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Introducing “intangible cultural
heritage”
Ar;cle 2(1) of the Conven;on for Safeguarding Intangible
Cultural Heritage (UNESCO, 2003):
“[intangible cultural heritage] means the prac;ces,
representa;ons, expressions, knowledge, skills – as well
as the instruments, objects, artefacts and cultural spaces
associated therewith – that communi;es, groups and, in
some cases, individuals recognize as part of their cultural
heritage…”
 What are these “associated” objects/artefacts?
 How can non-material heritage be represented in a
museum?

Cultural signiﬁcance of ICH
The ‘cultural’ value (signiﬁcance) of such items is their
connec;on with the intangible knowledge, skills and
know-how with which they are used. Through this they
acquire an ICH patrimonial value.
Example: a carpenter’s tools may not in themselves be of
great heritage ‘value’ but, when they are associated with
the building of a wooden Japanese temple in tradi;onal
style using the knowledge to do this acquired over
decades through a very demanding appren;ceship
period.

Universal versus local concep>ons
of heritage
2003 Intangible Cultural Heritage Conven;on:
Interna;onal cultural heritage law-making has shiced from
a paradigm that gives value predominantly to the
material heritage―monuments, sites, artefacts and other
objects―to one that celebrates a living heritage that is
primarily located in the skills, knowledge and know-how
of contemporary human beings.
What does this mean for the role of museums in
contemporary life?

ICH – universal or local heritage?
The 2003 Conven;on takes a very nuanced approach:
Safeguarding ICH is a ‘common concern’ of humanity (Preamble)
since each element is a cons;tuent part of cultural diversity,
itself a ‘universal value’ (UNESCO, 2001).
At the same ;me, much greater space is given to the local and
speciﬁc character of this heritage. This is in keeping with its
strong human rights dimension and responds to the right of
bearer and local communi;es to enjoy and have access to
their cultural heritage (as enshrined in Ar;cle 15 of the
ICESCR) as well as to the procedural human rights principle of
par;cipa;on.

Idea of representa>veness
The idea of the Representa;ve List of ICH aims to avoid
crea;ng a hierarchy of ICH ― it celebrates the
representa2ve nature of the ICH listed and its cultural
signiﬁcance.
This no;on of representa;veness also underpins the
importance given to the community-speciﬁc character of
the heritage: it is being celebrated interna;onally
(through inscrip;on) because it represents one aspect of
the diversity of ICH worldwide being prac;sed and
performed daily by diﬀerent communi;es.

ICH deﬁned with reference to the
community
Ar;cle 2(1) states that:
“…This intangible cultural heritage, transmihed from
genera;on to genera;on, is constantly recreated by
communi2es and groups in response to their
environment, their interac;on with nature and their
history, and provides them with a sense of iden2ty and
con2nuity, thus promo;ng respect for cultural diversity
and human crea;vity…

Community par>cipa>on under
the 2003 Conven>on
Ar;cle 15 calls on state authori;es to:
“ensure the widest possible par;cipa;on of communi;es,
groups and, where appropriate, individuals that create,
maintain and transmit such heritage” in their ICH
safeguarding ac;vi;es and also “involve them ac;vely in
its management”.
So, how does this play into the work of museums?

Community involvement in what?
“Safeguarding” in Ar;cle 2(3) refers to “measures aimed at
ensuring the viability of the intangible cultural heritage”
and the following speciﬁc ac;ons:
 Iden;ﬁca;on (including inventorying)
 Documenta;on and research
 Preserva;on and protec;on
 Promo;on and enhancement
 Transmission, par;cularly through formal and non-formal
educa;on
 Revitaliza;on of the various aspects of such heritage

Challenges of community
par>cipa>on
Finding ways in which communi;es (groups and individuals)
can become more ac;vely involved in all stages of
safeguarding presents a major challenge to governments
and their na;onal heritage bodies.
It requires them to develop new ways of collabora;ng more
closely with communi;es and their representa;ves (who
may, in some cases be cultural associa;ons and, in
others, non-governmental organiza;ons).

Museums are pivotal actors and
stakeholders
Experience from the Periodic Repor;ng by States Par;es the
2003 Conven;on over the 2012-14 repor;ng cycles has shown
that certain actors serve as important vectors for
implemen;ng ICH safeguarding policies and measures:
 Local authori;es
 Community centres
 Non-governmental organiza;ons ac;ve in the ﬁeld of ICH
 Cultural associa;ons
 The private sector.
 Museums: pivotal actors in helping to integrate ICH into
society and policies for sustainable communi>es.

How can ICH be presented in a
museum?
How can a prac;ce, performance, enactment be presented
and interpreted in the museum context?
Interes;ngly, this endeavour has occurred in tandem with a
growing interest in community museums, museums of
minority and immigrant cultures and, in the UK, the US
and West Africa, museums addressing the slave trade.
Finding new ways to present and interpret ICH in
museums is part of a wider movement towards a more
community-based and less eli;st concep;on of the
museum.

What can museum’s oﬀer?
Museums need to be able to expand their range of ac;vi;es and reconsider their role within the local society and how they engage
with local communi;es and groups.
 Local museums can be central to safeguarding speciﬁc ICH
elements, ocen in coopera;on with cultural communi;es
 They can provide communi;es with educa;onal, social, spa;al
capaci;es necessary to par;cipate eﬀec;vely in ICH safeguarding
 Museums, some;mes in coordina;on with local cultural NGOs, may
oﬀer training courses on ICH management and inventorying
 Establishing documenta;on centres in local museums and cultural
centres, some custom built for speciﬁc elements, makes access
possible for many local communi;es

Challenges in harnessing the role
of museums
A general tendency to place a heavy emphasis on
documenta;on and recording, rather than on seeking to
enhance the func;on of ICH within society and the community
Museums have to re-consider how (and whether) to hold the
tangible elements associated with an ICH element in a
museum (masks, musical instruments, costumes, looms,
cooking utensils etc.)
Avoid placing restric;ons on their use by the ICH holders (e.g.
the case of the utensils necessary for the Jongmyo element in
South Korea and the performance and transmission of the
ritual and its Jerye music)

UNESCO Recommenda>on concerning the Protec>on
and Promo>on of Museums and Collec>ons, their
diversity and their role in society (2015)
Collec2on is deﬁned as “an assemblage of natural and
cultural proper;es, tangible and intangible, past and
present”
Heritage is deﬁned as “a set of tangible and intangible
values, and expressions that people select and iden;fy,
independently of ownership, as a reﬂec;on and
expression of their iden;;es, beliefs, knowledge and
tradi;ons, and living environments, deserving of
protec;on and enhancement by contemporary
genera;ons and transmission to future genera;ons”.

UNESCO Recommenda>on concerning the Protec>on
and Promo>on of Museums and Collec>ons, their
diversity and their role in society (2015)
PRIMARY ACTIVITIES OF MUSEUMS
 Preserva;on
 Research
 Communica;on (“Museum ac;ons should also be

strengthened by the ac;ons of the public and
communi;es in their favour”)
 Educa;on

UNESCO Recommenda>on concerning the Protec>on
and Promo>on of Museums and Collec>ons, their
diversity and their role in society (2015)
Educa;on
“2. Museums as spaces for cultural transmission,
intercultural dialogue, learning, discussion and training,
also play an important role in educa2on (formal, informal,
and lifelong learning), social cohesion and sustainable
development.”

UNESCO Recommenda>on concerning the Protec>on
and Promo>on of Museums and Collec>ons, their
diversity and their role in society (2015)
DIVERSITY FOF MUSEUMS
“23. The diversity of museums and the heritage of which
they are custodians cons;tutes their greatest value.
Member States are requested to protect and promote
this diversity, while encouraging museums to draw on
high-quality criteria deﬁned and promoted by na;onal
and interna;onal museum communi;es.”

Some examples …
The following three museums are chosen since they each
exemplify a par;cular way in which museums can
contribute to ICH safeguarding and community
par;cipa;on in this:
 Mohács museum alongside a 'Busó Yard' and a crac

house (Hungary)
 Open Air Museum (Hungary)
 Gilan Rural Heritage Museum (Iran)

Mohács museum for the Busó
element (Hungary)
A new independent museum devoted to
the Busó heritage element was
ini;ated in Mohács in the autumn of
2012. Here, the Busó fes;vi;es can be
viewed and experienced throughout
the year through the exhibi;ons,
interac;ve programmes and other
events organized by the museum (e.g.
Busó mask carving). The museum also
liaises with Mohács Sokác (a 100-yearold cultural circle) that teaches the
language of the Croa;an minority who
are custodians of the Busó custom,
their dances and other tradi;ons in
the frame of a 'play house'. The Busó
community orchestra of the regularly
holds dance houses and
performances.

Hungarian Open Air Museum: A
Museum as the Implemen>ng Body
On 1 April 2009 the Directorate for the Intangible Cultural Heritage was established as an
organisa;onal unit of the Hungarian Open Air Museum. Its main responsibili;es are:
1. Administering the Na;onal Inventories and having contact with ICH bearer communi;es interested in having
their element inscribed on the Na;onal Inventories.
2. Preparing nomina;on of selected heritage items for inscrip;on in the UNESCO Lists.
3. Promo;ng ICH, raising public awareness of it, facilita;ng the ﬂow of informa;on and providing opportuni;es
for show-casing heritage elements.
4. ini;a;ng professional coopera;on with partner ins;tu;ons, maintaining and opera;ng the network of
experts and co-ordinators, brieﬁng and upda;ng experts, establishing and maintaining the database of
experts.
5. Preparing related materials and documenta;on, developing project plans, guides on ICH, curricula for
training experts.
6. Devising systems to mo;vate and acknowledge bearer communi;es.
7. Liaising with the Ministry for Culture, providing proposals, recommenda;ons, projects and documenta;on
and preparing UNESCO ques;onnaires and reports etc.
In early 2010 the Directorate for ICH at the Hungarian Open Air Museum created the network of county ICH coordinators relying mostly on staﬀ working at county level museums. Their job is to assist the
implementa;on of the Conven;on at the county level and to mediate informa;on. They receive con;nued
training (4-5 ;mes annually) on the na;onal and interna;onal issues concerning the safeguarding of ICH,
including inscrip;on on the Na;onal Inventories.

Gilan Rural Heritage Museum

