could cause the person to 
reincarnate into an ugly tree. In term of life on earth, once one's license (now renamed life visa) 
for life has expired, only the shaman can intervene, sometimes, with Ntxwj Nyug for an exten-
sion of its term to prolong one's life (Tapp, 1989). 

As stated above, Nplooj lwg is a myth about the creation of human beings. In regard to the 
Hmong race, it is believed that it was Saub (pronounce shau). The Hmong’s version of the 
Hmong race is similar to the Bible’s version of Adam and Eve. Unsure whether Ntxwj Nyug 
and Nyuj Vaj Tuam Teem were created before or after Saub, but there was an important deity in 
the creation of contemporary human beings. Nicholas Tapp (1989) states that Saub (comparable 
to God) is: 

 
A kindly figure who, although he has now become to some extent disinterested in 

the affairs of men, may still be appealed to in times of need. Saub was present at 
the creation of mankind, and is still believed to be living somewhere in the far 
realms of the otherworld. Saub is associated with fertility and reproduction. It was 
Saub who supplied the first seeds, and caused the first hen to lay eggs. After the 
mighty floods which covered the earth had come, it was Saub who advised the 
brother and sister who had survived the flood in a vessel of wood. He told them 
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that in order to repopulate the earth they should marry. Their union gave birth to a 
shapeless lump of flesh. Saub advised them to carve this into twelve pieces, from 
which originate the twelve ideal Hmong clans (p. 60). 

 
Beyond religion and Western medicines, it is thought that the person well-being and self-care 

of Hmong Americans who have not converted to Christian or other types of religion are being 
taken care by several other cultural and medicinal methodologies. We highlight some of these 
health and healing practice methods below: 

1. Hu plig (Soul call). When the family suspects there is a need, someone with psychic 
power or the shaman informs the sick person that his/her soul has either runaway, not 
happy, or that the soul is not with the person’s physical body, then the soul-calling 
ceremony will take place. The calling could be perform by the shaman, an herbalist, 
or just by an older person who know how to negotiate with plig (the soul) (Lee, 2010; 
Mottin, 1980). 

2. Ntsuas Xyab/Saib yaig (diagnose/screen) or Fiv yeem (promised to thank). These are 
the processes to find out what is happening to the person. What causes the ailment 
may include being sad or interpreting a bad dream. It may also be used to find lost ob-
jects with the help from Saub (the deity discussed above). This process is usually per-
formed by either the shaman or someone with psychic capability (Lee, 2010; Mottin, 
1980). 

3. Ua neeb saib (intake or screening) or Ua neeb kho (fixing the problem). Ua neeb saib 
is nearly the same as Method 2 above, but only for health issues. The process consists 
of diagnosing the cause of a person’s illness, learning how serious the illness is, de-
termining the course of treatment needed, the kind of animal to be sacrificed in order 
to cure the sick person. Ua neeb kho is the method the shaman uses to fix the ailment 
(Lee, 2010; Mottin, 1980). 

4. Pauj yeem is the reconciliation to fiv yeem. Pauj (thanks) Yeem (the promise) is a cer-
emony to repay what was promised (fiv = promised) after an illness is relieved, after a 
soldier or a traveler has returned home safe, after a request or demand has been ful-
filled, or when a lost item has been discovered (Lee, 2010; Mottin, 1980). 

5. Siv tshuaj ntsuab (Herbal medicines). Both Hmong Americans, Christians and non-
Christians, when dealing with physiological conditions and psychological well-
beings, continue their traditions of integrating herbal remedies with Western medi-
cines. Hmong Americans are quite different from American Indians and other ethnic 
groups as the Hmong medicine man (an herbalist) does not have a dual role of being 
the shaman and acting as herbalist who uses natural remedies to treat illness. A 
Hmong shaman in the Hmong culture does not have to be a medicine man. Herbalists 
are independent practitioners who treat ailments using herbs. 

2 THE EARLY EDUCATIONAL BACKGROUND OF THE HMONG 

When the United States CIA arrived in Laos in 1955 to conduct military operations, only a few 
Hmong individuals were able to speak the national language of Lao. Those who possessed the 
language skills were domestic staff to French leaders based in Northern Laos before the CIA 
joined the Royal Lao Army (Lee, Chang, Yang, Lo & Thao, 2015; Yang & Blake, 1993). It was 
noted by Yang and Blake that among the elite Hmong individuals who learned how to read and 
write the national language were Vang Pao and Touby Lyfoung. There were countless testa-
ments and statements made by the Hmong regarding Vang Pao and Touby’s visionary goals. 
Both consciously believed that for the Hmong to exit a primitive lifestyle, the Hmong must val-
ue and be educated (Lee, Chang, Yang, Lo & Thao, 2015; Lyfoung, 1996). 

3 COLLEGE ATTAINMENT OF HMONG IN RELATION TO OTHER COMMUNITIES 

Most Hmong Americans have acculturated and assimilated into mainstream US cultures. In 
2013, the Hmong population had increased from over one hundred thousand to 286,211 (Pfeifer, 
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2014). College attainment had significantly increased from a mere 2.3 percent in 1990 to 16.3 
percent in 2013 as compared to 29.6 percent of all Americans (Pfeifer, 2014). The American 
Community Survey (2013) reported that Asians are the most highly educated group of Ameri-
cans, as 50.5% possess a Bachelor's degrees or higher. Among the traditional groups of Asian 
Americans (i.e., Indian, Chinese, Filipino, Japanese, Korean, Taiwan, and Thai) ages 25+, 74% 
of Taiwanese and 71% of Indians had at least a Bachelor's degree. The new groups of Asian 
Americans (i.e. Southeast Asians [SEA]) arrived in the US around 1975, which mainly com-
prised of Cambodians/Khmer, Hmong, Laotians, and Vietnamese. According to the Hmong 
Studies Journal (2015), to dissipate each SEA ethnic group and account for individuals ages 25+ 
that possess a Bachelor’s degree or higher, the Cambodians fared at 16.3%, the Hmong at 
16.3%, Laotians at 14.9% and the Vietnamese at 28.4% respectively. Considering that the Cam-
bodians and Hmong who came from the most pre-literate and agrarian society, in just four dec-
ades they have remarkably and superbly done well educationally in comparison to the Hispan-
ic/Latinos at just 13% (Oguwole, Drewery, & Rios-Vargas, May 2012). 

In a content analysis, the primary author of this article (see Lee, Chang, Yang, Lor & Thao, 
2015) examines data from the Commencement Handbooks of two major universities in the Unit-
ed States. One of the university is a Research I university in the Midwest and one is a teaching 
university in the West Coast. Both campuses are surrounded by several municipalities that are 
well populated with Hmong American families. 

Findings revealed slow trends of college obtainment about Hmong students within the first 24 
years of resettlement. For example, in 1990 there were only three (n= 3) from MW, and two (n= 
2) from WC whom graduated in this specific academic year (AY). An acceptable baseline was 
not available until the 1995 AY when a sizeable Hmong student body was enumerated. Of the 
1995-96 AY, there were 31(an increase of 933%) at MW and 25 at WC (an increase of 1,150%) 
graduates. This significant increase (p = .000) of graduates from both campuses peaked in 2009, 
(86 from MW, 131 WC) and it has led a gradual increase to the AY of spring of 2014.  

The most significant improvement was Hmong women. In 1995, only 20 percent (5 out of 25 
MW) and 25 percent (8 out of 31 WC) of the graduates in that AY were females. Even with this 
disparity and the complexity of cultural issues, the Hmong women were able to catch up with 
their counterparts in 2005 and sustain exceeding graduation rates to this present day. In 2005, 
the ratio reversed as the women steadily paced at 13.25% (2005), 8% (2009), and 35.6% (2012), 
resulting in a 1.2% higher than Hmong men. This result was also supported by the American 
Community Survey (2013) as it showed that Hmong women were 1.7% ahead to receive a 
Bachelor degree than males. 

In conclusion, there are many valid praises about the commencements that were made by 
Hmong community activists, mentors, parents, and educators. The Hmong’s contemporary vi-
sions about valuing education have captured great strides by a good fraction of the Hmong pop-
ulation in the US and elsewhere around the world in regard to college attainment. As explained 
by Leat (2005), cultural influences can clearly play an important part in social change. Leat 
added that in order for change to occur, it must include economic, political and cultural factors. 
If the Hmong people are to make additional progress in their living standard in the United 
States, this is exactly what needed to happen next. There are two other major social issues that 
the Hmong continue to face in today’s society. First, the Hmong still fare poorly on K-12 educa-
tion. In comparison to other Asian sub-groups, mainly Chinese, Vietnamese, Japanese, Korean, 
and East Indian as the Hmong is likely to rank last. Second, the Hmong continue to be impacted 
by a higher poverty rate, despite of the aforementioned information about higher education ob-
tainment in this article. The American Community Survey (2013) computed a 24.4% poverty 
rate for Hmong families compared to 11.6% for the average US family, and 25.6% vs. 15.8% 
for all backgrounds in the US (Pfeifer, 2014). Therefore, for the Hmong in the US to flourish, 
particularly carrying the visionary goals from the previous leadership, collectively, the Hmong 
must address how they would be able to catch up and par themselves with other Asian sub-
groups and aim towards reducing the poverty rates. 
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ENDNOTES 

1 Serge Lee is social work research professor at California State University, Sacramento. He is the first 
Hmong American to receive the full-professor classification. He has had over two decades of work ex-
periences on international social work and helping the Hmong community in the United States and 
abroad. Kia Lee is a registered nurse with the Veterans Administration. This paper is prepared for the 
Sharing Cultures 2015-4th International Conference on Intangible Heritage, held in Lagos, Portugal, 
September 21-23, 2015. 

2 Vang Pao was a French officer during its Indochina occupation and the only Hmong Lieutenant General 
under the Royal Lao Army government during the US Secret War in Laos. Touby Lyfoung was the on-
ly elite Hmong member of King Sisavang Vattana’s consul and a minister of the royalist government 
before the communist Pathet Lao came to power in May 15, 1975. 

3 Hmong Vang Pao is a social construct used to describe the democratic Hmong in Laos under the 
leadership of the late General Vang Pao and Touby Lyfoung with the assistance of the CIA from 1957 
to 1975. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

The use of the toponymy as a way to better understand the environment around us is becoming a 
common topic in the school. Following, this idea, there is an increasing number of proposals 
and successful projects already accomplished. (Friera, 1992; Torres, 1995; Comes & Dantí, 
2003; Tort, 2001, 2004; Ubieto, 2007; Særheim, 2004; Comerci, 2012; Gómez, Sevilla & Her-
nández, 2015). Naturally, they are based on the existing link between place names and the phys-
ical and human characteristics of the territory. Behind the attribution of a name to a place is the 
concept that a community has of a given space and the processes that historically have taken 
place and singles it (Fernández, 2006; Ubieto, 2007; Lleonart, 2008; Villalón, 2013). 

The names reflect part of the perception that people have of the world, which is a product of 
the culture. Places are brought culturally and socially to the forefront by toponymy, leaving be-
hind their anonymous character and introducing them in the memory and in the history (Bedoya, 
2006). In view of his utilitarian character, the study of toponymy has to be approached from an 
interdisciplinary perspective (Tort, 2001), with the aim of facilitating a better comprehension of 
the landscape and of those whom live there (Sanz, 1992). For this reason, the possibilities of the 

Basque toponymy to grasp intangible heritage. Why Basque 
circular lands in Secondary School 

A. I. Ugalde & J. Arregi 
Department of Didactics of Social Sciences, University of the Basque Country, Basque Country, Spain 

ABSTRACT: Basque school curricula repeatedly states that cultural assets must be known, un-
derstood, appreciated and valued in its various forms: artistic, monumental, historical or cultur-
al, both tangible and intangible. As for place names, in 2007 during the 9th UN Conference on 
the Standardization of Geographical Names claimed that these names belong to the intangible 
cultural wealth and, therefore, these are assets to be protected and taught. Despite their close 
connection with many other academic disciplines, more specifically with geography and history, 
toponymy is not taken into account in the official Basque curriculum of Social Sciences. And 
when schools give this subject due relevance it is the result of individual initiatives. In this pa-
per we intend to link toponymy, and the teaching of immaterial heritage to the particular case of 
Basque Circular lands. This case proposal wants to be of used to teachers of Social Sciences in-
terested in European Heritage, by offering a proposal for its implementation in classrooms or 
Secondary School. Our proposal not only offers strategies, exercises or actions designed to en-
sure that students learn due content related to Circular lands, but also alerts teachers about their 
teaching potential, deriving from its singular specificity and its potential to combine various ac-
ademic disciplines. How sel, a form of spatial organization of remote origins, has resulted in 
Basque speaking areas in a number of place names, which have been preserved mainly in rural 
areas. Also, still survive in many places usually but not exclusively in the form of original circu-
lar shapes, that can be "made visible" from a distance and, even better, thanks to the use of new 
digital technologies. 
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toponymy for his pedagogic use in different educational stages and diverse fields of the 
knowledge are enormous (Friera, 1992; Mas i Miralles, 1999; Valenzuela, 2010). 

Familiarity with the place names and the natural manner in which we use them, should not 
make us lose sight of the importance of everyday knowledge of pupils to better understand the 
current and historical societies and the environment in which they (Estepa, Cuenca & Martín, 
2011). The toponymy has been a resource intensively used by didactics of the Geography, of the 
language, the Natural Sciences and less for those of History and other social sciences, with the 
exception of the archaeologists. 

We consider toponymy a relevant matter because we trust that the toponyms and, more con-
cretely, the oiconyms or names of the Basque farms are highly significant for pupils stimulating 
their interest to investigate. It is so because they are intimately tied to his anthroponym. 

2 THE CURRICULUM EDUCATION OFFICIAL BASQUE COUNTRY. THE HERITAGE 
AND TOPONYMY 

The Autonomous Community of the Basque Country or Basque Country (Kingdom of Spain) 
encompasses the historical territories of Biscay, Gipuzkoa and Alava and is known as Euskadi. 
From 1979 it is ruled by a Statute of Autonomy. One of the powers transferred by the Spanish 
central government is that of education, thanks to which Euskadi enjoys normative sovereignty. 
For this reason, it is interesting to how the heritage is defined in the curriculum in effect (EHAA 
/ BOPV, decretos 175/2007 y 97/2010), which does not differ substantially from other educa-
tional laws of our surrounding. 

The decree insits on the importance of the preservation and high value of Basque language 
and the preservation of the cultural specific heritage of the Basque community. At the same time 
respect towards other languages and wealth assets of other cultures is mentioned. Going deeper, 
it defines as cultural heritage: the linguistic one, the historical one, the artistic one, the archaeo-
logical one and the natural one. Implicitly, the material and immaterial heritage, where places 
and toponymy coexist. Simultaneously is big enough of a mention because it is opened and flex-
ible, and too little because it is unspecific. As for the toponymy, only emphasizes that of Roman 
origin, when it is valuable for the education - learning of the Classic Culture, an optional subject 
of the second cycle of the Secondary Education. But the Basque autochthonous toponymy is not 
even mentioned (http://www.hezkuntza.ejgv.euskadi.eus/r43-
5473/es/contenidos/informacion/dia2/es_2023/adjuntos/decretos_curriculares/dc_educ_basic_c.
pdf). 

It is necessary to remember that the UNESCO, in agreement with the declaration of 2007 
(New York, the IXth confers) stated that the geographical names are an immaterial heritage of 
the humanity and it is necessary to preserve them. This principle has governed many of the ac-
tions of the public municipalities in Basque Country that have promoted numerous toponymic 
studies under the guardianship of the Academy of the Basque Language (Euskaltzaindia), whose 
area of action includes other territories of the Kingdom of Spain and of the French Republic. 
These investigations have been reflected in the production of maps, street, monographic or doc-
uments of another nature (Galé, 2007). However, these efforts have had no impact in the school 
at all. 

Valls and López Facal (2010), consider that with regard to the education of the History in the 
Secondary Education, which in the classrooms of the majority of the countries of our surround-
ing, there is a coexistence of uses and educational practices of traditional type with more inno-
vative practices that are promoted by a minority of teachers. The successive Spanish reforms 
and modifications in the official curricula insist on the need to introduce the instrumental con-
tents, which have been countersigned by the incorporation of eight basic competencies. They 
enjoy the same value "to be able" and " be able to do” (Trigueros, Ortuño & Molina, 2015). 

Even this way, the capacities are not reached just by giving them a form of law. It is neces-
sary that discipline contents be demonstrated for such an end, promoting the historical thought 
and conscience, moving beyond the mere knowledge of information, dates and places. It is nec-
essary to overcome the historical contents seen as finite and closed products that neither de-
manding nor accepting interpretation. The final goal is to reach skills of thought obtained to the 
way in which the historical knowledge is generated (Trigueros, Ortuño & Molina, 2015). 
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The pupils of Secondary Education corroborate that in the classes of History the above-
mentioned change has not taken place yet. Class teaching is still featured by the transmission of 
knowledge on the part of the professorship. The lecturing class, together with the reading and 
the study of the school manual, continue being the dominant practices (Valls & López Facal, 
2010). Regarding the evaluation process, is mostly the repetition of the speech offered in the 
classroom or in the manual, without reflection or critique in the development of the historical 
thought (Trigueros, Ortuño & Molina, 2015). 

The references to the textbook (in paper or foxglove) are very common since it is the didactic 
material used massively in the schools. We must admit that they have changed positively and 
that they have increased the presence of various sources and historical documents, as well as of 
activities related to his training in the utilization of historiographic technologies. They are, nev-
ertheless, commercial materials directed a diverse public, in which the academic contents have 
been prioritized on the didactic ones because the professorship feels much saved as historian 
than doing didactics (Valls & López Facal (2010).  

Another question that concerns textbooks rests on the way heritage is handled as axis and 
source of knowledge for the education of the current and historical societies. It is a content of 
socio-historical character, relevant in the citizens' formation, if we use it from a symbolic, iden-
tity creator and builder of cohesive cultures perspective (Estepa, Domínguez & Cuenca, 1998; 
Estepa, 2001). 

The school manuals are, for his own nature, standardized materials. There is little place for 
specific themes, for the concrete and nearby issues, be it is the heritage, in general, or be it the 
toponymy. A study on the treatment that different publishing houses give to the patrimonial ed-
ucation in the books of text of Social Sciences, Geography and History in Spain, they came to 
the conclusion from that the vision that was offered on heritage was partial and anecdotal, cen-
tered in the wealth assets throughout the world known, without relation with the social arena. In 
addition to that, the study did not show significant differences according to the autonomous 
community of reference (López, 2013). 

A few years before, a similar study centered on the books of text used in Catalonia threw sim-
ilar results. The heritage is not in use as a resource for constructing social and historical 
knowledge, but as curiosity, as illustration that accompanies the theory, for realizing playful - 
educational action. It is not a procedural reference in the process of education - learning. One 
does not teach to discover, to analyze, to value or to preserve the nearest heritage of the student. 
It neither splits of the cultural heritage nor is in use as modal for the construction of the most 
general interpretations, applicable to realities and different places. The heritage does not link it-
self to the development of attitudes, in spite of that repeatedly demonstrates the importance of 
valuing it and to preserve it. Because it does not materialize in concrete actions. It does not also 
report on the way in which the historians base his studies on the sources that use them as base. 
The text always is a closed statement, with offers of individual activities, which do not propiti-
ate the contraposition of divergent opinions not different, that help to construct a historical and 
social knowledge based on reason (González & Pagès, 2005). 

We agree with Barros (2008) when he states that the pupils must use sources of any nature, as 
a historian would do it. A convergence is necessary between the taught history and the investi-
gated history. The auto-learning guided by the teacher, handling sources similar to those of the 
historian, teaching to pupils how the history is done, adopting the point of view of the author, 
and not of the reader. The extraction of information, his discrimination, his contextualization 
and, even, the draft and discussion of results, for very rudimentary that is, demythologizes the 
work of the historian and helps the young persons to obtain a critical and not absolute sense on 
the writing of the history. Without forgetting that the history is made with documents, with ide-
as, with sources and with imagination (Le Goff, 1983). 

For all this, our offer intends precisely to make the case in favor of an education - learning of 
the History, and even of the Geography, incardinated in the reality of the student body of Sec-
ondary Education, because it concerns their own identity, starting with the anthroponym that he 
has inherited from his forbears. It takes as a starting point the investigation of the origin of his 
surname and is based on the work with toponymic sources, and more in I make concrete with 
the name of the farms, as well as with archive and cartographic sources. Because, as Dewey 
pointed out, "a knowledge of the past and of his inheritance is of great significance when it pen-
etrates in the present, but not differently” (Dewey, 1929:86-87. In Calaf, 2009:83). 
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3 THE SURNAME AND THE HOUSEHOLD AMONG BASQUES 

Before detailing our proposal, we are going to dedicate a few lines to explain the way in which 
numerous surnames have conformed in several zones of where the Basque languages have spo-
ken from time immemorial. Many toponymic terms are used to give name to the house and, over 
time, they have crystallized in surnames. So much it is like that that the above mentioned topo-
nyms or oiconyms (from the Greek oicos, house, and onoma, name) are part of many Basques 
surnames. 

The traditional house between the Basques is the farmstead, the main economic unit and rela-
tive constituted by the house itself and its belongings and wealth. It is also considered as the an-
cestral home of a family. Each farmhouse has own name, which contains in the most ancient 
cases references of topographic, vegetable or geological character of the place of location of the 
house. On having remained inalterable, in spite of the successive rebuilding’s and owner's 
changes, it allows to restore his documentary biography up to remote times. (Santana, 2002). 
Apparently, along with factors merely linked to identity, several others prompted the need to in-
dividualize each house or unit of social participation and sharing of land. Among those factors 
distinguishing the house we want to underline these three: the house as a basic retainer of rural 
society, the singular sole heir system and the institution of the right of neighborliness (Itulain, 
2005: 86). 

The names of the houses can have a diverse origin and, vary according to his spatial distribu-
tion in zones where Basque is currently spoken or was in the past. Let it be the name of the 
owner (Perurena, the house of Peru), his/her profession (Arotzarena, the house of the black-
smith), the antiquity or novelty of the house (Etxazarra, old house; Etxabarri, new house), teh 
color (Etxazuri, the white house), etc. And many others make reference to the places where they 
were built (Salaberri & Zubiri, 2009; Itulain, 2005). 

The most cases where the house adopts the local name happen mainly in the historical territo-
ries of Biscay, Gipuzkoa and north of Alava (in the Autonomous Community of Basque Coun-
try) and Basque - Frenchman spreads to the north of the Jurisdiction of Navarre, places where 
the rural landscape is defined by his dispersed settlements. The question is that in these places 
during the Low Middle Ages and, especially, from the 16th century on there was customary that 
the people were adding to the first name the name of the house as surname. Initially, the mem-
bers of the nobility took it and later, the lower strata of society. Originally the anthroponym was 
formed by the first name, the patronymic one and the name of the house. Gradually, with many 
hesitations, the trend was fixed of becoming detached to part with the patronymic one and the 
name of the house to turn only into surname. This custom become prevalent and is the one that 
serves to designate to the lineage or to the family, be it the owner or resident in the house of 
his/her name (Ros, 2013; Salaberri & Zubiri, 2009). 

An example of this trend can be seen in the following case. In the 15th century it was normal 
that a woman named Maria, daughter of Pedro and original of Asube's house would be called 
Maria Perez de Asube. Two centuries later, Maria Perez de Asube. Would be known as Maria 
de Asube. The trend to shorten the anthroponym has ended today so that the same woman is to-
day known as Maria Asube. Therefore, we are facing the historical dilemma of the change and 
continuity. Many farmhouses have disappeared. Also many surnames. The majority of the 
farmhouses that survive have preserved his own name. Many Basques today carry these names 
as surname, in spite of the fact that they do not guard any relation of property with the original 
house. And very few owners carry as surname the name of his/her house. An added problem de-
rives from the multiplication of houses with the same own name. 

Following the previous the example of Maria Perez de Asube, she was a real woman who 
was named in a lawsuit filed by his grandson Asencio de Madinabeitia in 1626, claiming the 
house of his name because he was concerned for inheritance (File of the Royal Chancillería of 
Valladolid. Civil actions. Clerkship Beach Her. Deceased lawsuits. C 2416/6). The surname 
Asube, documented from the 15th century went out in the 17th century. The house Asube sur-
vives in 2015 in Mondragón (Gipuzkoa). 

Another different well case is that of the surnames that answer to the same name, though they 
should be situated in units of different settlements. Let's take Arteaga's name, which is related to 
the original grove of evergreen oaks in which they are located. There are assessed in Basque 
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Country 21 hamlets that gave place to the surname (Rementeria, 2015). If we want to know 
where ours comes from, we investigate where our origins are. 

The surname Asube disappeared in the 17th century. On the other hand, in January, 2014 
Arteaga it was the first surname of 8495 people resident in Spain, 
(http://www.ine.es/apellidos/formGeneralresult.do?L=0&vista=1&orig=ine&cmb3=99&cmb6=
arteaga&x=9&y=). 

Another curious case is the name that relates to a new house. According to the dialect of the 
own local Basque where it was constructed and the different used spelling, the surnames that 
were formed of the same ones were offering in January, 2014 the following information in 
Spain: Echevarria, 7824 people; Etxebarria, 2707; Chavarri, 1055; Chavarria, 2045; Echever-
ria, 7997; Etxeberria, 2996; Echeverri, 805 and Etxeberri, 9 
(http://www.ine.es/apellidos/formGeneralresult.do?vista=1). 

4 THE SPECIFICITY OF BASQUE CIRCULAR LANDS 

Another curious case is the name that makes reference to a new house. According to the dialect 
of the own local Basque where it was constructed and the different used grafías, the surnames 
that were formed of the same ones were offering in January, 2014 the following information in 
Spain Navarra, as well as in the Basque Country in France. There are many Basque names Se 
korta, gorta, saroe, saroi, sarobe, soro, solo, xara, xarodi, busto, kaiolar, olha. These names are 
at the root of many toponyms and oiconyms. 

 
 

 
Figure 1. Circular lands easily identifiable in Zeanuri (Bizkaia). Retrieved February 8, 2015 from 
http://apps.bizkaia.net/GRIT/. 

 
 
The Basque historiography has been bountiful in the study of the Basque circular lands. Sev-

eral investigations are great, and we will take these works as a base: Zaldua (2006), 
Gogeascoechea, Juaristi & Moro (2009, 2010), Rementería & Quintana (2010) y Santana 
(2011). They offer a good synthesis of the topic, bibliography and abundant documentary 
sources for anyone interested in deepening on this subject. 
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It is not known by certainty which is his origin is, but the landscape of the seles was a cultural 
landscape of sustainability planned from very ancient times. According to these authors, they 
are spaces arranged in circle, which were planned from a central point. They were enjoying a 
few standardized measures and the big ones and the small ones were distinguished. Initially, 
they devoted themselves to cattle functions, of bull and mares, especially. And from the 15th 
century, to agricultural and forest functions. Of what it does not exist no doubt is that they were 
the first properties privatized in the Basques common lands. From the late Middle Ages, with 
the development of agriculture, these particular circular properties are the source of many vil-
lages and therefore the oiconyms and many Basque surnames. 

Despite the passing of time and of the many transformations undergone in the rural landscape 
during hundreds of years, we still can find many of these circular properties. Their level of defi-
nition changes depending on the case up to the point of which many preserve no track of his 
past image. A good number of them still support their forest function with no houses around. 
Many others keep the farmhouse to which they gave name. 

 
 

 
Figure 2. Circular lands converted in farmhouse. Retrieved February 8, 2015 from
https://www.google.es/intl/es/earth/index.html.

 
 
Geographically they are placed in places with sunny moderate slopes, protected from the cold 

winds of the north, with a source of nearby water and with woodland for the protection, refuge 
and arrangement of the animals. 

5 PROPOSALS FOR WORKING THE OICONYMY IN SECONDARY EDUCATION 

After briefly introducing the relationship of many Basque surnames with houses, linked place 
names and certain circular lands, we will define our proposal, focusing on some activities for 
students of secondary education, eager to learn how to work with various sources in order to ob-
tain a strong socio-historical knowledge.In doing so, we will use available materials available in 
the Internet. Internet and social networks are part of our world and young people must learn 
how to best integrate them in the whole process of learning to learn. But in this ocean of infor-
mation that is the network of networks a vast majority of the available information is sponsored 
by institutions, and is used by researchers and any case doesn´t respond to the needs of the 
school. 

Pupils must use Internet to access information able to satisfy their curiosity, help to develop a 
research capacity and reasoning. On their own initiative they use it as plain entertainment. As a 
source of information, upon request of teachers, for school-related work, with little preparation, 
work in what is commonly known as copy-paste (Albero, 2002). In this new juncture the teacher 
should mediate learning, preparing possible and consistently designing teaching strategies and 
activities that provide a meaningful experience for students. Instead of transmitting information, 
the goal is to help students learn to manage it, to build a true learning (Bernete, 2010). 
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Our methodological approach is directed towards the achievement of this objective through a 
project, based on focusing and working with the origins of each Basque pupil´s surname, using 
reliable sources and tools easily accessible to all citizens. 

The Basque Government has made available to the general public a clearinghouse called 
Euskadi Files http://eah-ahe.org/default.php, which aims to promote the integration of public 
and private archives of the autonomous community. On the website dokuklik 
http://dokuklik.snae.org/ the search for information is organized in 3 search engines. One, called 
Badator, http://dokuklik.snae.org/default.php, where access to six million documentary refer-
ences of the thirteenth to twentieth and around three million associated digital images is ob-
tained. 

Another source is known as the Salazar and Castro Collection, 
http://dokuklik.snae.org/salazar.php, that contains the collection of the chronicler of that name, 
one of the treasures of European scholarship of the eighteenth century. Consists of 60,000 de-
scriptive entries, its index occupies 49 printed volumes. 

And finally, the most relevant for our purposes, regards the sacramental records of each pro-
vincial bishop, http://dokuklik.snae.org/sacramentales.php, and it contains inscriptions baptized, 
married and deceased until 1900, with data in some cases lead to around 1500. 

All this material is sufficient to establish the nexus of an individual XXI century with its an-
cestors until 1900. Guided by the teacher, students must learn to use this search engine, enter the 
required data and using wildcards to replace some characters. When, for example, performing a 
family tree is undertaken, but covers only a few generations the surprise is assured. Discovering 
plenty of data that for professional historian could be mere anecdotes, but for young is appealing 
and of help to better understand the past. We can investigate the names of each period, the num-
ber of children per family, infant mortality, the age of the spouses at marriage, single parents, 
children without a recognized father, abandoned children and foundlings. There is statistical, 
cold and alien data that when linked to their family heritage can become alive and of high inter-
est for students. 

As for the name or surname, using the corresponding wildcard, we can carry out the search, 
according to their order, by date or by people. For example, if we make a generic search birth, 
betrothal or death, the search engine sorts chronologically and provide your place of origin. 

Thus, different names can be sorted by their age, place them on a map, perform the same sta-
tistics, check your current term, by accessing the application from the National Statistical Insti-
tute of Spain, which allows your query: http://www.ine.es/apellidos/inicio.do. 

They will find out that surnames, currently written in a standard way, are the result of many 
changes over time. The changes are sometimes spelling changes, other times due to mistakes 
made by writers or public servants. Sometimes surnames change from father to son; lose some 
character, or are added others and change as a result. They are shocking to those not accustomed 
to see them. A highly recommended task related to Basque surnames and the teaching of Basque 
language is to draw up a list of changes undergone or variants of the surname next to the date of 
the document. It may also be interesting to try to investigate their meaning. 

We now turn to the ultimate goal of this collaboration, ie the relationship between surnames, 
the houses of his name and the lands circular or round preserves, how to establish the link be-
tween the specific name and the original house owners or residents. There is abundant bibliog-
raphy of genealogical character, both on paper and in digital format, available with search en-
gines to access it. For our purposes, the best material is the book Gure abi izenak: Araba, 
Bizkaia eta Gipuzkoa (Rementeria, 2015) with over 10,000 references arranged alphabetically, 
and constantly updated, always available online. Provides information on the names, the places 
where the farmhouse and the earliest date collected, with the name of your carrier and the ar-
chival reference was located. 

After locating their ancestors, approaching the solar house from which they originated. Con-
ventional mapping is helpful, Historical cartography as well, and the free modern tools available 
on the Internet are essential, without a shadow of a doubt. 

In doing so, we will be working with programs like Google Earth, 
https://www.google.es/intl/es/earth/index.html , Google maps, https://www.google.com/maps , 
Sigpac, http://sigpac.mapa.es/fega/visor/ , or more specific http://apps.bizkaia.net/GRIT / and 
http://b5m.gipuzkoa.eus/web5000/ is essential. Using these sources allow students to explore 
and visualize satellite images of the geographical area as well as the overall analysis of the envi-
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ronment. This way students identify themselves and develop some connections with given plac-
es and houses. In such a way pupils build the foundations of self discovery and learning (Luque, 
2011). 

After a brief explanation of the origins of the farmhouses and circular lands, the activities to 
be undertaken move to the discovery and recognition of rounded forms thereof, whether or not 
they were transformed into farmhouses, describing their location broader contexts, the munici-
pality to which they belong, their geographical coordinates, measuring exercises, scales, prox-
imity or remoteness of the inhabited, agricultural uses, livestock and forestry. 

Another interesting topic to work with students is the issue of private property, as the round 
lands were the first privatizations in a communal area. The concept of private property, like 
money or political office, is a complex social and institutional reality (Searle, 2005), Three 
primitive notions are necessary to explain it. These are the collective intentionality so, the basis 
of every society, the assignment of a particular function and assigning a status aspect that de-
termines its difference with the natural world. 

And speaking of private property, a low wall or pillar, which are really nothing but stones, 
acquire the status of limit if the community accepts them as such. Even extremely difficult to 
determine when there has been the transition from physical function to status function; when 
one ends and the other begins; possibly because it was a gradual evolution. But as the collective 
acceptance of status is not enough, there must be an official test, an official recognition issued 
by an official agency (also accepted collectively) as a title. 

Following with this line, pupils will be asked whether or not they are currently owners of the 
house whose name comes from. The answer, except for some rarity, will be negative. So the 
next step is to trace the historical process and personal evolution. When you identify yourself, 
how do you say you are in a house that does not belong to you anymore? When your ancestors 
abandoned? You were you ever the same owners? Is there any memory in your family of those 
sources? 

The most plausible answer will be negative. In order to defend vigorously its explanatory hy-
potheses (Domínguez, 2015) they will be encouraged to carry out a counterfactual judgment, to 
think what would have happened if their ancestors had not left the house early. 

And finally, to develop historical empathy (Dominguez, 2015) shall freely recreate the primi-
tive process of sharing those circular plots between several families of a cattle community. Why 
they did it? Who? Did you think about a number of owners? How was it organized? Why they 
chose a circular plots? 

6 CONCLUSIONS 

Despite the low presence of places names and the Basque oiconymy in the official curriculum of 
Euskadi, toponymy offers obvious possibilities and  meaningful subjects of study bringing the 
past to the present reality of students in high School. It is to help in learning to think historical-
ly, starting from their own reality, from their identity, then moving to appreciate empathy, con-
tinuity and change, dialectic thinking, etc. It also tells us about the linkage between Basque an-
cient societies and the environment and the changing shapes of families, of the family 
household itself, the many divisions between community spaces and private uses, times of crisis 
and reasons to leave, etc. 

Basque place names and oiconymy constitute a useful resource for the study of geographical 
and historical realities that teachers should consider. Its uniqueness and, at the same time their 
significant link with identity make toponymy extremely attractive to build attachment, empathy 
and at the same time stimulate the curiosity of students and foster their desire to investigate and 
practice reasoning. 

Building a link to the material and immaterial heritage around our pupils help making the 
transition from heritage we own to heritage that is part of us. This way, the values of preserva-
tion are cherished and the self-consciousness attached to certain places is augmented. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

Since 2003, with the UNESCO Convention for the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage 
(ICH), museums has been posed in front of the necessity of rethinking entirely their heritage - 
tangible and intangible - by proposing new ways to display the heritage  and to connect it with 
the communities that originally gave birth to it. As a consequence museums adopted different 
exhibition strategies to enhance their heritage and allow to their visitors to understand its value 
by having good and remarkable experiences. In this essay some of these strategies will be pre-
sented as possible solution for museum exhibitions: narrative design, dialogic design, performa-
tive design and participative design in museum, with a growing engagement of people, visitors 
and communities in the museum’s practices. 

A significant aspect for the enhancement of ICH is participation (Blake, 2009), indeed the 
Convention for the Safeguarding of ICH affirms that communities are invited to participate in 
all the phases of the safeguard process: “Within the framework of its safeguarding activities of 
the intangible cultural heritage, each State Party shall endeavour to ensure the widest possible 
participation of communities, groups and, where appropriate, individuals that create, maintain 
and transmit such heritage, and to involve them actively in its management” (art.15). In 2005 
the European Council with the Convention on the Value of Cultural Heritage for Society (Faro 
Convention) introduced the idea of “heritage community” defined as “people who value specific 
aspect of cultural heritage which they wish, within the framework of public action, to sustain 
and transmit to future generation” (art. 2b). In addition, the Faro Convention “encourage every-

Community based museography to exhibit the ICH in Museum of 
World Cultures 

S. Chiesa 
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ABSTRACT: In this paper different design strategies are presented (narrative, dialogic, per-
formative and participative), adopted to exhibit Intangible Cultural Heritage, whit examples of 
exhibitions, related by a common trait: the exposition of non-European heritage. Since the ‘80s, 
through the revolution generated by the nouvelle muséologie, museums pay more attention to 
the people: from a museum based on objects, to a museum oriented to its audience. Cultural ob-
jects with their intangible values are used to tell stories. This leads to a growing collaboration 
among visitors, institutions and communities, by getting more closer to a participative 
museography. The aim of this paper is to analyse how communities’ participation in museum 
can influence an exhibition process. Among the cases reported, particular relevance has the case 
of the recently inaugurated Mudec (Museum of World Cultures)in Milan, with its meaningful 
space for the organization Forum Città Mondo, composed of more than 500 migrants’ associa-
tions. 
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one to participate in the process of identification, study, interpretation, protection, conservation 
and presentation of the cultural heritage” (art.12). 

The emerging need of participatory practices and openings to new publics are valid particu-
larly for ethnographic and world cultures museums, where is a key aspect to think a multicul-
tural experience aimed to offer more points of view to a multi-ethnic audience, by let them un-
derstand the heritage and the collection contents. Sandell (2006) suggested three concepts of 
multicultural experience: “access”, namely by offering a museum accessible to a multicultural 
audience; “participation”, meaning an inclusive museum; and “representation/communication”, 
aiming a museum that shows local identity. 

We can state that historically, whenever the attention in museum shifts from the collection to 
the narration around the object, this specific moment corresponds with the passage from tradi-
tional museology to “new museology” and also with an increase of importance of the ICH. 
When the French museologist André Devallées, during the ‘80s, wrote a piece for an encyclo-
paedia using the expression Nouvelle Muséologie, immediately recognized as slogan for muse-
ology linked to a community development agendas. Afterwards the term was formally accepted 
when ICOM established the “International Committee for New Museology” (MINOM) in 1985.  

Different strategies have been adopted, and are here presented, to exhibit intangible cultural 
heritage with the aim to a better explanation of numerous meanings behind tangible heritage 
and, for the cases we selected, to make the ethnographic object closer to the visitors’ daily life, 
more comprehensible, more easily associable to their owner culture. 

2 FOUR DIFFERENT DESIGN STRATEGIES TO ENHANCE ICH 

2.1 Narrative museum: multivocal orientation to the heritage 
In the narrative museum the oral culture becomes fundamental to tell stories about objects and 
create connections among them. They have been neglected for years by the museology science. 
But today, quoting Rosa, (founder of Studio Azzurro, one of the firsts studio in Italy that since 
1999 has been working in interactive exhibition for museum and temporary exhibition), oral 
tradition acquires a fundamental role to reproduce “the emotional state of direct communication 
and to transform the path also in common hearing” (2011; p. 134). The attention has shifted 
from a former focus on objects to an attention to the social relationship between material and 
tangible collections and intangible heritage (Kreps, 2006). 

Narrative museum is made like a fresco: it means that the work of art is made of different 
layers and, even if not all of them are visible, they are important for the whole value of the cul-
tural product. There are more reading layers that museographers can use to enrich the value of 
the exhibition path by making it more complex, but at the same time undoubtedly more com-
plete. In a narrative museum there is not one vision, namely the curator’s one, but a multitude of 
voices are represented. For these reasons we can define a narrative museum also a multivocal 
museum. The narrative space avoids linear and encyclopaedic presentation in favour of a mu-
seum or exhibition path in which cultural heritage is contextualized making new rhythms, layers 
and mutual intensity. This kind of exhibition allows a more simple communication that leads to 
an incisive learning because centred on visitors’ living experience (Dernie, 2006). According to 
Dernie the narrative space is building in three steps: the construction of the story; the choosing 
of the artefact for the exhibition; and in third step links between object and narration are devel-
oped. 

The exhibition “[S]oggetti migranti - behind the things people” (Museo Nazionale Preistorico 
Etnografico "L. Pigorini", Rome – September 20th 2012 - April 2nd 2013) was focused around 
the theme of migratory journeys. This exhibition is part of a European Project called “READ-
ME, European network of diasporas associations and ethnographic museums, that aim to pro-
mote intercultural dialogue between ethnographic museums and diasporas. Through the presen-
tation of more than 150 works stored in the warehouse of the ethnographic Italian Museum 
Pigorini, many of whom have never been exhibited before, the exhibition tells past and present 
stories hidden behind those objects. 

The experience of migration is presented with its historical, human and contemporary impli-
cations. It is made more explicit by a comedy/fictional setting with the aim to amplify the possi-
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bility of theme interpretation and gives intensity to the plurality of perspectives. The itinerary of 
the exhibition proceeds from the Mother Earth, who gave us life, to the Earth as it is today, go-
ing through times and places of the great journey that makes the story of the people and things 
living our planet, in which we can consider all of us - always - being migrants (Lattanzi, 2015). 

Many stories and meanings are hidden behind the heritage and a multivocality of thoughts in-
crease the possibility of understanding the learn by the exhibition. The object displayed with its 
multiplicity stratification of sense, with a strong semantic and symbolic power, in addition to 
the historical and functional one (Trocchianesi, 2014) appear to be more clear to the audience 
because more close to the real and concrete situation. The migrants stories, reported in this ex-
ample, are the links between objects that usually are neither associated each other nor explained. 

2.2 Dialogic museum: the Natives’ voice in museum 
Considering the dialogic museum means to think the museum as a space of proactive discus-
sion. In particular, historical museums, local, migration and memorial ones, need a negotiated 
approach because the dialogue with the community leads to speak on memories but also to un-
derstand different and multiple ways of learning that audience publically revealed. 

In a dialogic design process the individual identity is corrupted promoting a mutual respect of 
different cultures. Also from an architectural point of view the disposition of the rooms and the 
showcase suggest the entire vision of the museum: either a space open to the dialogue or closed 
in itself. The museology transformation and evolution of museums had repercussion on museo-
graphic aspect: from a “museum temple” to a “museum forum”, quoting the famous expression 
of Duncan Cameron (1971). By considering as significant examples the British Museum 
enlargement in London designed by Norman Foster, the Mart of Rovereto by Mario Botta and 
Giulio Andreolli, the recent Canadian Museum for Human Rights by Antoine Predock, and the 
Museo delle Culture of Milan by David Chipperfield, we clearly identified the contemporary 
tendency to design museums, developed around a square, a modern  (sometimes indoor), 
that receives visitors and promotes museum as a social space. 

The well known experience of the Chinatown History Museum in the ‘90s was representative 
of a form of dialogic museum, which aims to explore and study the role that the Chinese com-
munity in New York, both residents and non-residents, have played in the creation of China-
town. The members of the various components of the community have been called to exchange 
ideas, give and receive directions, hoping in this way to set up an educational space that had the 
characteristics of creativity, friendliness and enthusiasm. A space in which a design advanced 
culture could facilitate the exploration of memory and common sense of the past in Chinatown. 
(Wei Tchen, 1992; p.59). In 1991, Memories of New York Chinatown was the first show that 
underlined this concept of fully articulated dialogue: this was the first step to build up a perma-
nent dialogic museum. 

What does a museum dialogically oriented mean? It means to undertake an historical memory 
research together with the public, and understand how different audiences learn through differ-
ent ways. These activities, form self-discovery to common learning, transform the audience’s 
individuality and collective’s identity, fostering mutual respect of different cultures. 

Always more, ethnographic and world culture museums in Europe, have developed commu-
nities programme. For instance at the Tervuren museum in Belgium there is a consulting organ-
ism called COMRAF (Comité de concertation MRAC – associations africaines) made by Cen-
tral African diaspora people dialoguing with the museum staff about the exhibitions’ feasibility. 
Another case is the Horniman museum in London that established a programme called “Collec-
tion People Stories”. The programme consist of working together with community partners, 
academics and experts in order to explore the collections. The aim of working with local com-
munity organisations is to understand what people feel and think about the collection to find 
new ways to communicate and display it. 

In the World Culture Museum of Genoa (located at Castello D’Albertis), curators and her 
staff undertook two dialogic experiences to exhibit the ethnographic heritage. The first time was 
in 2004 during the renovation of the museum when members of the North American Indian 
communities have been called to work together with the Italian museum staff to exhibit their 
ancestors’ objects, collected by Capitan D’Albertis during 19th century, who was the owner of 
the castle and of the collection. The second dialogic project was an exhibition in collaboration 
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with Bororo people from the Mato Grosso, Brazil. Both the experiences offer visible proofs on 
how the dialogue and cultural exchange overturn the traditional museological and museogaphic 
practices, giving again the authority to whom has been deprived for decades, being considered 
an object of Western interpretations and appropriations (De Palma, 2004). 

2.3 Performative museum: learning by playing 
David Dernie, in his book “Exhibition design” (2006), emphasized the passage from the exhibi-
tion design to the experience design. The experience design let the visitors be involved in the 
visit by modelling better memories of that experience. The experience design contextualizes ob-
ject exposed including people in an emotional path creating a personal memory connected with 
the visit and the cultural heritage. In the performative space visitors learn through the experi-
ence because the relationship between space, time, object and body is emphasized, facilitating 
the education process. Visitors are asked to use their body and perform actions to explore the 
museum exhibition understanding, through this way, the intangible value of the heritage. Per-
formativity going through the exhibition semiotic developing the notion of the experience de-
sign, cause of the importance of the body in the learning process (Dernie, 2006: p. 46). 

In the performative space there are new ways to interact with works of art: body and its 
movements, in the exhibition space, have an unconscious learning because the experience cre-
ates connection with visitor’s existence and personal life. Dernie speaks also of simulate space 
in which a virtual space is re-built giving life to augmented reality. An immersive space: the 
museum is similar to a playing space or a cinema because there is an effect of imagines add to 
the reality. In performative space visitors are surrounded by the exhibition’s contents and must 
change their behaviour and perform actions to interact with them (Allen & Lupo, 2012). 

The exhibition Helvetia Park at the Musée d'ethnographie de Neucâtel (Sectember 5th 2009-
May 16th 2010) embraced the metaphor of the amusement park presenting different attractions, 
by associating them to specific concepts and meanings of cultural heritage. By providing you 
some examples, the well known carousel has been used to represent the traditional rites; the tar-
get shooting was the representation of destruction of the most meaningful elements of a specific 
culture. Moreover, the tunnel of horrors has been used as a relationship to describe the scandals 
perpetrated by Western cultures during colonialism. The visitor actively takes part to the exhibi-
tion by learning various aspects and contents through the playing with different attractions and 
performative actions. One fundamental aspect that the exhibition wanted to underline is the rela-
tionship between Western countries and colonies, so to offer to visitors an overview on reper-
cussions and effects on society nowadays. The fake circus is another example offered at Helve-
tia Park. The circus is the concept used to drawing the border between normality and 
monstrosity, both considering people and objects. This is also an example letting audience think 
on conflicting messages related to the theme of culture, their multiple definitions and the dy-
namics of power of whom the culture is subjected to. This interactive walk allows visitors to 
compare their own culture with variety of forms, mental constructs and cultural beliefs sur-
rounding them, and to better positioning themselves in their comparisons. 

2.4 Partecipative museum: collaboration in different phases of the exhibition design process 
The term "design partecipation" was born between the ‘60s and ‘70s through the social move-
ments of contestation struggling for civil, political and social rights in Europe and particularly in 
Scandinavia. Co-design is an approach to design researches and practices rooted in the tradition 
of User-Centered Design (Norman, 1993) and Participatory Design, which involves users and 
other stakeholders in the design process. The core of participatory design is the direct involve-
ment of people in the co-design of tools, products, environments, businesses, and social institu-
tions. These design tools and techniques include various types of design workshops in which 
participants collaboratively envision future practices and products (Robertson & Simonsen, 
2012). In this model of design, "participation" reflects the process of learning from each other or 
also called "reflection in action". This movement influences and leads the museum to review its 
institutional principles and its position in the society.  The nouvelle muséologie, that is the result 
of this social revolution, denotes the change of expression of social role of the museum in the 
society. From the nouvelle muséologie perspective the essential museum function is to be the 
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social and cultural development instrument at the service of a democratic society. From this 
critical review of the Museum the emerging point was the concept of community members par-
ticipation, that means co-working with local people (Davis, 1999; Witcomb 2003), which is 
what Rene Rivard calls “people’s museography”. For museums this would mean, first of all, 
open to public collaboration, recognizing that without audience attention they cannot survive. 
This tendency changed the parameter to define what should be included in museums, or what 
the audiences should know: educational activities, often tailored to the publics' requirements, 
have been a paramount expression of this attitude of extending culture democratically (Antzou-
latou-Retsila, 1995). Empowering people means being sure that the objects produced are more 
easily recognized and accepted and this is valid also for museum exhibition, in which participa-
tory practises make museum clearer and pleasant trough an opening attitude. 

Nancy Proctor (2012) delineated five actions that describe five different visitors’ approaches 
for what participation concerns within cultural institutions. Proctor, using a gradient pyramid, 
starts from the “watching” action, to “sharing”, “commenting”, “producing” till “curating” ac-
tion on top. By looking at this pyramid and considering the actions, it is possible to demonstrate 
that everyone watch contents, while only few people participate in curating contents (Radice, 
2014). Applying this concept in community museology, it means to collaborate with local peo-
ple or community on the objects values and their sense and connotation: showing and connect-
ing. Even more, we can apply this concept also to the museography to ideate new exhibitions 
from a proactive collaboration between different professional personality, that lead to produce 
and curate new way to display tangible and intangible heritage. 

The concept of "participation" in the cultural environment starts from the idea of “participa-
tory archives”, where collaboration proves to be crucial at the stage of classifying and invento-
rying of intangible cultural heritage. This aspect is even the 5th criterion to be fulfilled in order 
to be recognized by UNESCO as intangible world heritage. If this collaborative aspect is so im-
portant in the process of archiving, also giving rise to what is also called "community-based in-
ventory”, it must surely be central also in the phase of exhibition designing. 

The concepts of participation and participatory museum are often associated with the in-
volvement of the public at the stage of exhibition’s fruition, however, in this specific area of re-
search the focus is on community involvement during the exhibition’s ideation, creation and de-
sign. The participative design in cultural environment could use some tools to facilitate the 
interaction between users and community. By quoting some of them we can identify action 
learning, or participatory action learning, the organization of forum, workshop or also the use of 
cultural maps, were first adopted by eco-museums. 

The example of the project “Lingua contro lingua”, a collaborative exhibition at the Museo di 
Antropologia ed Etnografia dell’Università di Torino (November 2008 - January 2009), despite 
of is a small case, is an interesting one to understand possible collaboration between museum 
curators and migrants. Certainly this project involved an intercultural public, individually in-
vited to choose a collection’s object and to think a specific museographic project to show the 
object chosen. On the one hand, curators offered their scientific point of view regarding the ob-
ject; on the other hand migrant people offered their personal and subjective opinions. Then an 
architect museographer translated into forms the two points of view and ideas, by creating the 
exhibition with themselves. The title is self-explaining: translation for “Lingua contro lingua” is 
“Language against language”. The cultural mediators - from Chad, Italy, Morocco, Democratic 
Republic of Congo, Romania, Senegal - in collaboration with the Museum staff and a museo-
grapher, designed and implemented a multi-vocal display. The language of the museum - insti-
tutional, scientific, didactic - interacts with the language of the mediators - autobiographical, 
evocative, emotional - both interpreter of the heritage not concerned of establishing any truth, 
but offering different interpretations. In this project, migrants have been involved since the idea-
tion phase to the fruition one: in particular during the curation and realization phases they had 
the opportunity to display the collection’s objects chosen also relating them to personal own ob-
jects relevant to better explain their curatorial idea. 
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3 “INDIGENOUS CURATION”: HOW CAN CO-CURATION BE INTRODUCED IN THE 
EUROPEAN MUSEUMS? 

“The term ´indigenous curation´ has entered museological discurse in recent years as a way to 
denote non-Western models of museums, curatorial methods, and concepts of cultural heritage 
preservation” (Kreps, 2009). 

Even if the museum institution represents a modern and western creation, curatorial-type be-
havior is a cross-cultural phenomenon with great historical depth (Kreps, 1998). Since the 
1970’s the global rereading of museology and a more respectful perception of non-Western 
countries conducted to develop an autochthon system avoiding the imposition of Western 
method. Sustaining local projects means to involve the indigenous communities and facilitate 
the project continuity and its survival. In the 1980s and 1990s one of the many outcomes of the 
postcolonial critique of museums and museums practices that began to emerge was the so called 
“comparative museology”. This new way to examine museum consists in a systematic study of 
the similarities and differences among museological forms (Kreps, 2006). Since the 1980s the 
Ethnographic and Natural History museums have been replaced by new institutions, that have 
the aim to recognize indigenous people and include native communities in the museum activi-
ties and action strategies. One of the most important aspects of the comparative museology is 
the idea to “liberate” culture, collections, interpretations, representation and preservation to the 
Europe hegemony (Kreps, 2006). From these forms of collaboration museum staff learn differ-
ent ways in which the communities perceive the value, the care and protection of their cultural 
heritage. Promote the idea of the Indigenous curation both as a form of enhancement of intangi-
ble cultural heritage and as a form of protection could liberate museums from their traditional 
role as guardians of tangible heritage to curators of the intangible. 

The acknowledgment of the indigenous curation method (Kreps, 2003), as a way of exhibit-
ing co-curation, starts to be a common practice in United States, Canada, Brazil, Australia and 
New Zealand. From these collaborations curators learn new forms to enhance cultural heritage 
by understanding the indigenous community perceive of the value, the significance and the hid-
den meanings of the objects. These experiences are inspiring the development of new cross-
cultural approaches for the management of cultural heritage, both tangible and intangible. In 
several museums of these countries, the integration between traditional indigenous methods and 
western museology allows to test new forms of conservation and enhancement (Kreps, 2003), in 
particular concerning intangible heritage. 

The Smithsonian's National Museum of the American Indian in Washington D.C. (NMAI) is 
a deserving example of museum where the management and the administration occur in a co-
participatory form together with native communities. The negotiation is part of the research 
method, as well as the conservation process and the exhibition activities along the all exhibition 
process. The National Museum of the American Indian of Smithsonian Institute is one of the 
most notable example of integration between traditional western and indigenous method in 
North America. NMAI, in fact, decided that curators themselves should have been from Indian 
community and all the decisions related the collection and the exhibition should be taken con-
sidering and involving the community. 

The experience of the National Museum of American Indian demonstrated that the indige-
nous curation is a long process, not always easy to manage with the risk to create misunder-
standings between people of different cultures. In fact the exhibition “Our Lives” established a 
collaboration between native people and museum staff. In addition, a collaboration need time to 
be tested: otherwise, museum’s directions and guidelines would be considered as a impositions 
from the top to the Natives (Lamar, 2008). 

Considering these difficulties and the absence of indigenous communities in Europe, how co-
curation forms can be introduced in the European museums? How Ethnographic and World Cul-
ture Museum could generate participative practice or indigenous form of co-curation? Today we 
can see how few museums start to have a community of reference as the COMRAF for Ter-
vuren museum and “Collection People Stories” for the Horniman Museum.  These groups of 
people are considered as consultants and works with the museum’s staff in the conservation and 
documentation activities as well as in the exhibition ideation. In recently opening Museum of 
World Culture in Milan a similar process of inclusion is going to be undertaken trough a strong 
collaboration with migrants’ associations unified under the Forum Città Mondo. 

S. Lira, R. Amoêda & C. Pinheiro450



4 FORUM CITTÀ MONDO AND MUSEO DELLE CULTURE IN MILAN 

At the end of March 2015 Mudec (Museo delle Culture) of Milan has been inaugurated with two 
temporary exhibitions, a bistrot, a restaurant, a design store, a library, a collection-store open to 
the public and a space dedicated and reserved to migrant’s associations. The Mudec’s collection 
is composed by more than 7000 objects from Asia, Africa, America and Oceania. 

At the entrance of the museum, designed by the English architect David Chipperfield, there is 
a dedicated space for the organization Forum Città Mondo wanted in 2012 by the Municipality 
and composed of more than 500 migrants’ associations operating in cultural and social envi-
ronment. The Mudec is the legal head office of the Forum and the associations have the oppor-
tunity to use a space to organize events, exhibitions, conferences. This relationship between mu-
seum organization and migrants’ communities is a big challenge for the Mudec and for the 
municipality. It represents an innovative experience. 

Forum Città Mondo generated an association, called Città Mondo, representative of the mi-
grants’ association, which is the official organ that will interface with the museum staff. A con-
vention was stipulated between the two parts regarding the use of the space and the way they 
can manage and organize exhibitions, events and other activites.  Moreover a component of the 
Forum is part of the scientific committee of the Mudec. Museum staff is aware of possible fu-
ture difficulties, incomprehension, different points of view, and also frictions related to the prac-
tical organization and involvement, but this is a challenge and, moreover, an incredible opportu-
nity to experiment a communities based museology. 

On the basis of interviews I did to some members of the Forum I can deduct that more of 
them are expecting to be involved in educational and research activities while they do not fore-
cast an engagement in curatorial and design exhibition. By reviewing the different typologies of 
museum previously described, it is possible to summarize that they imagine a dialogic, perfor-
mative and narrative museum, while they do not think it is possible to have a partecipative mu-
seum where the co-curation practice is a common method of work. 

The firsts events organized by the Forum have been a series of conferences and perform-
ances, scheduled from May to July 2015. This it will be the first opportunity for the Forum to 
express and address their intentions and ability, and to demonstrate to be an appropriate inter-
locutor. 

5 CONCLUSIONS 

One of the main challenge for museums in the 21st century is to provide immersive experiences 
that make cultural heritage relevant and understandable for a heterogeneous audience (Pujol et 
al., 2013). In this context ethnographic museums are reconsidering their social mission intensi-
fying the dialogue with the communities represented in their collections. The European integra-
tion of the foreign communities depends also to the diaspora involvement in cultural institu-
tions: from external and not visitors, the diaspora communities could become main-characters in 
the intercultural dialogue.  We are assisting at what Eileen Hooper-Greenhill (2000) calls “Post-
museum”. 

 
“In post-museum, curatorial authority is shared among the museum, community 

members, and other stakeholders whose voices and perspectives contribute to the 
production of knowledge and culture in the museum through partnership that cele-
brate diversity (…) Knowledge is no longer unified and monolithic; it becomes 
fragmented and multivocal” (Kreps, 2009; p.202). 

 
With this short paper and the examples shown we tried to demonstrate how an emphatic mu-

seum, through the dialogue, the performance, the experience, the narration and the participation, 
is able to captivate the visitors’ attention and to transfer them contents that, with the traditional 
exhibition design, could be difficult and constrictive. In particular for intangible cultural heri-
tage these museum’s strategies are essential to show invisible, so vulnerable and frictional heri-
tage. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

This paper examines the various forms in which territory is shaped in examples from the differ-
ent generations of ecomuseums in China. The notion of ‘territory’ is central to the ecomuseum 
ideal. In Rivard’s (1988) and Boylan’s (1992a) definition of the ecomuseum, territory is one its 
key elements. In comparison to the traditional museum (building + heritage + collection + ex-
pert staff + public visitors), which is confined to a building with collections, curated and inter-
preted by experts, Rivard (1988) defines the ecomuseum (territory + heritage + memory + popu-
lation) as the whole territory of a region, which includes different heritage forms and the local 
population. In order to illustrate the differences between a traditional and an ecomuseum Rivard 
(1988) also developed two graphics that have been used and/or adapted by other ecomuseum 
practitioners and theorists (Davis, 1999; 2011: Corsane & Zheng, 2014). Figure 1 shows that in 
contrast to the traditional museum within a building, the ecomuseum offers a holistic approach 
to heritage safeguarding, protection and stewardship within a territory that amongst other as-
pects includes the integrated relationships between: natural heritage; immovable and movable 
cultural heritage; intangible cultural heritage expressions and traditions; the communities, their 
elders and the individual residents themselves; local identities and sense of place; and, visitors 
and local users. 

From the ‘fragmented’ to the ‘mosaic’ ecomuseum – various 
forms of shaping ‘territory’ in the different generations of 
ecomuseums in China 

G. Corsane & K. Massing 
School of Arts & Cultures, Newcastle University, Newcastle upon Tyne, UK 

ABSTRACT: The French and Scandinavian ideal of an ecomuseum considers it a ‘territory, 
which has ‘fragmented’ sites as ‘antennae’ and a central ‘hub’. The Scandanavian emphasis on 
the central ‘hub’ influenced ecomuseum development in China, due to an initial facilitating 
Norwegian-Sino agreement.  This paper examines the way ‘territory’ has been shaped in certain 
examples of ecomuseums in China and how the ‘fragemented’ approach has been deployed in 
each. In China, ecomuseums are often divided into three generations. The first generation con-
sists of the four early ecomuseums in Guizhou Province, with those of Guangxi and Inner Mon-
golia Autonomous Regions being the second generation. The third generation is considered to 
include the newer ecomuseums established in China’s more affluent eastern regions, in particu-
lar the ecomuseum in Anji County, Zhejiang Province. After considering how territory has been 
shaped in examples from these generations, the paper suggests that the ecomuseums being es-
tablished in Hainan Province are a future generation in how their territory could be shaped. 
Hainan’s Baili Baicun ecomuseum is a cluster of  around 100 villages, without a central ecomu-
seum ‘hub’ adopting a more decentralised approach resembling a ‘mosaic’ of complimentary 
heritage resources with various exhibition points. This paper aims to explore these various 
forms of shaping the ‘territory’ of ecomuseums in China, along with a discussion of whether or 
not the ‘mosaic’ approach is a return to a fragemneted form that is more Chinese in nature. 
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Figure 1. Difference between the traditional museum & the ecomuseum (Davis, 2011, 83-84 after Ri-
vard). 

 
 
However, in an ecomuseum, the territory is not necessarily designated in a purely geographi-

cal or administrative sense. Rather territory can be defined as “a whole unit where the inhabi-
tants share a common way of life, culture, occupation or traditional customs” (Corsane and Hol-
leman, 1993, 116). The importance of shaping territory in the ecomuseum is reflected in the first 
two of five general indicators concluded by Davis (1999: 228) to be applicable to most ecomu-
seums. These were: “The adoption of a territory that is not necessarily defined by conventional 
boundaries”; and, “The adoption of a ‘fragmented-site’ policy which is linked to in-situ conser-
vation and interpretation”. Drawing on work with Davis, the prominence of ‘territory’ and 
‘fragmentation’ within ecomuseological thinking is echoed in the three mainstays, or ‘pillars’ 
(Corsane & Zheng, 2013) and the 21 principles/guidelines (Corsane, 2006 a,b,c) of the ecomu-
seum ideal. Of the three pillars, two are connected to understanding the characteristics of the re-
lationships and within an evolving ecomuseum territory and how it is perceived and shaped in 
relation to local situations. Regarding Pillar 1, it is noted that: 

 
“The ‘ecomuseum ideal’ focuses on the sense and spirit of place – through a ho-

listic approach to the integrated management of natural and cultural and tangible 
and intangible heritage resources within their original and over-layered physical, 
natural, economic, social, cultural and political environments”. 

 
Pillar 3 advocates that “The ‘ecomuseum ideal’ is not an absolute model, rather it is a ‘malle-

able’ and flexible outlook and should be responsive to, and ‘shaped’ by, the specific local con-
texts and needs – no two ecomuseums will ever be the same or limited by the parameters of a 
model, as each will be unique in its response that will attempt to bring equal benefits to all 
‘stakeholders’ involved”. In addition to these pillars, six of the 21 ecomuseum principles (Prin-
ciples 7-12) link to the concept of territory and what needs to be considered in the shaping of the 
ecomuseum territory. They highlight, for example, that the  ecomuseum:  focuses “on local 
identity and a ‘sense of place’”(Principle 7); encompasses “a ‘geographical’ territory, which can 
be determined by different shared characteristics” (Principle 8); “covers both spatial and tempo-
ral aspects… it looks at change continuity over time, rather than simply trying to freeze things 
in time… its approach is diachronic rather than synchronic” (Principle 9); “takes the form of a 
‘fragmented museum’, consisting of a network with a hub and antennae” (Principle 10); “pro-
motes preservation, conservation and safeguarding of heritage resources in situ” (Principle 11); 
and, that within it “equal attention is often given to immovable and movable tangible material 
culture, and to intangible heritage resources” (Principle 12). 

The most common form in which ecomuseum ‘territory’ is shaped is through a central ‘hub’ 
or museum building exhibiting the objects and history relevant for the area. In the ‘fragmented’ 
ecomuseum concept, this ‘hub’ links heritage resources and aspects as ‘antennae’ that can in-
clude heritage-scapes, sites, and resources (natural and cultural, tangible and intangible); the 
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lives of local peoples as well as education and research bases (Davis, 2004; Parks, 2001; Cor-
sane and Holleman, 1993). It has been suggested that this approach to territory is particular 
common in Scandinavian ecomuseology (Hamrin, 1996; Davis, 2011: 238). In China, whose 
first ecomuseums were established through a Norwegian-Sino agreement, in particular the early 
ecomuseums were influenced by this approach. Later ecomuseums in China, however, have 
adapted and subtly changed this way of shaping territory in accordance to local situation. There 
are four major ways in which territory is shaped in the Chinese ecomuseum and each of these 
ways is reflected in examples that correspond to the four generations of ecomuseums in China. 
The idea of dividing Chinese ecomuseums into different generations – according to their place-
ment within planning, implementation, and governmental legislation processes – was first de-
veloped by Su Donghai, a central advocate for the development of Chinese ecomuseums. At the 
International Ecomuseum Forum held in Guizhou in 2005 Su (2006a) separated the examples of 
Chinese ecomuseums established at this point into two generations, naming the first four 
ecomuseums in Guizhou as the first generation and the ecomuseums in Guangxi and Inner 
Mongolia as the second generation. According to Pan (2013), Su later suggested to count the 
newer ecomuseums, established in China’s more affluent eastern regions, as the third generation 
of ecomuseums. After considering the characteristics of these first three generations, this paper 
suggests that the ecomuseums being established in Hainan should be counted as a fourth genera-
tion of ecomuseums in China. 

This paper aims to explore these various forms of shaping ‘territory’ in the different genera-
tions of ecomuseums in China, along with a discussion of their effectiveness for community 
participation and heritage protection. It begins by giving a short overview of notions of ‘terri-
tory’, ‘fragmentation’, ‘antennae’ and ‘hubs’ that came out from approaches taken in some key 
ecomuseums in France and the Scandinavian countries and continues to analyse how these in-
fluences can be seem in the way ‘territory’ has been shaped in the first generation of ecomuse-
ums in Guizhou. The paper then examines how ‘territory’ was shaped in slightly different con-
figurations to adapt and fit the local situations of a second generation of ecomuseums, like those 
in Guangxi, and then considers how a new further approach to territory has been developed with 
Anji as a representative of the third generation of ecomuseums. Lastly, it examines approaches 
to territory in Baili Baicun, as an example of what is potentially a fourth generation of Chinese 
ecomuseum proposed for Hainan Province. 

2 THE ‘FRAGMENTED’ AND/OR ‘HUB’ ELEMENTS IN FRENCH & SCANDINAVIAN 
ECOMUSEUMS 

“A ‘fragmented’ museum: the Museum of Man and Industry”, was the title that the museologist 
Hugues de Varine gave to an article about the work started in January 1972 on the Le Creusot-
Monceau-les-Mines museum initiative (De Varine-Bohan, 1973: 242), which in 1975 became 
an ‘ecomuseum’ (Evrard, 1980: 227). As an experimental and evolving initiative, the project 
showed attributes of the concepts and practices developing around the ideal of the ‘écomusée’, a 
term coined by de Varine and used by the French Minister for the Environment, Robert Poujade, 
at an international museum meeting in 1971 and then significantly at the Museés et Environ-
ment ICOM conference in 1972 at Bordeaux, Istres, Lourmarin and Paris. With input from de 
Varine and Georges Henri Rivière as the two leading promoters of ecomuseum philosophy and 
practice, the key notion of the ecomuseum as ‘territory’ – with people at the heart and the study 
of their relationships with each other and with the full range of tangible immovable or movable 
natural and cultural heritage resources, along with associated intangible cultural elements – 
seemed to be an inevitable feature of the developing ecomuseum ideal. De Varine championed 
ideas around the ecomuseum being participatory, community-based and socially responsible. 
While Rivière, with his experience of working in French regional natural parks, advocated that 
people needed to be seen and understood within the contexts of their environments. Both of the-
se sets of ideas lent themselves to a more integrated approach to the holistic documentation, re-
search and safeguarding of heritage resources and elements to support the stimulation of self-
awareness and the construction of identities and sense of place. 

Comprised of 500 square kilometres, including both industrial and rural areas and communi-
ties radiating out from the two urban centres of Le Creusot and Montceau-les-Mines in the 

SHARING CULTURES 2015 
Proceedings of the 4th International Conference on Intangible Heritage 455



Province of Burgundy in France, the above initiative was a territory consisting of “sixteen dis-
tricts with different economic, social and political characteristics” (ibid: 243). The article covers 
how this new project was a departure from more traditional museum approaches. In relation to 
the scale and range of action within the museum’s territory, it was stated that: “The museum’s 
only boundaries are those of the community it serves… the museum is composed of an infinite 
number of places, closed or open, natural or artificial, situated in a geographically delimited 
area” (ibid: 244). The article also provides new ways of thinking about how ‘collections’ are de-
fined beyond the traditional and should be seen to include everything. It considers the processes 
of how the integrated heritage is documented, researched, safeguarded, managed and presented 
for interpretation, whilst extending the range of different actors who should be involved in these 
processes beyond professional curators alone to the local inhabitants. With all of this comes a 
new understanding of the activities and the management structure of stakeholder committees for 
the ecomuseum, which encourages active participation throughout. Adopting the term ‘frag-
mented’ for this evolving ecomuseum may at first appear negative; however, in many ways the 
term denotes the challenge to the approaches of traditional museology. The heritage resources 
and collections were fragmented in that they took so many forms and were spread throughout 
the territory. With a few centralised interpretation and exhibition spaces, the ecomuseum also 
had ‘out-stations’ for research, display and ongoing learning activities, and in this it was spread 
out and fragmented. However, it was a living museum. In reviewing the ecomuseum, Evrard 
(1980) provides a lot of examples of the success at the time of this territory ecomuseum.  In his 
review, he also mentions the significance of the spread and coverage of the out-stations. He 
provides a section explaining a network where: 

 
The ecomuseum has ‘antennae’ throughout the urban community; these include 

information-gathering and research centres, as well as centres for educational and 
cultural activities. Each antenna has its own speciality, and its autonomy depends 
to a greater or lesser degree on the commitment of local groups and authorities… 
In villages, towns and neighbourhoods where they do not exist, the ecomuseum 
sets up, or helps to set up, local out-stations. These are essentially centres where 
the local inhabitants can participate in such activities as research, arranging exhibi-
tions, and the gathering and cataloguing of information and materials (Evrard, 
1980: 228). 

 
Internationally, this ecomuseum became a beacon viewed as the model ecomuseum during its 

prime (Corsane and Holleman, 1993). For a little over a decade it stood out as an exemplary for 
the movement, which from the 1980s has spread to other countries including mainly Canada, 
Sweden, Norway, Italy, Portugal, Brazil, Spain, Mexico, Japan, China and Vietnam. 

With Sweden, it is interesting to note that the start of the ecomuseum movement in France in 
the early 1970s was probably influenced in key ways by the work done by Scandinavian ethnog-
raphers, documentarians and collectors influenced by the Swede Artur Hazaelius beginning a 
century before in the 1870s. The developments of Hazaelius’s Skansen open-air museum in 
Stockholm and other later Scandinavian open air-museums and their approaches to collection, 
documentation, research and presentation can be seen as one of the precursors of the ecomu-
seum movement (see Davis, 2011:54-55). There seems to be a certain amount of synergy be-
tween these two movements and so it was probably fairly natural then that the ecomuseum ideal 
would be adopted and adapted with relative ease in Sweden and Norway. 

As with the Le Creusot and Montceau-les-Mines ecomuseum in France, ecomuseums in 
Scandinavian countries, especially the Ecomuseum Bergslagen in the western part of the former 
mining and smelting region of Bergslagen in Sweden, adopted the ‘fragmented approach. How-
ever, the Scandinavian ecomuseums often placed more of a focus on having a central hub and 
information centre (Hamrin, 1996; see also, Engström, 1985). This led to understanding that 
there was a distinct Scandinavian type of ecomuseology. This ‘Scandinavian ecomuseum’ type 
had a strong initial influence on the development of adoption of the ecomuseum ideal in China.  
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3 THE ‘FRAGMENTED/HUB’ APPROACHES ADOPTED IN EARLY ECOMUSEUMS IN 
CHINA 

3.1 The ‘fragmented/hub’ ecomuseum in China - The first generation of ecomuseums in 
Guizhou 

During the 1980s, with China’s rapid industrialisation, urbanisation and economic development 
and the impact of these on the environment, cultural traditions and heritage, Chinese museolo-
gists became interested in the international ecomuseum movement. From 1986 articles on 
ecomuseums were published in Chinese Museum, the journal of the Chinese Society of Muse-
ums and Museum Institute, including translations of material from people like Georges Henri 
Rivière and Hugues de Varine (see Su, 2005: 20; 2006: 7; 2008: 34; and, Nitzky, 2012b: 374-
375). This can be seen as the start of the ecomuseum movement in the People’s Republic of 
China, with Su Donghai, then editor-in-chief of the journal, being the founding father. In 1986 
“a proposal was made for China’s first ecomuseum to be established in Guizhou” (Su, 2008:34). 

However, no one was sure how to proceed. It was in September 1994, through meeting the 
ecomuseum proponents André Desvalles and John Aage Gjestrum at the annual meeting of the 
International Committee for Museology (ICOFOM) in Beijing that the latter, a Norwegian 
museologists, became involved. In 1995 a policy group was constituted at the request of the 
Guizhou Provincial Government in Southwest China to take the idea of establishing an ecomu-
seum forward. Su, as a standing member of the Executive Council of the Chinese Society of 
Museums, was appointed as President of the group. Gjestrum, with his ecomuseum expertise 
was commissioned as an external foreign consultant. Hu Chaoxiang, Head of the Cultural Heri-
tage Protection Office of the Guizhou Provincial Government, was appointed as the local gov-
ernment representative. Finally, An Laishan, an associate researcher of the Chinese Society of 
Museums and colleague of Su became the project manager. In 1997 the team produced The 
Proposal for Establishing the First Ecomuseums of China in Suojia Village, Guizhou (An, 
1997). 

With financial support through a Sino-Norwegian Government agreement and acceptance 
from the local communities (see Su, 2006: 8; and, An & Gjestrum, 1999), China’s first ecomu-
seum was established with its ‘hub’ and central information centre in the village of Longga (Fig. 
2) in the Liuzhi Autonomous Prefecture in the Liupanshui Municipality. Longga village, located 
in the remote rural mountainous region about 208 kms west of Guiyang, the Capital of Guizhou 
Province, became the heart of the county Soujia Miao Ecomuseum, which includes 12 villages 
of the Changjiao Miao people. This ecomuseum was officially opened in October 1998, as the 
first of four in the province supported by the 1997 Sino-Norwegian agreement. 

 
 

 
Figure 2. The ‘hub’ of the Soujia Miao Ecomuseum (left) & the Zhenshan Buyi Ecomuseum (right), 
which had exhibition halls and research-documentation centres.

 
 
In 2000 during seminars, first in Liuzhi and then in Oslo, Chinese and Norwegian delegates 

drafted and refined a set of negotiated principles to help guide the direction of the four ecomu-
seums in Guizhou. These nine principles became known as the Liuzhi Principles (Myklebust, 
2006: 18; Su, 2005: 21-22; 2006: 8-9; Davis, 2011: 238). With regard to these principles, four 
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can be highlighted as being associated to the human-environments context. Principle 1 states 
that: “The people of the villages are the true owners of their culture. They have the right to in-
terpret and validate it themselves”. Principle 2 emphasises that: “Cultural heritage protection 
must be integrated in a total environmental approach. Traditional techniques and materials are 
essential in this respect”. This principle is the most closely related to the concepts of ‘territory’ 
and ‘integratedness’. Principle 8, in a similar way to Corsane’s suggested Pillar 3 of ecomuseol-
ogy (Corsane & Zheng, 2013) underlines that: “There is no bible for eco-museums. They will 
all be different according to the specific culture and situation of the society they present”. Fi-
nally, and in line with the Chinese agenda in particular, Principle 9 stresses that: Social devel-
opment is a prerequisite for establishing eco-museums in living societies. The well-being of the 
inhabitants must be enhanced in a way that does not compromise the traditional values”. 

With these nine principles as a backdrop, work was to continue on the other three ecomuseum 
in Guizhou Province. These were the:  Zhenshan Buyi Ecomuseum (Fig. 2) in Shiban on the 
Huaxi river, which opened in 2002; the Longli Ancient City Ecomuseum in Jinping County, 
which opened in 2004; and, the Tang’an Dong Ecomuseum, which is on the top of a hill in 
Zhaoxing Town in Liping County and opened in 2005. The opening of the last of these occurred 
in the same year when the ‘Communication and Exploration: International Ecomuseum Forum, 
Guizhou, China’ was hosted in the province. The papers presented at the conference provide a 
useful resource for understanding the early development of the ecomuseum movement in China 
(Chinese Society of Museums, 2006; see also, Davis et. al., 2006). It was of interest that during 
a presentation at the forum, Hu Chaoxiang, then Head of the Guizhou Ecomuseum Project 
Team, expressed three further principles (Hu, 2006: 25-26) that were to be considered with the 
establishment of ecomuseums in Guizhou. In this further set, Principle 1 says that: 

 
the concept of the ecomuseum needs to be “localized”. Prof Su emphasised the 

importance of locality in the feasibility study in 1995. He noted that ecomuseums 
in China must have Chinese characteristics and the Norwegian ways of developing 
ecomuseums need not necessarily be copied here. While building China’s first 
ecomuseum in Soga, we on the one hand refrained from imitating the Norwegian 
practices indiscriminately, and on the other hand looked out for the possibility of 
making it too “localized”. We wanted it to be a real ecomuseum that conformed to 
theories and principles of the international ecomuseum movement. Ecomuseums in 
Guizhou needed to be accepted by the world’s museum professionals and to be in 
keeping with the situations in China, as well as in the province. They must be 
“ecomuseums with Chinese characteristics” (ibid). 

 
While China insisted on a ‘localized’ approach to the ecomuseum ideal, in particular the first 

generation of ecomuseums in China was nevertheless influenced by the cooperation with Nor-
way. Consequently, they adapted the ‘Scandinavian ecomuseum model’ to shape their territory, 
consisting of a information centre as a ‘hub’ linking to fragmented heritage sites exploring the 
heritage of one ethnic minority group (Davis, 2011. 238). In the Chinese interpretation of the 
‘Scandinavian ecomuseum model’, the notion of territory is very closely defined, seldom ex-
panding beyond the borders of one village. The ecomuseum centres strongly on the information 
centre, which by many villagers is perceived as the ecomuseum itself. Even though most of the 
ecomuseums include several villages, such as Suojia, which actually encompasses 12 villages, 
tourism and heritage protection concentrate on the village with the exhibition hall (Davis, 2011). 
In most cases the ‘hub’ has not been able to create strong links to the ‘fragmented’ heritage 
sites. 

The 2005 forum in Guizhou went beyond the consideration of the Guizhou ecomuseums. Su 
Donghai in the first paper presentation stated that the Guizhou ecomuseums were the first gen-
eration of ecomuseums in China. He then went on to outline some of the issues in maintaining 
these ecomuseums, which relied on local residents’ minimal understanding of the ecomuseum 
concept and their voluntary help to solidify them. He then went on to say that the “trial and error 
at these first generation of eco-museums in China has led to the birth of the second generation 
of eco-museums in the country, which are more professional in preserving traditions and in dis-
playing and spreading local cultures” (Su, 2006: 9; see also Su, 2005: 22-23; 2008; 36-37). 
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These fifteen examples make up the bulk of the ecomuseum movement in China. These have 
mainly been government-led, however, there has been some diversification away from this with 
some interesting examples. In 2005, the administration of the Bulang Nationality Ecomuseum in 
Zhanglang Village, Menghai County, was transferred to the local villages by the government of 
the Xishuangbanna Autonomous Prefecture (Su, 2008: 36). Another example is the Nuodeng 
Family Ecomuseum in Nuodeng Village in the Dali Bai Nationality Autonomous Prefecture, 
Yunnan Province. The ecomuseum is based around the collections of the Yang family, which 
relate to local history. The exhibition of the collection is located in the villager’s house and in 
2007 the Museum of Dali Bai Nationality began to help promote the exhibition as part of an 
ecomuseum initiative for the local area (Qiu, 2012; Qiu, & Daoxin, 2012). It is believed that 
there are now twenty four ecomuseums in China. There are also the ‘ethnic cultural villages’ in 
Yunnan funded by the Ford Foundation (Yin, 2003) that share a number of similar characteristic 
with the ecomuseum ideal. Most of these ecomuseums use a similar approach to territory as the 
first generation. 

3.2 Adapting the ‘fragmented/hub’ ecomuseum to the Chinese situation – an example from the 
second generation of ecomuseums 

At the time of the 2005 forum there were seven ecomuseums in China – the four ecomuseums in 
Guizhou and three others. Su spoke about these three others as belonging to the second genera-
tion of ecomuseums. One of them is the Olunsun Ecomuseum in Inner Mongolia, which opened 
earlier in 2005 before the forum (see Yu, 2006). The remaining two are in Guangxi Zhuang 
Autonomous Region and are the Nandan Lihu White-trouser Yaos’ Ecomuseum and the Sanji-
ang Dong Ecomuseum, both of which opened in 2004. The Jiuzhou Zhuang Ecomuseum was a 
third ecomuseum that opened in Guangxi later in 2005, after the forum (see Rong, 2006). This 
second generation of ecomuseums have had more input from museum and heritage profession-
als, with more training for and interaction with the local communities around the safeguarding 
of heritage. This may have made them more successful. The formation of the first three ecomu-
seum in Guangxi were pilots that would be incorporated into the ‘1+10 project’, which would 
include the Guangxi Museum of Nationalities (GXMN), as the hub and professional headquar-
ters, and a further seven ecomuseums. These seven have now been established (see Pu et. al., 
2012). Figure 3 shows a map of the 1+10 project and an image of the GXMN. The ten ecomu-
seums are the: Nandan Lihu White Trouser Yao Ecomuseum 2004; Sanjiang Dong Minority 
Ecomuseum 2004; Jiuzhou Ecomuseum 2005; Lingchuan Changgangling Shangdao Ancient 
Village Ecomuseum 2005; Hezhou Kejia Ecomuseum 2007; Napo Black Clothing Zhuang 
Ecomuseum 2008; Dongxing Ecomuseum 2009; Rongshui Ecomuseum 2009; Longsheng 
Longji Zhuang Minority Ecomuseum 2010; and, the Jinxiu Aoyao Minority Ecomuseum 2011. 

 
 

 
Figure 3. Map of Ecomuseums in Guangxi (GXMN pamphlet) and photograph of the Guangxi Museum 
of Nationalities ‘hub’. 

 
 
In this approach to the ‘fragmented’ ecomuseum and its shaping of ‘territory’, the GXMN 

functions as the central ecomuseum ‘hub’ that concentrates on collecting, studying, exhibiting 
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and promoting the culture of Guangxi’s 12 ethnic groups (Zhuang, Han, Yao, Miao, Dong, Mu-
lao, Maonan, Hui, Jing, Yi, Shui and Gelao) in ‘antennae’ locations, with their own sub-hubs 
and sub-antennae. In this example from the second generation of ecomuseums adapted a new in-
terpretation of the ‘Scandinavian ecomuseum model’. It is a themed ecomuseum in that it safe-
guards and displays the diverse ethnic minority cultures of Guangxi. The GXMN museum is the 
centre of the project, giving instructions for the implementation of the ecomuseum work, while 
the ecomuseum themselves are satellites, or ‘antennae’, of the ‘hub’, each functioning as an ex-
hibition centre, work station and research base. This long-time cooperation between the museum 
and the ecomuseums was aimed to be a solution for problems the first generation of ecomuse-
ums struggled with, such as a shortage in leadership and the difficulties of maintaining the pro-
ject (Pu et al., 2012). However, within the ten ecomuseums, territory is shaped similarly to the 
first generation ecomuseums with one sub-hub centre linking the sub-antennae heritage aspects 
of the local area. 

4 MOVING FORWARD – SHAPING TERRITORY IN NEWER ECOMUSEUM 
GENERATIONS IN CHINA 

4.1 Shaping territory in the third generation – the Anji Ecomuseum 
New ways of the ‘fragmented’ approach in shaping ‘territory’ are developed to the next level in 
the examples from the third generation of ecomuseums as they began to emerge, with a move 
away from solely safeguarding and exhibiting a single ethnic minority culture in the context of 
its physical, economic, social, cultural and political environments to a wider exploration of her-
itage resources spread across different cross-cutting themes. 

The ecomuseum in Anji, Zhejiang Province, often profiled as a key representative of the third 
generations of ecomuseums in China (Pan, 2013), is the first ecomuseum established in one of 
China’s more affluent and economically developed eastern provinces. The idea to also establish 
ecomuseums in the more developed areas of China was proposed in 2006 by Shan Jixiang, then 
Director of State Administration of Cultural Heritage, because cultural heritage was threatened 
by the impacts of a fast developing economy (Zhang, 2011), which tended to marginalise and 
push out traditional cultural products and practices. Since then, the ecomuseum development 
has broadened and richer provinces have begun to explore the ecomuseum ideal, expanding the 
kind of heritage resources and expressions they protect and the way they explore and shape ter-
ritory. The Anji Ecomuseum, which was established in 2008, is one example of this. Anji is a 
county in the prefecture-level city of Huzhou located in the north west of Zhejiang Province. It 
is particularly famous for its bamboo groves. Similarly to the first and second generations of 
ecomuseums Anji also uses the ‘Scandinavian ecomuseum model’ to shape its territory. How-
ever, unlike the first two generations who define their territory by protecting of one ethnic mi-
nority group and within the boundaries of one village or a village group, the Anji Ecomuseum 
explores the whole heritage of Anji County (Fig. 3). 

As seen in Figure 4, the ecomuseum protects many different kinds of heritage expressions 
distributed over the whole county. The heritage sites in the territory are divided into the four 
categories of: natural ecological sites (green); historical cultural sites (orange); folk culture sites 
(blue); industrial ecological sites (yellow). Natural ecological sites include, for example, the 
‘ecological forest display’ and ‘ecological wetland display’; the ‘tea culture exhibition area’ 
showing white and green tea production and the ‘bamboo culture exhibition area’ belong to the 
folk culture sites, the ‘ecological energy source exhibit’ is part of the industrial ecological heri-
tage sites and historical cultural sites include exhibits such as the ‘exhibit of tool from the stone 
age’. The detailed plan of the ecomuseum and a specific heritage protection plan for every iden-
tified heritage resource have been published in the Overall Plan for ecomuseums in China (Anji) 
by the Anji People’s Government in 2010. The ecomuseum in Anji combines ancient and con-
temporary culture and natural, tangible and intangible heritage protection. Whilst it also protects 
ethnic minority culture, it is not the main focus of the museum. 
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Figure 4. Map of the master plan Anji Ecomuseum (adapted from http://www.zjuecoplan.com/xiangmu_ 
bak.aspx?id=27). 

 
 
In the plan for the Anji ecomuseum 19 sites are named and 16 examples of these are included 

with their establishment dates and type in Table 1. In some sources, the number of sites is given 
as 22. This reflects the more fluid nature of this ecomuseum and its associated sites. In the 
fragmentation of this ecomuseum, it might be more appropriate to consider the sites as a ‘web’, 
‘lattice’ or ‘network’ of cross-informing sites, rather than as clearly defined antennae. 

 
 

Table 1. Staged dates for the establishment of exhibition sites of the Anji Ecomuseum. 

Stage 1 
2009-2011 

‘Hub’ Exhibition & information Centre (Anji) ecomuseum

Folk  
Culture 

Exhibition area for the culture of the mountain inhabitants 
Bamboo culture exhibition area
Tea culture exhibition area

Stage 2 
2012-2014 

Natural 
ecology 

Ecological forest display
Ecological wetland display

Historic 
culture 

Exhibit of tool from the stone age
Exhibit of ancient military defence sites
Exhibit of ancient graves

Folk  
Culture 

She minority culture display
Painting and calligraphy exhibit
Filial piety culture exhibit

Industrial 
ecology 

Ecological energy source exhibit
Ecological architecture exhibit
Ecological village exhibit

Stage 3 
2015-2016 

Industrial 
ecology 

Modern bamboo industry exhibit
Modern swirl chair industry exhibit

 
 
These sites are linked in the web through the information centre ecomuseum ‘hub’ located in 

Anji City in Changshou Park. The responsibilities of the ‘hub’ include to assemble all the dif-
ferent aspects of Anji’s heritage at one place and collect, safeguard and research the heritage of 
its local area (Pan, 2013). The information centre has an exhibition space of 15141 square me-
ters. It has four main exhibition halls, an ecological hall, a history hall, a bronze mirror hall and 
a hall for temporary exhibitions displaying 12 topics including bamboo culture, white tea culture 
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and the culture of the Zhang mountain people. In its size and function the information centre in 
Anji is similar to the Guangxi Museum of Nationalities in the Guangxi ‘1+10 project’. How-
ever, instead of serving as a specific ethnic minority nationalities themed ‘hub’ for different 
ecomuseums, the information centre in Anji is more localised, linking back to the cultural 
touchstones of the area and drawing the different heritage expressions together. 

One aspect that is particularly important regarding the way territory is shaped in the Anji 
Ecomuseum is that it includes many contemporary heritage aspects, most of them in the cate-
gory of industrial ecological heritage, such as the ‘ecological architecture exhibit’ and the ‘mod-
ern bamboo industry exhibit’. The ecomuseums of the first two generations mainly concentrate 
on ethnic minority heritage and therefore focus on the ‘otherness’ of heritage expressions (Lu, 
2014) and turning them into exhibitions that leave little room for development (Davis, 2011, 
246). In Anji the interpretation of the ‘Scandinavian ecomuseum model’ is more open, using the 
‘hub’ to link past and future and exploring the history and the development potential of the area. 
This linkage between the historic and contemporary elements of one area is one of the main 
characteristics of the third generation of ecomuseums. 

4.2 Ecomuseums in Hainan – a fourth generation using a decentralized approach to territory? 
The ecomuseum in Baili Baicun (100 villages) in Hainan Province is an example of potential 
fourth generation of ecomuseums in China. Hainan Province began to seriously consider estab-
lishing ecomuseums on the island in 2011, after Corsane introduced the three pillars and 21 
principles of the ecomuseum ideal at the in-country capacity building workshop in Hainan (17-
28 January 2011), as part of the second-year activities of the ‘en-compass’ project. The ‘en-
compass’ project, funded by the European Commission, has worked to co-create a ‘snow-
balling’ programme aimed to raise awareness and facilitate capacity-building in relation to safe-
guarding cultural and heritage expressions and products under threat, through a range of cross-
national  cultural exchange (involving both people and heritage resources), co-production meet-
ings and co-training workshops. With Corsane and Mazel from Newcastle University as the 
Principal Investigators, the project worked with in-county partners and their associate partners. 
The key in-country partners were the:  had in-country partners from Hainan Province in China 
programme Kenya (and Anglophone Africa); Guyana; UK; and Hainan Province 
(http://www.en-compass.ac.uk/index.htm). The project was led by two researchers from New-
castle University Gerard Corsane and Aron Mazel, who organized in-country workshops and a 
traveling exhibition. 

In November 2012 Hainan Province decided on a first batch of six ecomuseums in four coun-
ties, the ecomuseum in Baili Baicun being the first one to be established (Wang, 2012). Hainan 
Province aims to create a new ecomuseum ideal and develop their own set of standards: “We 
want to develop our own set of standards for Hainan that guarantees the protection of the intan-
gible cultural heritage, encourages a more high-class tourism and protects the natural environ-
ment” (pers. com. Provincial Government Official, 2012). The ecomuseum in Baili Baicun con-
sists of a cluster of villages in Ding’an County located in northeast Hainan. When examining its 
location, its approach to heritage protection and the way it shapes its territory, it has several fea-
tures that qualify it as the fourth generation of ecomuseums. Similarly to the third generation it 
does not safeguard ethnic minority heritage and is spread out over a larger territory exploring 
the whole heritage of one area. It also combines traditional cultural element such as the Hainan 
Opera with contemporary elements such as spring water production and agriculture. A key ele-
ment of Baili Baicun, however, it the strong focus on the natural environment. Combined with 
ICH heritage elements it is one of the first ecomuseums in China to concentrate mainly on safe-
guarding the natural environment. In addition it uses a new way to shape territory. Baili Baicun 
is the first ecomuseum that did not adopt the ‘Scandinavian ecomuseum model’. The ecomu-
seum has no central ‘hub’ that links all the different heritage sites and cultural touchstones to-
gether. Instead it uses a decentralised approach resembling a mosaic that is made up of different 
pieces including tourist service centres, exhibition halls, rural cultural parks, villages, ICH tradi-
tions and natural heritage site, that together form one picture of the cultural and natural heritage 
of this region in Ding’an (Fig. 5). The visitor explores the heritage of the region bit by bit, sup-
ported through the 19 tourist service centres that are evenly distributed around the whole area, 
often close to the main heritage sites. These tourist service centres have different tasks. Firstly, 

S. Lira, R. Amoêda & C. Pinheiro462



they hand out maps and brochures of the area, inform the tourist about the most interesting sites 
around the centre and rent out bicycles. The ecomuseum is laid out in a way that encourages 
visitors to explore the area by bicycle. Cycling is the best way to get around the area, some of 
the sites, such as the Aiqing shu, are not accessible by car and the area is too big to walk. Sec-
ondly, they are a restaurant serving traditional local food that has been farmed in the villages. 
Dishes include cold spring fish, black pork, Hanlin pig food and nine layer cake. Thirdly, they 
sell local agricultural products such as beetle nut tea, beetle nut wine, red rice, sesame, red skin 
peanut, black soybean and purple potatoes. The tourist service centres serve as points in the 
ecomuseum, where the tourists can get rest and information. They are also used by local people 
to relax and play cards. The employees of the service centres are all members of the local popu-
lation. 

 
 

 
Figure 5. Tourist map of Baili Baicun. 

 
 
The different rural heritage traditions and the area’s history are also exhibited in four rural 

cultural parks: Longmen Cold Spring Rural Cultural Park, Huangpo Wangzi Aiqing Rural Cul-
tural Park, Hanlin Senlin Yangba Rural Cultural Park and Tianchi Fuxi Nongchanpin Rural Cul-
tural Park. Because farming is such a big part of the lifestyle and cultural heritage of the area, 
the ecomuseum plans to teach the visitor about the different farming traditions of Baili Baicun 
by offering the possibility for nongjiale in several villages in the ecomuseum. Nongjiale is a 
form of rural tourism that involves getting a taste of rural lifestyle and traditions, participating in 
daily farming routines, a clean and natural environment, eating local food and buying indige-
nous products from local families. It is a romanticised version of rural life that stands for an 
idyllic life of tradition, fresh air, open space, family intimacy and simplicity (Su, 2011). Up to 
now it is not possible to stay overnight in the area, hotel are still being built and suitable farm 
houses and farmers for nongjiale have to be found. Objects that represent the agricultural tradi-
tions of the area such as farming tools, everyday items and local handicrafts will also be dis-
played in several exhibition halls that explain their history and use. All the exhibits are owned 
by local farmers and lent to the ecomuseum. 
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This way to shape territory encourages the visitor to interact with the locals at several points 
during the journey through the ecomuseum and represents a more interactive interpretation of 
cultural heritage sites. 

5 CONCLUSION  

China has been working with and adapting the ecomuseum ideal to its local situation for 20 
years. Since the first generation of ecomuseums was established in Guizhou in 1996 the Chinese 
ecomuseum ideal has gone through many changes, each generation aiming to improve the stan-
dards, maintenance and connections between people and heritage sites. While the first genera-
tion of ecomuseums existed on their own using their information centres in the villages to link 
to the heritage sites and antennae in close range, the second generation of ecomuseums aimed 
for a stronger connection between the ecomuseums and their heritage sites by creating one cen-
tral ‘themed’ hub drawing them all together.  The later generations then moved away from being 
a mechanism to protect and economically develop the heritage of isolated ethnic nationality mi-
nority groups, to exploring the different facets of the heritage of an entire territory area con-
nected through common culture and ecological landscapes, encompassing historical and con-
temporary aspects. With the broadening of topics and heritage expressions safeguarded, the 
approach of shaping territory changed with the central ‘hub’ linking to different heritage sites 
around a whole area, giving the visitor and the local population more room to explore heritage 
away from one central theme. The fourth generation then avoided the ‘hub’ model altogether 
and decided on a decentralised approach where heritage sited linked into each other instead of 
being connected by one central ‘hub’. One advantage of using a wider approach to territory in-
stead of the ‘hub’ model is that in particular in the first two generations the information centre 
has not always successfully accomplished to actively connect all the potential heritage antennae, 
sites and resources in the territory together. The local population often perceived the ‘hub’ as 
the ecomuseum (Qiu and Daoxin, 2012) and therefore failed to engage with, or safeguard and 
promote, the heritage sites. If the broadening of the understanding of territory and the addition 
of contemporary aspects of heritage will improve the communities’ involvement with their heri-
tage sites remains to be seen, as the third and fourth generation are still in the early stages of 
their development. However, it may be very positive to move from the notion of the ‘frag-
mented’ territory to a more ‘mosaic’ approach that allows for the bringing together of a myriad 
of natural and cultural elements, and possibly even more importantly, the past heritage and pre-
sent cultural resources in a more dynamic, fluid, organic and colourful way. Yet, for the ‘mo-
saic’ approach to identity affirmation, representation and promotion of spirit and sense of place 
to be successful, the need for employing an ‘ongoing process of documentation’ will be crucial. 
This will be the scope for a future conference paper, or publication. 

REFERENCES 

An, L. 1997. : The Proposal for Es-
tablishing the First Ecomuseums of China in Suojia Village. Guizhou. Guiyang: Department of Culture 
of Guizhou Province. pp. 8-14. Available at 
http://wenku.baidu.com/link?url=PBfYEEYzb2sziOMnVhuf9FPMYv2mbfJ9fmNINCkCfAy94-
LJDT4vy7v1LvlCNSWeTASsjtGkbaH2bnjdXh7GJabtsIHJYOQUvEj3bTUf9hy. 

An, L. & Gjestrum, J. A. 1999. The ecomuseum in theory and practice: The first Chinese ecomuseum es-
tablished. Nordisk Museologi, 2: 65-86. 

Anji’s People’s Government. 2010. Overall Plan for ecomuseums in China (Anji) (in Chinese). Available 
at http://ajnews.zjol.com.cn/ajnews/system/2010/07/14/012373819.shtml [Acessed 10 September 
2012]. 

Boylan, P. 1992. Ecomuseums and the new museologie – some definitions. Museums Journal, 92 (4): 29. 
Chen, L. 2001. To establish an ecomuseum in the middle of Hainan’. The Journal of Qiongzhou Universi-

ty, Issue 4: 17. 
Corsane, G. 2006a. From ‘outreach’ to ‘inreach’: How ecomuseum principles encourage community par-

ticipation in processes: District Six Museum, Cape Town, South Africa’. In P. Davis, H. De Varine, M. 

S. Lira, R. Amoêda & C. Pinheiro464



Maggi, D. Su, J. Zhang (eds.), Communication and Exploration. Guiyang-China, 2005. Trento: 
Provincia Autonoma di Trento, pp. 109-124. 

Corsane, G. 2006b. 'Sustainable future scenarios for people, environments and landscapes in Cumbria: the 
ecomuseum ideal and issues related to its use'. The International Journal of Biodiversity Science and 
Management, 2(3), pp. 218-222. 

Corsane, G. 2006c. Using ecomuseum indicators to evaluate the Robben Island Museum and World Heri-
tage Site. Landscape Research, 31(4): 399-418. 

Corsane, G. & Holleman, W. 1993. Ecomuseums: A Brief Evaluation. In R. De Jong (ed.), Museums and 
the Environment. Pretoria: South African Museum Association. pp. 111-125. 

Corsane, G. & Zheng, C. 2013. Potential of the 'ecomuseum ideal' for safeguarding and promoting Li tra-
ditional textile techniques for sustainable Develop-
ment’ “ ”

. In: Hainan Provincial Preservation Centre of Intangible Cultural Heritage 
, ed. The International Academic Conference of Safeguarding of 

Traditional Li Techniques: Spinning, Dyeing, Weaving and Embroidering - Proceed-
ings . Haikou, Hainan: Nan Fang 
Press , pp.250-315. 99 109 . 

Davis, P. 1999. Ecomuseums: A Sense of Place. London and New York: Leicester University Press. 
Davis, P. 2004. ‘Ecomuseums and the Democratization of Cultural Tourism’. Tourism, Culture & Com-

munication, 5(1): 45-58. 
Davis, P. 2011. Ecomuseums: A Sense of Place. (2nd edition). London & New York: Continuum. 
De Varine-Bohan, H. 1973. A ‘fragmented’ museum: the Museum of Man and Industry, Le 

Creusot-Monceau-les-Mines’. Museum, 25(4):242-249. Also in J. A. Gjestrum & M. Maure (red), 
1988. Økomuseumsboka - identitet, økologi, deltakelse: Ei arbeidsbok om ny museologi. Tromsø Mu-
seum for Norsk ICOM, Tromsø: 90-101. 

Engström, K. 1985. The ecomuseum concept is taking root in Sweden. Museum, 148, 37(4):206-210. 
Evrard, M. 1980. Le Creusot - Montceau-les-Mines: the life of an ecomuseum, assessment of ten years. 

Museum, 32(4):226-234. 
Gjestrum, J. A. 1995. Norwegian experiences in the field of ecomuseums and museum decentralisation. 

In M. R. Schärer (ed.), Symposium Museum and Community II, Stavanger, Norway July 1995. 
ICOFOM Study Series, 25:201-212. 

Hamrin, O. 1996. Ekomuseum Bergslagen – från idé till verklighet. Nordisk Museologi, 2:27-43. 
Hamrin, O. & Hulander, M. 1995. The Ecomuseum Bergslagen. Falun: Ekomuseum Bergslagen. 
Hu, C. 2000. The application of ecomuseum theory in Guizhou ( ). Chi-

nese Museum, 2: 61-65. 
Hu, C. 2006. ‘Ecomuseums in Guizhou: practices and explorations’. In Chinese Society of Museums 

(ed.), Communication and Exploration: Papers of International Ecomuseum Forum, Guizhou, China. 
Beijing: Forbidden City Publishing. 2005 . . 
pp. 25-27 (English). 

Huang, H. & Liu, J. 2011. The conception about the development and investment strategy of eco-museum 
in China. Ecological Economy, 2011(1): 188-191. 

Lu, T. L-D. 2014. Museums in China: Power, Politics and Identities. Oxon and New York: Routledge. 
Massing, K. 2012. Protecting the intangible heritage of Hainan Province: could the use of ecomuseum 

principles help safeguard the intangible heritage of the Li and the Miao minorities? In S. Lira, R. 
Amoêda, C. Pinheiro, P. Davis, M. Stefano & G. Corsane (eds.), Ecomuseums 2012: Proceedings of 
the 1st International Conference on Ecomuseums, Community Museums and Living Communities. Bar-
celos: Green Lines Institute. 

Nitzky, W. 2012a.  Ecomuseums with Chinese characteristics: the politics of safeguarding living heritage. 
In S. Lira, R. Amoêda, C. Pinheiro, P. Davis, M. Stefano & G. Corsane (eds.), Ecomuseums 2012: 
Proceedings of the 1st International Conference on Ecomuseums, Community Museums and Living 
Communities. Barcelos: Green Lines Institute. pp.245-255. 

Nitzky, W. 2012b. Mediating heritage preservation and rural development: ecomuseum development in 
China. Urban Anthropology, 41(2,3,4): 367-417. 

Nitzky, W. 2013. Community empowerment at the periphery? Participatory approaches to heritage pro-
tection in Guizhou, China. In T. Blumenfield & H. Silverman (eds.), Cultural Heritage Politics in 
China. New York: Springer. pp.205-232. 

Pan, A. 2011. Ecomuseum in China. China Cultural Heritage, Issue 6: 66-70. 
Pan, S. 2008. Museums and the Protection of Cultural Intangible Heritage. Museum International, 60(1-

2): 12-19. Available at: http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1468-0033.2008.00632.x/abstract. 
Pan, S. 2011. China ecomuseum development observation and reflection’. Chinese Museum, Special issue 

‘Eco (Community) Museums: 24-33. Abstract available at http://www.cnki.com.cn/Article/CJFDTotal-
GBWG2011Z1006.htm. 

SHARING CULTURES 2015 
Proceedings of the 4th International Conference on Intangible Heritage 465



Pan, S. 2013. Theoretical Discussion on the Third-Generation Ecomuseums and the construction of Anji 
Ecomuseum Cluster [in Chinese]. Museum Xinlun: 86-93. 

Parkes, M. 2001. Ecomuseums and Geoparks. Museums Ireland, 11: 67-73. 
Peng, Z. 2009. Is this ‘natural history’ that ‘natural history’? It is a question. Cultural Heritage, 2009(4): 

1-8. 
Peng, Z. 2010. A style of nature science: a unique Chinese ecological conception and mode. Fujian Art, 

2010(2): 30-34. 
Peng, Z. & Jin, L. 2009. Object, material, heritage and museum’. Guizhou Ethnic Studies, 2009(4): 50-55. 
Ping, F. 2009. The protection concept and basic principle of cultural heritage of eco-museum: taking 

Guizhou Suoga eco-museum as an example’. Heilongjian National Series, 2009(3): 133-137. 
Pu, Q., Shiyang, G., Wei, W. & Wendong, L. 2012. Report of 1+10 project of Guangxi Ethnic Eco-

Museum development, China. In S. Lira, R. Amoêda, C. Pinheiro, P. Davis, M. Stefano & G. Corsane 
(eds.), Ecomuseums 2012: Proceedings of the 1st International Conference on Ecomuseums, Commu-
nity Museums and Living Communities. Barcelos: Green Lines Institute. pp.289-295. 

Qiu, W. 2012. Safeguarding tangible and intangible cultural heritage: a case study of the Nuodeng family 
ecomuseum, Yunnan China. In A. Denes & P. Davis (eds.), Safeguarding Intangible Cultural heritage 
in the Asia-Pacific: Proceedings from the ICH and Museum Field School Alumni Seminar 
2012.Bangkok: princess Maha Chakri Sirindhorn Anthropology Centre. pp.68-91. 

Qui, W. & Daoxin, X. 2012. Place, communities and heritages: case study on ecomuseum practice in 
southwest China. In S. Lira, R. Amoêda, C. Pinheiro, P. Davis, M. Stefano & G. Corsane (eds.), 
Ecomuseums 2012: Proceedings of the 1st International Conference on Ecomuseums, Community Mu-
seums and Living Communities. Barcelos: Green Lines Institute. pp. 381-392. 

Rivard, R. 1984. Opening up the Museum, or, Towards a New Museology: Ecomuseums and “Open” 
Museums. Quebec: Rivard. 

Rivard, R. 1988. Museums and ecomuseums: questions and answers’. In J. A. Gjestrum & M. Maure 
(eds.), Økomuseumsboka – Identitet, Økologi, Deltakelse. Tromsø: Norsk ICOM, 123-128. 

Rehnberg, H. & Sörenson, U. 1987. A Swedish ecomuseum: The art of engineering a Landscape. In The 
International Conference for the Conservation of the Industrial Heritage. Industrial Heritage - Austria 
1987: Transactions 2. Federal Office for the Protection of Monuments and Department for Industrial 
Archaeology of the Technical University of Vienna, Vienna. 

Rong, X. 2006. Ecomuseums in Guangxi: establishment, exploration and expectations’. In Chinese Soci-
ety of Museums (ed.), Communication and Exploration: Papers of International Ecomuseum Forum, 
Guizhou, China. Beijing: Forbidden City Publishing. 
2005 . . pp. 30-32 (English). 

Silvester, J. W. H. 1975. The fragmented museum project at Le Creusot. Museums Journal 75(2): 83-84. 
Su, B. 2011. Rural tourism in China. Tourism Management 32: 1438-144. 
Su, D. 2005. Forward: Chinese eco-museums’ route of development. In Organizing Committee for the 

2005 Guizhou Eco-museum International Forum. (eds.), China Eco-museum. Beijing: Forbidden City 
Publishing House. pp. 20-23 (English). 

Su, D. 2006. Chinese ecomuseums: the path to development. In Chinese Society of Museums (ed.) Com-
munication and Exploration: Papers of International Ecomuseum Forum, Guizhou, China. Beijing: 
Forbidden City Publishing. 2005 . . pp. 7-10 
(English). 

Su, D. 2008. The concept of the ecomuseum and its practice in China. Museum International 237-238 
60(1-2): 29-39. 

Wang, B. 2012. Ding’an to establish first ecological museum [in Chinese]. Available at 
http://www.dingan.gov.cn/da/ywdt/dayw/201210/t20121025_790463.html [Accessed 19 March 2013]. 

Zhang, C. 2011. Preserving Cultural Heritage: Ecomuseums help prevent the present from ruining the 
past. Beijing Review, 20. Available at http://www.bjreview.com.cn/culture/txt/2011-
05/13/content_357995_2.htm [Accessed 10 April 2014]. 

S. Lira, R. Amoêda & C. Pinheiro466



1 INTRODUCTION 

Immigration to urban centers has been a feature of Turkish life since the 1950s and is on-going. 
The rates of migration from villages to urban areas within Turkey display the importance of re-
gional development very clearly. According to TU K data, the country’s population was 
13.648.000 in 1927, with 76% of people living in villages and 24% in urban areas. According to 
the Turkish Statistical Institute, in 2014, Turkey’s population had reached 77.695.904, and close 
to 78% of this population now live in urban areas. One of the most important outcomes of this 
process is that rural areas, which have a rich cultural heritage, have suffered population decline. 
It is also evident that the population in rural areas is mostly elderly people who fall outside the 
employment and production process. 

Emigration from the Turkish countryside, and ageing rural communities, are a threat to rural 
tangible and intangible heritage; cultural traditions are beginning to disintegrate, posing a grow-
ing threat for their transmission to future generations. The principles of sustainable local devel-
opment are now widely implemented across the world as a means of meeting the demands for 
small scale economic growth while at the same time protecting cultural and natural assets. One 
of the tools of local development, which will ensure that those living in rural areas are able to 
earn an income while at the same time continue their existing lifestyles by protecting their cul-
ture and environment, is sustainable tourism.  

Ecomuseums, ecovillages and sustainable local development: case 
studies from Turkey 

M. Do an & M. Gümü  
School Of Tourism and Hotel Management, Batman University, Batman, Turkey 

ABSTRACT: Local development is an important concept but implementation is often problem-
atic. However, the principles of sustainable local development are now widely implemented 
across the world as an effective means of meeting the demands for small scale economic growth 
while at the same time protecting cultural and natural assets. An ecovillage is a human-scale set-
tlement consciously designed through participatory processes to secure long-term sustainability. 
An intentional or traditional community that is consciously designed through locally owned par-
ticipatory processes to regenerate social and natural environments. The ecomuseum is a signifi-
cant and enduring practice that emerged from new museology in the 1970s. Ecomuseums are 
focused on a specific place or ‘territory’ and on the relationship between the population and 
their environment, culture and local history. Ecomuseums have been utilised as a major means 
of promoting sustainable development in many rural areas of the world by conserving natural, 
historical and socio-cultural resources of a locality whilst recognising a place’s potential to pro-
vide low-level tourism and economic-social opportunities. This article is aimed to describe and 
evaluate ecovillage, ecomuseum context in sustainable local development with cases of Turkey. 
Ecovillages and ecomuseums which are investigated in this research have been seen as a func-
tional tool for sustainable local development in Turkey. 
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Ecomuseums are one of the means by which local sustainable development could be enabled 
to prevent emigration and the preservation of natural-cultural heritage. Ecomuseums provide a 
valuable means of conserving natural, historical and socio-cultural resources of a locality, yet 
also recognis ng a place’s potential to provide low-level tourism and economic opportunities. 
Ecomuseums have been developed widely in continental Europe, South America and Asia, and 
many have been created not only to conserve heritage but also to provide facilities for tourists 
and local visitors (Davis, 2011). One major feature of ecomuseum theory and practice, and of 
most small-scale localised projects, is that they are created and managed by local communities, 
frequently with the support of local governmental authorities.  This approach demands that local 
people identify their heritage, prioritise action, dec de wh ch interpretive methods to implement 
and develop strategies for sustainable, long-term action. This involvement of local people links 
to Yurtseven’s view that all communities are entitled to protect, develop and enhance their cul-
tural identities in order to relay them to future generations (Yurtseven, 2007). 

This article explores local community involvement in the ecomuseum of Bo atepe village 
based on interview and direct observation carried out during several years of participant action 
research by the author. 

1.1 Method 
The research is used case study method. Firstly, a literature study was conducted about the 
ecomuseum and ecovillage concepts. Basic data about ecomuseums (Bo atepe-Zavot and 
Husamettindere Village) and ecovillages ( mece Evi and Güne köy), its history, culture and 
economy was obtained from secondary sources. Additionally an in-depth interview was carried 
out with (Mr. lhan Koculu: Chairman of Bo atepe Environment and Life Association-BELA 
and Mr. Emin Inandugcar: Chairman of Mudurnu Preservation of Natural and Cultural Heritage 
Association-MPNCH) coordinators of ecomuseums. In this context, two of best-known ecovil-
lage cases of Turkey's ecovillages have been evaluated with case study method. With this aim 
basic features of ecovillages practices in Turkey have been researched. 

1.2 Ecovillage 
Toward the end of the 20th century, as “environmental problems” became increasingly salient 
and began to occupy a more prominent place in public discourse, so too did critiques of modern 
western social thought (Kasper, 2008). Ecovillages provide important insights into the human 
dimensions of sustainability, but remain relatively unexplored. Dream of create a sustainable 
and natural habitat is realized small-scale practices that reflects environmental, economic and 
socio-cultural sustainability inside in many regions of world. The term ‘ecovillage’ itself was 
coined in preparation for a Gaia Trust seminar in Thy, Denmark in September 1991, which was 
organized by Robert and Diane Gilman, founders of the In Context Institute in Seattle Commu-
nity-based demonstration and teaching centres offer people the opportunity to come and learn 
about sustainable living through practical experiences that can be replicated throughout the 
World. 

Ecovillages have risen around the world as a response to this social fragmentation of modern 
life, alienation and increasing consumerism (Bang, 2005). Eco-settlements in rural and urban 
areas are one of the most effective ways to promote real planetary change because they provide 
wonderful laboratories for experimenting with new models in sustainable community and in 
finding and disseminating solutions to our many environmental and social problems (GEN Re-
port, www.ecovillage.org). 

A global ecovillage network to be called the Global Ecovillage Network (GEN) was founded 
in 1995 at Findhorn ecovillage after conference. At the heart of these initiatives is the Global 
Ecovillage Network (GEN), an organisation comprising more than 13,000 eco-settlements on 
every continent on the planet. The Global Ecovillage Network is an active participant in the UN 
decade for sustainability, offering a variety of training and education programs to other 
ecovillages, schools and corporations on ecologically sustainable practices and community 
building (GEN), the curriculum for which has been derived based on their successful experi-
ments and lessons learnt. 
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1.2.1 Ecovillages of Turkey 
First ecovillage initiative of Turkey that was called Hocamköy, was realized end of the 1990 in 
city of K r kkale by the some university academics. But this first initiative could not be success-
ful and it is not alive today. There are seven ecovillages ( mece Evi Ecovillage, Knidia 
Ecovillage, Güne köy Ecovillage, Garp Ecovillage, Dedetepe Ecovillage, Bayramiç Yeniköy 
Ecovillage, EkoFoça) that are official members of the GEN (www.gen.ecovillage.org). But 
some of them such as Ecovillage Foca and Dedetepe Ecovillage have different features apart 
from ecovillage approaches and practices. Eco-Foca has been transformed a second home site or 
holiday village. Dedetepe ecovillage and Knidia are eco-farm service as a holiday facility for 
eco-tourists. In addition Garp ecovillage is in beginning process (Dogan et. al., 2015). Out of 
these best known and good practices of ecovillages are mece Evi and Güne köy Ecovillages. 
Ecovillages of Turkey are in beginning of a long process but have continued to development 
with to gain important experiences. 

1.2.1.1 Ecovillage mece Evi 
The initiative was establised as a ecological camp in 2007 near to Menemen district in zmir. 
After a short time the camp was transformed to eco-farm and finally an ecovillage project. The 
village, as a civil initiative and an ecovillage project targeting to be self-contained while helping 
the places to convert into ecologic villages accommodating natural life groups, has always been 
getting help of volunteers sensitive for ecologic issues both, locally and from abroad. Two per-
manent families have been living in the ecovillage since 2007. In additionally they have some 
volunteers who work for ecovillage in especially agricultural seasons. They organise more in-
tensive camps to share experience with those who have limited time and can participate in the 
daily activities less than the others because of their personal reasons. 

 
 
 

 
Figure 1. mece Evi Ecovillage. 

 
 
 
The ecovillage produce their electric from sun and wind and they don’t use any chemical 

products in daily life. They prefer all eco-friendly methods and natural products in the village. 
Wooden, adobe and straw houses were built by residents and volunteers. Olive, olive oil and 
cheese are main products with some vegetables in the ecovillage. All of these are produced or-
ganic and traditional methods. With harvest partnership system is used to provide income in 
ecovillage. The system is based on prepayment of the partners who live in metropolitans and 
demand to organic products, before harvest (Güleryüz, 2013). While 2014 the village had ten 
harvest partners, by 2015 they have accessed approximately 100 harvest partners who are called 
members, in the system (www.imeceevi.org). 

The income is enough to maintain of the residents to their life. Residents have not any earn-
ings such as salary, fund, income or etc. thus they have sustained ecological and economic life. 
Adobe and straw houses have been built in the village collectively by residents. The village as 
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an official member of the GEN is very close to the international samples with all these features 
but as founders said they are beginning of the long and hard way. 

1.2.1.2 Ecovillage Güne köy 
Gunes Village has been established as a cooperative by 9 members on September 2000 in Anka-
ra. The land was purchased by auction 74.000 square meters in 2002. A two roomed mud brick 
house was built in 2004. The Bahce project, started in 2006, produces organic vegetables that 
are delivered to families that subscribe. In 2006 drip irrigation was introduced; in 2007 the first 
companion planting was tried. In 2008 a system of raised beds enabled a clearer layout of the 
crops. In this way first 'Boxes' project was realised, delivering weekly organic produce to 40 
families in 2006; second 'Boxes' project to 70 families in 2007 and 90 families in 2008 in Anka-
ra. The main income of the village occur sale of the organic productions where growth in vil-
lage. 

 
 
 

 
Figure 2. Güne köy Ecovillage. 

 
 
 
Several of the members of volunteer organization are either from Middle East Technical Uni-

versity, or graduates of the this university. The aim of the coopearative is to develop and apply a 
healthy, natural and ecological lifestyle and by involving as many volunteers as possible, to al-
low a great number to experience (www.guneskoy.org.tr). One of the aim of the cooperative is 
to educate the children and the people living in rural areas and show them the new ways of sus-
tainable living. Currently, a location near Ankara is decided for settlement and purchasing 
and/or renting of some fields in this locality is underway. The activities of this volunteer group 
will extend the development energy efficient houses for living, permaculture, collection of 
endengered plants in a botanical garden, use of renewable energy sources, and recyling 
(www.guneskoy.org.tr). The village is used solar system for all electric needs and lightings. Al-
so a greenhouses system that is first application in Turkey, has been developed based on to solar 
to growth vegetable all seasons in the village. 

1.3 Ecomuseum 
Ecomuseology developed under the leadership of French experts George Henri Rivière and Hu-
gues de Varine in the 1970s and 1980s. Rivière and Varine played a central role in the develop-
ment of the conceptual framework, creating a museum concept that focused on locality, local 
identities, cultures, traditions, environment and society. Varine (1985) also promoted the con-
cept of the ecomuseum as an important tool in the service of social development, recognising 
clear links to the practices of sustainable development and sustainable tourism. 
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The ecomuseum is not only a reflection of the natural surroundings, but also refers to the cul-
tural and historical heritage of a locality; it is a living mirror of the social and cultural environ-
ment (Davis, 2011). According to Riviere (1980), ecomuseums are focused on a specific region 
and on the relationship of the population living there with their environment, the locality’s his-
tory and current ways of life. Davis (2007) defined it as; ‘[a] community-driven museum or 
heritage project that aids sustainable development’. 

According to Maggi (2001) ecomuseums can be classified into two categories: alive or living 
ecomuseums demonstrate an existing population with distinct natural and cultural features that 
use on-site interpretation at mult ple localit es; adapted ecomuseums reflect the historical-
cultural-social heritage of a locality using objects, often based in a single building. There are 
several diagrammatic models of ecomuseums; for example Corsane (2005) considers the 
ecomuseum nested within a community, which is in turn placed within a specific environment 
while Davis’s (2011) ‘necklace’ model regards the ecomuseum as a thread which connects the 
various heritage assets of the ecomuseum with its local community and heritage ‘activists’. It 
must be stressed that each ecomuseum is different, depending on the natural, cultural and his-
torical characteristics of the region. Comparing ecomuseums is difficult as each one is situated 
within its own unique environmental and cultural contexts. The flexible philosophy of the 
ecomuseum has meant that it has become increasingly popular as a means of heritage conserva-
tion and interpretation; and as a tool for regeneration of rural areas by promoting cultural tour-
ism (Murtas & Davis, 2009). 

The "Ecomuseum" is a multifunctional structure which contains both a territorial museum 
aimed at promoting the natural and historical-cultural local aspects and a visitor centre equipped 
with spaces dedicated to interpretation, education and research, able to sensitize the public to the 
knowledge and the respect of the environmental resources. Ecomuseum ideals have been im-
plemented to aid community development in many countries. For instance in China, ecomuse-
ums have been utilised as a major means of promoting sustainable development in rural areas, 
usually with a stated aim to aid ethnic minority communities (Davis, 2007) aided by the gov-
ernmental support for cultural heritage development expressed in China’s ‘11th Five Year Plan 
of Development 2006 - 2010’ (Rong,  2006). 

Depending on the time-scale adopted (short-term or long-term), there are two ways of seeing 
the ecomuseum as an aid to economic development. The ecomuseum as a destination attracts 
tourist to a region. More than 400 ecomuseums exist around the world, the majority being in 
Europe (Borrelli & Davis, 2012). The activities and local products developed in the ecomuseum 
territory provide financial benefits for local people. Although place is a complex notion in 
ecomuseum projects, it has multiple integrated components (physical, environmental, economic, 
social, cultural, and political), that emphasize the role of local actors in increasing the values of 
territorial capital (Borrelli & Davis, 2012). 

1.3.1 Ecomuseum Zavot 
Bo atepe village is 45 km. from the city of Kars, East Anatolia, at 2,300 meters altitude. Zavot 
is the old name of Bo atepe village. Kars as a city is near the Turkish-Georgia and history of 
production of cheese in Kars is closely related to fact that the region was taken over by Russia 
as a result of the Russo-Turkish War of 1877-1878 (Alplerden Kafkaslara, 2014). In that period 
Swiss cheese makers came to Kars setting up dairy farms. In the early 1920’s the residents of 
the villages of Küçük and Büyük Zavot set up two cooperatives each and began making gruyere 
at the dairy farms that had been set up in the period of Russian rule (Alplerden Kafkaslara, 
2014). A derelict building on a dairy farm was converted into a cheese factory by a Swiss busi-
nessman in late 1880; this opened as a cheese museum in September 2010. With support from 
United Nations Development Programme, the dairy farm was brought back to life as a cheese 
museum, the first example of its kind in Turkey. 
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Figure 3. Zavot Ecomuseum. 

 
 
This cheese museum is a very important example for thematic museums in Turkey. Six sta-

tions - three dairy farms and three agricultural workshops - interpret life in the village from the 
past to the present, explaining its culture and its production processes. Local products have been 
promoted by encouraging food culture authors to visit the village. The Cheese museum (open 
May – October) has three sections; local cheese history of village is explained in the first; the 
second explains the techniques used in making local cheeses, and the third section is a new unit 
where local people sell local delicacies, including cheese, herbs and other consumables. 

The ‘Bo atepe Environment and Life Association’ (BELA), was founded in 2004, with sev-
enty per cent of them being women. Protecting the local plants, promoting organic farming in 
the region, and training farmers for this purpose by executing vocational courses for women 
have been the priority. Other goals, which relate to discovering the intangible cultural heritage 
of the region, documenting and safeguarding it, providing health education to the local villagers, 
and increasing the quality of life in the region have been defined among the objectives and ac-
tivities of the Association. In addition, the Association aims to provide additional income to the 
local villagers by developing village culture-based rural tourism and popularizing it in the re-
gion. This idea began to become reality with the foundation of this Association and the partici-
pation of the village people. 

Ecomuseum Zavot - one of the first ecomuseum examples in Turkey - was generated with its 
focus on cheese and the cheese museum in Bo atepe village. Ecomuseum creation was a deci-
sion taken by BELA and residents after the cheese museum opened in 2012. As the volunteers 
and Association members learned that the activities they have been involved in meet the princi-
ples of ecomuseums, a decision was made to adopt the term and use ecomuseological ap-
proaches. It was felt that Bogatepe could be close to Maggi’s (2009) definition of the alive 
ecomuseum – one that links an existing population with distinct natural and cultural features. 

However, the Ecomuseum is also a place for many other studies and activities in the village 
and its surroundings. The Cheese museum and the ecomuseum are major attractions that will 
encourage tourist demand. Tourism -related projects have been carried out with the TAMADI 
Association of France since 2008, and are still on-going. TAMADI is a nongovernmental or-
ganization that helps to develop rural tourism in France and Belgium (http://www.tamadi.org/). 
International relationships were developed during these projects; these new networks brought 
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new requirements including foreign language training, hospitality training for guests and visitor 
facilities created at the cheese factories. The TAMADI and BELA associations organize all 
tourism plans, tours and with the tourism profits being shared with local residents.  

The first small tourist group from Turkey was hosted in the village during the Christmas 
holidays in 2007. Domestic tourist groups continued to come to the village in 2008. The first 
foreign tourist party came from France -organized by TAMADI Association - in 2009.  Further 
International tourist visit and tour plans have been organized by TAMADI and local association 
since 2009. The total number of tourists visiting the village was just 300 in 2008; this increased 
to 3000 in 2013 ( lhan Koçulu, interview January, 2015). All tourists stay in villager’s homes 
and eat breakfast and dinner with them. Tourists usually spend time with villagers in common 
activities. Hence tourism is not only an important income source for residents but it is also a so-
cial tool. Tourism has led to social and economic developments too, with the households of ad-
ditional homes ( lhan Koculu, interview, January, 2015). 

Cheese and dairy products, agricultural organic products and tourism are main economic ac-
tivities that contribute to enough revenue to the villagers. Ecomuseum is seemed as a functional 
umbrella that surrounds all activities in the village. Ecomuseum awareness has been increasing 
thanks to Zavot-Bo atepe day by day in Turkey. 

1.3.2 Ecomuseum Hüsamettindere Village  
Hüsamettindere is a village in the southwest of Mudurnu where depend on the city of Bolu, in 
Western Anatolia. The village architecture consists of traditional indigenous Turkish houses and 
farmsteads set within a farming landscape where cultural traditions still strongly survive. It is 
also notable for its natural environment, with a diverse flora, and interest ng geology and topog-
raphy. 

 
 

 
Figure 4. Husamettindere Ecomuseum. 

 
 
The village is divided into two. Lower Hüsamettindere consists entirely of reinforced con-

crete houses that the government has promoted in the last five years, where most of the middle 
aged and young generations live. The upper village is the older settlement where the ecomu-
seum work is being carried out; here houses reflect traditional Turkish architecture. These tradi-
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tional wooden houses abandoned by their original inhabitants, have been purchased as holiday 
homes since 2004, mainly by people who live in Istanbul. The houses have been restored, re-
maining faithful to their original design and the use of local materials; this has ensured that the 
upper village remains vibrant. Of the 35 houses in the old village 31 of them are occupied part-
time or continuously; in 15 of them elderly locals still reside. Twelve traditional wooden houses 
are occupied by middle-aged people who moved in after 2004; six wooden houses are currently 
vacant and are not in use. In 2015, 80 people with an average age of 54 lived in the upper vil-
lage. 

Part-time dwellers and the volunteers initiated the conservation work for Hüsamettindere vil-
lage and founded the Association for the Preservation of Cultural and Natural Heritage in 2004. 
Projects that were initiated by the Association were firstly focused on purchasing and restoring 
the old wooden houses. In 2010 the Association administration changed and the new team ac-
celerated ecomuseum activities, organizing meetings, seminars and visits by researchers for lo-
cal residents to explain the ideas and processes of the ecomuseum and to raise awareness. The 
Association also organized training programs for sustainable tourism in the village, explaining 
the importance of the heritage value of the old houses and the surrounding landscape. Most 
members of the Association are temporary residents, but through their work and their read ness 
to join in with the daily-life in the village they have built a warm relationship with local people 
and encouraged the local community’s active participation in the process; a number of local 
residents are now members of the Association. 

The Association has started recording and documenting tangible and intangible cultural heri-
tage related to traditional village life, including customs, ceremonies and food culture, using 
oral history approaches. In-depth interviews with the oldest people of the village have been re-
corded, transcribed and analysed. Furthermore, former and existing agricultural practices have 
been investigated. As a result of this research activity, several traditional activities, such as ritu-
als and ceremonies related to the harvest, have been revitalised and practised again. Tools and 
materials used in one of the former agricultural practices of the area -sericulture- have been col-
lected for the establishment of an local museum that is why old primary school has been trans-
formed in the village. 

Tourism activities which are main revenue sources of the ecomuseum, are an aspiration for 
the Association. In the meetings held with the villagers, tourism has particularly been regarded 
as an important tool to preserve the current structure of the village and its cultural heritage. 
However, it has been agreed that any tourism development must be implemented using sustain-
able principles; the Association is now considering the way forward for tourism and its related 
accommodation demands. Currently there are no guest houses or hotels in the village and con-
sequently tourists will be hosted in the villagers’ houses, living together with them. The revenue 
obtained will be distributed among the villagers, supporting the general needs of the village and 
financing other ecomuseum work. 

2 CONCLUSION 

Local Sustainable Development is an innovative approach to local and regional development of 
peripheral areas that places the emphasis first and foremost on the needs, rights and unique 
characteristics of local communities and their environments. Ecomuseums and ecovillages pro-
jects that researched in this study, as functional models contribute to economic and social needs 
of local communities. 

Ecomuseology is a new movement in Turkey, but because of the connection ecomuseums 
make to sustainability and particularly sustainable tourism and socio-economic development, it 
is a model with huge potential. In effect Turkey needs this new perspective and model to pre-
serve Turkey’s existing cultural and natural heritage. The two ecomuseums are successful and 
sustainable; they have created real interest amongst Turkish academics and heritage managers 
for their pioneering work. Even though the two implementations in Turkey have different fea-
tures deriving from their local dynamics, they have had a similar experience in terms of the de-
velopment process. Both began with a volunteer movement, the organization of the local com-
munity, the formation of civil initiatives, a joint decision-making processes and the existence of 
participation and consensus. This process conforms to the basic principles of ecomuseology. 
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Although ecovillages initiatives of Turkey have similar concepts and implementations they 
are quietly different from other samples of the world. Residents or permanently villager’s num-
bers are very low because of the initiatives are premature. Ecovillages usually live focus on or-
ganic agricultural production and to sale of organic products with a partnership system. The sys-
tem is enough to supply enough revenue of the people. They use all renewable energy sources 
and daily lives in ecovillage have fully ecologic and natural practices. These are new experi-
ences that include good sustainable ecological, economic and social practices, to contribute of 
local life in rural areas. That is why it is seemed that ecovillages like ecomuseums have very 
important development potential within sustainable experiences in near future in Turkey. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

This paper explores the current ecomuseum establishment in Hainan Province, China. It critical-
ly examines the challenges and opportunities for community participation in safeguarding ICH 
(intangible cultural heritage) investigating two case studies: Baili Baicun in Ding’an County and 
Binglanggu in Baoting Li and Miao Autonomous County. Developed in the late 1960s by 
Hugues de Varine and George Henri Rivière the ecomuseum ideal represents a locally based, 
holistic approach to heritage protection and sustainable development. Steered by local commu-
nities it aims to safeguard and promote the life of a community in its entirety including their 
physical, economic, social, cultural, political and environmental situations and relations 
(Corsane and Holleman, 1993; Corsane, 2006; Davis, 2011, 17–20). According to Davis (1999, 
68) “intangible local skills, behaviour patterns, social structure and traditions are as much part 
of the ecomuseum as the tangible evidence of landscapes, underlying geology, wildlife, build-
ings and objects, people and their domestic animals.” Due to its inclusive nature and its respon-
siveness to local needs the ecomuseum ideal can be used as a framework for the safeguarding of 
ICH (Stefano, 2012). One of the ecomuseums most important principles is community participa-
tion in heritage management (Corsane, 2006). This is especially relevant for the safeguarding of 
ICH which only exist as part of the community and whose continued practice depends on the in-
terest of its community (Blake, 2009). The active participation of the community gives the 
ecomuseum the possibility to react to and incorporate changes in heritage practices, an im-
portant aspect of ICH protection (Corsane, 2006). While most ecomuseums in China place their 
focus on the protection of the cultural heritage of China’s ethnic minority groups, Hainan is one 
of the first provinces to use the ecomuseological framework as a method to safeguard its ICH 

Establishing ecomuseums in Hainan Province: challenges and 
opportunities for community participation in intangible cultural 
heritage protection 

K. Massing 
International Centre for Cultural and Heritage Studies, Newcastle University, Newcastle upon Tyne, UK 

ABSTRACT: The ecomuseum ideal centres around the development and safeguarding of local 
communities and therefore, has been used as an alternative framework for the safeguarding of 
intangible cultural heritage (ICH). China, in particular, has been applying more holistic ap-
proaches, such as the ecomuseum, to ICH protection. However, one important principle of the 
ecomuseum ideal, the community participation in heritage management faces a series of chal-
lenges in China. This paper presents the case of the ecomuseum development in Hainan Prov-
ince. Employing fieldwork from two future ecomuseum sites as well as interviews with provin-
cial government official and local experts, this paper investigates opportunities and challenges 
for local communities to be involved in the decision-making progress and heritage management 
of the planned ecomuseums. 
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and natural heritage. The ecomuseum development is one of several projects in the province 
aiming to encourage a more holistic and community-oriented approach to heritage protection. 
Drawing upon interviews with provincial government officials, local experts and interviews 
with local community member in Baili Baicun and Binglanggu, the central purpose of this paper 
is to examine the challenges and opportunities for community participation in safeguarding ICH 
in this for Hainan relatively new framework to heritage protection. It focuses on the perspec-
tives and views towards ICH protection and community participation of government officials, 
experts and local community members, who are the main groups shaping the ecomuseum devel-
opment in Hainan. 

2 THE STUDY AREA 

Hainan Province is located in the South China Sea, around 25km off the Chinese mainland’s 
south western coast. It is China’s biggest special economic zone and is comprised of two main 
urban prefectures, seven county-level cities, four counties and six ethnic autonomous regions 
(Gu and Wall, 2007). Hainan is the only tropical province in China and one of the most biologi-
cally diverse regions in the world (Stone and Wall, 2003). It covers an area of 34 500km2 and 
has a population of around 8.2 million people. Hainan’s ethnic minorities count 1.4 million peo-
ple (Xie, 2010, 68f, Brødsgaard, 2009, 10). The Li minority, with a population of 1.26 million 
people are indigenous to Hainan and are the largest minority group, constituting around 15% of 
the total population (Xie, 2010, 68). Other important ethnic minoritieas are the Miao and the 
Hui. These ethnic minorities contribute to the rich and diverse ICH of Hainan Island. In addition 
to the ethnic minority culture many regions in Hainan have their own unique cultural heritage 
traditions connected to farming, religion and the countryside life style. Hainanese culture is also 
influenced by its trade connections to South Asia (Feng, 1999). Tourism is one of Hainan’s 
main industries and its developments is a priority for all levels of government (Wang and Wall, 
2007). In 2009 the central government named Hainan Province as one of the key areas to pro-
mote tourism and the development of Hainan into an International Tourism Island became na-
tional strateg. Tourism has the function to strengthen regional economic development and to re-
duce inequalities between Hainan and China’s eastern provinces. Hainan has taken a lead in 
tourism development and associated industries and is the test area for tourism innovations in 
China (Yu, 2011). According to interviews with government officials of Hainan Province the 
ecomuseum establishment in Hainan is part of its development into an International Tourism Is-
land and a way to create rural tourism destinations. 

Currently Hainan Province is planning to establish six ecomuseums in four counties. There 
will be one ecomuseum in Ding’an County, two in Qionghai City, one in Danzhou City and two 
in Baoting Li and Miao Autonomous County. The ecomuseum that is being established first is 
Baili Baicun in Ding’an County (Wang, 2012). Future ecomuseums include ‘The Areca Valley 
of Hainan Ganza Ridge Primitive Culture’ short Binglanggu and the ‘Yanoda Rainforest Cul-
tural Tourism Zone’ in Baoting Li and Miao Autonomous County; the Yangpu Ancient Salt 
Field in Danzhou City; the Liuke Overseas Chinese Cultural Village and the Wanquan River 
Tourism Zone in Qionghai City. The chosen locations all represent different aspects of Hainan’s 
rich cultural heritage including its connection to South Asia, its salt farming culture, its unique 
tropical environment, Hainanese countryside traditions and the cultural heritage of the Li and 
Miao minorities. The two case studies examined in this paper show the diversity of the chosen 
ecomuseum sites and represent two very different scenarios for community participation in the 
safeguarding of ICH. 

Baili Baicun, is a cluster of villages in the south of Ding’an County about two hours away 
from Haikou, Hainan’s capital. Within the ecomuseum there are over 100 cultural ecological 
villages covering the area around four cities: Longmen, Lingkou, Longhe and Hanlin. It is one 
of the tourism development zones in Ding’an County. The local population of Baili Baicun are 
mostly Hainanese, many of them are farmers. The region has diverse farming traditions, they 
plant rice and soybeans, but also tropical fruits. Consequently, the natural landscape is domi-
nated by farmland and tropical trees. Important ICH traditions of Ding’an County include the 
Hainan Opera, the music of the eight kinds of orchestral instruments (bayin), the Junpo festival 
and Daoist musical ceremonies. Ding’an is also known for its local cuisine, for instance zongzi, 
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glutinous rice stuffed with different fillings and wrapped in bamboo leaves, the traditional food 
of the dragon boat festival. Baili Baicun is a particularly good example of these heritage tradi-
tions and the rich ecological environment of Ding’an County. 

The other case study Binglanggu is an ethnic minority theme park that exhibits Li and Miao 
minority culture. It lies in Baoting Li and Miao Anonymous County, around 28km from Sanya. 
It covers an area of about 59 hectares. Today the park is managed as a cooperation between a 
private business man and the provincial government.  People from the neighbouring Li minority 
villages work there, but the park also employs Li and non-Li people from all of Hainan Prov-
ince. It encourages research on the Li minority, employing their own researchers and cooperat-
ing with researchers from Chinese universities such as Hainan Normal University and interna-
tional universities. In January 2010 Binglanggu was named a ‘national intangible cultural 
heritage display base’. It shows ten ICH expressions of the Li minority that are listed as national 
ICH: Firewood-chopping dance of Li nationality; Primitive pottery-making technique of Li na-
tionality; embroidering, spinning, weaving and dyeing technique of Li nationality; tree bark 
cloth-making technique of Li nationality and Li people’s technique of drilling wood to make 
fire; Sanyuesan Festival; Li clothing; musical instrument made of Bamboo; Qiongzhong area 
folk songs; and boat-shaped house-making techniques. 

3 COMMUNITY PARTICIPATION IN IN SAFEGUARDING ICH IN HAINAN PROVINCE 

In the last decade China has adopted several new concepts to safeguard its ICH such as ecologi-
cal cultural protection zones, geoparks and ecomuseums, which theoretically call for a bottom-
up approach in safeguarding cultural heritage. However, in practice these projects have been 
adapted to the political context of China and are initiated and led by the government (Nitzky, 
2012, Hu, 2006). In particular the ecomuseum movement has been criticized for its lack of 
community participation and the top-down approach to heritage management (Lu, 2014; Pu et 
al, 2012). While there have been a few examples in which the ecomuseum has encouraged the 
local community to take on responsibility for heritage protection and the community was able to 
participate in benefit sharing (Nitzky, 2012; Qiu, 2012), in most cases the ecomuseum has been 
detached from the local population. This is especially problematic for the protection of ICH. 
According to Lu (2014, 165) who examined three ecomuseums in Guizhou Province, the 
ecomuseum’s aim to safeguard ICH in China is “likely to prove an uphill and unwinnable bat-
tle”. Lu (2014) states that the younger generation in the ethnic minority villages in Guizhou had 
little interest in their cultural heritage due to globalisation and modernisation. Instead of safe-
guarding the ICH, the ecomuseums, by initiating more contact to the outside world, have accel-
erated the loss of ICH traditions. Due to the focus of the ecomuseums in Hainan on ICH it is 
important for them to find a way to safeguard it more effectively by including the local popula-
tion in decision-making processes. One interviewed expert stated: 

 
“Our ICH protection relies on the knowledge of the local population. Because it 

is their culture and we have to learn from them. Therefore, their knowledge in pro-
tecting their culture surpasses our knowledge…For the effective safeguarding of 
ICH the participation of the local community is essential” (Interview E9, 2013). 

 
At the moment the local communities in Hainan participate little in the management of their 

ICH. In general the province has increased its efforts to safeguard its cultural heritage in particu-
lar its ICH since 2009 the same year the Li textile techniques of spinning, dying, weaving and 
embroidering were listed on the UNESCO List of Intangible Heritage in Need of Urgent Safe-
guarding. Most interviewed experts and government officials had the opinion that Hainan Prov-
ince placed a very high importance on the protection of ICH, which they felt was also demon-
strated by the establishment of the ecomuseums: 

 
“I think for Hainan the aspect of the protection of ICH is very important in the 

development of the ecomuseum. ICH is rather well protected. We have many tradi-
tions. Hainan Island has over 30 items on the national ICH list and over 60 items 
on the provincial list. The protection of ICH is better than the protection of tangible 
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cultural heritage. This is one individual characteristic of the ecomuseum in Hainan” 
(Interview E3, 2013). 

 
According to the experts Li minority heritage and the Li brocade were the ICH expression 

that received the most attention from the government. Overall experts noted that the government 
invested a lot of financial and administrative resources in the management and research of cul-
tural heritage: 

 
“Since 2009 Hainan’s provincial government is very committed to managing 

cultural heritage. They distributed a large amount of funding to the protection of 
heritage. They invested manpower, material and financial resources to establish 
museums. The protection of ICH has also become more important… Since last 
year we participate in a national level research study to protect and promote the Li 
brocade. This year is the first year they received funds. This aspect gets a lot of at-
tention” (Interview E6, 2013). 

 
Despite this positive impression experts also stated that the Li population was very little in-

volved in the safeguarding of ICH. Experts mentioned that the Li minority worked in the tour-
ism service sector and as heritage performances for tourists, but that they seldom participated in 
actual heritage management. One expert added that, because heritage management was the re-
sponsibility of the government many local community members did not have the incentive to 
participate in its safeguarding, in particular when the heritage had no direct connection to them. 
The expert felt that the ecomuseum could give all the community members a stronger connec-
tion to local heritage and therefore encourage their involvement: 

 
“Right now the local population in Hainan does not participate a lot in heritage 

protection. Their participation is very limited, because heritage protection is man-
aged by the government and not the responsibility of the local population. The idea 
to establish an ecomuseum in a village and get different groups to participate is a 
good idea. I think if they would benefit from the participation they would be en-
couraged to do so” (Interview E1 2013). 

 
In interviews with members of the Li minority at the case study in Binglanggu a similar pic-

ture emerged. While most interviewees were under the impression that the government did try 
to protect their heritage, there were also many concerns regarding the lack of interest in ICH ex-
pressions from the younger generations. One interviewed member of the Li minority stated: 

 
“Because they do not really need them [Li minority ICH traditions], the younger 

generation does not want to learn the traditions. Even if I explain to them why 
these traditions are important to me, they do not really understand it. It is sad, but it 
is mainly the old people who are interested in these heritage traditions” (Interview 
LM 5, 2013). 

 
In particular the younger members of the Li minority were worried that most of their heritage 

traditions would disappear in the next decade, however they did not know how to change this. 
One interviewee stated: 

 
“I am not sure if my children will have the opportunity to learn about the Li tra-

ditions. For me it is important that they will know that their mother belongs to the 
Li minority. But I’m not sure there will be people left to teach them our traditions. I 
think in 10 or 20 years, once the older population has died, it is quite possible that 
we will not see most of our heritage expressions anymore” (Interview LM 16, 
2013). 

 
In contrast to the Li minority experts felt, that even though they were not involved in deci-

sion- making processes, the local Hainanese population was very engaged in safeguarding their 
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cultural heritage, in particular their architecture, their ancestral halls and their local customs. 
One expert stated: 

 
“I think that the local population feel that it is their own obligation to protect 

their heritage. Hainan is a migration island. The Han people who migrated brought 
the traditions from their home places to Hainan. For example the architecture, you 
could tell from which place the people immigrated to Hainan by looking at their 
house, because they brought their original building techniques with them. They 
also brought all their local traditions to Hainan. Every village has their own ances-
tral hall. The ancestral halls in Hainan are all different following local customs and 
deities from different places in China. Therefore, the owners of the ancestral hall 
are responsible for their protection. They feel very passionate about their local tra-
ditional architecture. They protect their traditional heritage all by themselves. They 
are very independent when it comes to that and in this aspect their understanding of 
heritage protection is very good. I think the local population in Hainan is very ef-
fective when it comes to protecting places of scenic or historic interest and culture” 
(Interview, E6 2013). 

 
Another expert added that the attitude of the local Hainanese population towards safeguard-

ing their heritage was coherent with ecomuseum ideals. In the expert’s opinion the local com-
munities was not motivated by financial gains. He felt with the right support from the ecomu-
seum, the local community would become even more invested in their heritage: 

 
“I think the local population in Hainan is different from the local population in 

other places in China. The local population is very active and knowledgeable in 
terms of safeguarding natural heritage and ICH. They value it and protect it very 
well without economic considerations. I think if we establish an ecomuseum and 
provide the local population with the right leadership, their enthusiasm for heritage 
protection will grow even more. I’ll give you an example. When we did a cultural 
survey at the countryside, the local population was very protective of their cultural 
heritage and their cultural objects. They would not let us visit certain sacred places 
and refused to sell their ancient objects. We tried to buy some objects for the mu-
seum, but no one would agree to sell them. They were also very knowledgeable 
about the objects and how to protect them and the environment. When we sug-
gested that they could lend them to the museum and the museum would safeguard 
them. They refused arguing that they would be able to protect them better. No mat-
ter if it is tangible or ICH, both is very valuable to the local population. The local 
population insists on protecting their heritage in situ, they do not want it brought 
somewhere else, this is also one of the ecomuseum principles. I think if we support 
the local population their heritage protection will be even stronger” (Interview E4, 
2013). 

 
This was also reflected in interviews with the local population in Baili Baicun. As opposed to 

Binglanggu their ICH was still part of people’s daily life. When asked how the younger genera-
tions felt about their ICH one member of the local population answered: 

 
“Of course our heritage is important for the younger generations as well. We 

have an important tradition, if we have men, who achieved great things in our fam-
ily genealogy we will write down their names and we will worship them every 
year. Our ancestor came to Hainan 777 years ago, we really have the perfect family 
tree. Our history is handed down from generation to generation. You can find all of 
the valuable people in the family tree. This the great way to encourage the young 
people to do something good” (Interviewee LH3, 2013). 

 
Another interviewee added that they were very involved in the safeguarding of local heritage: 

“Heritage protection is very important to us. We have many scenic spots and we work really 
hard to protect our traditional houses” (Interview LH5, 2013). 
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Overall, despite the different commitment to ICH protection of the Hainanese population and 
the Li minority in the case studies, experts felt that both groups would benefit from the ecomu-
seum development. They made a strong case for community involvement in the decision-
making process in the ecomuseum development arguing that it would give the local communi-
ties the encouragement they needed to effectively safeguard their ICH: 

 
“One of the most important goals when establishing an ecomuseum is to gain the 

support of the local population. It would be the best if they establish it themselves. 
If they could establish the ecomuseum themselves their enthusiasm would get en-
couraged and their knowledge of cultural heritage protection and their awareness 
would increase” (Interview E6, 2013). 

 
However, up to this point experts are only marginally involved in the ecomuseum establish-

ment in Hainan. The provincial government is the initiator of the ecomuseum development and 
was named as the main and most important stakeholder by all interviewees. It determines where 
and in what form ecomuseums are established and it shapes the degree in which the community 
participates, tourism is developed and heritage is protected. Therefore, the perspective of gov-
ernment officials towards community participation is of fundamental importance. 

4 THE POTENTIAL FOR COMMUNITY PARTICIPATION IN THE ECOMUSEUM 
DEVELOPMENT 

All government officials had the theoretical understanding that community participation was an 
essential part of the ecomuseum ideal and an important aspect of ICH protection. This statement 
by a government official reflects the theoretical perception all government officials had on the 
role the local population should play in the ecomuseum: 

 
“The ecomuseum is about the protection of living things, and the most important 

thing for this kind of heritage protection is that the local people and their heritage 
do both participate in the protection process. Ecomuseums and ICH need to be 
handed down from generation to generation” (Interview, GO3 2013). 

 
The government official also expressed that other ecomuseum in China, in particular those in 

Guizhou Province were too commercialised and did not focus enough on the needs and the par-
ticipation of the local population. Unlike those ecomuseums, the government official stated, the 
ecomuseums in Hainan would be very respectful to the local population. However, when dis-
cussing the practicalities of how and to what degree the local community should be involved, 
government officials were significantly less open towards the idea of involving the community. 
One government official stated: 

 
“The problem is to figure out what end result [regarding community participa-

tion in heritage management] is the best. That can be a very difficult situation. If 
we let the people lead the ecomuseum it is possible that a lot of a lot of conflicts 
arise on how to develop the place. Organizing tourism is very difficult because it 
can destroy the place and it also can be problematic for heritage protection. So if 
we would let our people manage the ecomuseum there would be several problems. 
I really want a content society and I welcome the local population to participate in 
the ecomuseum, in heritage protection and in interpretation. But it is a question of 
who has the leadership” (Interview GO3, 2013). 

 
Government officials worried that the local population would want to develop the ecomu-

seum in a different direction from them and that different visions for the ecomuseum could lead 
to conflicts within the local population. Concerns included that the local population wanted to 
overdevelop tourism, had too many expectations regarding the achievements of the ecomuseum 
and wanted huge investments from the government. Furthermore, government official felt that 
the local population lacked the ability and education to effectively plan and manage the ecomu-
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seum. The opinion that the local population is missing the skills to organize heritage protection 
and tourism development, is common among government officials in China. Therefore, the 
ideas and wishes of local communities are seldom heard (Oakes, 2006; Wang and Wall, 2005). 
Providing the local community with the skills is a long-time investment that the provincial gov-
ernment is often not willing to make (Li, 2004). 

While there is little community involvement in decision-making in China, the local popula-
tion often participates in benefit-sharing (Ying and Zhou, 2007). This was the form of commu-
nity participation most government official envisioned for the ecomuseum: 

 
“In order for the local people to participate in the ecomuseum the government 

has to open the way. Most people in Hainan want to protect their heritage if the 
government can help them do that by raising their living standard. If people finan-
cially benefit from the ecomuseum they will want to participate” (Interview GO1, 
2013). 

 
While economic development and modernisation are essential to support the local population 

in participating in the ecomuseum, it is problematic that government officials assume that this is 
their main reason for getting involved. This is one of the reasons why local government official 
do not find it necessary to explain the ecomuseum ideal to the local population or to provide 
training and education to equip the local population with the skills to manage the ecomuseum. 
Training the local population would take more time and funds. It would also involve developing 
sustainable mechanisms and programs to ensure local community involvement. Assuming 
community participation will automatically happen, once the ecomuseum creates economic 
benefits is easier and takes up less resources. The ecomuseum is often presented as a tourism 
initiative to the local population, because government officials feel that is the easiest way to ex-
plain the ideas behind the ecomuseum and gain the villagers’ interest in participation (Nitzky, 
2012). This is also the case in Baili Baicun. Baili Baicun is the only planned ecomuseum in 
Hainan, where the ecomuseum development has already begun. Like in other provinces in 
China it was planned without consulting the local population, who are not aware of the ecomu-
seum plans. Most interviewees did, however, know that they were being developed into a tour-
ism zone. Here the exclusion of the local population from the development processes has led to 
discontentment on the site of the local communities. Members of the local community were 
concerned that the government did not consult them in decision-making processes and did not 
inform them about changes in their villages. 

 
“I think when the government is developing the villages it would be good if they 

inform us of their plans and ask what we think. It would be good if they would 
convene a meeting and inform us what they want to do and how it is being done. 
Sometimes they change the village in ways that we do not have a place to raise our 
chickens and pigs that is not very good. I really think the government needs to lis-
ten more to our suggestions. We live here so it would make sense that we also get 
to say what we need” (Interviewee LH5, 2013). 

 
Another community member (Interviewee LH6 2013) added “I also think the government 

needs to inform us more, tell us what they are planning to do and how we can help, because oth-
erwise how are we supposed to know [what to do]”. 

Up to this point the only ways for the local communities to participate in the ecomuseum was 
in benefit-sharing. There were two ways for the population to engage in the ecomuseum. One 
way was a tourism model called nongjiale, which will be part of the ecomuseum. This model al-
lows the local population to profit from the ecomuseum by opening their house to tourists. The 
establishment of the ecomuseum also led to a few work opportunities in the information centres. 
Every information centre had at least a local cook and someone who was responsible for the 
shop and the bicycles. They were able to give the tourist information about the nearest sights 
and had a good knowledge of the area. There were no local tour guides yet, but it would be easy 
to recruit and train them from the local population, who were very enthusiastic when talking 
about their heritage traditions. 
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Another point that shows that the government mainly aims for community participation in the 
form of benefit-sharing is the choice of ecomuseum sites. The fact that Binglanggu as a theme 
park was selected as an ecomuseum location demonstrates the government’s lack of interest in 
involving the local community in decision-making. The Li minority members working there do 
economically benefit from the park because the get a salary. But there is no real community par-
ticipation in ICH management, since all the members of the Li minority are employees of the 
park. It is run by a private business and people have little say in how their heritage is protected. 
The minority of the employees belong to Li communities located around the park, most workers 
are Li minority members from other parts of Hainan or are Han Chinese. Therefore it does not 
make sense to involve them into the decision-making process. Because the park is a commercial 
business it also would be difficult to actively include the local population in decisions on heri-
tage management. In terms of ICH protection Binglanggu does document ICH traditions and 
supports universities. However, there is little work on transmitting the ICH traditions to the 
younger generations. Only the older generations from the surrounding villages still have the 
skills and knowledge to produce handicrafts and keep the Li music traditions alive. Their par-
ticipation contributes most of the ICH in the park. Without them the main function of the park 
would be entertainment. This could be problematic for the future of the ecomuseum. It would be 
essential for the park to encourage the transmission of ICH skills to the younger generation. 

One issue with the participation in benefit-sharing is, that many ecomuseums in China are far 
from being economically successful. There is no evidence to support the assumption that 
enough tourists would be visiting the ecomuseums in Hainan, for the majority of the local popu-
lation to financially benefit and to stimulate significant economic development in the areas. On 
the contrary similar project in Hainan Province, for example the ecotourism development in the 
national parks Jingfengling and Diaoluoshan, have had limited socioeconomic benefits. Accord-
ing to Stone and Wall (2003) the parks received very few visitors and there were limited em-
ployment possibilities for the local population. The tourism revenues had been limited and thus 
could not be used for conservation work. In projects where ecotourism had been financially suc-
cessful such as in Nanshan Cultural Tourism Zone long-term benefits did not reach the local 
population (Li, 2004). 

However, Binglanggu also shows, that in instances where benefit-sharing has been success-
ful, the safeguarding of ICH has been encouraged. Li minority employees, who did not have 
much exposure to Li culture before working at Binglanggu, felt that working in the park and the 
positive attitude of the tourists did support them in regaining interest in learning about their own 
culture. One of them explained: 

 
“When I was little I really had no interest in learning any of this, but now since I 

work here I learnt that the tourists really enjoy the Li brocade. That’s why I started 
to study it a little bit, but it is very hard. Since I started working here I’m really 
more interested in learning the Li language. At home my life was very similar to 
that of the Han majority, so I used to not really know much about the Li tradition. 
When I came here to work, I discovered that the Li traditions are really very differ-
ent from those of the Han” (Interviewee LM1 2013). 

 
Her colleague described her change in attitude towards the Li traditions as follows: 
 

“When I was in school I did not know much about Li traditions at all. After I 
graduated I did not know what kind of work I wanted to do. But I thought that there 
were many jobs in Hainan that were connected to Li culture. When I started work-
ing here I got more informed about the Li culture, I saw a lot of material (docu-
ments and objects), so that’s how I slowly got to know that our Li culture is very 
rich”  (Interviewee LM16, 2013). 

 
The interviews show, that Hainan’s government officials have a perspective on community 

participation that is shared by most government officials in China. Due to these attitudes it is 
difficult to achieve deeper levels of community participation. However, one government official 
also expressed more complex ideas of community participation. This government official was 
very enthusiastic about the idea of community participation and stated that the ecomuseum in 
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Hainan should depend less on the government and more on the local community. “A well-
managed ecomuseum does not rely on the government. It depends on the local population” (In-
terview GO5, 2013). The government official had concrete ideas on how to encourage the local 
population to participate in the ecomuseum. The government official believed that it would be 
most effective to separate the ecomuseums into zones and give the responsibility to manage 
these zones to the local population. This way the local community would feel a stronger connec-
tion to their heritage and take the initiative in protecting it. The government official saw this as a 
vital strategy for maintaining the ecomuseum: 

 
“I believe we should take the landscape and let it all be managed by the local 

population. We should divide the land into zones and give the ownership to the lo-
cal population. If they regard it as their own property it could be a very fruitful re-
lationship. If we let someone else manage it, it might not be done well. Therefore, 
we should let the entire natural environment be managed by the local population. 
But there needs to be an organized system, a system that leads them. If you give the 
authority of management to them [the local population], it is a very good way to 
manage [the ecomuseum]. The landscape and the profits from it have to be given to 
the local population as well. For the local population to show initiative, the gov-
ernment should give them autonomy in that aspect. If the ecomuseum is supposed 
to be maintained, it is bad practice of the government to not let the local population 
participate in the management of the ecomuseum. If the local population has no re-
lationship to the ecomuseum they do not pay attention to it” (Interview GO5, 
2013). 

5 CONCLUSION: CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES FOR COMMUNITY 
PARTICIPATION 

Both experts and government official did realize the theoretical importance of community par-
ticipation for the safeguarding of ICH and the maintenance of the ecomuseum ideal. However, 
this paper illustrates that there are several challenges to achieving active community participa-
tion in the ecomuseum. 

Provincial government officials saw the participation of local communities as difficult and 
did worry the community would want to take the ecomuseum in a different direction from gov-
ernment plans. Furthermore, government officials felt that the local population lacked the ability 
and education to effectively plan and manage the ecomuseum. For most of them community in-
volvement meant the participation in benefit-sharing later on when tourism in the ecomuseums 
was being successful. They argued that it was unnecessary for the local population to participate 
in the establishment of the ecomuseum. Therefore, the local communities at the planned ecomu-
seum locations had not been informed about the establishment of the ecomuseums. It would be 
important for the effectiveness of the ecomuseum and the safeguarding of ICH to include the lo-
cal population in the decision-making process from the very beginning. Members of the com-
munity in Baili Baicun did already criticise that they felt excluded from decision-making proc-
esses concerning the safeguarding of their heritage expressions and the development of the area. 
They felt that the government did not inform them about current developments and did not lis-
ten enough to their suggestions. This point needs to be improved in the ecomuseum develop-
ment in the future. One way to achieve this would be to strengthen the role of experts. Hain-
anese experts, who made a much stronger case for the participation of the community in 
decision-making seem to have little influence on the development of the ecomuseum at the mo-
ment. 

Another challenge for community participation in the safeguarding of ICH in the ecomuse-
ums is that not all chosen location have the right conditions to support it. Community participa-
tion is in particular difficult in the two areas in Baoting, Yanoda and Binglanggu, which are 
both managed by tourism organisations. Binglanggu is a theme park with employees and no ac-
tual local community. While some members of the local communities around the park work 
there, most of the Li minority employees come from villages all over Hainan and many employ-
ees belong to the Han majority. Therefore, it would be difficult to decide in what form people 
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could be included in decision- making processes of the ecomuseum. The choice of these ecomu-
seum sites suggests confusion among government officials about the characteristics of a suitable 
ecomuseum site. It indicates that while they could explain the principles of the ecomuseum on a 
theoretical basis, in practice government official were still trying grasp the ideology, how to or-
ganize the ecomuseum, its use and how to establish it. One of the main challenges experts saw 
for the ecomuseum in Hainan, was that government officials as well as experts were still trying 
to understand the ecomuseum ideal and that Hainan did not have enough expertise in this re-
gard. For the ecomuseum to be effective and encourage community participation a deeper un-
derstanding, research and training concerning the ecomuseum is necessary. 

Furthermore, the participation of the local community in the protection of their ICH depends 
not only on the government, but also on the local population themselves. Here, a distinct differ-
ence between the future ecomuseum sites could be determined. While the Hainanese population 
in Baili Baicun did actively participate in heritage protection, many members of the Li minority 
were not interested in learning traditional ICH skills. Reasons for that might be that the govern-
ment concentrates on safeguarding the traditional Li minority skills that are highly endangered, 
such as the Li brocade and the traditional tattoos. These ICH heritage expressions are the more 
exotic traditions of the Li that are not part of their daily life anymore, but are interesting for 
tourism. One question in regard to the ecomuseum and to safeguarding ICH is, how useful it is 
to protect ICH expressions that local communities have little interest in learning. It is problem-
atic when certain exotic heritage expression, that are interesting for tourists, receive a lot of 
government attention, while other less marketable ICH expressions get neglected. This was also 
one of the concerns of the Li minority members when discussing the issue of safeguarding Li 
minority heritage. To effectively protect the ICH of the Li minority it would be important to in-
tegrate them more into the protection process and examine which heritage expressions could be 
integrated in their modern lifestyle. 

Despite these serious challenges the paper also showed some positive aspects that could pre-
sent opportunities for community participation in the safeguarding of ICH. 

On the government side one government official did make a strong case for community par-
ticipation in decision-making and stated that the ecomuseum in Hainan should depend less on 
the government and more on the local community. This government official felt that community 
participation could be achieved in China’s top-down system if the ecomuseum would be divided 
into different zones to be managed by local community members, while the overall ecomuseum 
would be in the hands of the government. The view of one government official will not change 
the view of the majority of government officials right away, but it shows that there are govern-
ment officials working on and developing ideas on how more community participation in deci-
sion-making could be achieved. 

In addition, the local population in Baili Baicun, already had a very strong interest in ICH 
protection and did try to involve themselves in the safeguarding process as much as possible. 
The ecomuseum could give them the opportunity to gain more control over the management of 
their cultural heritage. The interviews have also shown that members of the Li minority in 
Binglanggu were encouraged to learn more about their cultural traditions, because of tourism. 
The interest of the tourists inspired them to learn more about their own culture. Therefore, while 
participation in benefit-sharing does not necessarily lead to more participation in decision-
making, it had positive influences for the protection of ICH overall. 
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1 THE CULTURAL HERITAGE’S ENHANCEMENT AS A STRATEGY FOR THE 
LOCAL DEVELOPMENT. THE CASE OF CUBA 

The ecomuseum is an institution that manages, studies and uses the whole assets of a communi-
ty - included natural environment and cultural heritage - for scientific, educational and cultural 
aims. The ecomuseum is an instrument for the community involvement in land management and 
local development (de Varine, 2002). This definition of Hugues de Varine acknowledges the 
ecomuseum as a process through which a community - meant as the amalgam of both people 
who usually live there (residents) and people who occasionally experience it (e.g. tourists) - may 
increase the sense of belonging to the place and the social responsibility for its management, 
through the knowledge and interpretation of the local heritage, participating actively at the sus-
tainable development of the local system. 

At the basis of every ecomuseum process it lies the paradigm of sustainability (environ-
mental, social, economical and administrative), that, on a most general level, is nowadays con-
sidered as a prerequisite for the transformation of the territory entailing and stimulating a scien-

An ecomuseum project to enhance the site of San Isidro in the 
Valle de los Ingenios, Trinidad, Cuba 

R. Riva 
Department of Architecture Built Environment and Construction Engineering ABC, Politecnico di 
Milano, Milan, Italy 

ABSTRACT: The project to enhance the site of San Isidro de los Destiladeros in Cuba is the 
latest outcome of the cooperative activities between the Politecnico di Milano and the Univer-
sidad de la Habana. San Isidro de los Destiladeros is a sugar refinery (eighteenth century) and it 
is part of a system of more than seventy firms in the Valle de los Ingenios, administratively de-
pendent of the city of Trinidad. In 1988, the city and the valley were been declared a World 
Heritage Site by Unesco. It is an area of great historical and cultural importance and significant 
environmental value. The study has required different disciplinary skills to reconstruct the com-
plexity of the area, highlighting the identities on which to base the local development, and con-
sequently to produce tangible and durable effects in the conservation and enhancement of its 
cultural heritage. The project was structured as a program of local development, with a man-
agement plan and strategic actions to be implemented in the medium and long term: systematic 
researches on cultural heritage and landscape; conservation; natural resources management; cul-
tural resources management; involvement and participation of the local population. The plan is 
aimed at the creation of an ecomuseum. This project was achieved in collaboration with the 
Oficina del Conservador de Trinidad y el Valle de los Ingenios. 
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tific debate in order to ground local development on the enhancement of the territorial heritage. 
The territorial capital, meant in its broadest sense, is composed by landscape, environment, tan-
gible and intangible cultural heritage, human resources, knowledge, creativity, customs. In other 
words, the paradigm of sustainability promotes a culturally based local development entailing a 
multidisciplinary approach to the project in order to enhance the identifying characteristics of 
the area and its milieu, and therefore to increase the local competitiveness, here meant as the ca-
pability to attract resources (Mussinelli, Tartaglia, 2012). 

Thus, the ecomuseum can represent a cultural tool “quick”, flexible and potentially effective 
when it is able to reinforce the relationships’ network, to build consensus through the promotion 
of actions integrating different environmental, economic and social features. Although, espe-
cially during this period of global crisis, there is a lack of investments in the sector of “culture”, 
neither public nor private, it is also true that the choice of measures to be funded, for example at 
the European level, has promoted design strategies focussed on the enhancement of the heritage, 
the making awareness, educating, training and involvement of local communities. 

These conditions of development entail a great planning knowledge and sensitivity, attention 
to the context and to the measure of interventions, as well as the ability to attract even private 
investments. This circumstance can take place through initiatives involving every stakeholder 
from the designing and planning stage up to the management of use activities and of revenues 
generated with the local valorisation. Therefore, it can be seen a system of initiatives on public-
private partnership working as a driver for the dissemination of good practices of local re-
sources’ management, with effects of mutual promotion and development (Tartaglia et al., 
2012). 

A comparable system can express itself within contexts connected to their past, which pro-
mote creativity, flow of ideas, free trade and entrepreneurial skills. These environments are 
widely prevalent in Western Countries, among which Italy represents a contribution for the 
know-how of scientific and technical skills, cultural production and tradition in the heritage’s 
preservation. However, in other parts of the World this condition is not as obvious as in the 
West, for example in the Countries where cultural, social and political backgrounds have often 
brought to diverse systems of relation between local actors and resources. 

Among the furthers there is also Cuba. In fact the Country, despite its recent political open-
ings, maintains still serious limitations to the free trade and to the entrepreneurship. From 2011 
on, the introduction of flexible mechanisms of self-employment, and the updating of the eco-
nomic system with the begin of new guidelines for economic and fiscal policy, in the early 
months of 2014, have led, in fact, to a major freedom as regards the entrance of foreign capitals, 
through the creation of mixed companies, whereas the Cuban government still maintains a ma-
jority stake, and also through the increase of cooperatives, small agricultural properties and self-
employees. Usually these are small size entities, operating in not “strategic” areas of production 
for the development of the Country, where, on the contrary, the presence of public companies is 
still substantially exclusive. Therefore, this model represents a system that confirms the socialist 
approach oriented to a steady increase of the economic efficiency and revenues in the govern-
ment’s budget, to ensure the funding of public spending and therefore the delivery of services to 
the population (concerning education, health care, social housing, conservation and rehabilita-
tion of real estate, culture, sports, defence, social welfare). Moreover it introduces new forms of 
decentralization and empowerment of the individuals for economic activities’ management, 
though maintaining a public strong system of control. 

Therefore Cuba is today an “island” because of the isolation caused on the one hand by the 
USA embargo and on the other hand by the policy of the communist regime, consolidated 
across the years. With the result to see amplified negative effects of a misunderstood desire of 
“emancipation” and a rapid growth created by the mass tourism’s expansion on coasts and cit-
ies, which have imposed urban development and social models cut off from the local context, 
and not dialoguing with the island’s cultural assets. These models have created luxurious ac-
commodation facilities, out of scale with respect to the moderate Cuban architecture, with a 
clashing gap between the wealth of a few and the poverty of the majority of the population, es-
pecially within the inner areas, where they often also lack basic services and infrastructure. 
However, it is also necessary to remark the fact that this same isolation, coupled with the high 
rate of school attendance and the high number of graduates (it is estimated that despite its popu-
lation represents only around the 2% of the total in Latin America, Cuba holds the 11% of 
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graduates in science across the Continent) has allowed Cuba to overcome some of its critical is-
sues and material constraints (lack of raw materials, low level of industrialization), by stimulat-
ing environmental protection’s actions, the development of urban agriculture models in order to 
meet local needs, the conversion from intensive agricultural productions to alternative models, 
named “agro-ecological”, through an extensive use of biotechnology connected with the recov-
ery of traditional production systems. The upswing of traditions is also evident in the attention 
devoted to the promotion of culture, local identities and regeneration of the architectural heri-
tage of historical centres, even for social purposes. 

Within this context, it has been developed a scientific cooperation between some Italian and 
Cuban research institutes, with the aim of promoting feasibility studies and implementing long-
lasting programs of development grounded on the enhancement of knowledge and local re-
sources, in order to generate benefits in terms of service offerings, quality of life, employment 
opportunities, economic wealth, sensitization and training, and the improvement of the territo-
rial competitiveness and attractiveness in a touristic perspective. This goal has driven a co-
operation between the Politecnico di Milano, Department Architecture Built environment and 
Construction engineering ABC (formerly Department Building Environment Science and Tech-
nology BEST), and the Universidad de La Habana, Faculty of Geography, to raise awareness, 
conservation and enhancement of cultural heritage, particularly in regards of the Unesco sites 
(Bezoari et al., 2003; Bezoari et al., 2006). The partnership was formalized in 2010 with the 
signing of a framework agreement for the promotion of teaching and research among professors 
and students from both sides. 

One of the first outcomes of this co-operation, has been the study on the Unesco site of the 
Parque Nacional Viñales, with the digital survey of the Mural de la Prehistoria. A topography 
and photogrammetry research that it opened to diverse and articulated scientific contributions to 
allow a correct and complete representation and understanding of the site (Bezoari et al., 2011). 

This multidisciplinary approach and the integration of different sources of knowledge have 
been later implemented and have also characterized the most recent collaborative project for the 
enhancement of the site of San Isidro de los Destiladeros in the area of the Valle de los Ingenios 
and the city of Trinidad: a World Heritage Site since 1988. The study started in 2011 with a sur-
vey campaign and had a first important result in 2013 with the publication of the outcomes and 
the proposal for the creation of an ecomuseum (Bezoari et al., 2013; Riva, 2014). The project 
saw the participation of researchers and professors of both Universities, supported by experts of 
the Oficina del Conservador de Trinidad y el Valle de los Ingenios and the Italian National Re-
search Centre, CNR, based on the awareness that only the multidisciplinary co-operation can 
face the complexity of a local system, highlighting its characteristics of identity where to ground 
a long-lasting enhancement program. In fact, only a multidisciplinary research, supported by a 
continuous exchange with local stakeholders, may produce a real development able to overcome 
detached approaches to cultural heritage, which excluding reuse actions, consumption and there-
fore an effective “put back value”, bypassing even the implementation of appropriate actions for 
its preservation over time. Specifically, the scientific collaboration between the two Universities 
was not aimed at transferring strengthened models and tools, but rather at conveying a technical 
and cultural approach to the subject, for the shared construction of an effectively work-method. 

2 A MULTIDISCIPLINARY RESEARCH FOR THE SITE OF SAN ISIDRO DE LOS 
DESTILADEROS 

San Isidro de los Destiladeros was an estate devoted to cultivation and manufactory of sugar 
cane (that in the Spanish language is called ingenio), and it is now in ruin. It is a small property 
(eight hectares) dating back to the late eighteenth century, and it is part of an articulated system 
of more than seventy similar companies across the Valle de San Luis or de los Ingenios, on the 
east side of Trinidad, administratively dependent on the city. In 1988, the city and the valley 
were registered as Unesco World Heritage Site. The declaration on universal value identifies 
Trinidad, the “bridge” of the Spanish conquest of the Island, as an exceptional evidence of the 
colonial city, and the valley as an open-air museum of the sugar industry, highlighting the close 
link existing between the city and the valley: in fact, the richness of Trinidad, inhabited by land-
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owners, was closely related to the flourishing agricultural development of their plantations in 
the valley (Fig. 1). 

San Isidro de los Destiladeros is nowadays a “cultural landscape” testifying the socio-
economic history of Cuba and the sugar cane industry’s development: from the greatest expan-
sion characterised of the slave trade (African people and inhabitants of the nearby islands, 
mainly Jamaicans) that had favoured the mixing of different traditions and had given rise to the 
Creole culture, to the production decline of the second half of the nineteenth century, up to the 
abandon, in 1891, with the further conversion of the plantation to pasture (López Bastida et al., 
2003). The site has maintains well preserved the traditional elements of the nineteenth century 
plantations with drains, water infrastructures, artesian wells, the bell tower to control the planta-
tion, semi-mechanized production facilities, housing tenants, huts and the graveyard of the 
slaves (Fig. 2). Therefore this is a great historical and cultural significance area of a high envi-
ronmental and landscape value, that is today one of the most intact and best preserved ingenio 
of the Island. However this is a site that has lost both its productive and social function. For that 
reason, in order to avoid the loss of an important part of the cultural heritage of the community, 
and consequently also the impairment of those identifying characteristics that Unesco has listed 
as universal values, it is necessary an urgent recovery of the site and a renovation and conver-
sion of both buildings and landscape. The only way to achieve these ambitious goals is to give 
back a function to the area to ensure a continuous “maintenance” and to increase the sense of 
belonging and social responsibility of the population, called for recognizing itself on it and ac-
tively participating in the project of development and management of the site, to accomplish 
long-lasting effects. 

The analysis of the area required the deployment of diverse disciplinary skills, thus comple-
mentary each other: topography, photogrammetry, drawing, history, archaeology, geography, 
natural sciences, architectural technology, management, economics and social sciences. This 
multidisciplinary integration has characterized both the first stage of the analysis, through in-
spections, empirical investigations and researches, and the further in depth step, with the revi-
sion and development of the project proposal. 

The study’s kick off entailed the survey of the site with topography and photogrammetric 
techniques, in order to achieve an objective scale of dimensions and relationships among vari-
ous structures. Simultaneously they have been collected some samples of material then analysed 
in the CNR laboratories in Milan, this step has allowed to propose some hypothesis about the 
dating of remains and of the construction techniques used. The survey has therefore been inte-
grated with the bibliographic and archive’s researches and with the outcomes of the archaeo-
logical seasons that had been conducted in the area since 2000. Thus it has been possible to rec-
reate the ownership’s changes and the urban development of San Isidro, furthermore, the last has 
allowed also to date some ruins to not earlier than 1803, although there are documents from how 
it is possible to imagine the existence of a production facility al-ready before the nineteenth cen-
tury. On a further step, the study has enlarged its own field of investigation through the emphasis 
on geomorphology and on plant and animal species present, on a larger scale, in the geo graphic 
context of the Valle de los Ingenios. This phase has allowed the classification of the site within 
the landscape unity of the valley and thus, the emphasis on wide area’s relationships withthe 
other resources, on a first step with other ingenios, but even with the most complex system of 
the natural and cultural heritage. 
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Figure 1. San Isidro de los Destiladeros in the Valle de los Ingenios (López Bastida et al., 2003: 55). 

 
 
The Oficina del Conservador de Trinidad y el Valle de los Ingenios has played a fundamental 

role in the supporting of every insight conducted, thank to its been in charge of the archaeologi-
cal site, but especially with its role of knowledge provider, guiding the research with respect to 
the interpretation of the area, the identification of local identities, the analysis of strengths and weak-
nesses of the system. This analysis has favoured the promotion of the area’s social development 
by strengthening the sense of belonging, by the generation of new economies and the re-launch 
of an agricultural production, the supply of services to the community, and a sustainable touris-
tic consumption. 

In this logic, the present study has identified the ecomuseum as a suitable strategic tool to 
stimulate that cultural change of local community’s awareness in respect of the values and po-
tentialities of the area. This transformation is highly necessary to educate population to personal 
responsibility in the management of the commons - and among these of the environmental and 
cultural heritage - and thus to stimulate innovation, creativity, and even the entrepreneurial 
skills of local actors to encourage their active participation in the management and development 
of the local system, in the medium and long term. 

3 THE ENHANCEMENT PROJECT THROUGH AN ECOMUSEUM APPROACH 

The value of San Isidro de los Destiladeros and the wealth of the entire Valle de los Ingenios 
have shown that it was essential to consider the site within a wider context, formulating a uni-
tary development and management plan that takes into account the characteristics of the “land-
scape unit” of the valley. The plan, thought to be implemented over the time with the participation 
of local actors (Oficina del Conservador de Trinidad in its role of the manager of the archaeo-
logical site, the Unesco office, the population), was designed in order to schedule the activities 
for the heritage conservation and protection, to promote the socio-economic development of the 
region, to implement a responsible tourism and to ensure the sustainability of the interventions. 
It is a plan that takes into account the cultural process in all its phases: protection, conservation, 
enhancement, promotion and enjoyment, and it operate in a “network” logic, aiming at the acti-
vation of an ecomuseum process. 
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Figure 2. The bell tower restored and the tren jamaiquino (photo by Duznel Zerquera). 

 
 
The management plan aims, therefore, at re-building the connections among San Isidro, the 

system of the sugar refineries of the valley and the other resources of the territory, in order to 
identify the characteristics of the local system, to diversify the supply of services, and thus in-
tercept a wider range of users (both the residents and the potential tourists). The project has 
given priority to the management of the archaeological site and its surroundings, with the identi-
fication of the conservation problems of the structures, aiming to improve the use of the area. 
This possibility to enjoy the use of the area means even the creation of an understanding of the 
site itself, through the dissemination of knowledge, information and training, as well as with the 
direct participation in the excavation project and the opening to international scientific coopera-
tion. In addition the excavation has itself the potential to be an attractor of cultural events, a 
physical and virtual “door” for the knowledge and the promotion of a wider network of routes 
and places of interest in the entire Valle de los Ingenios. 

The management plan was therefore designed as a program for the development of a wide 
area. It is divided into strategic actions, which are closely linked to each other: research, conser-
vation, natural resources management, cultural resources management, involvement and partici-
pation. The plan is based on the principles of sustainable local development and community in-
volvement, typical characteristics of an ecomuseum approach. 

The “research” action suggested is to give continuity to the archaeological campaigns in order 
to implement, through the excavations, the knowledge about the area, the production processes 
and socio-economic transformations that affected the Valle de los Ingenios. In addition forms of 
“self-recognition” of the cultural heritage have to be associated to the objective and scientific 
research in order to stimulate and encourage local participation. Examples of this process are 
represented by the “mappe di comunità” (community maps) on the English model of “parish 
maps” and especially following the interesting results of a number of Italian ecomuseum initia-
tives. The creation of a mappa di comunità allows to recognize the local identity through a 
process of reading, interpretation, elaboration and synthesis of the elements that characterize a 
place for the people who inhabit it, transform it and “create it” (Clifford et al., 2006). In the re-
alization of a mappa di comunità the main element is not the formal outcome (which generally 
is a graphical representation of the territory), but rather the process of an active community in-
volvement. Moreover this is a particularly effective process that shows those intangible and 
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less-known aspects of the cultural heritage, and it is necessary to enrich the results of the scien-
tific research. It allows assigning values to the identified assets and therefore to appoint the pri-
orities in terms of actions, which can subsequently form the basis on which to develop shared 
strategies for development. 

The “conservation” action is aimed primarily at the protection of archaeological remains 
through the design of protective elements and the organization of an exhibition space on site. In 
parallel, the action also considers measures for the conservation of the landscape in its identify-
ing characteristics, and the protection of ecosystems. Those are complex interventions that 
should be implemented over time in different phases, considering the needs and availability of 
local actors, the need of archaeological campaigns, the results of the mappe di comunità, as well 
as the funding issues (Unesco funding, national and international initiatives, private sponsor-
ship). The action will be organized in a time schedule, supported by a business plan, with the 
definition of priorities and the necessary funding. 

The “natural resources management” cannot be limited to the site of San Isidro, but should 
interest a wider area; in the medium and long term it will entail the entire valley. The preserva-
tion of environmental values implies the control of human activities impacts on the area. Firstly 
it is important to provide the drainage system to prevent water logging of the archaeological site 
(Iznaga Palacio et al., 2004). Further actions must then be programmed to reconstitute the “land-
scape unit”, considering the issues of accessibility and touristic usability of the environmental sys-
tem that interests the wider geographic area. Therefore it is also important to create a network of 
nature paths and observation points in order to promote the knowledge of the territory. 

The key element of the plan relates to the “cultural resources management”, with the proposal 
of the creation of an ecomuseum for the enhancement of the system of sugar refineries and the 
sugar cane plantations that still characterize the Valle de los Ingenios (Benítez Angelbello et al., 
1994; de Lara et al., 2013). The ecomuseum is not to be considered as a tool, but as a process 
through which residents and tourists can directly experience the local heritage. At the same 
time, they will be bearers of different cultures, thereby promoting an exchange fostering mutual 
growth and introducing innovation and creativity in the system. The ecomuseum therefore be-
comes a “laboratory” of participation that tests good practices with flagship project that can 
eventually be used as intervention practices in the wider area (Riva, 2008; Riva, 2012). 

San Isidro de los Destiladeros, thank to its geographical location in the heart of the valley and 
the integrity of its cultural heritage, can become an “antenna” of a larger Ecomuseum of the 
Valle de los Ingenios. In the valley, the site of Manaca Iznaga, connected to the city of Trinidad 
through the old steam train once used for sugar transport to the coast, it is already an important 
touristic centre, and in the future it may be the headquarter of the Ecomuseum. Compared to 
Manacá Iznaga, that is an active town which has undergone numerous transformations over time 
to meet the changing needs of the population, San Isidro is definitely a smaller site. Because of 
its small size, this was one of the first ingenio among the valley to be abandoned at the end of 
the nineteenth century. On the one hand this process led obviously to negative consequences 
from the point of view of production and socio-economic development, but on the other hand 
San Isidro has been doubtless preserved from strong transformations, and thus, it maintains the 
integrity of its morphological and typological configuration, almost unique in the valley. It now 
represents an element of considerable interest to understand the production history of the area. 
The hypothesis that has been formulated is to place an Ecomuseum location in the colonial 
house (casa hacienda), creating in its rooms a centre of documentation and interpretation of the 
territory, with spaces dedicated to the archaeological campaigns and to the description of the 
valley’s natural, historical and cultural characteristics. Other rooms will be devoted to training 
activities, workshops and teaching. The project also considers for the recovery of the nearby bell 
tower (torre campanario), a symbol of the site, and an observation point on the surrounding 
landscape (Fig. 3). 

The implementation of the Ecomuseum will necessarily be operated in stages. The first ac-
tions will focus on the control and implementation of the safety and protection measures of the 
site and to the heritage enhancement. In parallel, another more complex and longer process will 
be carried out making the people aware of the importance of the site, activating the participation 
of local actors, and structuring wider projects in the area. In the short term, the actions include 
the functional interventions required by the Oficina del Conservador de Trinidad for the protec-
tion of cultural heritage, with the construction of a new structure next to the colonial house. The 
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architecture of the new building will be simple and integrated to the context; it will contain the 
remains unearthed during the archaeological excavations and host the reception services for re-
searchers and visitors. A camping area, for the participants in the archaeology workshops that 
take place annually in the site, will be also provided with minimally invasive procedures. This 
facility could eventually host visitors and tourists during the year. In the medium term, after the 
phase of promotion of the excavation site, it will start the step of the sugar production process, 
with new experimental laboratories, new activities and the construction of a multifunctional 
amphitheatre to host different types of events, either linked to the history of the site, related to 
the territory, or cultural events. A long-term goal is to restore the natural environments around 
the area, introducing plantations that are compatible with the uniqueness of the places and, at 
the same time, profitable. This is an ambitious proposal that aims to recreate a local community, 
giving life to otherwise forgotten areas (Fig. 4). 

A parallel program of intangible actions will aim at implementing the community “involve-
ment and participation” in the activities of the Ecomuseum, from the construction of the cogni-
tive framework to the recognition of local identities, from the definition of priorities to the for-
mulation of development strategies. 

Conceived in such a way, the Ecomuseum can be a “laboratory” in which to experiment the 
construction of infrastructure for the slow mobility (pedestrian paths for the discovery of the 
valley, implementation of a sustainable network of public transport, enhancement of the train 
mobility), the use of building systems with low environmental impact (passive buildings, limit-
ing consumption, use of recyclable materials and reversible structures), environmental education 
campaigns, responsible forms of tourism (Schiaffonati, 2009). 

4 PROSPECTS OF DEVELOPMENT FOR THE VALLE DE LOS INGENIOS 

The management plan proposal for the San Isidro site represents a challenge for the Oficina del 
Conservador de Trinidad, because of the uniqueness and richness of the area. It is a challenge 
not only for the preservation of the historical memory, the cultural heritage and the environ-
mental values of the area, but in a long term perspective for its “rebirth” and even economic de-
velopment. Clearly, given the peculiarities of the Cuban socio-economic system, this is a proc-
ess that can only take place in accordance with the institutions and local authorities, to open, on 
a second stage, to a wider participation. In fact, it is difficult to conceive a bottom-up approach 
stricto sensu, within this context. Therefore the real challenge is to create consensus through the 
actions and especially to educate to a sense of responsibility and decision-making power; issues 
that are not expected in Cuba. 

 

 
Figure 3. Functional layout of the Ecomuseum location in the colonial house (de Lara et al., 2013: 82).
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Figure 4. Proposal for the management of the site of San Isidro de los Destiladeros (de Lara et al., 2013: 
81). 

 
 
The choice to operate according to an ecomuseum approach, with a networking of the local 

resources, can enable to get a more effective promotion of them and to undertake large eco-
nomic strategies in the management process, especially considering the Unesco site and the en-
vironmental heritage of the entire Valle de los Ingenios. Nowadays, the enhancement of the 
Unesco site is exclusively focused on the preservation and rehabilitation of the historical centre 
of Trinidad. The establishment of the Ecomuseum of the Valle de los Ingenios could return a 
sense of balance by restoring the historic link between the city and the valley, encouraging a re-
sponsible touristic consumption of the site and strengthening the relationship between culture 
and the local production system. Furthermore the ecomuseum process could encourage the con-
solidation of a relationships’ network among local stakeholders, grounding the foundation for 
structuring stable forms of cooperation for the realization of other local development projects in 
the medium and long term. 

Some pilot projects have already been completed for the safety and protection of the excava-
tion sites, with removable tin roofs. Meanwhile, the restoration of the bell tower, symbol of the 
site, was completed too. The wish is that these flagship actions could trigger a multiplier effect 
and spreading of best practices throughout the region of Trinidad and the Valle de los Ingenios, 
with the aim of improving the overall quality of the environment, the landscape and therefore of 
life, increasing the competitiveness and attractiveness of the area. The city of Trinidad has al-
ready positioned itself as a touristic destination for the cultural and historical value recognized 
by unesco, together with the Carribean sea’s attraction with the hospitality’s amenities of the 
Penisola di Ancón, and the natural landscape as on Topes de Collantes. The territorial system 
has the potential to be further developed and diversified, implementing cultural and natural itin-
eraries and welcome facilities aimed to the discovery of the Valle de los Ingenios, the ancient 
productive heart of the region and its socio-economic engine, which enabled the city to prosper, 
stimulating that cultural exchange that still characterizes the Creole culture of the area. 

ENDNOTES 

The project to enhance the site of San Isidro de los Destiladeros was developed by a multidisciplinary 
working group, that was coordinated by prof. Giorgio Bezoari of the Politecnico di Milano and by prof. 
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Eduardo Salinas Chávez of the Universidad de La Habana - the scientific supervisor of the framework 
agreement between the two Universities - with Nancy Benítez Vázquez of the Oficina del Conservador de 
Trinidad y el Valle de los Ingenios. 

The working group was composed by: Lizbeth Chaviano Pérez (Universidad de La Habana) and Víctor 
Echenagusía Peña (Oficina del Conservador de Trinidad) for historical analysis; Orlando Martínez 
Rodríguez (Filial Universitaria de Trinidad) and Eduardo Salinas Chávez (Universidad de La Habana) for 
natural features; Giorgio Bezoari (Politecnico di Milano) and Armando Lorenzo Núñez (Ingeniero de Mi-
nas) for topographical and photogrammetrical survey; Silvia Teresita Angelbello Izquierdo (Museo de 
Arqueología de Trinidad) and Leonel Delgado Ceballos (Oficina del Conservador de Trinidad) for ar-
chaeological investigations; Fabrizio Schiaffonati (Politecnico di Milano) and Duznel Zerquera (Univer-
sidad de La Habana), with Roberto Bugini (CNR Institute for the preservation and promotion of cultural 
heritage) for the analysis of materials and construction techniques; Marcela de Lara (Oficina del Conser-
vador de Trinidad), Rosela Ayala Hernández (Oficina del Conservador de Trinidad) and Raffaella Riva 
(Politecnico di Milano) for in-depth analysis on the conservation and enhancement of cultural heritage 
and landscape; Blanca María Pérez Bravo (Oficina del Conservador de Trinidad) and Eros Salinas 
Chávez (Universidad de La Habana) on issues tourism related. 

The research outcomes were presented on June 26, 2013 at the Politecnico di Milano, in October at the 
Universidad de La Habana and in February 4, 2014 in Rome, during the first international conference 
“Experiences and knowledge. International projects in emerging regions”, organized by the Centre PVS 
Planning Viable Sustainability with the emerging regions of the Sapienza Università di Roma (Riva, 
2014). The project has found the interest of local stakeholders, who have been discussing on it during the 
2014, in occasion of the celebration for Trinidad’s five hundredth anniversary. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

Lasem is a town district of Rembang Regency, located on the north coast of Central Java Prov-
ince, Indonesia. A historical document from the 19th century, called Babad Badrasanti, stated 
that Lasem was the first landing port of Chinese people in Indonesia in the early 15th century 
(Rahardjo, 2011). At the beginning, the Chinese migrant lived diffusely with the local Javanese 
people, but the Dutch colonisation politic strategy separated the Chinese migrant from the local 
settlement and concentrated them in the centre of Lasem district (Hartono and Handinoto, 
2006), formed an area that is now well-known as the Lasem Chinatown. 

Although the formation of Lasem Chinatown was originally a Dutch strategy to agitate the 
local people with the Chinese migrant, it was not completely successful. As recorded by the oral 
history, the separation of the settlement did not prevent the Chinese and local Javanese people to 
unite in fighting the Dutch colonisation. In a cultural context, the segregation also did not make 
them having a totally different culture (Onghokham, 2005). Instead, both the Chinese and local 
people influenced each other’s culture, produced a unique mixture characteristic which some of 
them refer it as the ‘Indonesian-Chinese cultural heritage’. 

 The ‘Indonesian-Chinese cultural heritage’ characteristic in Lasem Chinatown could be 
clearly seen both in the tangible and the intangible heritage. One example is the Batik of Lasem. 
Batik is a handmade traditional art of drawing on the cloth using wax and liquid paint. The tech-
nique of making batik cloth is a hereditary skill of Indonesian, but in Lasem, the decorative pat-

Bridging the communities: the potential of ecomuseum ideal to 
facilitate different communities in Lasem Chinatown in 
representing their shared cultural heritage 

S. Sakinah 
Newcastle University1, Newcastle, UK 
Indonesia Endowment Fund for Education2, Republic of Indonesia 

ABSTRACT: The aim of this paper is to determine how the idea of ecomuseum could be used 
to facilitate diverse communities in representing their cultural heritage. In order to draw that 
idea, this paper analyses case study of Lasem Chinatown, a small town in the north coast of 
Central Java Indonesia. Lasem Chinatown has a unique characteristic of culture as a result of 
combination between Chinese culture and local Indonesian culture. Since centuries ago, differ-
ent communities with different social cultural background live together in Lasem Chinatown. 
As a result, all of them have a shared ‘Indonesian-Chinese’ cultural heritage, but each communi-
ties has its own way to represent it. These different expressions of cultural representation could 
potentially become a unique ‘sense of place’ of Lasem Chinatown. Moreover, the local commu-
nities’ ways to represent their heritage in Lasem Chinatown are actually ran by their own, not by 
the intervention of the authority. Although the government’s support is still necessary in term of 
legal matters and the natural environment management, the tangible and intangible cultural her-
itage part is mostly managed by local people itself. Thus, rather than focusing on ecomuseum 
idea to democratise the ‘vertical’ power relationship between authority and local people, this 
paper explores the idea of ecomuseum-based management concept as a ‘horizontal bridge’ be-
tween local communities through building a shared sense of place. 

SHARING CULTURES 2015 
Proceedings of the 4th International Conference on Intangible Heritage 501



tern is adopting some Chinese philosophical symbol (Pemkab Rembang, 2012). The mixture 
characteristic is also represented in the intangible heritage, such as in some Chinese communi-
ty’s celebrations where the traditional Javanese art performance is a core part of the event (Fig. 
1). 

 
 

 
Figure 1. The performance of Javanese traditional music (gamelan) as a part of the Chinese community’s 
celebration in the Chinese temple. 

 
 
Unfortunately, because of the ignorance and oppression from the government in the New Or-

der era which create a ‘lost generation’, the unique cultural heritage in Lasem Chinatown is now 
in danger. In order to save the heritage, some management concepts were proposed, including 
the ecomuseum ideal. A study by Sakinah (2013) examined the possibility of implementation of 
the ecomuseum idea as a strategy to involve local people in preserving cultural heritage in 
Lasem Chinatown. The study concluded that it is possible to develop the ecomuseum there, be-
cause the Lasem Chinatown itself actually has fulfilled the basic principle of the ecomuseum 
ideal, especially in term of the public steering of the cultural heritage. 

2 ECOMUSEUM AND DEMOCRATISATION OF HERITAGE IN LASEM CHINATOWN: 
ROLE OF THE COMMUNITIES 

The emergence of the ecomuseum movement cannot be separated from the development of the 
‘new-museology’ paradigm. The new-museology paradigm believes that museum should serve 
the present and future needs of the community. Any ecomuseum should take a part in this as-
pect. According to Varine and Riviere who developed the idea of ecomuseum for the first time 
in France, the term ‘ecomuseum’ could be used to define the museum which places the 
(re)presentation & interpretation of human history in broader environmental contexts and give 
the bigger role to local communities as a part of the democratisation of the museum (Hudson, 
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1992, as cited in Corsane, 2006a; Davis, 2011). The main principles then were developed by 
Corsane et al. (2004, as cited in Corsane, 2006) by identifying 21 indicators of an ecomuseum 
ideal. 

From the 21 indicators, point number 1-6 are talking about democratisation of heritage, the 
point number 7-14 are talking about local identity and sense of place, and the rest of the indica-
tors are talking about what an ecomuseum can do with the holistic museology approach to 
representing the heritage. From those indicators, the most powerful aspect that could be ob-
served in Lasem Chinatown is the democratisation of heritage criteria. The democratisation term 
means that the right and responsibility to represent the heritage is not just lie in the expert or 
government’s hand, but in the local people’s. 

As a comparison, several sites adopted the ecomuseum ideal specifically to increase partici-
pation of local people to take part in representing their heritage. For instance, the Ecomuseum of 
Santo Adriano project in Asturias Spain was aimed to engage with the different social actors to 
contribute to safeguarding heritage in their area (Gonzalez and Fernandez, 2013). A study by 
Perella et al. (2010) also elaborated the idea of ecomuseum as a strategy to increase the local 
community’s awareness of their heritage and engage them in the local decision making dialogue 
that will affect the heritage. 

There are varying degree of the role proportion between local people and the government, as 
observed by Davis (2004) in three sites of Japanese ecomuseum. In Miura Peninsula site, the 
role of the government was still dominant, the place was promoted by the local government as a 
tourism attraction and the involvement of the local community was only their agreement and 
limited support. In Asahi-Machi site, there are an integration between the role of local 
government (which was represented by the city museum) and the local people, the city museum 
as the central was surrounded by traditional agriculture feature driven by local community. In 
Hirano-cho site, the development of the ecomuseum was dominantly driven by the local com-
munity, with loose and informal structure. 

Reviewing the case of Lasem Chinatown, the degree of power balance between the govern-
ment and the local people is quite similar to the case of Hirano-cho where the cultural heritage 
is dominantly represented and managed by the communities, not the government. Nevertheless, 
this actually did not happen just because they intend to take over the authority, but mostly be-
cause of the ignorance of the government. 

However, although one of the core value of the ecomuseum itself is to create a democratic 
atmosphere in the heritage management, it might definitely be the most challenging part. Sever-
al sites found it is difficult at the very first step: making the local people aware of the values of 
the cultural heritage in their area, so they know what they are going to do with the heritage, as 
happened in the ecomuseum in China (Donghai, 2008) and Aspromonte National Park in South-
ern Italy (Cassalia et al., 2014). Lasem Chinatown did not face that kind of challenge because 
the one who firstly aware with the cultural heritage in this area is the local people itself, not the 
government. Differently, the challenge in the case of Lasem Chinatown is managing the poten-
tial conflict between the different communities. 

There are two different types of communities in Lasem Chinatown: the first are communities 
based on their cultural background, and the second are the heritage-care based communities. 
The first type naturally exists because of the multicultural nature of people living in Lasem Chi-
natown. Included in this category are the Chinese community and the Javanese-Muslim com-
munity. The second type originally has no direct cultural bond with the heritage, but they feel 
that they have to safeguard the cultural heritage for sustainable future. The care to the heritage 
usually comes from professional or academic interest. In this category, there are Fokmas Lasem 
(Historical Society of Lasem) and Lasem Heritage Society. 

Those different communities represent and safeguard the cultural heritage of Lasem China-
town in some different ways. The Chinese community, who has the most similarity in culture 
and religion with the background of the cultural heritage in Lasem Chinatown, represents it by 
keeping the Chinese temple alive with religious and cultural activities. The Javanese-Muslim 
community, who has a totally different cultural background with the Chinese, represents the 
heritage by keeping the harmony in social life, so there is no one destroy the heritage because of 
a clash of beliefs. The heritage care-based communities play a role in the technical procedures 
for safeguarding heritage, such as building conservation, promoting the tourism potential and 
developing the management plan of the Lasem Chinatown. 

SHARING CULTURES 2015 
Proceedings of the 4th International Conference on Intangible Heritage 503



Although the communities-steering of heritage in Lasem Chinatown is a proof of high 
achievement of the democratisation of heritage, the existence of many communities represent 
the same cultural heritage in different ways without one dominant authority such the govern-
ment also has its own problem. Each community thinks that it is their own community who have 
the right to get the most benefit from the cultural heritage. This benefit including the prospect of 
potential tourism activity and the infrastructure development. If this problem is not overcome 
well, there might be a potential of the clash in the society. The early sign of conflict between 
communities happened several times in the past few years, but the uppermost are the conflict in 
the internal Chinese community and the conflict between the heritage care-based communities, 
while the Javanese-Muslim community tends to be in the neutral position. 

Considering the potential for conflict between communities because of the dominantly 
community-managed in this case, it might be interesting to look at the democratisation of herit-
age in the ecomuseum ideal principle not only as a vertical power transfer from the legal author-
ity to the community, but also the horizontal bridge between the communities itself. 

3 A SHARED SENSE OF PLACE: BRIDGING THE COMMUNITIES THROUGH THE 
ECOMUSEUM IDEAL 

In order to explore the idea of ecomuseum to bridge the communities, it is important to find at 
least one aspect of ecomuseum that is agreed by all communities. In this case, the bridge is the 
common understanding of the sense of place of Lasem Chinatown. Although the diverse com-
munities in Lasem Chinatown have various cultural background which results in the different 
way of their representation of the heritage, they are all have a common idea in defining the ‘her-
itage’ in Lasem Chinatown. When talking about the ‘Indonesian-Chinese cultural heritage’, all 
of them referred to the cultural landscape of Lasem Chinatown, both the tangible such as the old 
Chinese and Chinese-Javanese building, and the intangible such as the multicultural life and the 
living culture itself. When being asked to draw the imaginary map of what they perceive as 
‘heritage’, they drew a similar map. This common perception of the sense of place of this ‘Indo-
nesian-Chinese cultural heritage’ is one of the rare things that the communities could agree 
about. 

Based on this shared sense of place and considering the dynamic social relationship between 
the communities, there is a scenario that could be adopted to bridge the communities in Lasem 
Chinatown through the ecomuseum ideal. First of all, it should be considered that the communi-
ties might not be willing to collaborate as a team, but they would like to sit together to discuss 
who would take part in which aspect of the cultural heritage management. In this process, it 
would be useful to have the Javanese-Muslim community, which is in neutral position and has a 
good relation with everyone, to facilitate the discussion. The expert or academician can give a 
hand in moderating the discussion, but it should be remembered to keep the ‘bottom-up’ spirit 
(Corsane, 2010) where the dominant role still lies in the communities themselves, not in the 
hand of the outside party. Beside of minimising the potential conflict between communities, the 
clear divided role might help to ensure the sustainability of the ecomuseum by overcoming a 
common challenge of a loose structure of community-driven project: who should responsible for 
what and where those responsibilities lie (Gonzalez and Fernandez, 2013; Schaefer, 2012). 

4 CONCLUSION 

Featuring the democratisation of heritage as the one of its core values, the idea of ecomuseum is 
often used to increase participation of local people in representing their heritage and establish-
ing dialogue between the legal authority such as government and expert with the local people. 
This participation and dialogue could appear in varying degree, from the lowest where the local 
people giving a limited support to the government’s programme, up to the highest degree where 
the local people have the dominant role in deciding what they are going to do with the heritage. 

Considering this varying degree, at some sites the attempt to increase the awareness of local 
people might be challenging, while in the other places the challenge is dealing with the different 
local communities who are all willing to represent the heritage. The question then arises: instead 
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of balancing the ‘vertical’ power between government and local people, could the ecomuseum 
ideal be a ‘horizontal’ bridge between the local communities itself? The examination of the 
Lasem Chinatown case showed that it might be possible if there is at least one aspect of the 
ecomuseum ideal that is agreed upon all communities, for example in this case, is the shared 
sense of place itself. 

ENDNOTES 

1 This research was originally the author’s master dissertation (2015) at the International Centre of 
Cultural Heritage Studies, Newcastle University, Newcastle upon-Tyne, UK. 

2 This research was fully funded by the Indonesia Endowment Fund for Education, Ministry of Finance 
Republic of Indonesia. 

REFERENCES 

Cassalia, G. & Ventura, C. 2014. “Challenges and Opportunities for Assessing Cultural Landscape: an 
Ecomuseum for Cultural-Based Local Development”. Advanced Engineering Forum, Volume 11, pp. 
386-391. 

Corsane, G. 2006. “Using ecomuseum indicators to evaluate the Robben Island Museum and World Her-
itage Site”. Landscape Research, 31(4), pp. 399-418. 

Corsane, G. 2010. “Sustainable future scenarios for people, environments and landscape in Cumbria: the 
ecomuseum ideal and issues related to its use”. International Journal of Biodiversity Science and 
Management, 2(3), pp. 218-222. 

Davis, P. 2004. “Ecomuseum and the Democratisation of Japanese Museology”. International Journal of 
Heritage Studies, 10(1), pp. 93-110. 

Davis, P. 2011. Ecomuseums: A Sense of Place 2nd. (2nd ed.). London: Continuum International Publish-
ing Group. 

Donghai, S. 2008. “The Concept of the Ecomuseum and Its Practice in China”. Museum International No. 
237-238, 60(1-2), pp. 29-39. 

Gonzalez, P. A. & Fernandez, J. F. 2013. “Rural Development and Heritage Commons Management in 
Asturias (Spain): The Ecomuseum of Santo Adriano”. Journal of Settlements and Spatial Planning, 
Volume 2, pp. 245-253. 

Hartono, S. & Handinoto. 2006. “Lasem, Kota Kecil di Pantai Utara Jawa yang Bernuansa China”. Paper. 
Surabaya: Jurusan Teknik Arsitektur Universitas Kristen Petra. 

Onghokham. 2005. Riwayat Tionghoa Peranakan di Jawa. Depok: Komunitas Bambu. 
Pemkab Rembang. 2012. “Proposal Penataan dan Pelestarian Kota Pusaka”. Proposal. Rembang. 
Perella, G., Galli, A. & Marcheggiani, E. 2010. “The Potential of Ecomuseum in Strategies for Local Sus-

tainable Development in Rural Area”. Landscape Research, 35(4), pp. 431-447. 
Rahardjo, S. 2011. Peradaban Jawa: dari Mataram Kuno sampai Majapahit Akhir. Depok: Komunitas 

Bambu. 
Sakinah, S. 2013. “Studi Kelayakan Pengelolaan Kawasan Pecinan Lasem, Rembang, Jawa Tengah 

Berbasis Ekomuseum”. Undergraduate Dissertation. Yogyakarta, Universitas Gadjah Mada. 
Schaefer, K. 2012. “Flodden 1513 Ecomuseum: Reflection on the creation of the UK’s first self-

designated cross-border ecomuseum”. Master Dissertation. Newcastle upon-Tyne: ICCHS Newcastle 
University. 

 

SHARING CULTURES 2015 
Proceedings of the 4th International Conference on Intangible Heritage 505



 

S. Lira, R. Amoêda & C. Pinheiro506



1 INTRODUCTION 

Ecoisthmus is a project turned towards the protection and the enhancement of natural, historic 
and cultural Heritage. Object of study’s dissertation is the territory of the Isthmus of Corinth and 
the main objective is to rethink in a new strategic asset plan this area of inestimable value for 
the urban, social and economic regeneration of the whole region. Thanks to its geographical po-
sition, the district of the Isthmus boast of a rich material and intangible Heritage: it was the cra-
dle of the Mediterranean Civilization, the place of the sedimentation of particular traditions and 
cultures typical of the Adriatic and Ionic coasts and one of the most important site of landscape 
transformation. It’s a site worthy to be included in the UNESCO World Heritage List because it 
collects important elements of the past, traces of the modern and signs of the contemporary in a 
continuous and complex Environment. The area of the Isthmus can be resource in terms of the 

Ecoisthmus. The Ecomuseum of the Isthmus of Corinth 
L. Zazzara & F. Guerrucci 
Department of Architecture and Urban Planning, D’Annunzio University of Pescara, Pescara, Italy 

ABSTRACT: In the territory of the Isthmus of Corinth every ruins, every sites and every town 
has a story to tell and together these stories form a grand narrative. Thanks to its geographical 
location, the area of the Isthmus can boast centuries of astonishing history. The direct evidence 
of this glorious past it’s the existence of high-value archaeologiacal, cultural and artistic places: 
the ruins of the ancient Corinth and its Acropolis, the Acrocorinth, with the Temple of Apollo, 
the Roman forum, the Peirene Fountain, the remains of the Sanctuary of Isthmia with the Tem-
ple of Poseidon, the ancient Stadium for the Isthmian games, the Heranion of Perachora with the 
temple of Hera, the presence of thermal springs and centres, the artistic tradition of pottery and 
all the intangible Heritage connected to them and the Corinth Canal, great work of history and 
engineering, are elements of the amazing landscape we talk about. Actually, in the territory of 
the Isthmus of Corinth, monuments and sites are in danger by physical degradation and cultural 
disinterest. And it’s not just a place itself to be threaten, it can be a story lost forever.  
“Ecoisthmus” is a project related to the need for action in order to guarantee the protection and 
the promotion of the territory of the Isthmus of Corinth. The proposal for the ecomuseum of the 
territory of the Isthmus comes to envision an innovative configuration for the future of this area: 
a project that includes all the heritage sites, linked them into a cultural network and makes them 
re-live. Protect the Heritage and transform it as a space for meeting and transmitting 
knowledges, preserve the identity of the place, improve the natural and human signs, plan new 
eco-friendly patterns and offer a tourism of quality are some of the main activities involved in 
the strategy for a new scenario. The Ecomuisthmus Project requires particular planning condi-
tions, the partecipation of the local community, of the political organizations and of the interna-
tional academic systems. It plays an important role in the territory of the Isthmus of Corinth and 
it can be the vehicle for the renaissance of the consciousness of the corinthian landscape’s 
uniqueness. 
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global competitiveness and of future economic growth in tourism. Nevertheless, today the sig-
nals of urban disorder and natural degeneration are relevant and overpowering. We attend to the 
extinction of the historical and landscape identity towards an uncertain and alienating estab-
lishment of urban areas free of planning control and increasingly extended. The lack of identity 
disables the communities to face crisis and changes. Actually the urban sprawl and the cars in-
frastructure are perceived as the main part of the land, the space of water is sacrificed, the public 
space has lost its meaning of ordering element, the riches are fragments and it’s difficult to read 
the uniqueness of the land. Highlighting the critical issues and the hidden resources of the terri-
tory, we are going to prefigure a project of new urban cohesion: "the Ecomuseum of the Isthmus 
and the Canal of Corinth". The proposal is to define new and specific activities of planning that 
look to protect the Corinth Canal, to relate the main features of the district, to value the social, 
economic, cultural and environmental aspects. In accordance with the principles of the Europe-
an Landscape Convention, the project aims at regenerate the historical and landscape identity 
that allows communities to be resilient systems able to use their local resources in a unique and 
unrepeatable way. A new scenario is in form and it need knowledge about design, history, art, 
archaeology, geography, sociology, economy and politics because it has to adapt the territory to 
the change and plan the area for a new form of cities Governance. 

2 THE TERRITORY OF THE ISTHMUS AND THE CANAL 

The past has left its marks in the territory of the Isthmus of Corinth: land where myth, legend, 
culture, art and war have built the heart of Western civilization over thousands of years. The ter-
ritory of the Isthmus is a geographical area rich of important archaeological and landscape tes-
timonies. Actually, we see a lack of attention to this important cultural Heritage, to the places of 
a territory with a unique depth of time, with unrepeatable landscape identity of exceptional val-
ue, with aesthetic quality, with economic and cultural complexity. The first step is to recover the 
memories that the territory of the Isthmus of Corinth keeps and understand the signs of the His-
tory and of the Nature of this place. The historical and environmental knowledge is the first step 
to take a correct action to safeguard the site and only a proper protected area can be effectively 
enhanced. We start to look at some of the places, monuments, paths that identify the most sig-
nificant Landscape of the Isthmus. First of all, the Corinth Canal. The cut that divides the main-
land from the Peloponnese and that joins the Ionian Sea with the Aegean Sea is a engineering 
work of extraordinary beauty. Imagined by Periander, tyrant of Corinth, in the sixth century BC, 
started by Nero, Roman emperor in 67 AD and inaugurated in 1882 in the presence of King 
George I of Greece, the “bridge between the two seas” was the stage-set of the Mediterranean 
culture for centuries. Before the realization of the Canal, the Isthmus of Corinth was crossed by 
the Diolkos, paved wooden track where the boats were dragged to avoid the circumnavigation 
of the Peloponnese. In some parts of the territory, it is still possible to see the remains of this 
important toll passage of the past. The Diolkos was built in 602 BC by Periander, the tyrant who 
had imagined the canal and the tyrant that ruled one of the most famous cities of the ancient 
world, the Ancient Corinth (Fig. 1). 

This town, located south of the Isthmus, on a limestone plateau, was an cultural and commer-
cial center, full of shrines, buildings and monuments. Ancient Corinth had the Acropolis, called 
Acrocorinth, on which there was the temple of Aphrodite, the proper city with the agorà and the 
temple of Apollo, which still dominates the ancient greek-roman settlment, and the port of 
Lechaio, extremely important harbor in terms of commercial aspects. During the period of 
greatest splendor, Corinth was famous for its ceramics, marketed throughout the Mediterranean 
area. The "Corinthian" vessels, decorated with scenes of war, hunting and banquets, were found 
in almost all sites outside the greek land and are testimonies of the colonial and artistic domain 
of Corinth and its cultural supremacy in the West seas during the 7th and 6th century BC. A very 
important site, supervised by the Corinthian polis, was the sacred area dedicated to Poseidon, 
the sanctuary of Isthmia. In addition to the temple, dedicated to the worship of the God of the 
Sea, in the sanctuary it was also the stadium and the theater. Around 584 BC, the Isthmian 
Games were established. They were athletic and religious parties as second in importance only 
to Olympia. The traditional date of the foundation of the Isthmian Games is placed around the 
584 BC and they took place every two years, and during the event there were also being held 
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competitions of prose and poetry. Another important sanctuary placed under the control of Cor-
inth was the Heranion of Perachora. The sanctuary of the Hera goddess, queen of Olympus, was 
located in an inlet of the Gulf of Corinth, at the end of the peninsula Perachora. In this site we 
can find the remains of the temple of Hera, a stoa and a large cistern. The cult of Hera was start-
ed in the 4th century BC and ended in 146 AC with the sack of Corinth by the Roman army. In 
fact, in 146 BC, the city of Corinth was partially destroyed. The new Corinth, a Roman colony, 
was refounded in 44 BC under Julius Caesar kingdom using the centuriation system, a regular 
pattern with a rotation of about 3° for geo-morphological need. In addition to the traces of Ro-
man centuriation system, which are still recognizable in the linear signs in the land, many are 
the remains of the roman establishment as the villas of noble families who lived in the district of 
the Isthmus, as the walls of Hexamilion, the system of fortifications built by the Romans to de-
fend themselves by the barbarian invasions, and as the Port of Kechries, where St. Paul was to 
pray and where now there’s a pilgrimage site. The ancient baths of Loutraki, were known since 
ancient times and there are various legends about the presence of healing waters during the 
reign of Alexander the Great. The presence of water has contributed significantly to make rich 
this land. The water was a resource: the presence of spring water from the mountains has given 
favorable conditions for the settlement, it made fertile the soil and has nurtured over the centu-
ries the process of development of the productive land. Water was also infrastructure and vehi-
cle of cultural diffusion. The presence of water has also allowed to merge into this place all the 
cultures of different countries who crossed it and turn this place of transit and trade in the set-
stage for the creation of one big community with a well-defined, historical, cultural, architectur-
al and landscape identity which the Mediterranean identity. Furthermore the Gulfs of this re-
gion, the Gulf of Corinth to the west and the Saronic Gulf to the east, and the heights present, 
Mount Gherania north and south Acrocorinth, allowed to watch from above, to control a vast 
territory and made conditions of effective defense. Environmental conditions and fragments of 
an extraordinary story that has left its mark until the Second World War, when in 1944 the 
Germans undermined the channel. Many, in fact, are the German bunkers found in the territory 
of the Isthmus. The Territory of the Isthmus is a material and historical testimony of an excep-
tional world value and it has a value added value because it’s the result of the evolution of the 
concept of Heritage through centuries. 

3 A RESPONSE TO VALUES 

Today, in the territory of the Isthmus, we are witnessing an incessant process of cancellation of 
history and nature. Many of the traces of the past that are located in this area are proofs of the 
state of abandon,  of physical degradation and cultural disinterest. In the best case, they are seen 
as limited attendance disconnected from metropolitan context and perceived as random and epi-
sodic evidence. This way of living the heritage produce an impoverishment of the cultural sys-
tem and the loss of identity of the site. Aggressive urbanization does not respect and does not 
bother to protect the historical and archaeological sites and the morphology of the environment. 
The unprogrammed urban development planning, the high anthropogenic pressures and the 
serius environmental risks are reason of worries. Everything in this area, is convertible and ne-
gotiable and and this is an uncontrollable situation with by the planning instruments where the 
search for a new order in the landscape and new rules of the report appear necessary. The poor 
state of maintenance of the monuments determines the loss of cultural and social identity of lo-
cal people. The preservation and enhancement of the existing feeds the sense of belonging to a 
territory and reactivate the process of his treatment by those who lives there (Fig. 2). 

All elements in the area of the Isthmus tell the life of people who laid the foundations of the 
Western civilization, they tell about a time when it was born the science, the politic, the philos-
ophy, the literature, the theater, the art and the architecture that still continue to inspire us. Pro-
tect and enhance the Heritage is the duty of local community, international organizations and of 
the world academic system. It’s the time to pay attention to this area in order to prevent, avoid, 
stop and suppress acts of destruction of a culturally relevant site. The value of this context has to 
be considered an essential ingredient for the practice of planning and the design of the connec-
tions between the main streets of comunizione and archaeological sites is one of the main ac-
tion. Last but not least, we need to recover the relationship between land and water. It’s a link 
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that we can bring to the dawn of Greek civilization when the sea and its two bays allowed the 
development and wealth of the mainland. This relationship, strong in the past, has been lost over 
the centuries. With the start of the processes of modernization and the sprawl of urban areas, the 
link between city and water becomes less marked and the Corinth Channel, from historical, nat-
ural and landscape resource, becomes obstacle that stands the roadway rationalization. It's easy 
to accuse lapses in the landscape of the Isthmus. But it is equally easy to see that the wealth of 
this site can be an investment for the future. The historical and environmental relevances in the 
area of the Isthmus can be resources in terms of competitiveness and growth in tourism. They 
may generate economic benefits for local people. But without a system of accommodation 
choices, protection and enhancement it is impossible to prevent the deterioration caused by ne-
glect. 

4 ECOISTHMUS PROJECT 

The redevelopment of the landscape requires the establishment of a new and specific activities 
of planning that did not stop the history, that calls into play the relationships between the main 
features, which takes into account the socio-economic, cultural and environmental aspects and 
that is going to new forms of urban assets as tools to bring into the territory of the Isthmus of 
Corinth the awareness of its uniqueness. The project "Ecoisthmus" is the project of a spread mu-
seum in the territory of the Isthmus of Corinth, a declaration of intents to maintain the integrity 
of the site’s values. The proposed project is an operational tool based on three steps that are: 

1. conduct a census of historical, archaeological and landscape values of the site 
2. define the perimeter of the cultural district 
3. connect the nodes that preserve the history of places. 

Therefore, after the identification of the important places, such as previously done, the next 
step is the definition of the perimeter of the district, a limit that will contribute to the rebirth of 
identity of the area. The perimeter, that was born as a result of the intervention of enhancement, 
recovers the historical sense of the place and feeds the sense of ownership of the territory by its 
inhabitants.  After defining the elements involved and the territorial border to the Isthmus Park, 
the action to take is to identify a path that could link the sites carrying value. The path that can 
physically reconnect these elements is the former railway line "Athens-Corinth-Patras" (Fig.3). 

The track, built around 1860, is now retired and runs through this area closely to many of its 
attractions. The archaeological relevances can be designed as landmarks of the path in the Isth-
mus widespread museum. The former railway line can become a pedestrian and cycle itinerary, 
with a light rail transit and with areas of illustration and exhibition. Near the archaeological 
sites, the exhibit will not be separated from the direct observation of the ruins and this will allow 
to enjoy the landscape of the Isthmus in all its vitality. The project suggests the definition of a 
new regional framework in which past and present coexist in a relationship of mutual enhance-
ment. The proposed strategy provides the integration between knowledge, conservation and 
promotion of the ultural heritage and the development of socio-economic system of the territory. 
The project "Ecoisthmus" is not the final act but the starting point of a process that can involve 
all the stakeholders of the site. The project will be able to inform residents and tourists on the 
cultural-historical and landscape state of the area of the Isthmus, identify problems to be solved 
for the protection and select how to implement a system of measures turned to the promotion of 
a geographical catchment area from which many of the ancient cultures of the Mediterranean 
originated. Promoting the attention of the authorities, scholars and peoples on the possibility of 
the exploitation of the Heritage means activate new economic dynamics based on quality tour-
ism resources. 

5 CONCLUSION 

It is necessary to believe in the possibility of shaping the future. After years of neglecting, it is 
now necessary to re-establish a relationship with history as a form of heritage, and to promote a 
new relationship with the ancient architectures not just in terms of form, but also in terms of its 
anthropological and environmental dimensions. We must look back even a little, or sideways, to 
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encourage the recovery of precious knowledges developed over the long journey of humanity, 
not to commit the mistake of abandoning them and to safeguard the structures and buildings that 
materialize the relationship between the territory of the Isthmus and its history. The site, physi-
cally, already exists but it should be recognized, identified, organized and managed through a 
targeted politics. This region as a whole is a key asset for the entire Mediterranean region as a 
place where some of the testimonies and historical processes that have characterized much of 
the cultures that still gravitate around this large basin. 

 
“We can conclude that there are two extreme viewpoints of man-nature. In the 

first, anthropocentric man– ignorant of evolutionary history, innocent of man s 
dependence, his allies and cohorts, lowborwed and brutish – destroys as he goes, 
while adulating man and his works. The opposing view is less certain of man s 
place. It reserves the right to justify man as not only a unique species, but one with 
the unequaled gift of consciousness. This man, aware of his past, his unity with all 
things and all life, proceeds with a deference born of understanding, seeking his 
creative role”.  (Mcharg Ian L., Progettare con la Natura, Franco Muzio Editore, 
Padova, 2007, p.57). 
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Figure 1. The Ancient Corinth. Photograph F. Guerrucci. 

 
Figure 2. The Gulf of Corith from Acrocorinth. Photograph L. Zazzara.
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Figure 3. The Corith Canal and the disused railway bridge. Photograph F. Guerrucci. 
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