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Abstract:
Museums are being promoted by ICOM as guardiamstangible heritage. What sense does this make,

if any, and what is the impact on documentatiorcpca?

In recent years ICOM has been encouraging movbeoden the notion of cultural heritage to include
intangible as well and tangible heritage. The thefrthe ICOM General Conference in 2004 in Seoul,
Korea - Intangible Heritage — clearly demonstrd@@M's strategic interest in intangible heritaged a
the ICOM mission statement now reflects this exéehdommitment to "the conservation, continuation
and communication to society of the world's natarad cultural heritage, present and future, targibl
and intangible."

Traditionally, museums have been concerned prignaiith collections of physical objects —the

“material evidence of people and their environmgag’the ICOM definition used to read. Current
documentation standards and practice have beerizedcand carefully developed over many years on
the basis of this assumption. The extension ofrthseum's mission to include intangible heritage
represents a radical change of direction, onedhialtd — if it is taken seriously — have a profoumgact

on all aspects of museum activity, not least orudwentation practice. How can museums come to terms
with this revolution? What does “intangible hergdgnean exactly? and how do you go about
conserving and documenting it? This paper aimsafg the issues and to offer some ideas on how to
get a grasp on the intangible.
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Defining the intangible

The idea of Intangible Cultural Heritage (ICH) relceady been in the air for some
years when in 2003 UNESCO adopted the Conventiagh@Rrotection of the
Intangible Cultural HeritageéThe stated aims of the convention are:

(a) to safeguard tHfaéntangible cultural heritage;

(b) to ensure respect for the intangible cultural heetof the
communities, groups and individuals concerned,;

(c) to raise awareness at the local, national andnatemal levels of the
importance of the intangible cultural heritage, ahénsuring mutual
appreciation thereof;

(d) to provide for international cooperation and assicé.

The UNESCO Convention defines intangible heritagie a

...the practices, representations, expressions, laungel skills — as well as
the instruments, objects, artefacts and culturatep associated therewith —
that communities, groups and, in some cases, thais recognize as part of
their cultural heritage. This intangible cultur&ritage, transmitted from
generation to generation, is constantly recreayecbmmunities and groups
In response to their environment, their interactsth nature and their
history, and provides them with a sense of idermtitgl continuity...

This definition is generally understoodramuire the following criteria:
* Auto-determinatiofcommunities and groups define their own ICH)

* Transmissiorf{manifestations and practices are transmitted fsomgeneration
to the next)

» Constitutive of identitythe expressions must reflect a strong sense ofitge

» Living and viablgexpressions of ICH must be actively pursued, imstant
transformation and have a good chance of remasuoig

The Convention lists the following examples of damsaof ICH:

(a) oral traditions and expressions, including languagya vehicle of the
intangible cultural heritage;

(b) performing arts;

(c) social practices, rituals and festive events;

(d) knowledge and practices concerning nature andrihverse;
(e) traditional craftsmanship.

A few examples of ICH inscribed on the UNESCO “Regmtative List” can help to
give a more precise idea of the intended scopeeoUNESCO convention.
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The Al-Sirah Al-Hilaliyyah Epic, Egypt. Inscribed 2008
The Tango, Argentina and Uruguay. Inscribed in 2009
Lacemaking in Croatia. Inscribed in 2009

Georgian Polyphonic Singing. Inscribed in 2008

o bk b PRE

The “Silbo Gomero” whistled language of the islarid.a Gomera,.
Inscribed in 2009

6. The Andean Cosmovision of the Kallawaya, Bolivizgsdribed in
2008

It is worth underlining that the UNESCO definitiohICH is quite restrictive and does
not cover everything that might be considered thepcontexts, as “intangible
heritage”. The criteria listed above effectivelferout, for example, manifestations or
performances of contemporary art, particularlyr&ated by an individual rather than a
community, revivals of traditional practices thet ao longer transmitted, and practices
that are not consciously recognised as forming qfaattradition’

The UNESCO definition of ICH thus appears orierntmslards protecting particular
traditional forms of ICH and is perhaps not inteshtie be read as a definition of
intangible heritagper se This has led some commentators to suggest th&3@00’s
approach to ICH is motivated as much by politicaisiderations as by scientific and
intellectual concerns:

The concept of ICH is not based on a scientificcapph, defining a
new objective, but forms part of a political inttiee linked to a
redefinition of the field of international heritagehe UNESCO
conventions are a response to the demand of cesritdm the South
for the recognition of oral traditions and pracsicknow-how and
performance, as part of the cultural heritage ohanity, to
compensate for a supposed lack of material obyecish are
primarily owned by the industrialised countriestué North

However, it is not my concern here to enter inttebate about the validity of
UNESCO'’s definition and the motives that lie behidbut rather to take it as a given,
understand its implications and examine the paeéimipact on the museum field —
particularly museum documentation.

Implementing the convention

The UNESCO convention foresees a number of meathakeare designed to
preserve and promote ICH. Articles 12, 16 and 1atealirectly to questions
of documentation:

Article 12 — Inventories

To ensure identification with a view to safeguaglieach State Party
shall draw up, in a manner geared to its own s@nabne or more
inventories of the intangible cultural heritagegamet in its territory.
These inventories shall be regularly updated.

Article 16 — Representative List of the Intangiflleltural Heritage of
Humanity
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In order to ensure better visibility of the intablgi cultural heritage
and awareness of its significance, and to encoutadegue which
respects cultural diversity, the Committee, upangloposal of the
States Parties concerned, shall establish, keép dgite and publish a
Representative List of the Intangible Cultural iege of Humanity.

Article 17 — List of Intangible Cultural Heritage Need of Urgent
Safeguarding

With a view to taking appropriate safeguarding mees, the
Committee shall establish, keep up to date andgiublList of
Intangible Cultural Heritage in Need of Urgent $pfarding, and
shall inscribe such heritage on the List at theiest of the State Party
concerned.

These provisions clearly make a distinction betwideract of identifying and
documenting elements of ICMjth a view to safeguardingnd the measures needed to
ensure that that ICH is in fact preserved. Creatmgntories and documenting ICH are
seen as a necessary first step towards preseryatbas aneansof preservations.
However, as we shall see, this distinction sometibexomes blurred.

Impact for Museums

Based on the foregoing description of ICH, as aefiby UNESCO, museum
professionals could be forgiven for assuming thatilmpact on their institutions would
be minimal. The convention makes no direct mendibmuseums or the role they
might play with respect to ICH. Moreover, museuersdtto work in a very different
mind-set, one that can make concerns about ICH semmginal or even irrelevant. A
few specific aspects of established museum ‘culauré@ values are worth highlighting:

1. Museums have traditionally concentrated on buildind conserving
collections ofphysicalartefacts and specimens, rather than focusing on
intangible elements such as skills, beliefs, at#isiand events. This is not to
say that documentation of museum collections doesefier to skills, beliefs,
activities, and events, etc., but that these thargslocumented to give
contextual background. They are referred to insa¢ahey throw light upon
and enhance understanding of the material collestio

2. Furthermore, UNESCOQO'’s definition of ICH is cleadgncerned with practices
and forms that are recognised by a given groupomeunity as representative
andtypical forms of expression. However, with the possiblesgtion of some
ethnographic and archaeological collections, musegenerally tend to place a
higher value on thexceptionafrather than the typical — the emphasis is on
creative individuals rather than community prodoics.

3. Finally, and with the notably exception of collects of contemporary art, most
museums collections concentrate on preserving eggkpting items from the
past from cultures that may no longer be 'viable' NESCO's sense — ones for
which knowledge, beliefs and practices have loraged to be transmitted from
one generation to the next. Naturally, this serislbural distance, and the
intellectual and imaginative effort required todwye the gap, tends to makes the
collections both mysterious and fascinating.
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None of these considerations appliesltanuseums; they are merely intended to
illustrate aspects of the traditional museum pgmadiHowever, taken together or
separately, they provide a rationale for viewingl&s being limited to certain specific
categories of museums.

Despite all this, ICOM has taken up the challenigkél in a particularly active
fashion.

ICOM'’s reaction to ICH

The International Council of Museums (ICOM) wadant extremely quick off the
mark. ICOM’sComité International pour la Documentati¢8IDOC) devoted its 2002
conference t®reserving Cultures: Documenting Non Material Hageé;and a
workshop on Museums and Intangible Heritage, heRD02 as part of the 7th
Regional Assembly of the Asia Pacific ICOM in Shhag resulted in the “Shanghai
Charter” on Intangible Heritadeanticipating the UNESCO Convention by almost a
year.

The Charter was followed in 2004, by the “Seoul IBetion of ICOM on the
Intangible Heritage”,announced at the ICOM triennial conference devtied
Intangible Heritage. The following clauses are aftigular interest:

The general assembly of ICOM [...]

Invites all relevant museums involved in the cdllat, preservation
and promotion of the intangible heritage to givetipalar attention to
the conservation of all perishable records, notakdgtronic and
documentary heritage resources; [...]

Recommends that museums give particular attentidrresist any
attempt to misuse intangible heritage resourceartitularly their
commercialisation without benefits to the primaugtodians; |[...]

Recommends that all training programmes for musperafessionals
stress the importance of intangible heritage antide the
understanding of intangible heritage as a requirgriog qualification;

ICOM'’s mission statement was also changed to iatediCH. The ICOM definition of
a museum now reads as follows:

Section 1. Museum. A museum is a non-profit, peenamstitution
in the service of society and its development, dpethe public,
which acquires, conserves, researches, communigatesxhibits the
tangible and intangible heritage of humanity asceitvironment for
the purposes of education, study and enjoytent.

Taken literally, these documents place tangibleiatahgible heritage squarely on the
same footing. Museums are henceforth expectedouirg; conserve, research,
communicate and exhibit both tangible and intargyi@ritage — the two are seen as
equivalent, subject to the same recommendatiomslittons and requirements.

Training and understanding of ICH is presentedmetely as an option, but as an
obligation. At the risk of appearing pedantic, waynalso note that both the Definition
and the Seoul Declaration imply that intangiblethge is something that can be
readilyacquiredandconservedy a museum. Given UNESCO’s emphasis on the ICH
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as living tradition, transmitted from one genematio the next and in constant
evolution, this assumption appears paradoxical. iHoght an institution go about
acquiring and preserving something ltke TangoGeorgian Polyphonic Singingr
The Andean Cosmovisi®n

To make sense of this apparent paradox, we areddaccconclude that ICOM’s
Definition and Declaration are imprecisely wordedl éhat they are in fact intended to
refer, elliptically, to the acquisition of recordis and other forms of documentation
relating tomanifestation®f intangible heritage, rather than to the acgoisiand
conservation of actual elements of ICH.

This interpretation is reinforced by two of thegeumendations contained in the Seoul
Declaration: firstly, that museums involved in tt@lection, preservation and

promotion of the intangible heritagdhould give particular attention to tbenservation

of all perishable recordsotably electronic and documentary heritage ness,) and
secondly, that museums should resist attempts tsusa intangibléeritage resources
and particularly their commercialisation withounbkéts to the primary custodians”

[my italics]. These recommendations, referringdoards and heritage resources, would
seem to apply most naturally to recordings, phatplgs and other documentary asSets
that museums might indeed acquire.

If this interpretation is correct, it points to asteading ambiguity at the heart of the
debate: while apparently talking about the predemaf ICH, the emphasis shifts to
the conservation alocumentary assetslating to ICH. This ambiguity may well be
unintentional, but it has the effect of grantingseums a far more significant role than
they might otherwise claim.

Stretching a point?

A considerable amount of debate and discussioflatesi between the issues of
documentingand ofpreservinglCH, appearing to underline the significant rdiatt
museums have to play in safeguarding and presemviaggible heritage. The 2004
N°4 edition of ICOM news, “Museums and Intangiblerkbhge”, reproducing the
keynote speeches from the Seoul conference, isctesistic in this resped}.

The late Sid Ahmed Baghli, Cultural Advisor on ermanent Delegation of Algeria
to UNESCO and one of the authors of the UNESCO Eptiwn, advocates an
extension of the museum’s traditional role to enpass the safeguarding and
dissemination of both real and virtual objects:

A vast field of collaboration in the task of safegting intangible
heritage now offers itself to us as museum profesds. [...]A new
and vitally important task is to integrate and dmfate intangible
heritage. This is now possible with the aid of reavdiovisual tools
[...] we must not hesitate to use real or virtualealg as cultural tools
in the service of society.

While Richard Kurin, Director for Folklife and Culial Heritage at the Smithsonian
Institution is of the opinion that, while not idgasuited to the task, Museums are
nonetheless the best hope for the preservatio@léfand that they should therefore
become th@rimary agenciesf the UNESCO Convention:

Should governments around the world now designatgenms as the
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primary agencies for the new Convention? Can museeally
safeguard intangible cultural heritage? [...] Onelmh&rgue that it
would be better for museums not to have such aimdafeguarding
culture. [...] Museums are generally poor institudar safeguarding
intangible cultural heritage — the only problenthat there is
probably no better institution to do ¥o.

These comments are revealing. They depict musesntigeanatural or inevitable
guardians and custodians of ICH. Preserving ICsten as an extension of the
museum’s traditional role: the skills needed f@ phmeserving material heritage can be
adapted and applied to the conservation of intdaediberitage. However, there is a clear
risk if ICH is squeezed into the material heritpgeadigm, transformed from living
tradition into “assets” that can be collected, doeuated and exploited. O Young Lee,
Former Minister of Culture, Korea, for example,arrhs us that technical solutions
now exists to the problem of storing such intargydsets:

[...]Junless we actually place the intangible assetn institution that
we call museum, and store them in a special ghasgator that we
call evaluation, categorisation or contextualigatibey will disappear
altogether in the present globalised world. [...]Whle development
of semiconductor chips, we can now document arme stdangible
assets. And this is possible in a way that wasnoeivable until now.
Soonl,swe will see a computer memory chip becomingiaeum in
itself.

Limits of documentation

It is important to understand the legitimate rdlattdocumentation can play and avoid
getting carried away by unrealistic enthusiasmnéied above, in reference to
UNESCO articles 12, 14 and 16, documentation magicdy contributeto preserving
ICH - in the same way that a passenger list canm $ele lives in a disaster. Identifying
what needs to be saved can facilitate prompt aedtafe action:

Inventories are integral to the safeguarding aingible cultural
heritage because they can raise awareness abangiioie cultural
heritage and its importance for individual and edtive identities. The
process of inventorying intangible cultural hergaand making those
inventories accessible to the public can also eragmicreativity and
self-respect in the communities and individuals ighexpressions and
practices of intangible cultural heritage origindteentories can also
provide a basis for formulating concrete plans afeguard the
intangible cultural heritage concernéd

Inventories, by drawing attention to specific eleseof ICH, can highlight their
importance and stimulate the search for meansaepve them. However,
documentation does not, in itself, preserve or enresintangible heritage.

The distinction | wish to make here is an extensibane of the fundamental concepts
used in the field of linguistics, the distinctioativeenlangueandparole" (roughly,
language and speech). While examples of speakierg asanguage (parole) can easily
be recorded, documented and preserved, this doeespire the whole grammar and
vocabulary of the language (langue) — no one spdaiavs it all — and it does little to
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preserve the language akveng tradition. Indeed, UNESCO devotes considerable
resources to the preservation of an estimated 2aB@uages that are at risk
worldwide'® — documentation is just a part of this effort. éuikise, recording a dancer

or a musician — capturing a trace of a particueafggmance — does not thereby capture
the ability to perform the dance or to play thernmsient. This is particularly the case
for oral traditions, where spontaneous improvisaigoften used to adapt a
performance to local circumstances. What formsxtéraporisation are legitimate and
acceptable depends on a deep, intuitive graspedhtplicit rules of the tradition.

Furthermore, creating and publishing an inventemyat a neutral act. The inventory is
intended to be published and to stimulate actitimeravise it does not serve its purpose.
However, unless the whole inventory process iseout in a particularly sensitive
and appropriate manner, it may actually have agveely detrimental effect:
canonisingthe particular style of performance that is registl in the inventory —
granting a spurious stamp of authenticity — andatiively freezing a living tradition.
UNESCO recognises the risk:

To be kept alive, intangible cultural heritage mustrelevant to its
community, continuously recreated and transmittechfone
generation to another. [...] but safeguarding dagsnean fixing or
freezing intangible cultural heritage in some por@rimordial form.
Safeguarding intangible cultural heritage is alibattransferring of
knowledge, skills and meaning. [...] any safeguagdneasure refers
to strengthening and reinforcing the diverse amrtedeacircumstances,
tangible and intangible, that are necessary foctmtinuous evolution
and interpretation of intangible cultural heritage,well as for its
transmission to future generatiotis.

Richard Kurin uses a hypothetical example to umtkethe immense scale of the
difficulties involved in attempting to safeguardangible heritage:

Consider the intangible cultural heritage of thecatbed marsh Arabs
of Iraq. Hundreds of thousands of people for thadsaf years have
occupied the marshlands of Mesopotamia, buildiegl teouses and
boats, exploiting the natural resources, and deusdoa way of life in
a tough environment. [...] Saddam dammed the rivedstiaus
drained the wetlands, eliminating the ecologicai®af marsh Arab
culture.

Now suppose you run the museum of Iragi marshlaitdre. You can
acquire the region’s traditional reed houses andnique long canoes,
record the memories of those who fled the marshéamtremember
its ways, collect and exhibit historical photograyt life in the
wetlands and develop charts illustrating the compldtural ecology.
But actions on such atomised morsels of culturenait by
themselves restore or safeguard the culture ayaflde. The only
real way to do that would be to actually restoeertiarsh
environment, re-populate the region, and work withural exemplars
and practitioners to see that the community’s tialé re-assert
themselves. As a museum professional you would teestart by
working with hydrologists and agronomists, econdsnsd
engineers. Your canvas is not the walls of a musleuifding, but the
landscape of a large, distressed coutitry.
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Are museums the best institutions to preserve intangible
heritage?

[...] museums must consider carefully what theyusthand should not
do, to “safeguard” intangible cultural heritagel jasking museums to
preserve intangible cultural heritage is an inhéygsroblematic
idea’®

Makio Matsuzono, Director, National Museum of Etlogy, Japan
So are museums really the best places to recordateduard intangible heritage?

UNESCO highlights five existing inventory programsifer ICH, in Bulgaria, Brazil,
Ethiopia, the Philippines, and VenezuBlZhese programmes all involve extensive
national field-work over many years: researchdrgjents and volunteers working with
communities to record and document the culturalifestations that are valuable for
the communities themselves. The descriptions detledforts underline the difficulty of
formulating appropriate methods of data collectibe, immense volume of data that
needs to be collected, analysed and interpretedhenextent of the resources required.
Significantly, all these programmes are organigeadraational level by government
agencies. None of them involves museums in angtdivay.

Swiss inventory of ICH

The Swiss ICH inventory programme is typical in ma@spects and underlines some
of the problems inherent in creating a nationaémtery.

Switzerland ratified the UNESCO Convention in 200Be Swiss Office Fédérale de la
Culture (OFC) is responsible for the creation oitional inventory of ICH within
Switzerland. Each of Switzerland's 26 Cantons stghanlist of significant elements to
the OFC, which has appointed a group of experéstablish a final selection of
elements consideradpresentativdor the country as a whole. The OFC recogniseis tha
this organisation places limits on the principleaafo-determination the possibility

for communities to define what constitutes theiHIr themselves. The final decision
is placed in the hands of experts who, necessarigynot members of the community.
There is also a real risk of creating a perceiviedarchyof ICH, between elements that
are accepted, i.e. judged authentic and notewaatiythose that are not. Similar
problems exist, of course, at the internationatlewith respect to the UNESCO
representative list.

In 2010 a new museum law, thei sur les musées et les collectigh®1C)?! came into
effect in Switzerland, affecting all federally-owhemuseums and providing
Switzerland with a national museum policy for thstftime?? It commits all the
museums of th&wiss Museum Group respect common goals, notably to preserve
ICH, in accordance with the UNESCO Convention drertew ICOM definition.

There is thus now a statutory requirement for Swesderal museums to preserve ICH.
(In principle, these museums could be held accdlmifithey fail to do so.) The new
law stipulates that the Federal museums must catgwith other museums and
collections within Switzerland. At present, howeubey are not involved in the
national inventory programme.
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Impact on documentation standards and practice

As you are no doubt aware, current museum docurt@mistandards such as
Spectrunt? the CIDOC Guideline&’ or ISO 21127 are the fruit of years of collective
effort by museum professionals. Inevitably, mosthaefse standards were conceived
well before the UNESCO Convention and ICOM'’s redisiefinition of the museum, so
support for ICH is not guaranteed. Furthermore,guuss wishing to acquire a
collections management package generally stipudsigect for one or more of these
standards as a requirement. Responding to markedro companies then use them as
an integral part of the software development precéBere is thus a serious potential
knock-on effect if museum documentation standare<hanged to deal with

intangible heritage.

Helpfully, UNESCO provides some guidelines for intaxies of intangible cultural
heritage?® These include the following elements:

1. Identification of the element

1.1. Name of the element, as used by communityargconcerned;

1.2. Short, maximally informative title (includingdication of domain(s));
1.3. Community(ies) concerned,

1.4. Physical location(s) of element;

1.5. Short description.

2. Characteristics of the element

2.1. Associated tangible elements;

2.2. Associated intangible elements;

2.3. Language(s), register(s), speech level(s)vedy
2.4. Perceived origin.

3. Persons and institutions involved with the eletme

3.1. Practitioners(s)/performer(s): name(s), agedgr, social status, and/or
professional category, etc.;

3.2. Other participants (e.g., holders/custodians);

3.3. Customary practices governing access to #graeazit or to aspects of it;
3.3. Modes of transmission;

3.4. Concerned organizations (NGOs and others).

4. State of the element: viability

4.1. Threats to the enactment;

4.2. Threats to the transmission;

4.3. Availability of associated tangible elementsl aesources;
4.4. Viability of associated tangible and intangiblements;
4.5. Safeguarding measures in place.

5. Data gathering and inventorying

5.1. Consent from and involvement of the commugrityip in data gathering
and inventorying;
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5.2. Restrictions, if any, on use of inventorietiaga
5.3. Resource persons(s): name and status oaadfil]
5.4. Date and place of data gathering;

5.5. Date of entering data into an inventory;

5.6. The inventory entry compiled by....

6. References to literature, discography, audi@limaterials, archives.

As even a casual glance at this list reveals, safittee data elements are familiar,
while others are less so. Some terms, sudbeaseived origin, speech level@)d
enactmentmay even seem a little exotic and require expianaThe elements in
sections 3 and 4 in particular, do not fit comfblyainto existing museum
documentation standards and are likely to caudaelemres if they are to be recorded in a
standard collections management system. A naiveapip, one which requires
museums to simply use their existing skills andastiructure to document ICH, is thus
likely to prove problematic.

A possible approach

It would be a great loss, however, if technicalgbeans were to prevent museums from
getting a grip on the intangible. The effort isidaéély worth the candle. All museum
objects, whether artefacts or specimens, are enededda web of knowledge, beliefs,
assumptions, codes and practices: a “semantic bafjgdnich can be expressed in
terms of ICH. It is extremely important for museuto$y able to refer to this
intangible background, allowing specific items togdaced in their cultural context.
Without this context, interpretation and appreciatbecome difficult, or even
impossible — objects become mute and meaninglesa wi lose the key to the
hieroglyphs. Documentation of ICH provides musewith primary material for
contextualisation: an essential aspect of all mesdacumentation. What | am
proposing here is that the documentation of intalegheritage is best seen,from a
museum perspective, not as a new initiative, amalego and carried out in parallel
with the task of collecting and conserving matenlitage, but as an extension to
existing documentation practice making sense oenatheritage by providing a more
structured and explicit link with the relevant inggble aspects. Not all museums will
have the resources and the will to transform théraseand assume an active role in
preserving ICH, but all can benefit from enhancedraness of ICH in the
documentation of their collections.

Documentation standards (and by extensions callestmanagement systems) will
need to be revised. Currently, some contextuatin&bion to be recorded in relation to
collection items, but ICH data stored in this wayindervalued and difficult to use as a
resource in its own right. ICH information needdtomade more explicit and to ensure
that all documentation requirements are adequdesit with.

This investment could have both intellectual anoheenic benefits for museums.
Libraries have for many years enjoyed the advastafjgharing data between
institutions. A bibliographic notice created by dnstitution can easily be adapted and
reused by another. Sharing data in this way endiblesies to avoid costly repetition
of data entry and helps to improve quality. Musetnage not found themselves in the
same happy position due in large part to the higpbcific or unique character of the
items they collect. Sharing catalogue data betvirestitutions has only limited
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economic value and makes sense only in exceptaaimstance$’ However, these
considerations do not apply to documentation meggtitd ICH. ICH forms a common
semantic background for many museum items, evewliole collections, so there is a
considerable potential for sharing and exchand€Hdfdata between institutions. The
high costs of collecting, collating and enteringadeould be spread and the quality of
the data improved thanks to distributed input aalcbation.

An Egyptian example

An example from an ongoing project in Egypt illasés the potential for integrating
ICH information with material collections. Intendpdmarily for the Egyptians
themselves, the National Museum of Egyptian Ciatien (NMEC) aims to tell the
story of Egyptian culture from antiquity to the peat day. The museum will be housed
in a purpose-built building, designed by the Egypiarchitect Dr EI Ghazali Kosseiba.
Covering a total surface area of over 60'0G0the new museum occupies a relatively
undeveloped site in the district of Al Fustat, ba butskirts of Cairo. Unlike a
traditional archaeological museum, the NMEC's roissilearly embraces all aspects of
Egyptian culture, ancient and modern, materialiatahgible. Exhibition themes
include the Nile and its role in agriculture anahisport, language and writing,
traditional crafts and clothing, administration aatiety, music, poetry and dance,
religion beliefs and knowledge. The need to foadetl and integrated documentation
relating material artefacts with ICH is one of thest challenging aspects of the
NMEC project.

The exhibitions are conceived as a series of neesgttelling the story of Egyptian
culture. The items on display, while often bealit#ud fascinating in themselves,
function primarily as illustrations or evidence danlining the exhibition narrative.
Unfortunately, the existing object documentatiorswat created with this role in mind.
It concentrates on the traditional museum inventprgstions of provenance, materials
and condition, and makes only passing referenteetaultures that created the
artefacts, how they were used and what symbolrelaious significance they might
have. Trying to understand a culture solely onbtasis its material vestiges is a skilled
task; it is what archaeologists are trained for.B/could not afford to assume that
visitors would be capable of similar feats of imregive reconstruction. The problems
then were both conceptual and technical.

Current museum documentation standards and softizcanet provide adequate
support for dealing with intangible heritage inaneincing and integrated way, so
while using a commercially available software pagkanade sense for collections
management, it meant that intangible heritage wbaie to be documented separately.
In the case of the NMEC this turned out well siregponsibility for documenting and
archiving information about intangible heritage veasumed by the Folk Creativity
Centre (FCC), a newly founded institution basethenhistoricBeit al Suhaymarea of
Cairo. The information schema was thus be designaahd two separate but
cooperating information systems, dealing with matemd immaterial cultural

heritage.
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The Thesaurus for Egyptian Traditional Culture

In order to ensure the conceptual and technicagnation of the NMEC and FCC
databases, UNESCO and NMEC sponsored the credtabilbngual thesaurus for
Egyptian Traditional Culture (TETC). Dr. Sameeh &ha was appointed by the
Egyptian Society for Folk Traditions to organise thork. Research for the thesaurus
was carried out by a team of 31 field workers wdw@r a period of 18 months,
collected information from 14 governorates coverngpresentative selection of
urban, rural, Bedouin and coastal areas.

The thesaurus is organised around five main topmggring different aspects of
Egyptian culture.

1-River Nile: Traditional methods of agricultusmimal husbandry, transportation.
2-Writing: Traditional calligraphy, science, liggure...

3-Material Culture: Traditional arts and crafts;hatecture, clothing and fashion...
4-State and Society: Traditional administratiystem, jurisdiction, trade, traditional
family, role of women, education, festivals andeteations, performing arts and
entertainments, diet and cookery....

5-Beliefs and World Outlook: Destiny, magic, ewke..

These topics cover the broad themes around wheNMEC exhibitions are
organised. Each topic is broken down into a hiénaaf sub-topics, corresponding to
activities, and at the most detailed level tootefacts and other material items. Each
level is numbered sequentially, which creates a digit “facet number” to uniquely
identify each specific concept. Ploughs, for examfall under the classification
1.1.1.1:

1. River Nile
1.1. Agriculture
1.1.1. Ploughing, seeding, levelling
1.1.1.1. Plough

In other words:

J—nll -

as) ) Y=y

o2 ) dggadis ,adl s & al-1 -1 -

.;,I_ S B

Terms in the thesaurus are accompanied by one @ phtographic illustrations. The
use of numerical identifiers has the advantagdlafvang unambiguous classification
in a multilingual environment. The thesaurus playsentral and novel role in enabling
cooperation between NMEC and the FCC — one tha gegond the traditional
thesaurus functions of classification and termiggloontrol. The Folk Creativity
Centre is undertaking an extensive programme tf feessearch, photographing,
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recording and collecting relevant material througiiegypt. The FCC's documentation
and archives, photographic material, video and deaoordings are classified using the
TETC. These resources will be made available vimtarnet Web service. NMEC
collection items and exhibition materials sharesame classification system, allowing
them to be linked automatically with the releva@Cresources. This cooperation is
immensely valuable to the NMEC's exhibition desigras it enables them to tap into a
vast and constantly growing resource. It is hoped it will prove similarly valuable to
visitors, allowing individual items of material ¢ute to be placed into their intangible
cultural context.

Conclusions

The current ICOM definition of a Museum is mislaagiand needs to be clarified. By
placing intangible and material heritage on thees&woting, it gives the impression
that the acquisition, conservation and promotiomt#ngible heritage is a simple and
unproblematic extension of the museum'’s traditiool@l. This is a distortion of the
complex nature of ICH and creates obligations aqeetations that many museums
are ill-placed to assume.

Museums may adopt different approaches to ICH d#ipgron their resources and
situation:

The most ambitious will seek to redefine their nolesociety, engaging actively in
programmes designed to stimulate and preserve h@iigh the transmission of living
traditions to future generations. This will neceggaequire considerable resources and
will inevitably tend to relegate their material leaitions to a subsidiary function. The
canvas of these institutions, to paraphrase RicKarth, will lie in the landscape of
their country, beyond the museum walls.

At a more modest level, other institutions will i contribute, in collaboration with
other agencies, to national inventory programmeglyéng their documentation skills
to the identification, description and analysiel@ments of ICH and serving as a
repository for relevant items of material heritage.

Finally, all institutions can benefit from an enbad awareness of ICH, as an important
aspect of the documentation their collections -heating each object with its
“semantic baggage” allows it to be better undeidté©H documentation provides rich
contextual material forming a common backgrounchémy different collections.
Recognising this fact opens up possibilities fdtatmration and exchange that could
have both intellectual and economic benefits feritistitutions concerned.

On the basis of a clarified definition of the museésirole with respect to
documentation and preservation of ICH, CIDOC armépbodies can set about
adapting and redefining documentation standardgeaxtice, bringing them into line
with the new requirements that museums are expéaterbet. This work can, in turn,
be used by software companies to ensure that msseoimtinue to have adequate
technical supports for their activities.

The notion of ICH is an important one and its depetent over recent years highlights
some neglected aspects cultural heritage. Musewukiwlo well to give carefully
consideration to the relevance of ICH to theirediions and to the impact on their
documentation practices.
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! http://portal.unesco.org/en/ev.php-
URL_ID=17716&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html

2 Persistent misuse of the definite article in thevention may be the result of poor translatiomfia
French original.

% Despite UNESCO's insistence that “these domaimsiar comprehensive” in practice they are often
treated as a definitive list of accepted categoxieieh are “extended” to included additional eletsen
cf. the Practical Handbook for the Inventory of IGHINdonesia, UNESCO 2009. Not all of these
additional elements are strictly intangible in mafie.g. ancient manuscripts, film, painting, sturkp and
architecture.

* This interpretation is reinforced by the UNESC@Representative List” (formerly known as the
“Masterpieces of Oral and Intangible Heritage”) jethcontains many examples of ICH from around the
world. The majority of these fit into the traditial paradigm of artistioeuvre

® Gonseth, Marc-Olivier and Hertz, Ell&e Patrimoine culturel immaterial comme facteur de
transformationsin museums.ch N°5 2010 [my translation]

® Shaghai Chartehttp://icom.museum/shanghai_charter.html
'Seoul Declaration of ICOM on the Intangible Heriduftp://icom.museum/resolutions/eres04.html
8 |COM Statutesart.3 para.1 http:/ficom.museum/definition.html

° Resources may well be a poor translation of tleaéh ‘ressources’, which is better rendered in Ehgl
as ‘assets’.

19%Ct also the International Journal of Intangible itéaye. http://www.ijih.org/101_web/main.jsp

“The Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intaleg@ultural Heritage and New Perspectives for the
MuseumICOM News N°4 2004

2 Museums and Intangible Heritage: Culture Dead dvé® ICOM News N°4 2004

13 preparing a Vessel to Contain Lost Life: Presematand Successful Inheritance of Intangible
Cultural Heritage.ICOM News N°4 2004

“UNESCO Website http://www.unesco.org/culture/icér.php?lg=en&pg=00080 [my italics]

*The Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure makedistiaction betweetangue: “un ensemble de
signes utilisés par une communauté pour commuriigaied parole : “I'utilisation concrete des signes
linguistiques dans un contexte précis”. Sausswerlifand deEcrits de linguistique générale.

18 UNESCO Atlas of the World’s Languages in Danger
http://www.unesco.org/culture/ich/index.php?pg=0913

Y"safeguarding without freezirtgtp://www.unesco.org/culture/ich/index.php?lg=gu&00012
¥ Museums and Intangible Heritage: Culture Dead dvé® ICOM News N°4 2004

¥ Museums, Intangible Cultural Heritage and the SmifiHumanitylCOM News N°4 2004

20 http://www.unesco.org/culturefich/index.php?lg=@u&00314

21 Loi fédérale sur les musées et les collections d@@onfédération (Loi sur les musées et les catast
LMC) http://lwww.bak.admin.ch/themen/kulturpolitikilB44/index.html?lang=fr

22 gignificantly, the introduction of this law haslleo calls for similar legislation in the UK. cfidk
Poolels it time for a UK Museum Lawhttp://openculture.collectionstrustblogs.org.uk/@m®5/06/is-it-
time-for-a-uk-museum-law/

Znttp:/lwww.collectionstrust.org.uk/spectrum

4 International Guidelines for Museum Object Infotiba : The CIDOC Information Categories, June
1995 http://cidoc.mediahost.org/guidelines1995.pdf

51S0O 21127:2006 A reference ontology for the irtbarge of cultural heritage information
%6 http://www.unesco.org/culturefich/index.php?lg=@u&00266
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27 This has created a vicious circle: the low dedrfan data exchange slows the development of data
exchange standards in the museum field. This esghat the cost remains high, thereby lowering the
demand.
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