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MONGOLIA 

Some Thoughts on Multinational Intangible Cultural Heritage 
Nominations — Dr. Urtnasan Norov 

 

Abstract: The fundamental purpose of the UNESCO 2003 Convention on the Safeguarding of Intangible 
Cultural Heritage is to contribute to peacebuilding, mutual understanding, respect, dialogue among 
different people and communities and to empower and enrich the cultural diversity of humanity. 

The concept and nature of ICH are linked with the expression of valuable knowledge and skills transmitted 
among ethnic communities and groups, in a word, with the spiritual memory of the people and societies, 
which transcend geographical spaces and political borders. As ICH is often shared by communities on the 
territories of more than one State Party, the multinational inscriptions of such a shared heritage on the 
UNESCO List of ICH constitute an important mechanism for promoting international cooperation. The 
Committee, therefore, decided (7.COM 14) to establish an online platform through which State Parties 
can announce their intentions to nominate elements, allowing other State Parties to learn new 
opportunities for cooperation in establishing multinational nominations. Mongolia holds the 
multinational nomination with China on the “Urtiin duu, Mongolian traditional folk long song” (2008) and 
with 18 States Parties on the “Falconry, a living human heritage,” which are inscribed on the 
Representative List of the ICH of Humanity (UNESCO, 2021). 

I believe there are several approaches for States Parties to cooperate on multinational nominations of 
their shared intangible heritage elements.  

I. The cooperation is necessary for the multinational nominations of the ICH elements shared by ethnic 
communities of one ancestral root or origin who were parted – whether recently or in earlier times due 
to different historical and political reasons – on different sides of political borders in the territories of 
more than one nation-state.  

The Northeast Asian region comprises a variety of nations with distinct cultures derived from different 
geographical environments and ethnic, cultural heritage spaces. Nevertheless, this region, which includes 
the nomadic ethnic people of the Great steppe, shares a rich and tumultuous history that has engendered 
mass dispersal of ethnic people. The ethnic communities and groups from the same origin, language, and 
culture often live on both sides of a political border, and they are residents of different nations. In such 
circumstances, cultural practices, representations, and expressions that constitute ICH elements have 
always existed in similar forms in the territories of more than one country.  

In recent years, the State Parties have started to recognize that shared heritages bring people together, 
given the shared cultural traits and for noble causes. Safeguarding ICH elements together encourages 
mutual understanding, cooperation, peacebuilding, and dialogue among ethnic communities. For 
instance, Mongolia and the People’s Republic of China have jointly nominated the “Urtiin duu, Mongolian 
traditional long song” to the UNESCO Representative List of the ICHs of Humanity (Representative List) in 
2008. 

When nations jointly encourage close cooperation of two related ethnic communities on both sides of 
political boundary to safeguard and promote their shared heritage, better outcomes are attained through 
the provision of inclusive participation by a whole practitioner-communities, regardless of their territorial 
location.  

 6 

Foreword 
Intangible cultural heritage (ICH) is transnational in nature. It transcends geographical spaces and national 
borders, creating dynamic relations, connectedness, and continuity, which is why ICH is a timeless bearer 
of cultural diversity and the foundation of the heritage of humanity.  

Nevertheless, as nation-states determine the boundaries of culture according to their national border, the 
ownership of culture is attributed to the state alone. The concept of exclusive ownership of culture is 
often controversial in the UNESCO ICH listing process, particularly when two or more nation-states have 
shared cultural heritage and cultural domains for a long time. Such conflicts lead to excessive competition 
for nomination, undermining UNESCO’s fundamental objective of contributing to peace and security by 
promoting collaboration among nations, as well as the spirit of the 2003 Convention for the Safeguarding 
of the ICH that promotes international cooperation and assistance in the safeguarding of ICH as a matter 
of general interest to humanity.  

Consequently, UNESCO encourages the multinational nomination of shared ICH to promote regional 
cooperation and international safeguarding activities, prevent conflicts among countries, and cope with 
existing disputes. In addition, States Parties are encouraged to develop networks among relevant 
communities, experts, professional centers, and research institutes, particularly about their ICH, and 
cooperate at the sub-regional and regional levels.  

Indeed, only when acknowledging that shared cultural values are an empowering characteristic of ICH can 
we truly see the unifying agent of cultural diversity. Countries in East Asia are deeply connected by a long 
history of interactions, exchanges, flows of people, goods, and ideas that have shaped shared values, 
practices, and traditions. Having a balanced view, advocating for cultural diversity, and recognizing that 
commonalities among individuals, communities, and countries as strength are virtuous tenets in the 
present time.  

In this regard, the Mongolian National Commission for UNESCO, ICHCAP, and the UNESCO Beijing Office 
have been jointly organizing the Sub-regional Meeting for the Safeguarding of ICH in East Asia biannually 
since 2014. The conference encompassed themes such as the role of media in raising awareness of ICH 
and promoting ICH in formal and non-formal education.  

However, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the 2020 edition was moved to 2021. Accordingly, under the 
theme of “Exploring and Safeguarding Shared Heritage in East Asia,” the special session has invited States 
Parties to the 2003 Convention in the East Asian region – namely Japan, Mongolia, People’s Republic of 
China, and the Republic of Korea – to reassess how ICH connects and bounds the sub-region together and 
to explore the heritage they have in common.  

Consequently, the experts from these countries have prepared the following case studies on shared 
heritage, which were presented during a virtual conference on Exploring and Safeguarding Shared ICH in 
East Asia on 10 September 2021. 

 

Boldsaikhan Sambuu 
Secretary-General  
Mongolian National Commission for UNESCO   
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the Kalmyks, a Mongolian ethnic community residing in the territory of the Russian Federation 
(Gouchinova, 2013). 

At the beginning of the XVII century, the Kalmyks migrated very far from Mongolia to the steppes of the 
Caspian lowlands in Russia and now live in the Autonomous Republic of Kalmykia, Russia.1 Ethnocultural 
contacts of these ethnic people along different periods of Kalmyk’s history within the changing historical 
and other socio-cultural environments have conditioned a new and complicated multilingual culture of 
Mongolian-speaking Kalmyks and Russian-dominated other ethnic groups. Nevertheless, the Kalmyk’s 
culture has preserved ICH elements that originated from Mongolian backgrounds, such as long song 
singing, Khuumei (overtone singing), praise songs, epic reciting, some rituals and festivities, and traditional 
knowledge and practices, including worship rituals of sacred sites.  

We would like to consider the Epic of ‘Jangar’ as an example of the outstanding shared oral tradition of 
the Mongolian-speaking ethnic people living in different nations such as Mongolia, Russia, and China. 
However, it is worthy to remark that the “accomplishment of getting the Jangar Epic its deserved 
recognition and study must be credited to the Republic of Kalmykia.2”   

Therefore, the Kalmyks would naturally like to safeguard and promote this endangered Epic of Jangar in 
close cooperation with nations of its origin, such as Mongolia, the Mongolian-speaking communities from 
Xinjiang, and Inner Mongolia in China. To this end, the Kalmyks may themselves wish to cooperate on a 
joint multinational nomination. However, multinational nominations can only result from a proposal of 
countries where a particular ICH element still exists. In this case, the multinational nomination on the Epic 
of Jangar will be possible when the Russian Federation encourages the initiation of the Kalmyk community 
and makes its intention known to submit such nominations so that other related nations can encourage 
the submission of the multinational nomination of the Epic of Jangar. Regardless of whether the Epic of 
Jangar is inscribed based on the multinational nomination or one State Party, the States Parties shall 
collaborate and make efforts to restore and safeguard the shared heritage elements which migrated in 
early times from its original nation and preserve their vulnerable ICHs at the risk of disappearing. 

III. Another possible approach for cooperation on the multinational nomination of shared ICH can be the 
nomination elaborated and proposed by more than one State, which, along the length of history, have 
been sharing the same geographical and historical space and similar type of culture and civilization 
regardless of their same ethno-genetical origin and relations. There are a few examples of the above-
mentioned approach of the multinational nomination of such ICH elements as “Transhumance, the 
seasonal droving of livestock along migratory routes in the Meditteranean and the Alps, 2019” (Austria-
Greece-Italy), “Nauryz” (12 States, 2016) and “Meditteranean diet” (Cyprus, Croatia, Spain, Greece, Italy, 
Morocco, Portugal, 2013) that are practiced in the same geographical, religious, and cultural space 
regardless of their belonging to the same ethno-genetical origin (UNESCO, 2021). 

The Northeast Asian countries, such as Mongolia and China, along with the  Central Asian countries, such 
as Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, and Tajikistan, form a unified historical and cultural 
space, which is defined by great grassland steppes and the famous Altai Mountain ranges, common 
nomadic culture, and shared history and mingled cultural ties.  

Moreover, the Mongolian-Turkic community roots from the economic and socio-cultural basis of the 
nomadic life of several ethnic communities and nationalities such as Mongols, Buryats, Kalmyks, Kazakhs, 
Kyrgyzs, Altais, Tuvinians, and Bashkirs. Thus, many commonalities exist in their dwellings, nomadic ways 
of moving, and ICHs. 

                                                             
1 Ватырева.С.Г. Народное бекоративно-прикладное искусство Калмыков. Элиста, 2006, стр.144 
2 Төв Азийн тууль – II. Ulaanbaatar. 2013. p.52 
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Mongolia and China have been encouraging close cooperation between Mongolian ethnic communities 
in the Inner Mongolian Autonomous Region in China and related communities of Mongolia to safeguard 
and enrich their shared intangible heritages. After the inscription of Urtiin duu, the governments of 
Mongolia and China established a joint ICH Committee responsible for conducting cooperative measures 
for safeguarding “Urtiin duu, Mongolian traditional long song,” and periodically examining opportunities 
for cooperation between the two countries on safeguarding shared ICH.  

The joint ICH Committee organized a Mongolia-China collaborative basic research project on the “Study 
of Mongolian folk long song heritage and proficiency.” In this framework, field expeditions were 
conducted in Mongolia and China to examine the present state of the viability of the element Urtiin duu 
among concerned Mongolian ethnic communities who live on both sides of the border and identify similar 
and different features of singing techniques of a long song and associated rituals and practices. The 
research team has effectively worked with the support of both governments of Mongolia and China. In 
addition, researchers from the Buryat Republic of Russia voluntarily joined the joint study and 
collaborated with Mongolian researchers to expand the safeguarding of the activities of a long song 
practice to the Mongolian ethnic communities in the Russian territory. 

This project provided a wide range of opportunities for researchers from both countries to conduct 
analyses and develop new concepts and methodologies through information sharing. It is worth noting 
that this basic project is an appropriate example of a joint safeguarding activity not only in the field of the 
folk long song but also in promoting other elements of ICH. 

There is a wide variety of regional styles of singing the long song that has been preserved to the present 
day among Mongolian ethnic communities living in Mongolia, Inner Mongolia in China, and the Buryat 
Republic of Russia. ICH elements of people of the same ethnic group residing in different countries may 
be expressed generally in similar ways. However, some of their aspects have been transmitted in various 
degrees of expression and viability depending on each country’s historical development as well as its 
cultural and political environment. For example, the traditional folk long song in Inner Mongolia has been 
transmitted more closely with daily practices and ordinary livelihood of ethnic Mongolian nomadic people 
than in Mongolia, where the long song itself maintains its traditional symbolic meanings and ritualistic 
characteristics.  

Therefore, long song practitioners, singers, and researchers of Mongolia have obtained good 
opportunities from Inner Mongolian experiences to learn some ritual functions and practices of long song 
singing and experiences of preserving its cultural space and the spatial environment. In turn, Inner 
Mongolian long song practitioners and bearers continue to intensively learn the advanced and proficient 
techniques of highly singing the state ceremonial long songs from its Mongolian partners. 

II. There is a possible approach for States Parties to elaborate and submit the multinational nomination of 
ICH element(s) shared by the nations of origin of the given ICH element and relative ethnic communities 
who have migrated and live far from their native countries. 

It is due to, in some cases, people in the early period of history who have migrated and carried their native 
languages and traditional ICH elements with them. In such cases, for a long time, those migrated 
communities who have been living in an environment with language and culture different than their own 
have gradually forgotten their native language and related ICH from which some aspects of expressions 
and rituals were kept in original forms and symbolic contexts. Hence, these people are very eager to 
preserve and restore their endangered ICH elements and transmit them to the next generation.  

For instance, many ethnic communities of Mongolian origin migrated in early historical periods from 
Mongolia or stayed in other countries due to military campaigns. Many ethnic communities from the 
Great Mongol Empire still live today in Afghanistan, Iran, China, Russia, etc. The most relevant example is 
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the Kalmyks, a Mongolian ethnic community residing in the territory of the Russian Federation 
(Gouchinova, 2013). 

At the beginning of the XVII century, the Kalmyks migrated very far from Mongolia to the steppes of the 
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singing, Khuumei (overtone singing), praise songs, epic reciting, some rituals and festivities, and traditional 
knowledge and practices, including worship rituals of sacred sites.  

We would like to consider the Epic of ‘Jangar’ as an example of the outstanding shared oral tradition of 
the Mongolian-speaking ethnic people living in different nations such as Mongolia, Russia, and China. 
However, it is worthy to remark that the “accomplishment of getting the Jangar Epic its deserved 
recognition and study must be credited to the Republic of Kalmykia.2”   
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nomination elaborated and proposed by more than one State, which, along the length of history, have 
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regardless of their belonging to the same ethno-genetical origin (UNESCO, 2021). 
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space, which is defined by great grassland steppes and the famous Altai Mountain ranges, common 
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Moreover, the Mongolian-Turkic community roots from the economic and socio-cultural basis of the 
nomadic life of several ethnic communities and nationalities such as Mongols, Buryats, Kalmyks, Kazakhs, 
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2 Төв Азийн тууль – II. Ulaanbaatar. 2013. p.52 
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Mongolia and China have been encouraging close cooperation between Mongolian ethnic communities 
in the Inner Mongolian Autonomous Region in China and related communities of Mongolia to safeguard 
and enrich their shared intangible heritages. After the inscription of Urtiin duu, the governments of 
Mongolia and China established a joint ICH Committee responsible for conducting cooperative measures 
for safeguarding “Urtiin duu, Mongolian traditional long song,” and periodically examining opportunities 
for cooperation between the two countries on safeguarding shared ICH.  

The joint ICH Committee organized a Mongolia-China collaborative basic research project on the “Study 
of Mongolian folk long song heritage and proficiency.” In this framework, field expeditions were 
conducted in Mongolia and China to examine the present state of the viability of the element Urtiin duu 
among concerned Mongolian ethnic communities who live on both sides of the border and identify similar 
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collaborated with Mongolian researchers to expand the safeguarding of the activities of a long song 
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the Kalmyks, a Mongolian ethnic community residing in the territory of the Russian Federation 
(Gouchinova, 2013). 

At the beginning of the XVII century, the Kalmyks migrated very far from Mongolia to the steppes of the 
Caspian lowlands in Russia and now live in the Autonomous Republic of Kalmykia, Russia.1 Ethnocultural 
contacts of these ethnic people along different periods of Kalmyk’s history within the changing historical 
and other socio-cultural environments have conditioned a new and complicated multilingual culture of 
Mongolian-speaking Kalmyks and Russian-dominated other ethnic groups. Nevertheless, the Kalmyk’s 
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China, Mongolia, and Russia, and those that consume tea as a drink can collaborate on the multinational 
nomination on shared tea culture under the rubric “Diversity of tea culture along the Tea Road,” which 
could be an outstanding example of the multinational nomination of ICH elements of universal 
significance for promoting the cultural diversity of humanity. We believe that these common cultural 
heritages and experiences will be duly considered in establishing meaningful communication between 
civilizations, mutual understanding, respect, and learning from each country concerned. 

V. One of the possible approaches for the cooperation of multinational nomination of shared ICH values 
could be the joint nomination of the cultural landscape, especially of sacred sites for inscription on the 
List of the cultural and natural heritage under the UNESCO 1972 Convention on Protection of World 
Cultural and Natural Heritage. 

Recently, the World Heritage Committee (WHC) has initiated to inscribe on the World Heritage List, the 
cultural landscapes as “combined works of nature and human” that embrace not only natural but tangible 
and intangible cultural values. This shows that the WHC is committed to safeguarding and protecting ICH 
elements of the inscribed cultural landscapes. Therefore, few States Parties with transboundary cultural 
landscapes made multinational nominations, and these were inscribed on the World Heritage List. For 
instance, there are such transboundary cultural landscapes as “Maloti-Drakensberg Park.” (2000, I, III, VII, 
X), (Lesotho and South Africa), “Pyrenees-Mont Perdu” (1999, III, IV, V, VII, VIII), (France and Spain) and 
some others on the World Heritage List.4  

Given that the Northeast countries have not yet had a multinational inscription of cultural landscape on 
the World Heritage List, China, Mongolia, and Russia have the potential to collaborate and submit a 
multinational nomination on the transboundary property of the Highlands of the Altai Mountain ranges 
as a cultural land. 
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People from different ethnic origins in Central and Northeast Asia are distinguished by their unique view 
of the world, belief, oral traditions, folk wisdom and arts, customs, rituals, and traditions derived from a 
common nomadic way of life, and nomadic culture and civilization.  

These nations have rich resources and high potential to jointly propose the multinational nominations on 
such ICH elements as traditional knowledge and taboos associated with nature protection, horse breeding 
culture, and skills, traditional ways and practices related to pastureland use, traditional Ger dwellings of 
nomadic herdsmen, associated customs, and some oral heritage elements such as epic chanting, singing, 
and so forth.  

IV. A crucial approach is for the multinational nomination of one or several ICH elements that are 
commonly practiced in different nations neither depending on their ethnic and cultural origin nor 
belonging to a similar natural, geographical and cultural region. Such shared ICH elements inscribed on 
the Representative List of ICH are the “Tugging rituals and games” (Cambodia, Philippines, Republic of 
Korea, Vietnam, 2018) and “Falconry, a living human heritage” (18 states from two continents, including 
the Republic of Korea, Mongolia, UAE, Germany, Spain, Saudi Arabia, 2016). They are indeed vivid 
examples of this fourth approach of jointly elaborating and submitting multinational nominations.  

This approach of proposing multinational nominations could be successfully used to safeguard ICH 
elements, such as shamanistic heritage and associated human values, shared ICH elements along the 
Great Silk Roads, and the Tea cultures of the Nations along the Tea Road, which were broadly spread 
through this commercial, trade, and cultural connections and networks in many different countries and 
continents.  

Throughout the centuries, rich shared ICH elements have originated and developed in different countries 
and regions along the Silk Road. The safeguarding and promotion of these intangible values is a common 
duty for all people and countries along the Silk Road, irrespective of the territory on which they are 
located. Therefore, these countries can safeguard their shared ICH elements through the multinational 
inscription on the UNESCO Representative List of ICHs of Humanity. 

Accordingly, I would like to briefly introduce “The Tea Road,” connecting Asia and Europe through China, 
Mongolia, and Russia. Southwest China is the original place of tea, which is historically rooted from at 
least 5,000 years ago. Tea improves brain functions, refreshes the spirit, aids digestion,  prevents disease, 
and it is called a life-prolonging holy beverage (Avery, 2003). Tsar Peter – a Russian businessman – made 
an official visit to the Emperor of the Qing Dynasty in 1692. He proposed an idea to trade tea on the 
mainland. Subsequently, representatives from China and Russia met with the Mongolian Khan and 
relevant officials to discuss organizing tea transporting camel caravan, which became the important 
channel for the "Tea Road” in the lands of Asia and Europe.3 

From Wuhan in Southeast China, through modern Beijing, and Erenhot to Maimai Town (Ulaanbaatar) in 
Mongolia, to Irkutsk, Krasnoyarsk, Novosibirsk, Omsk, Yekaterinburg, Kazan, Nizhny Novgorod in Russia, 
Tea Road reached Moscow and St. Petersburg. This road is 13,000 kilometers long. Then, the tea was 
transported from St. Petersburg to other European cities. The “Tea Road,” which existed from the 17th 
century till the middle of the 20th century, was not only for trading goods but also for human movements, 
knowledge, technology, and cultural exchange. In the countries along the Tea Road, various ICHs related 
to tea emerged and developed later in European countries. Thereby, numerous remarkable knowledge, 
practices, ceremonies, rituals, and customs associated with tea preparation and drinking as well as 
instruments, artifacts, and specific cultural spaces were formed. Countries along the Tea Road, especially 
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3 Urtnasan.N. “Role and importance of the cultural heritage in the formation of the China-Mongolia-Russia economic Belt and Corridor”. 
In the book: Proceedings of China-Mongolia-Russia Think Tank Forum, 2016. Khukh khot, 2016. pp.452-454 
4 The World’s Heritage. Paris, UNESCO, 2010. pp.508 



9

 13 

Another aspect that forms the shared heritage is the similarity of traditional techniques and their 
implementing mechanisms, which can be used as a certain process of living heritage. However, the 
identification, recognition, and acceptance of shared ICH is the most challenging procedure. This brings 
an endless debate between State Parties, or it can conversely develop a mutual understanding and 
cooperation among the State Parties.  

Inscription of Falconry on the Representative List of ICH of Humanity  

“Falconry, a living human heritage” is the case that developed the mutual understanding and cooperation 
among the State Parties. It is the largest multinational nomination made by a total of 16 countries (The 
United Arab Emirates, Belgium, the Czech Republic, France, the Republic of Korea, Mongolia, Morocco, 
Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Spain, and the Syrian Arab Republic) on Representative List. Mongolia was one of the 
eleven countries which elaborated this multinational nomination file for the first time in 2009 (last 
countries inscribed in 2016). Over 50 pages of multinational nomination files were elaborated on this ICH 
element from these 11 countries, and consents with the signature of practitioners of this element were 
collected and submitted to the Secretariat of the 2003 Convention.  

Falconry was originally a method of obtaining food, and the practice of falconry has evolved to be more 
associated with nature conservation, cultural heritage, and social engagement within and amongst 
communities. Following their own set of traditions and ethical principles, falconers train, fly, and breed 
birds of prey, including falcons, birds such as eagles, and hawks. This develops a bond between birds and 
people, thereby becoming their main source of protection. Depending on countries around the world, 
certain aspects of this practice differ. For example, the type of equipment used is different, but the 
methods remain similar. Falconry has its own set of culturally shaped traditions and ethics. While falconers 
come from different backgrounds, they share universal values, traditions, and practices. Falconry is 
transmitted from generation to generation as a cultural tradition by a variety of means, such as mentoring, 
learning within families, or formalized training in clubs and schools. The process of transmitting falconry 
heritage activates not only the historical memory of the falconry community but also enriches its cultural 
identity. In the case of Mongolia, Morocco, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates, falconers 
take their children to the desert and train them to handle the bird and build a relationship of trust with 
them. While falconers come from different backgrounds, they share common values, traditions, and 
practices such as the methods of training and caring for birds, the equipment used, and the bonding 
between falconers and the bird, which are similar throughout the world. Falconry forms the basis of a 
wider cultural heritage, including traditional dress, food, songs, music, poetry, and dance, all of which are 
sustained by the communities and clubs that practice it (UNESCO, 2009). 

According to the Decision 5.COM of the 5th Session of the Intergovernmental Committee, held in Nairobi, 
Kenya between 9 and 15 November 2010, the Committee decided that the file No. 00442, Falconry, a 
living human heritage, satisfies the criteria for inscription on Representative List, given the provided 
information (UNESCO, 2021). This includes: 
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Safeguarding of Shared Intangible Cultural Heritage: in the 
case of “Falconry, a Living Human Heritage” — Ms. Tsolmon 

Tserendorj 
 

Abstract: East Asian countries such as Mongolia, the Republic of Korea, the People’s Republic of China, the 
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, and Japan have had interactions and cultural exchanges for a long 
time ago. This chapter, therefore, explores shared heritages in East Asia and its safeguarding measures. 
To discuss the shared intangible cultural heritage (ICH) in East Asia, understanding the concept of 
sharedness from the perspective of commonality, similarity and recognition, and mutual acceptance is first 
required. Accordingly, this chapter enumerates the Mongolian government’s initiatives and efforts to 
safeguard the shared ICH elements, such as “Falconry, a living human heritage,” and underlines the 
challenges we face.   

The notion of “Shared Heritage” 

What is a shared heritage, and how do we recognize it? At which level do we accept it as a shared heritage, 
and how do we protect it? The notion and terminology of shared heritage have not been fixed yet. So far, 
the multinational nomination is being understood as shared heritage because State Parties mutually agree 
to inscribe their heritage element on the Lists of UNESCO 2003 Convention for the Safeguarding of the 
ICH.  

When an element is found on more than one State Party’s territory, UNESCO appeals and encourages the 
State Parties to the Convention to submit multinational nominations to the three main lists (List of ICH in 
Need of Urgent Safeguarding, Representative List of the ICH of Humanity, and the Register of Good 
Safeguarding) of the Convention (UNESCO, 2003).  

As of 2020, a total of 584 ICH elements from 131 countries were inscribed on the aforementioned lists, 
and 85 of them are multinational nominations made by 91 countries. There is one multinational 
inscription on the Register of Good Safeguarding, one multinational nomination on the List of ICH in Need 
of Urgent Safeguarding and the rest are on Representative List. In Mongolia, two multinational 
nominations of ICH elements were inscribed on the Representative List of the ICH of Humanity. This 
incorporates the “Urtiin Duu, the traditional folk long song- 2008” and “Falconry, a living human heritage- 
2016.”  

While examining multinational ICH element inscriptions, it is observed that the concept of shared heritage 
is rooted in the same geographical region. In other words, the geographical region is one of the main 
aspects of recognizing shared heritage besides the ethnic or national spread and techniques. Mostly, those 
countries are located in the same geographical regions, or countries bordering each other tend to have 
shared heritages. For instance, the Republic of Moldova and Romania, Slovakia, Czechia, Colombia, 
Venezuela (the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela), Mongolia, and the People’s Republic of China so forth. 
Another aspect of the shared heritage is the spread or movements of ethnicity and nation, which has 
continued for a long historical period, with many historical and political factors. This spread brings the 
same ethnic, nation, or diaspora around the world and became the reason for the occurrence of shared 
heritage without the continuity of territory or land. Indeed, this proves that it is impossible to bring the 
notion of the shared ICH in one box. Consequently, the discontinuity of territory and the same 
geographical region must be considered when recognizing shared heritage.  
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people, thereby becoming their main source of protection. Depending on countries around the world, 
certain aspects of this practice differ. For example, the type of equipment used is different, but the 
methods remain similar. Falconry has its own set of culturally shaped traditions and ethics. While falconers 
come from different backgrounds, they share universal values, traditions, and practices. Falconry is 
transmitted from generation to generation as a cultural tradition by a variety of means, such as mentoring, 
learning within families, or formalized training in clubs and schools. The process of transmitting falconry 
heritage activates not only the historical memory of the falconry community but also enriches its cultural 
identity. In the case of Mongolia, Morocco, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates, falconers 
take their children to the desert and train them to handle the bird and build a relationship of trust with 
them. While falconers come from different backgrounds, they share common values, traditions, and 
practices such as the methods of training and caring for birds, the equipment used, and the bonding 
between falconers and the bird, which are similar throughout the world. Falconry forms the basis of a 
wider cultural heritage, including traditional dress, food, songs, music, poetry, and dance, all of which are 
sustained by the communities and clubs that practice it (UNESCO, 2009). 
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heritage without the continuity of territory or land. Indeed, this proves that it is impossible to bring the 
notion of the shared ICH in one box. Consequently, the discontinuity of territory and the same 
geographical region must be considered when recognizing shared heritage.  
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The Mongolian Falconry Association, Mongolian Burkut (Eagle) Association, Mongolian National 
Commission for UNESCO, National Center for Cultural Heritage under the Ministry of Culture served the 
main role in preparing this multinational nomination file from Mongolia.  

Historical background of Falconry in Mongolia   

Falconry is the most widespread hunting tradition all over the world. Numerous archeological evidence, 
such as petroglyphs and stone statues with depictions of the raptor birds as a hawk, falcon, and eagle, 
prove that Mongols have long traditions and practices of hunting with birds. “Шувуучлахуй” or “Falconry” 
is one of the three hunting traditions in Mongolia, as “Гөрөөлөхүй” or “round-up hunting,” 
“Загасчлахуй,” or “fishery,” and falconry. Mongolians used to train birds (hawk, falcon, and eagle) in 2 
ways and the first was to train them for hunting wild animals such as hare, fox, and deer, and the second, 
birds were trained for hunting only birds (Batmunkh, 2005).  

One of the amazing petroglyphs with the depiction of hunting with birds is in the World Heritage Site in 
Mongolia called Petroglyphic Complex of Tsagaan Salaa and Baga Oigor at Bayan-Olgii province, where 
the hunter or archer is depicted with hunting birds while riding a camel. Above the hunter, an eagle 
illustrated with arched wings and a long tail. According to scholars’ views, this petroglyph belongs to the 
Late Bronze Age and the beginning of the Iron Age, and scholars explained that the camel played an 
important role in the living style of that time (Erdenebat, 2014, p.35). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Petroglyph at Tsagaan Salaa, Bayan-Olgii province © U.Erdenebat 
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One of the biggest multinational nominations prepared by the United Arab Emirates, Belgium, the Czech 
Republic, France, the Republic of Korea, Mongolia, Morocco, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Spain, and the Syrian 
Arab Republic have inscribed as “Falconry, a living human heritage” for inscription on the Representative 
List of the ICH of Humanity and certificate given as below. 

Figure 1. Certificate of “Falconry, a living human heritage”

Falconry, a living 
human heritage

R.1: Falconry, recognized by its community members as part of their cultural 
heritage, is a social tradition respecting nature and the environment, passed on 
from generation to generation, and providing them a sense of belonging, 
continuity, and identity.

R.2: Its inscription on the Representative List could contribute to fostering 
cultural diversity and intercultural dialogue worldwide, thus enhancing visibility 
and awareness of intangible cultural heritage and its importance.

R.3: Efforts already underway in many countries to safeguard falconry and 
ensure its transmission, focusing especially on apprenticeship, handicrafts, and 
conservation of falcon species, are supplemented by planned measures to 
strengthen its viability and raise awareness both at national and international 
levels.

R.4: Communities, associations and individuals concerned have participated in 
the elaboration of this nomination at all stages and have provided plentiful 
evidence of their free, prior, and informed consent.

R.5: Falconry is included on inventories of intangible cultural heritage in each 
of the submitting States (https://ich.unesco.org/en/decisions/5.COM/6.45)
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is one of the three hunting traditions in Mongolia, as “Гөрөөлөхүй” or “round-up hunting,” 
“Загасчлахуй,” or “fishery,” and falconry. Mongolians used to train birds (hawk, falcon, and eagle) in 2 
ways and the first was to train them for hunting wild animals such as hare, fox, and deer, and the second, 
birds were trained for hunting only birds (Batmunkh, 2005).  

One of the amazing petroglyphs with the depiction of hunting with birds is in the World Heritage Site in 
Mongolia called Petroglyphic Complex of Tsagaan Salaa and Baga Oigor at Bayan-Olgii province, where 
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illustrated with arched wings and a long tail. According to scholars’ views, this petroglyph belongs to the 
Late Bronze Age and the beginning of the Iron Age, and scholars explained that the camel played an 
important role in the living style of that time (Erdenebat, 2014, p.35). 
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Arab Republic have inscribed as “Falconry, a living human heritage” for inscription on the Representative 
List of the ICH of Humanity and certificate given as below. 
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In the verses of the “Eriin sain Khan kharangui,” it was said that as: 

 Both brothers   

 Looks like a black eagle that just freed from the eye cap 

 Looks like a black eagle that has just been freed from the hobble (Batmunkh, 2005, p. 53). 

On the verses of another epic, “Ergel tergel,” which belongs to the Bayad and Dorvod ethnic group in 
western Mongolia, says that “three-year-old Ergel tergel is hunting with his fierce eagle” (ibid). Another 
historical piece of evidence is “The Secret History of the Mongols,” written by an anonymous author 
between 1228-1240 for the commemoration of Chingis Khaan. This provides proof that Mongols used to 
hunt with hawks and falcons. Several parts of this source were about hunting with hawks, falcons, and 
symbolic narratives related to falcons. For instance, in the 25th section, it says that “while living in this 
way, he saw a young female hawk catch and eat a black pheasant. Using the tail hairs of his off white, 
mangy-tailed, sore-ridden horse with the black-striped back as a snare, he captured the hawk and reared 
it.” In the 26th section, it was written as “when he was without food, he would lie in wait and kill wild 
beasts that wolves had cornered at the foot of the cliffs and shoot and kill them. Together with the hawk, 
he would pick up and eat what the wolves had left behind. As the years have passed, he nourished both 
his gullet and the hawks.” Further on the 63rd section, “Yisügei-quda, last night I had a dream. A white 
gerfalcon, holding both the sun and the moon, flew down and perched on my hand. I have not talked to 
the people about my dream. When we gazed in the past at the sun and moon, they were merely seen. 
Now this gerfalcon lights with them on my hand. The white one descends onto my hand. What good thing 
did this portend? Yisügei-quda, my dream foreshadowed your arrival, together with your son. I dreamt a 
good dream that portended your arrival among the Kiyat people.” (Anonymous, 1240). 

Present practice of falconry in Mongolia   

The tradition of eagle hunting is one of the main hunting techniques of falconry, and it is still being 
practiced in the communities of the Kazakh ethnic minority in Mongolia; and it is being transmitted from 
one to other generations in its authentic way. This living tradition has been long practiced by Kazakh 
people, while Mongols have practiced the falconry with hawk and falcon. As of 2020, a total of 87 eagle 
hunters registered in Altai, Altantsogts, Bugat, Deluun, Nogoonnuur, Olgii, Sagsai, Tolbo, and Ulaankhus 
soums of Bayan-Olgii province of Mongolia. 

“Eagle Hunter’s Association” 

The “Eagle Hunter’s Association” was founded in Bayan-Olgii province in 2000 to safeguard and 
disseminate the tradition and knowledge associated with falconry. This association has over 400 members 
and organizes the “Festival of Eagle Hunters” annually on the first weekend of October in cooperation 
with the Mongolian Tourism Association. 
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Figure 3. Hand drawing of petroglyph at Tsagaan Salaa, Bayan-Olgii province 

Another evidence that expresses the tradition of hunting with birds in Mongolia is the Mongolian 
traditional epic or “Mongol Tuuli.” The Mongol Tuuli is an oral tradition comprising heroic epics that run 
from hundreds to thousands of lines and combine benedictions, eulogies, spells, idiomatic phrases, fairy 
tales, myths, and folk songs. They are regarded as a living encyclopedia of Mongolian oral traditions and 
immortalize the heroic history of the Mongolian people. Along with the historical processes of social 
relations, epics became more sophisticated and complex while widely reflecting Mongols’ nomadic 
culture, lifestyle, social behaviors, religion, mentality, and imaginations. Epics had already found their 
classical form by the VI century AD. In terms of thematic scenarios, Mongolian epic typically narrates the 
history of Mongolian people and a nation-state in heroic and poetic lyrics, while praising a courageous 
hero born from ordinary people who fight and defeat enemies to protect the people and state. Currently, 
over 280 heroic epics, including the biggest and most famous epics such as “Geser,” “Jangar,” “Zul-Aldar 
Khaan,” “Uyan Mungun Khadaasan,” “Luu Mergen Khaan,” and “Taliin Khar Bodon” were registered. 
Through the epics, Mongolians have been transmitting their history and ICH elements to the younger 
generation. Epics are used as a cultural tool to hand down the rich history and folklore knowledge and 
values, strengthening the awareness of national identity, national pride, and national unity among 
Mongolians.  
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Figure 5. Demonstration of hunting in the festival 

Since 2005, the “Spring Golden Eagle Festival” has been organized in Ulaanbaatar annually by the Ministry 
of Environment and Tourism, Governing Administration of Ulaanbaatar City, the Mongolian Tourist 
Association, and “Eagle Hunter’s Association.” The main purpose of this festival is to develop winter 
tourism in Mongolia and disseminate the traditional knowledge associated with tourism to the public.  

 

 
Figure 6. Poster of “Spring Golden Eagle Festival in 2018” 

“Mongolian Falconry Association”  

Mongolian Falconry Association was founded in 2000 (its former name was “Club for Raptors”) to 
disseminate knowledge and practice associated with hunting with birds and to revive the practice by 
historical sources. In 2015, the club was re-organized and found its current name as an NGO. This 
association is now a member of the International Association for Falconry. The main activities of the 
association are the following:   

 to revive the tradition associated with falconry, especially on hawk and falcons;  
 to make a contribution to the enhancement of the legal environment for the protection of falconry;  
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Figure 4. “Festival of Eagle Hunters” in Bayan-Olgii province © Montsame 

Approximately, 2500-3000 people annually participate in this festival and the festival is organized by the 
following program. The festival starts with displaying eagles and hunters who demonstrate their talents: 

 The eagle catching fox skin dragged behind a horse, returning to their owner from a distance on command 
 Camel race 
 Kazakh games of Tiyn Teru (a race to pick up a coin on the ground while on horseback) 
 Kyz Kuar (“girl chase,” a man and woman race on horseback while the woman whips the man) 
 Kukbar (tug of war over a goat carcass while on horseback) 
 Concert of traditional Kazakh music at the theater 
 Awards to the winners of each contest, for best-dressed man, woman, and child 
 Live hunt of a fox or cub wolf by the winning eagle 
 Traditional Kazakh craftwork and foods 
 Dance performances, a parade in the provincial capital’s city square, and a Kazakh play in honor of the 

hunters and their eagles 
 Visiting the local history museum, craftwork, and a Kazakh family to experience their lifestyle, traditions 
 Visiting a local mosque and the town market 

 
Indeed, this festival plays a significant role in dissiminating and transmitting of the tradition and history 
of Kazakh people and their traditional customs associated with eagle hunting to the young generations.   
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Figure 5. Demonstration of hunting in the festival 

Since 2005, the “Spring Golden Eagle Festival” has been organized in Ulaanbaatar annually by the Ministry 
of Environment and Tourism, Governing Administration of Ulaanbaatar City, the Mongolian Tourist 
Association, and “Eagle Hunter’s Association.” The main purpose of this festival is to develop winter 
tourism in Mongolia and disseminate the traditional knowledge associated with tourism to the public.  

 

 
Figure 6. Poster of “Spring Golden Eagle Festival in 2018” 

“Mongolian Falconry Association”  

Mongolian Falconry Association was founded in 2000 (its former name was “Club for Raptors”) to 
disseminate knowledge and practice associated with hunting with birds and to revive the practice by 
historical sources. In 2015, the club was re-organized and found its current name as an NGO. This 
association is now a member of the International Association for Falconry. The main activities of the 
association are the following:   

 to revive the tradition associated with falconry, especially on hawk and falcons;  
 to make a contribution to the enhancement of the legal environment for the protection of falconry;  
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been updated and the “Traditional knowledge and practice associated hunting with eagle” has been 
included on the 22nd of the “Traditional knowledge” domain in the National Representative List of ICH. 
“Traditional knowledge” is one of the 7 domains recognized in Mongolia. 

Safeguarding of falconry in East Asia   

Recognition of shared ICH in East Asia is smoothly being developed with time. In the East Asian sub-region, 
a total of 3 ICHs have been inscribed on the UNESCO ICH lists, such as “Falconry, a living human heritage” 
by Mongolia and the Republic of Korea, “Traditional Korean wrestling” by the Democratic People’s 
Republic of Korea, and the Republic of Korea, “Urtiin duu, the traditional folk long song” by Mongolia and 
the People’s Republic of China.  

Mongolia and the Republic of Korea were pioneers in the multi-national nomination of “Falconry, a living 
human heritage” from the East Asian region. Unfortunately, the cooperation between the two countries 
in terms of researching, promoting, and safeguarding this heritage element was not sufficient. The 
National Center for Cultural Heritage (NCCH), under the Ministry of Culture, and the Mongolian Falconry 
Association, jointly organized the “International festival for Falconry” and the research conference in 
Mongolia in 2015 to strengthen the safeguarding cooperation of similar ICH in the Euro-Asian region, bring 
the possibility to exchange the knowledge and experience associated with falconry, and promote the 
specificity of Mongolian falconry to the world. Over 30 representatives from the “International 
Association for Falconry” and Falconry Associations in the People’s Republic of China, Pakistan, 
Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, and Qatar attended the festival and the conference.  

 

 

Figures 8 and 9. Photos from “International festival for Falconry” and research conference 

In addition, the NCCH organized the “Falconry” exhibition at the Fine Art Museum of Mongolia. In this 
exhibition, photographs, paintings, sculptures, and taxidermies were displayed. So far, the “Festival of 
Eagle Hunters” in Bayan-Olgii province and “Spring Golden Eagle Festival” in Ulaanbaatar are organized 
annually to disseminate the traditional knowledge and practice associated with falconry.  

Conclusion  

Joint research is essential in safeguarding the “Falconry, a living human heritage” as it will enable us to 
assess the current practice of this heritage element and see its transformation in social and cultural 
contexts. For exploring and safeguarding the shared heritage of East Asia, the joint initiative and 
cooperation can play a significant role and make changes in the research and safeguarding of the heritage 
more than our imagination. We should, therefore, develop our cooperation in the fields, such as 

 20 

 to disseminate the traditional knowledge and practice associated with falconry to domestic and foreign 
tourists and develop the eco-tourism;  

 to participate in the national and international events and competitions associated with falconry;  
 to participate in international training and workshops;  
 to make comparative research and analysis on Mongolian falconry with international falconry;  
 to rescue vulnerable falcons, hawks, and other birds;  
 to support practitioners of falconry and provide methodology and education on feeding, training of falcons 

and birds, and establish bird hospitals.  
 

Since it was established, the association has organized several projects for protecting falcons and hawks 
and participated in international festivals, training, and workshops. In addition, the association has 
organized several training workshops for youths to raise awareness of falconry. 

 
Figure 7. Youth learning about Falconry 

Safeguarding of “Falconry” in Mongolia  

The tangible and ICHs in Mongolia are protected under the Mongolian Law on the Protection of Cultural 
Heritage. According to this law, ICH practitioners are firstly recognized and registered in the cultural 
heritage information database. Based on this registration and inventorying, further conservation and 
protection measures are taken. According to the analysis on the registration and inventorying data of the 
eagle hunters in Mongolia, those eagle hunters have been bearing and practicing this tradition of hunting 
with eagles from 2 to 6 generations from their predecessors, and constantly transmitted from generation 
to generation. Thus, its viability is stabilized (NCCH, 2018).  

After the inscription of the falconry on the Representative List, the Government of Mongolia made a 
resolution in 2012, which declares that the falcon is “National Bird of Mongolia” for representing the 
sovereignty, freedom, and unity of Mongols.  

Since 2013, Mongolia has been celebrating the International Day for Falconry on 16 November annually, 
and several events and activities falconry has been organized. According to the decision, A/759 of the 
Minister of Culture, Education, Science and Sports of Mongolia, the national list of ICH of Mongolia has 
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REPUBLIC OF KOREA 

International Cooperation through Tugging Rituals and Games 
and their Achievements: Activities in Post Multinational 

Inscriptions — Dr. Weonmo Park 
 

1. Introduction  

Tug-of-war is a universal cultural phenomenon all around the world. Especially in Asia, the tug-of-war is 
related to rice farming and is thus commonly found in the farming cultures of Northeast and Southeast 
Asia. The tug-of-war is performed either as a prayer for rain, or for a good harvest, or to foretell whether 
the year’s harvest will be good or bad. Tug-of-war activities have similarities that include two teams pulling 
at the opposite ends of a rope. They also have distinctness, individuality, and creativity interactivity with 
the climate or environment, making tug-of-war events worth preserving as a common element of 
Intangible Cultural Heritage (ICH) in Asia. 

Recognizing the universality and distinctness of tug-of-war traditions in Asia, Cambodia, the Republic of 
Korea, the Philippines, and Vietnam prepared a multinational file to nominate “Tugging Rituals and 
Games” to the UNESCO Representative List of the ICH of Humanity (Representative List) through mutual 
communications and meetings. The Republic of Korea submitted the nomination file to the Convention 
Secretariat on behalf of the four countries on 31 March 2014. The nomination file was eventually 
recognized on 2 December 2015 during the tenth session of the Intergovernmental Committee held from 
30 November to 4 December 2015 in Namibia. 

The inscription of Tugging Rituals and Games to Representative List has brought about a sensation in each 
country. The news of the multinational inscription was covered in a slew of media outlets in each country, 
and in particular, Vietnam selected the multinational inscription as one of the top ten cultural news events 
of 2015. The Republic of Korea, which led the multinational inscription, conducted commemorative 
events, such as holding an exhibition and publishing books in Korean and English. 

Meanwhile, the Federation of Korean Traditional Tugging Rituals and Games Transmission Organizations 
(Korean Federation), which was formed in November 2014 just before the multinational inscription of the 
Tugging Rituals and Games, has been active since its inscription. First, the Korean Federation visited 
communities in the Republic of Korea to hold exchange events, and in 2018, the organization visited the 
Vietnamese tug-of-war community. In 2019, they visited the Philippine tug-of-war community to hold 
exchange events. Moreover, a Vietnamese tug-of-war community sent representatives to the Republic of 
Korea, providing an opportunity to realize international tug-of-war community exchanges in 2019. 

With the changes that the concerned communities faced when the element was inscribed, this chapter 
examines the status of international and domestic exchanges among these communities. 
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organizing joint research on similar ICH elements, exchanging experience on the safeguarding of similar 
ICH elements, organizing annual or biennial research conferences and symposiums, and organizing 
regional festivals on shared ICH. 
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Games” to the UNESCO Representative List of the ICH of Humanity (Representative List) through mutual 
communications and meetings. The Republic of Korea submitted the nomination file to the Convention 
Secretariat on behalf of the four countries on 31 March 2014. The nomination file was eventually 
recognized on 2 December 2015 during the tenth session of the Intergovernmental Committee held from 
30 November to 4 December 2015 in Namibia. 

The inscription of Tugging Rituals and Games to Representative List has brought about a sensation in each 
country. The news of the multinational inscription was covered in a slew of media outlets in each country, 
and in particular, Vietnam selected the multinational inscription as one of the top ten cultural news events 
of 2015. The Republic of Korea, which led the multinational inscription, conducted commemorative 
events, such as holding an exhibition and publishing books in Korean and English. 

Meanwhile, the Federation of Korean Traditional Tugging Rituals and Games Transmission Organizations 
(Korean Federation), which was formed in November 2014 just before the multinational inscription of the 
Tugging Rituals and Games, has been active since its inscription. First, the Korean Federation visited 
communities in the Republic of Korea to hold exchange events, and in 2018, the organization visited the 
Vietnamese tug-of-war community. In 2019, they visited the Philippine tug-of-war community to hold 
exchange events. Moreover, a Vietnamese tug-of-war community sent representatives to the Republic of 
Korea, providing an opportunity to realize international tug-of-war community exchanges in 2019. 

With the changes that the concerned communities faced when the element was inscribed, this chapter 
examines the status of international and domestic exchanges among these communities. 
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organizing joint research on similar ICH elements, exchanging experience on the safeguarding of similar 
ICH elements, organizing annual or biennial research conferences and symposiums, and organizing 
regional festivals on shared ICH. 
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they are divided into two parts and pull strings facing each other. Simultaneously, it is “a folk game with 
different characteristics, independence, and creativity depending on each country's climate or 
environment.”

The Philippine Daily Inquirer (14 Dec 2015) wrote that “the enactment of the punnuk formally puts to a 
close the agricultural cycle and signals the beginning of a new one upon its consummation,” and “only the 
able-bodied men used to participate in the punnuk, but children and women now have a separate tugging 
activity.”

The Vietnam News (19 Dec 2015) wrote, “this multinational heritage is prevalent in rice-farming cultures 
of East Asia and Southeast Asia as a way for communities to pray for abundant harvests and prosperity. 
These games mark the start of the agricultural cycle and often begin with commemorative rites to local 
deities.”

The media’s interest in the Tugging Rituals and Games in the four co-inscribed countries has continued to 
grow since its inscription. In addition to articles on tug-of-war events held every year in each community, 
online searches showed that the frequency of media exposure to various tug-of-war safeguarding 
activities in the communities increased significantly compared to the pre-inscription period. In conclusion, 
the multinational inscription of Tugging Rituals and Games contributes to the public’s awareness to 
enhance the visibility of ICH and safeguard the ICHs, which is the spirit of the 2003 Convention.

3. Open Public Events and Publication of Books 

3.1 Holding Special and Photo Exhibition

Special Exhibition to Commemorate the Multinational 
Inscription of Tugging Rituals and Games: The National 
Intangible Cultural Heritage Center (National Center), a complex 
administrative agency for safeguarding and transmitting ICH in 
the Republic of Korea, held an exhibition titled “Special Exhibition 
to Celebrate Inscription of the Tugging Rituals and Games on the 
UNESCO Representative List: Tugging a Jolly” for three months 
from 12 December 2015 to 13 March 2016.

The special exhibition displayed collected materials related to the 
Tugging Rituals and Games of Cambodia, the Republic of Korea, 
the Philippines, and Vietnam. The collections of transmission 
associations in the Republic of Korea and tug-of-war ropes and 
related materials of each country were collected through 
cooperation with the relevant government agencies. The 
National Center rented records and relics related to tug-of-war 
from various transmission organizations in the Republic of Korea, 
collecting rows of Cambodian trees, tree branches, rings, and 
straw dolls from the Philippines, and kinaag and rattan tree 
trunks of Vietnam.

In addition, ICHCAP provided various photos and reference materials collected through a tug-of-war 
survey in Southeast Asia under the auspices of Dangjin City. Among the exhibits were tug-of-war 

                                                            
identifying and defining ICH elements (Articles 11(b) of the Convention), as well as a demonstration of regular updates of the inventory 
(Articles 12). 

Figure 2. Poster for Special Exhibition
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2. Increasing Media Interest in Tugging Rituals and 
Games  

The Evaluation Body of the tenth Intergovernmental 
Committee considered that Tugging Rituals and 
Games was unable to meet criterion R5 for 
inscription on Representative List. As a response to 
the announcement, the four submitting countries 
took immediate action. Fortunately, the Committee 
finally decided to inscribe, with consideration that 
the new regulations on strengthening the provision 
of R55, on which the suspension was based, were not 
fully promoted and that Cambodia and the 
Philippines applied to inscribe an element for the first 
time under the 2003 Convention.

In the meantime, the first article in the Republic of 
Korea about the multinational nomination was 
published in the Segye Times (29 November 2015). It 
was titled “Multinational Inscription of Tug-of-War 
on the Representative List of Four Countries 
Suspended” and got published just before the 
Intergovernmental Committee meeting began. It was 
a critical article that led to the Korean Government’s 
complacent response, which led to the decision that 
the nomination is referred. Fortunately, as a result of 
the cooperation among the countries and immediate 
response, it was finally inscribed. Subsequently, there 
were many articles on celebrating the inscription. In 
the case of the Republic of Korea, from the moment 
the multinational inscription was decided, the news 
of its inscription was announced as breaking news, 
even though it was dawn in the Republic of Korea 
time.

The Cambodia Daily (7 Dec 2015) reported that 
“known in Khmer as teanh prot, the game has now 
been recognized as part of the country’s ICH by the 
UN’s cultural agency, UNESCO.” The decision to 
include it on the list was made during the 
Committee’s 10th session in Windhoek, Namibia, 
which concluded last Friday.”

Korea's JoongAng Ilbo (4 Dec 2015) said, “the 
multinational inscription is more meaningful as four 
East Asian countries, including Cambodia, the 
Philippines, and Vietnam, are jointly inscribed,” and 
“The tug-of-war of the four countries is similar as

                                                            
5 Criterion R5 requires an explanation of the ‘participation of communities, groups and relevant non-governmental organizations’ in 

Figure 1. Viet Nam News (19 Dec. 2015)

20

25

they are divided into two parts and pull strings facing each other. Simultaneously, it is “a folk game with 
different characteristics, independence, and creativity depending on each country's climate or 
environment.”

The Philippine Daily Inquirer (14 Dec 2015) wrote that “the enactment of the punnuk formally puts to a 
close the agricultural cycle and signals the beginning of a new one upon its consummation,” and “only the 
able-bodied men used to participate in the punnuk, but children and women now have a separate tugging 
activity.”

The Vietnam News (19 Dec 2015) wrote, “this multinational heritage is prevalent in rice-farming cultures 
of East Asia and Southeast Asia as a way for communities to pray for abundant harvests and prosperity. 
These games mark the start of the agricultural cycle and often begin with commemorative rites to local 
deities.”

The media’s interest in the Tugging Rituals and Games in the four co-inscribed countries has continued to 
grow since its inscription. In addition to articles on tug-of-war events held every year in each community, 
online searches showed that the frequency of media exposure to various tug-of-war safeguarding 
activities in the communities increased significantly compared to the pre-inscription period. In conclusion, 
the multinational inscription of Tugging Rituals and Games contributes to the public’s awareness to 
enhance the visibility of ICH and safeguard the ICHs, which is the spirit of the 2003 Convention.

3. Open Public Events and Publication of Books 

3.1 Holding Special and Photo Exhibition

Special Exhibition to Commemorate the Multinational 
Inscription of Tugging Rituals and Games: The National 
Intangible Cultural Heritage Center (National Center), a complex 
administrative agency for safeguarding and transmitting ICH in 
the Republic of Korea, held an exhibition titled “Special Exhibition 
to Celebrate Inscription of the Tugging Rituals and Games on the 
UNESCO Representative List: Tugging a Jolly” for three months 
from 12 December 2015 to 13 March 2016.

The special exhibition displayed collected materials related to the 
Tugging Rituals and Games of Cambodia, the Republic of Korea, 
the Philippines, and Vietnam. The collections of transmission 
associations in the Republic of Korea and tug-of-war ropes and 
related materials of each country were collected through 
cooperation with the relevant government agencies. The 
National Center rented records and relics related to tug-of-war 
from various transmission organizations in the Republic of Korea, 
collecting rows of Cambodian trees, tree branches, rings, and 
straw dolls from the Philippines, and kinaag and rattan tree 
trunks of Vietnam.

In addition, ICHCAP provided various photos and reference materials collected through a tug-of-war 
survey in Southeast Asia under the auspices of Dangjin City. Among the exhibits were tug-of-war 

                                                            
identifying and defining ICH elements (Articles 11(b) of the Convention), as well as a demonstration of regular updates of the inventory 
(Articles 12). 

Figure 2. Poster for Special Exhibition

24

2. Increasing Media Interest in Tugging Rituals and 
Games  

The Evaluation Body of the tenth Intergovernmental 
Committee considered that Tugging Rituals and 
Games was unable to meet criterion R5 for 
inscription on Representative List. As a response to 
the announcement, the four submitting countries 
took immediate action. Fortunately, the Committee 
finally decided to inscribe, with consideration that 
the new regulations on strengthening the provision 
of R55, on which the suspension was based, were not 
fully promoted and that Cambodia and the 
Philippines applied to inscribe an element for the first 
time under the 2003 Convention.

In the meantime, the first article in the Republic of 
Korea about the multinational nomination was 
published in the Segye Times (29 November 2015). It 
was titled “Multinational Inscription of Tug-of-War 
on the Representative List of Four Countries 
Suspended” and got published just before the 
Intergovernmental Committee meeting began. It was 
a critical article that led to the Korean Government’s 
complacent response, which led to the decision that 
the nomination is referred. Fortunately, as a result of 
the cooperation among the countries and immediate 
response, it was finally inscribed. Subsequently, there 
were many articles on celebrating the inscription. In 
the case of the Republic of Korea, from the moment 
the multinational inscription was decided, the news 
of its inscription was announced as breaking news, 
even though it was dawn in the Republic of Korea 
time.

The Cambodia Daily (7 Dec 2015) reported that 
“known in Khmer as teanh prot, the game has now 
been recognized as part of the country’s ICH by the 
UN’s cultural agency, UNESCO.” The decision to 
include it on the list was made during the 
Committee’s 10th session in Windhoek, Namibia, 
which concluded last Friday.”

Korea's JoongAng Ilbo (4 Dec 2015) said, “the 
multinational inscription is more meaningful as four 
East Asian countries, including Cambodia, the 
Philippines, and Vietnam, are jointly inscribed,” and 
“The tug-of-war of the four countries is similar as

                                                            
5 Criterion R5 requires an explanation of the ‘participation of communities, groups and relevant non-governmental organizations’ in 

Figure 1. Viet Nam News (19 Dec. 2015)



21

25

they are divided into two parts and pull strings facing each other. Simultaneously, it is “a folk game with 
different characteristics, independence, and creativity depending on each country's climate or 
environment.”

The Philippine Daily Inquirer (14 Dec 2015) wrote that “the enactment of the punnuk formally puts to a 
close the agricultural cycle and signals the beginning of a new one upon its consummation,” and “only the 
able-bodied men used to participate in the punnuk, but children and women now have a separate tugging 
activity.”

The Vietnam News (19 Dec 2015) wrote, “this multinational heritage is prevalent in rice-farming cultures 
of East Asia and Southeast Asia as a way for communities to pray for abundant harvests and prosperity. 
These games mark the start of the agricultural cycle and often begin with commemorative rites to local 
deities.”

The media’s interest in the Tugging Rituals and Games in the four co-inscribed countries has continued to 
grow since its inscription. In addition to articles on tug-of-war events held every year in each community, 
online searches showed that the frequency of media exposure to various tug-of-war safeguarding 
activities in the communities increased significantly compared to the pre-inscription period. In conclusion, 
the multinational inscription of Tugging Rituals and Games contributes to the public’s awareness to 
enhance the visibility of ICH and safeguard the ICHs, which is the spirit of the 2003 Convention.

3. Open Public Events and Publication of Books 

3.1 Holding Special and Photo Exhibition

Special Exhibition to Commemorate the Multinational 
Inscription of Tugging Rituals and Games: The National 
Intangible Cultural Heritage Center (National Center), a complex 
administrative agency for safeguarding and transmitting ICH in 
the Republic of Korea, held an exhibition titled “Special Exhibition 
to Celebrate Inscription of the Tugging Rituals and Games on the 
UNESCO Representative List: Tugging a Jolly” for three months 
from 12 December 2015 to 13 March 2016.

The special exhibition displayed collected materials related to the 
Tugging Rituals and Games of Cambodia, the Republic of Korea, 
the Philippines, and Vietnam. The collections of transmission 
associations in the Republic of Korea and tug-of-war ropes and 
related materials of each country were collected through 
cooperation with the relevant government agencies. The 
National Center rented records and relics related to tug-of-war 
from various transmission organizations in the Republic of Korea, 
collecting rows of Cambodian trees, tree branches, rings, and 
straw dolls from the Philippines, and kinaag and rattan tree 
trunks of Vietnam.

In addition, ICHCAP provided various photos and reference materials collected through a tug-of-war 
survey in Southeast Asia under the auspices of Dangjin City. Among the exhibits were tug-of-war 

                                                            
identifying and defining ICH elements (Articles 11(b) of the Convention), as well as a demonstration of regular updates of the inventory 
(Articles 12). 

Figure 2. Poster for Special Exhibition

24

2. Increasing Media Interest in Tugging Rituals and 
Games  

The Evaluation Body of the tenth Intergovernmental 
Committee considered that Tugging Rituals and 
Games was unable to meet criterion R5 for 
inscription on Representative List. As a response to 
the announcement, the four submitting countries 
took immediate action. Fortunately, the Committee 
finally decided to inscribe, with consideration that 
the new regulations on strengthening the provision 
of R55, on which the suspension was based, were not 
fully promoted and that Cambodia and the 
Philippines applied to inscribe an element for the first 
time under the 2003 Convention.

In the meantime, the first article in the Republic of 
Korea about the multinational nomination was 
published in the Segye Times (29 November 2015). It 
was titled “Multinational Inscription of Tug-of-War 
on the Representative List of Four Countries 
Suspended” and got published just before the 
Intergovernmental Committee meeting began. It was 
a critical article that led to the Korean Government’s 
complacent response, which led to the decision that 
the nomination is referred. Fortunately, as a result of 
the cooperation among the countries and immediate 
response, it was finally inscribed. Subsequently, there 
were many articles on celebrating the inscription. In 
the case of the Republic of Korea, from the moment 
the multinational inscription was decided, the news 
of its inscription was announced as breaking news, 
even though it was dawn in the Republic of Korea 
time.

The Cambodia Daily (7 Dec 2015) reported that 
“known in Khmer as teanh prot, the game has now 
been recognized as part of the country’s ICH by the 
UN’s cultural agency, UNESCO.” The decision to 
include it on the list was made during the 
Committee’s 10th session in Windhoek, Namibia, 
which concluded last Friday.”

Korea's JoongAng Ilbo (4 Dec 2015) said, “the 
multinational inscription is more meaningful as four 
East Asian countries, including Cambodia, the 
Philippines, and Vietnam, are jointly inscribed,” and 
“The tug-of-war of the four countries is similar as

                                                            
5 Criterion R5 requires an explanation of the ‘participation of communities, groups and relevant non-governmental organizations’ in 

Figure 1. Viet Nam News (19 Dec. 2015)

20

25

they are divided into two parts and pull strings facing each other. Simultaneously, it is “a folk game with 
different characteristics, independence, and creativity depending on each country's climate or 
environment.”

The Philippine Daily Inquirer (14 Dec 2015) wrote that “the enactment of the punnuk formally puts to a 
close the agricultural cycle and signals the beginning of a new one upon its consummation,” and “only the 
able-bodied men used to participate in the punnuk, but children and women now have a separate tugging 
activity.”

The Vietnam News (19 Dec 2015) wrote, “this multinational heritage is prevalent in rice-farming cultures 
of East Asia and Southeast Asia as a way for communities to pray for abundant harvests and prosperity. 
These games mark the start of the agricultural cycle and often begin with commemorative rites to local 
deities.”

The media’s interest in the Tugging Rituals and Games in the four co-inscribed countries has continued to 
grow since its inscription. In addition to articles on tug-of-war events held every year in each community, 
online searches showed that the frequency of media exposure to various tug-of-war safeguarding 
activities in the communities increased significantly compared to the pre-inscription period. In conclusion, 
the multinational inscription of Tugging Rituals and Games contributes to the public’s awareness to 
enhance the visibility of ICH and safeguard the ICHs, which is the spirit of the 2003 Convention.

3. Open Public Events and Publication of Books 

3.1 Holding Special and Photo Exhibition

Special Exhibition to Commemorate the Multinational 
Inscription of Tugging Rituals and Games: The National 
Intangible Cultural Heritage Center (National Center), a complex 
administrative agency for safeguarding and transmitting ICH in 
the Republic of Korea, held an exhibition titled “Special Exhibition 
to Celebrate Inscription of the Tugging Rituals and Games on the 
UNESCO Representative List: Tugging a Jolly” for three months 
from 12 December 2015 to 13 March 2016.

The special exhibition displayed collected materials related to the 
Tugging Rituals and Games of Cambodia, the Republic of Korea, 
the Philippines, and Vietnam. The collections of transmission 
associations in the Republic of Korea and tug-of-war ropes and 
related materials of each country were collected through 
cooperation with the relevant government agencies. The 
National Center rented records and relics related to tug-of-war 
from various transmission organizations in the Republic of Korea, 
collecting rows of Cambodian trees, tree branches, rings, and 
straw dolls from the Philippines, and kinaag and rattan tree 
trunks of Vietnam.

In addition, ICHCAP provided various photos and reference materials collected through a tug-of-war 
survey in Southeast Asia under the auspices of Dangjin City. Among the exhibits were tug-of-war 

                                                            
identifying and defining ICH elements (Articles 11(b) of the Convention), as well as a demonstration of regular updates of the inventory 
(Articles 12). 

Figure 2. Poster for Special Exhibition

24

2. Increasing Media Interest in Tugging Rituals and 
Games  

The Evaluation Body of the tenth Intergovernmental 
Committee considered that Tugging Rituals and 
Games was unable to meet criterion R5 for 
inscription on Representative List. As a response to 
the announcement, the four submitting countries 
took immediate action. Fortunately, the Committee 
finally decided to inscribe, with consideration that 
the new regulations on strengthening the provision 
of R55, on which the suspension was based, were not 
fully promoted and that Cambodia and the 
Philippines applied to inscribe an element for the first 
time under the 2003 Convention.

In the meantime, the first article in the Republic of 
Korea about the multinational nomination was 
published in the Segye Times (29 November 2015). It 
was titled “Multinational Inscription of Tug-of-War 
on the Representative List of Four Countries 
Suspended” and got published just before the 
Intergovernmental Committee meeting began. It was 
a critical article that led to the Korean Government’s 
complacent response, which led to the decision that 
the nomination is referred. Fortunately, as a result of 
the cooperation among the countries and immediate 
response, it was finally inscribed. Subsequently, there 
were many articles on celebrating the inscription. In 
the case of the Republic of Korea, from the moment 
the multinational inscription was decided, the news 
of its inscription was announced as breaking news, 
even though it was dawn in the Republic of Korea 
time.

The Cambodia Daily (7 Dec 2015) reported that 
“known in Khmer as teanh prot, the game has now 
been recognized as part of the country’s ICH by the 
UN’s cultural agency, UNESCO.” The decision to 
include it on the list was made during the 
Committee’s 10th session in Windhoek, Namibia, 
which concluded last Friday.”

Korea's JoongAng Ilbo (4 Dec 2015) said, “the 
multinational inscription is more meaningful as four 
East Asian countries, including Cambodia, the 
Philippines, and Vietnam, are jointly inscribed,” and 
“The tug-of-war of the four countries is similar as

                                                            
5 Criterion R5 requires an explanation of the ‘participation of communities, groups and relevant non-governmental organizations’ in 

Figure 1. Viet Nam News (19 Dec. 2015)
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commemoration of the multinational inscription of 
Tugging Rituals and Games, the Korea Cultural 
Heritage Foundation (the Foundation), a special 
corporation under the Cultural Heritage 
Administration, published tug-of-war books in Korean 
and English in December 2015. The Foundation 
publishes books in Korean and English to 
commemorate and promote Korean ICH elements 
whenever they are inscribed on Representative List. 

The book on tug-of-war provides an overview of this 
ICH and introduces Korean tug-of-war events inscribed 
on Representative List as well as teanh prot of 
Cambodia, punnuk of the Philippines, and keo co of 
various villages in Vietnam. The writings of books were 
mainly by experts involved in the process of inscribing 
the tug-of-war to the UNESCO ICH list. The Foundation 
distributed the books to major institutions, including 
domestic libraries, and participants at meetings such 
as the Intergovernmental Committee.

Tell Me about Tugging Rituals and Games: ICHCAP 
and Dangjin City published a children’s book in January 
2017 to increase the next generations’ understanding 
and interest in a tug-of-war. The book was published 
by hiring children’s writers and illustrators, using 
reports on the status of tug-of-war and international 
symposiums. The books were written in Korean and 
distributed to kindergartens, elementary schools in 
Dangjin, and children at various events such as the 
National Center Children’s Event.

Tugging Rituals and Games: A Common Element, 
Diverse Approaches: ICHCAP and Dangjin City 
published English books to enhance visibility and 
awareness of tugging rituals and games. The book was 
the third volume of ICHCAP’s Living Heritage Series, 
which is published annually to promote traditional 
knowledge and cultural diversity. In addition, the book 
also introduces cases of tug-of-war in Japan, Thailand, 
and Ukraine.

Texts about Tug-of-War in High School Certificate 
Textbooks: In Korea, tugging rituals and games were
introduced as texts along with several other UNESCO-
listed ICH elements in English textbooks published by 
Visang Education. In the English textbook for the first 
grade of high school, there is a section titled “Taste 
Culture, Understand Better,” which explains the value 
of Korean culture and the diversity of world culture, the 
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26

miniatures of each country, which were made by referring to the Korean tug-of-war miniatures displayed 
at the Gijisi Juldarigi Museum. The exhibition consisted of forty-four articles and materials. Since the end 
of the exhibition, rope and tug-of-war miniatures from Cambodia, the Philippines, and Vietnam have been 
sourced out to the Gijisi Juldarigi Museum in Dangjin City and are currently on permanent display.

Tugging Ritual and Games Photo Exhibition: Meanwhile, 
ICHCAP and Dangjin City planned a Tugging Ritual and 
Games photo exhibition to promote the significance and 
value of the multinational inscription of Tugging Ritual and 
Games by four countries. Based on previously collected 
tug-of-war photographs from each country and newly 
provided photographs from each country, a total of forty 
photographs, ten from each country, were collected and 
made into a panel.

The photo exhibition was first held on 24 and 25 November 
2018 at the Hanoi Museum and Shrine in Vietnam. During 
an exchange visit to the Vietnamese tug-of-war 
community, the Korean Federation took the photo panel 
and displayed it. The exhibition, which was held outdoors, 
attracted many students and tourists, allowing them to 
enjoy various aspects of tug-of-war in four countries. The 
photo panels used in the exhibition were donated to the 
Hanoi Museum after the exhibition, allowing the museum 
to display regularly to students and citizens.

The Korean Federation reproduced the photo panels and held outdoor photo exhibitions during the open 
events of each tug-of-war community in the Republic of Korea. During the Folk Cultural Festival in March 
2019 and the Festival of Gijisi in April, the “Tugging Rituals and Games Photo Exhibition” was held. In 
August, the Tugging Rituals and Games photos were also displayed at the Miryang Baekjung Nori public 
demonstration.

The Gijisi Juldarigi Safeguarding Association, sponsored 
by Dangjin City and the Cultural Heritage 
Administration, reproduced the photo panels and 
visited Hungduan City, Ifugao, the Philippines from 8 to 
12 August 2019, to hold a tug-of-war exchange event for 
villagers at Hapao Elementary School. After the event, 
the photographs were donated to Hungduan City to 
promote the multinational inscription of Tugging Rituals 
and Games.

Currently, ICHCAP and Dangjin City are developing a 
website dedicated to Tugging Rituals and Games so that 
the photos can be displayed online along with other tug-
of-war photos.

3.2 Publishing Various Books

Juldarigi: Tugging Rituals and Games in Korea and 
Three Other Southeast Asian Countries: In 

Figure 3. Photo Exhibition in Hanoi Museum

Figure 4. Book published by the 
Foundation
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One of the main activities of the Korean Federation is to strengthen the capacity of its members. Since 
most of the practitioners involved in the safeguarding of this element have separate jobs and only 
participate during the events, they are in a situation where their ability to transmit or safeguard is 
relatively insufficient compared to other ICH elements. Therefore, the Korean Federation has been 
holding provincial workshops since 2016, with the sponsorship of the National Center: Jeonju in 2016 
where the National Center is located; Changnyeong in 2017 where Yeongsan Juldarigi Safeguarding 
Association is located; Samcheok in 2018 where Samcheok Gijuldarigi Safeguarding Association is 
positioned; and Milyang in 2019 where Gamnae Gejuldarigi Associate is situated. 

The second major activity of the Korean Federation is public demonstration events. Since 2012, the Gijisi 
Juldarigi Festival has been holding demonstrations by inviting tug-of-war communities from other regions. 
The Korean Federation planned a five-group tug-of-war demonstration called “Korean Traditional Tug-of-
War Hanmadang” to commemorate the inaugural meeting. However, the weather blocked this plan. Since 
then, the demonstration event has been held at different locations. This includes the National Center in 
November 2016, the Gijisi Juldarigi Museum in Dangjin in April 2017, the Miryang Indoor Gymnasium in 
August 2018, and Changnyeong in March 2019.

Establishing Vietnam Tugging Heritage Network: Vietnam is the second country where a domestic 
community network was created. The influence of international exchange between the Korean Federation 
has significantly influenced Vietnamese communities to form a network. Five communities participated 
in a seminar at the Hanoi Museum on 26 December 2020 to commemorate the fifth anniversary of the 
inscription on the list. The five communities gathering at the seminar were seated tugging at Tran Vu 
Temple and keo mo bamboo tugging from Xuan Lai Village in Hanoi City, keo co bamboo tugging from Huu 
Chap Village in Bac Ninh City, keo song rattan tugging from Huong Canh Town, and keo co rattan tugging 
from Hoa Loan Village in Vinh Phuc Province. Among these, the latter is a newly added community that 
has not been included in the national inventory or the UNESCO multinational inscription. The network will 
be operated annually by representatives of each community under the support of the Center for Research 
and Promotion of Cultural Heritage. The 2021 chairpersonship will be run by the Long Bien Village keo co 
ngoi community.

Figure9. Seminar of Vietnam Tugging Heritage Network
28

tugging rituals and games of Cambodia, the Philippines, Republic of Korea, and Vietnam are introduced 
along with the human tower of Spain, and gingerbread manufacturing technology of Croatia. The contents 
of the UNESCO-listed ICH elements account for eight pages, with two pages devoted to tugging rituals and 
games.

Figure 7. Tests of English Book in High School

4. Establishment of Community Network and International Exchange Activities

4.1 Establishing Communities Network

Establishing the Federation of Korean Traditional 
Tugging Rituals and Games Transmission 
Organization: The Korean Traditional Tugging Rituals 
and Games Transmission Organization (the Korean 
Federation) was established on 21 November 2014, 
during the inscription process, centering on two state-
designated ICH groups (Youngsan Juldarigi 
Safeguarding Association and Gijisi Juldarigi
Safeguarding Association) and three city/province-
designated ICH  groups (Samcheok Gijuldarigi, Gamnae 
Gejuldar igi, and Uiryong Keunjulttaenggigi 
Safeguarding Association). The Namhae Seongu 
Julkkeutgi Safeguarding Association joined the Korean 
Federation in February 2016 after the element was registration on the UNESCO ICH list.

Figure87. Inauguration Ceremony of the Korean 
Federation
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Organization: The Korean Traditional Tugging Rituals 
and Games Transmission Organization (the Korean 
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Safeguarding Association and Gijisi Juldarigi
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designated ICH  groups (Samcheok Gijuldarigi, Gamnae 
Gejuldar igi, and Uiryong Keunjulttaenggigi 
Safeguarding Association). The Namhae Seongu 
Julkkeutgi Safeguarding Association joined the Korean 
Federation in February 2016 after the element was registration on the UNESCO ICH list.

Figure87. Inauguration Ceremony of the Korean 
Federation

24

29

One of the main activities of the Korean Federation is to strengthen the capacity of its members. Since 
most of the practitioners involved in the safeguarding of this element have separate jobs and only 
participate during the events, they are in a situation where their ability to transmit or safeguard is 
relatively insufficient compared to other ICH elements. Therefore, the Korean Federation has been 
holding provincial workshops since 2016, with the sponsorship of the National Center: Jeonju in 2016 
where the National Center is located; Changnyeong in 2017 where Yeongsan Juldarigi Safeguarding 
Association is located; Samcheok in 2018 where Samcheok Gijuldarigi Safeguarding Association is 
positioned; and Milyang in 2019 where Gamnae Gejuldarigi Associate is situated. 

The second major activity of the Korean Federation is public demonstration events. Since 2012, the Gijisi 
Juldarigi Festival has been holding demonstrations by inviting tug-of-war communities from other regions. 
The Korean Federation planned a five-group tug-of-war demonstration called “Korean Traditional Tug-of-
War Hanmadang” to commemorate the inaugural meeting. However, the weather blocked this plan. Since 
then, the demonstration event has been held at different locations. This includes the National Center in 
November 2016, the Gijisi Juldarigi Museum in Dangjin in April 2017, the Miryang Indoor Gymnasium in 
August 2018, and Changnyeong in March 2019.

Establishing Vietnam Tugging Heritage Network: Vietnam is the second country where a domestic 
community network was created. The influence of international exchange between the Korean Federation 
has significantly influenced Vietnamese communities to form a network. Five communities participated 
in a seminar at the Hanoi Museum on 26 December 2020 to commemorate the fifth anniversary of the 
inscription on the list. The five communities gathering at the seminar were seated tugging at Tran Vu 
Temple and keo mo bamboo tugging from Xuan Lai Village in Hanoi City, keo co bamboo tugging from Huu 
Chap Village in Bac Ninh City, keo song rattan tugging from Huong Canh Town, and keo co rattan tugging 
from Hoa Loan Village in Vinh Phuc Province. Among these, the latter is a newly added community that 
has not been included in the national inventory or the UNESCO multinational inscription. The network will 
be operated annually by representatives of each community under the support of the Center for Research 
and Promotion of Cultural Heritage. The 2021 chairpersonship will be run by the Long Bien Village keo co 
ngoi community.

Figure9. Seminar of Vietnam Tugging Heritage Network
28

tugging rituals and games of Cambodia, the Philippines, Republic of Korea, and Vietnam are introduced 
along with the human tower of Spain, and gingerbread manufacturing technology of Croatia. The contents 
of the UNESCO-listed ICH elements account for eight pages, with two pages devoted to tugging rituals and 
games.

Figure 7. Tests of English Book in High School

4. Establishment of Community Network and International Exchange Activities

4.1 Establishing Communities Network

Establishing the Federation of Korean Traditional 
Tugging Rituals and Games Transmission 
Organization: The Korean Traditional Tugging Rituals 
and Games Transmission Organization (the Korean 
Federation) was established on 21 November 2014, 
during the inscription process, centering on two state-
designated ICH groups (Youngsan Juldarigi 
Safeguarding Association and Gijisi Juldarigi
Safeguarding Association) and three city/province-
designated ICH  groups (Samcheok Gijuldarigi, Gamnae 
Gejuldar igi, and Uiryong Keunjulttaenggigi 
Safeguarding Association). The Namhae Seongu 
Julkkeutgi Safeguarding Association joined the Korean 
Federation in February 2016 after the element was registration on the UNESCO ICH list.

Figure87. Inauguration Ceremony of the Korean 
Federation



27

 31 

support of Dangjin City and ICHCAP. The visiting group consisted of thirteen members, including six 
members of the Safeguarding Association, four related experts, one Federation official, and two others. 
The international exchange events were organized and conducted by the National Commission for Culture 
and the Arts of the Philippines. The commission also worked on video recording the 2019 punnuk as well 
as the tug-of-war exchange event between Korea and the Philippines. On 9 August, the Korean delegation 
visited related organizations and observed ceremonial events such as Baki and Inum. On 10 August, not 
only did the delegation observe the main tug-of-war event, but they have also participated in a tug-of-
war competition between Korean representatives and Philippine representatives. On the third day, a 
workshop was held to discuss safeguarding tugging rituals and games with the community and villagers in 
Hungduan. In addition, a photo exhibition of the tug-of-war was held at the Hapao Elementary School. 

Figure 14. Group Photo in Korea-Philippines Community Exchange in Ifugao 

The Fifth Anniversary Event of the Multinational Inscription Held Online: The Korean tug-of-war 
communities, which successfully organized the Korea-Vietnam and Korea-Philippine’s tug-of-war 
community exchange event, was sponsored by Dangjin City to hold an international symposium 
celebrating the fifth anniversary of the multinational inscription of the element in April 2020 during the 
Gijisi Tug-of-War Festival. The international symposium was organized under the theme of “Asian 
Traditional Tugging Rituals and Games for Sustainable Development” and included examples from other 
countries that have traditional tug-of-war beyond the four co-inscribed countries. Community exchanges 
were planned to invite representatives from tug-of-war communities in Cambodia, the Philippines, and 
Vietnam to hold demonstrations with the Korean Federation, along with the fifth anniversary of its 
inscription.  

However, the COVID-19 pandemic has halted symposiums and exchange events. In particular, Cambodia's 
tug-of-war community was planning to hold its first international exchange event and was working on 
issuing passports amid high expectations. Nevertheless, it was suspended due to the COVID-19 
restrictions. In addition, the Korean tug-of-war community’s visit to the Cambodian tug-of-war community 
has also been suspended for an indefinite period. 
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4.2. Starting the International Exchange of the Communities

Korea-Vietnam Community Exchanges: It was the 
international exchange between Korean and Vietnamese 
communities that provided a great turning point in the 
activities of the tug-of-war communities since its inscription. 
First, about twenty representatives of the Korean Federation 
and selected experts visited the Vietnamese tug-of-war 
community. The event was organized and conducted by the 
Center for Research and Promotion of Cultural Heritage in 
Vietnam. Exchange programs were held on 22 and 23 
November 2018. On the first day of the event, a demonstration 
of Korea's Yeongsan tug-of-war and photo exhibition was held 
for middle school students in the morning at the Hanoi 
Museum yard. In the afternoon, demonstrations and photo 
exhibitions were held again for tourists in the Confucian Shrine 
in Hanoi.

On the second day, the Korean Federation visited the keo co 
ngoi tug-of-war community in Long Bien Village, Hanoi, and 
held a workshop to introduce the process of the multinational 
nomination with the villagers with a demonstration of each 
community’s tug-of-war. Before the demonstration, a ritual 
event was also held at Tran Vu Temple. This international 
exchange event was the first international exchange among the 
communities since the joint inscription. The photo panels and 
the rope used for the event were donated to the Hanoi 
Museum for exhibition and education.

In turn, a delegation of thirty people, including Vietnam's Long 
Bien community members and related experts, visited the 
Republic of Korea during the Gijisi Juldarigi Festival in April 
2019. On 11 April, the Vietnamese delegation participated in 
the rituals and conference. On the next day, six of Korea's tug-
of-war safeguarding associations held a demonstration just like 
the Vietnamese delegation. On the last day, everyone enjoyed 
the highlight of the festival: a ritual for rope, moving the rope, 
and juldarigi. Long Bien's keo co ngoi ropes and columns were 
donated to the Gijisi Juldarigi Museum.

The two international exchanges between Korea and Vietnam 
have had a great impact on Vietnamese tug-of-war 
communities in the sense of revitalizing communities and local 
governments to organize the network and establish 
safeguarding measures to better understand the importance of 
safeguarding the element. 

Korea-Philippines Tug-of-war Community Exchange: In August 
2019, the Gijisi Juldarigi Safeguarding Association visited the 
punnuk community in Hungduan, Ifugao, Philippines, with the 
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support of Dangjin City and ICHCAP. The visiting group consisted of thirteen members, including six 
members of the Safeguarding Association, four related experts, one Federation official, and two others. 
The international exchange events were organized and conducted by the National Commission for Culture 
and the Arts of the Philippines. The commission also worked on video recording the 2019 punnuk as well 
as the tug-of-war exchange event between Korea and the Philippines. On 9 August, the Korean delegation 
visited related organizations and observed ceremonial events such as Baki and Inum. On 10 August, not 
only did the delegation observe the main tug-of-war event, but they have also participated in a tug-of-
war competition between Korean representatives and Philippine representatives. On the third day, a 
workshop was held to discuss safeguarding tugging rituals and games with the community and villagers in 
Hungduan. In addition, a photo exhibition of the tug-of-war was held at the Hapao Elementary School. 

Figure 14. Group Photo in Korea-Philippines Community Exchange in Ifugao 

The Fifth Anniversary Event of the Multinational Inscription Held Online: The Korean tug-of-war 
communities, which successfully organized the Korea-Vietnam and Korea-Philippine’s tug-of-war 
community exchange event, was sponsored by Dangjin City to hold an international symposium 
celebrating the fifth anniversary of the multinational inscription of the element in April 2020 during the 
Gijisi Tug-of-War Festival. The international symposium was organized under the theme of “Asian 
Traditional Tugging Rituals and Games for Sustainable Development” and included examples from other 
countries that have traditional tug-of-war beyond the four co-inscribed countries. Community exchanges 
were planned to invite representatives from tug-of-war communities in Cambodia, the Philippines, and 
Vietnam to hold demonstrations with the Korean Federation, along with the fifth anniversary of its 
inscription.  

However, the COVID-19 pandemic has halted symposiums and exchange events. In particular, Cambodia's 
tug-of-war community was planning to hold its first international exchange event and was working on 
issuing passports amid high expectations. Nevertheless, it was suspended due to the COVID-19 
restrictions. In addition, the Korean tug-of-war community’s visit to the Cambodian tug-of-war community 
has also been suspended for an indefinite period. 
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donated to the Gijisi Juldarigi Museum.
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governments to organize the network and establish 
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support of Dangjin City and ICHCAP. The visiting group consisted of thirteen members, including six 
members of the Safeguarding Association, four related experts, one Federation official, and two others. 
The international exchange events were organized and conducted by the National Commission for Culture 
and the Arts of the Philippines. The commission also worked on video recording the 2019 punnuk as well 
as the tug-of-war exchange event between Korea and the Philippines. On 9 August, the Korean delegation 
visited related organizations and observed ceremonial events such as Baki and Inum. On 10 August, not 
only did the delegation observe the main tug-of-war event, but they have also participated in a tug-of-
war competition between Korean representatives and Philippine representatives. On the third day, a 
workshop was held to discuss safeguarding tugging rituals and games with the community and villagers in 
Hungduan. In addition, a photo exhibition of the tug-of-war was held at the Hapao Elementary School. 

Figure 14. Group Photo in Korea-Philippines Community Exchange in Ifugao 

The Fifth Anniversary Event of the Multinational Inscription Held Online: The Korean tug-of-war 
communities, which successfully organized the Korea-Vietnam and Korea-Philippine’s tug-of-war 
community exchange event, was sponsored by Dangjin City to hold an international symposium 
celebrating the fifth anniversary of the multinational inscription of the element in April 2020 during the 
Gijisi Tug-of-War Festival. The international symposium was organized under the theme of “Asian 
Traditional Tugging Rituals and Games for Sustainable Development” and included examples from other 
countries that have traditional tug-of-war beyond the four co-inscribed countries. Community exchanges 
were planned to invite representatives from tug-of-war communities in Cambodia, the Philippines, and 
Vietnam to hold demonstrations with the Korean Federation, along with the fifth anniversary of its 
inscription.  

However, the COVID-19 pandemic has halted symposiums and exchange events. In particular, Cambodia's 
tug-of-war community was planning to hold its first international exchange event and was working on 
issuing passports amid high expectations. Nevertheless, it was suspended due to the COVID-19 
restrictions. In addition, the Korean tug-of-war community’s visit to the Cambodian tug-of-war community 
has also been suspended for an indefinite period. 
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in Hanoi.
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ngoi tug-of-war community in Long Bien Village, Hanoi, and 
held a workshop to introduce the process of the multinational 
nomination with the villagers with a demonstration of each 
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the highlight of the festival: a ritual for rope, moving the rope, 
and juldarigi. Long Bien's keo co ngoi ropes and columns were 
donated to the Gijisi Juldarigi Museum.

The two international exchanges between Korea and Vietnam 
have had a great impact on Vietnamese tug-of-war 
communities in the sense of revitalizing communities and local 
governments to organize the network and establish 
safeguarding measures to better understand the importance of 
safeguarding the element. 
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2019, the Gijisi Juldarigi Safeguarding Association visited the 
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support of Dangjin City and ICHCAP. The visiting group consisted of thirteen members, including six 
members of the Safeguarding Association, four related experts, one Federation official, and two others. 
The international exchange events were organized and conducted by the National Commission for Culture 
and the Arts of the Philippines. The commission also worked on video recording the 2019 punnuk as well 
as the tug-of-war exchange event between Korea and the Philippines. On 9 August, the Korean delegation 
visited related organizations and observed ceremonial events such as Baki and Inum. On 10 August, not 
only did the delegation observe the main tug-of-war event, but they have also participated in a tug-of-
war competition between Korean representatives and Philippine representatives. On the third day, a 
workshop was held to discuss safeguarding tugging rituals and games with the community and villagers in 
Hungduan. In addition, a photo exhibition of the tug-of-war was held at the Hapao Elementary School. 

Figure 14. Group Photo in Korea-Philippines Community Exchange in Ifugao 

The Fifth Anniversary Event of the Multinational Inscription Held Online: The Korean tug-of-war 
communities, which successfully organized the Korea-Vietnam and Korea-Philippine’s tug-of-war 
community exchange event, was sponsored by Dangjin City to hold an international symposium 
celebrating the fifth anniversary of the multinational inscription of the element in April 2020 during the 
Gijisi Tug-of-War Festival. The international symposium was organized under the theme of “Asian 
Traditional Tugging Rituals and Games for Sustainable Development” and included examples from other 
countries that have traditional tug-of-war beyond the four co-inscribed countries. Community exchanges 
were planned to invite representatives from tug-of-war communities in Cambodia, the Philippines, and 
Vietnam to hold demonstrations with the Korean Federation, along with the fifth anniversary of its 
inscription.  

However, the COVID-19 pandemic has halted symposiums and exchange events. In particular, Cambodia's 
tug-of-war community was planning to hold its first international exchange event and was working on 
issuing passports amid high expectations. Nevertheless, it was suspended due to the COVID-19 
restrictions. In addition, the Korean tug-of-war community’s visit to the Cambodian tug-of-war community 
has also been suspended for an indefinite period. 
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Korea, and a small-scale outdoor photo exhibition of tug-of-war was held in each country. Currently, 
ICHCAP is developing a webpage for making the exhibition available online. Also, as we saw earlier, various 
books on tug-of-war are being published. Among them, the publication of children’s books will be an 
effective educational material as it will increase the younger generation’s awareness of the element. They 
will also transmit the heritage to the next generations. It is believed that the publication and distribution 
of the book in each country’s language needs to be considered. 

Fourth, the biggest impact of the multinational nomination would be the changes in the tug-of-war 
communities themselves. The activities that had separated the communities have changed and a coalition 
to safeguard the tug-of-war by the establishment of networks domestically and regionally began to form. 
Through this, the community members determined to recognize the importance of safeguarding other 
ICH elements, as a mainspring of human creativity and cultural diversity. 

Amid the pandemic, the 2020 event marking the fifth anniversary of the inscription was held online on 2 
December 2020 with the support of NGOs and experts from the four countries. Now, we will be holding 
this international symposium online once again. While it is still not a proper time to meet in person, such 
online encounters are an outpost for future face-to-face exchanges. 

The positive function of the multinational nomination is certainly making activities for safeguarding 
Tugging Rituals and Games continue despite the pandemic. I do hope that daily routines will be restored 
as soon as possible and international exchanges between communities will resume. 
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Despite the pandemic, the Korean tug-of-war communities hosted an online event to celebrate the fifth 
anniversary of the multinational inscription of Tugging Rituals and Games on 2 December 2020, which was 
sponsored by Dangjin City and supported by ICHCAP. The event “One Asia with Rope,” was live-streamed 
through YouTube, and following the opening ceremony, representatives of the four countries involved 
with the inscription reported on the status of tug-of-war in each country since its inscription. It also 
screened video clips prepared in advance from the communities concerned to commemorate the fifth 
anniversary. During the “Retrospection and Prospect” discussion by Korean experts, several suggestions 
for safeguarding this shared heritage in the future were discussed and a video clip of the Vietnamese tug-
of-war communities’ activities during the COVID-19 period was finally played. 

 
Conclusion 

Since the multinational inscription of Tugging Rituals and Games in 2015, the visibility of the element has 
significantly increased for communities in Cambodia, Korea, the Philippines, and Vietnam. First, the 
understanding of tug-of-war as an ICH has expanded since the inscription. Immediately after the 
inscription, each countries’ media rushed to tell the public about the news and continued to publish 
related articles under the premise that this is a multinational ICH element inscribed on UNESCO’s 
Representative List. In particular, considering the events’ schedule of tug-of-war festival’s communities 
prior and post-inscription, it has contributed to increasing the demand for tourism.  

Second, a lot of information and data on tug-of-war have been accumulated and Dangjin City and the Gijisi 
Juldarigi Museum play a crucial role in collecting information- Before the registration, various records such 
as papers, photos, and videos of the element were produced and collected through field surveys and 
symposiums. Additionally, they tried to obtain further information and high-quality resources of 
communities, even they are conducting research continuously on communities and other countries were 
not included during the nomination process. 

Third, various events and related content are produced through the information and resources mentioned 
above. As previously introduced, a special exhibition on tug-of-war was held at the National ICH Center in 

Figure 15. Poster of the 5th Anniversary of the Joint Inscription 
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this international symposium online once again. While it is still not a proper time to meet in person, such 
online encounters are an outpost for future face-to-face exchanges. 

The positive function of the multinational nomination is certainly making activities for safeguarding 
Tugging Rituals and Games continue despite the pandemic. I do hope that daily routines will be restored 
as soon as possible and international exchanges between communities will resume. 
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Despite the pandemic, the Korean tug-of-war communities hosted an online event to celebrate the fifth 
anniversary of the multinational inscription of Tugging Rituals and Games on 2 December 2020, which was 
sponsored by Dangjin City and supported by ICHCAP. The event “One Asia with Rope,” was live-streamed 
through YouTube, and following the opening ceremony, representatives of the four countries involved 
with the inscription reported on the status of tug-of-war in each country since its inscription. It also 
screened video clips prepared in advance from the communities concerned to commemorate the fifth 
anniversary. During the “Retrospection and Prospect” discussion by Korean experts, several suggestions 
for safeguarding this shared heritage in the future were discussed and a video clip of the Vietnamese tug-
of-war communities’ activities during the COVID-19 period was finally played. 

 
Conclusion 

Since the multinational inscription of Tugging Rituals and Games in 2015, the visibility of the element has 
significantly increased for communities in Cambodia, Korea, the Philippines, and Vietnam. First, the 
understanding of tug-of-war as an ICH has expanded since the inscription. Immediately after the 
inscription, each countries’ media rushed to tell the public about the news and continued to publish 
related articles under the premise that this is a multinational ICH element inscribed on UNESCO’s 
Representative List. In particular, considering the events’ schedule of tug-of-war festival’s communities 
prior and post-inscription, it has contributed to increasing the demand for tourism.  

Second, a lot of information and data on tug-of-war have been accumulated and Dangjin City and the Gijisi 
Juldarigi Museum play a crucial role in collecting information- Before the registration, various records such 
as papers, photos, and videos of the element were produced and collected through field surveys and 
symposiums. Additionally, they tried to obtain further information and high-quality resources of 
communities, even they are conducting research continuously on communities and other countries were 
not included during the nomination process. 

Third, various events and related content are produced through the information and resources mentioned 
above. As previously introduced, a special exhibition on tug-of-war was held at the National ICH Center in 
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Korea, and a small-scale outdoor photo exhibition of tug-of-war was held in each country. Currently, 
ICHCAP is developing a webpage for making the exhibition available online. Also, as we saw earlier, various 
books on tug-of-war are being published. Among them, the publication of children’s books will be an 
effective educational material as it will increase the younger generation’s awareness of the element. They 
will also transmit the heritage to the next generations. It is believed that the publication and distribution 
of the book in each country’s language needs to be considered. 

Fourth, the biggest impact of the multinational nomination would be the changes in the tug-of-war 
communities themselves. The activities that had separated the communities have changed and a coalition 
to safeguard the tug-of-war by the establishment of networks domestically and regionally began to form. 
Through this, the community members determined to recognize the importance of safeguarding other 
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II. Ssireum/Ssirum as a shared heritage 

Background 

The Republic of Korea and the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, originally one country, have existed 
since 1948. Following the war from 1950 to 1953, the ROK and the DPRK have been in an armistice.78 
Although political and military tensions between the ROK and the DPRK have continued, there have also 
been continuous efforts to establish peaceful relations. In discourses around cultural heritage, there were 
discussions about direct cooperation initiatives and exchanges, even some successful projects, notably 
the return of the Pukkwan Victory Monument to the DPRK in 20069 and the joint excavation of the 
Manwoldae since 2007.10 

However, direct cooperation initiatives were heavily influenced by political tensions,11 so activities based 
on cooperation through international organizations such as UNESCO were initiated in the 2000s. The ROK 
and the DPRK are both UNESCO Member States and have ratified the UNESCO 1972 and 2003 
Conventions. The first Inter-Korea cooperation through UNESCO was the Safeguarding Koguryo Tombs 
and Mural Paintings project in 2001, which contributed to the inscription of the heritage on the World 
Heritage List.  

In the field of ICH, there was no visible cooperation between the ROK and DPRK on safeguarding or 
nominating heritages. However, the ROK and DPRK have shared history and tradition, and thus they share 
ICHs amongst themselves. This has led to the separate inscription of shared heritage, namely Arirang12 
and Kimjang.13 In another shared heritage case, the Royal Tombs of the Joseon Dynasty in the Republic of 
Korea, which consists of 40 tombs, was inscribed on the World Heritage List in 2009. Nonetheless, there 
are two additional royal tombs of the Joseon dynasty in Gaesong, located in the DPRK.  

Ssireum/Ssirum as a cultural heritage 

Ssireum is an ICH that has been transmitted through generations in Korea. Essentially, Ssireum is a form 
of traditional wrestling in which two players compete to send the opponent to the ground using long 
fabric belts called satba. It is a popular Korean folk tradition. However, the exact origin of the Ssireum is 
unknown. There are mural paintings in some Goguryeo (B.C.E. 18 – C.E. 668) tombs that depict wrestlers. 
Goguryeo tombs such as Gakjeo-chong (Tomb of wrestling) and tomb no.1 at Jangcheon14 are such cases. 

Ssireum was widely popular among Koreans, and the kings and ruling classes have also enjoyed it. There 
are written records, such as Goryeo-sa (History of Goryeo dynasty) and Goryeosa-Jeolyo (Brief history of 
Goryeo dynasty), showing that Kings of Goryeo dynasty (C.E. 918–1392) personally watched Ssireum 
tournaments and rewarded the winner. Joseon Wangjo Sillok (Annals of Joseon dynasty) has cases of Kings 

                                                             
7 The war effectively ended in 1953 with the signing of an armistice agreement. However, no lasting peace treaty was signed.  
8 In the Panmunjom Declaration of 2018, the ROK and the DPRK have agreed to cooperate to establish a permanent and solid peace 
region on the Korean Peninsula. This has been reaffirmed in the 2018 North Korea-United States Summit. 
9 Originally erected in the 18th century in the Hamgyeongbuk-do province in the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, the stone 
stele was illegally exported to Japan in 1905. It was returned to the Republic of Korea in 2005. After restoration and conservation, the 
monument was returned to the original location by the agreement between the ROK and the DPRK in 2006. (Byeongyeon KIM, 2018, 
Suggestions for Inter-Korean cooperation for returning of illegally exported cultural heritages, History of Inter-Korean exchanges of 
cultural heritage, National Research Institute of Cultural Heritage, 2018, p.307.) 
10 www.manwoldae.org (In Korean) 
11 For example, the Manwoldae joint excavations were halted four times since their start due to political tensions, and it has not been 
resumed since 2019. 
12 Arirang, a lyrical folk song in the Republic of Korea, was inscribed on the representative list in 2012, and Arirang folk song in the 
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea was inscribed in 2014. 
13 Kimjang, making and sharing kimchi in the Republic of Korea was inscribed in 2013, and Traditional kimchi-making in the Democratic 
People’s Republic of Korea was inscribed in 2015. 
14 Located in Changchuan, Jilin Province, China. 
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The Case of Ssireum/Ssirum Joint Inscription — Dr. Park 
HyungBin 

 

I. Introduction 

The joint inscription of Traditional Korean wrestling (Ssiruem/Ssirum) of 2018 was the first-ever and the 
only joint inscription on the Representative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage (ICH) of Humanity by 
the Republic of Korea and the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea. This inscription was decided by the 
Intergovernmental Committee for the Safeguarding of ICH on an exceptional basis. It demonstrated “the 
extraordinary strength of cultural heritage for a vehicle of peace and dialogue6.”  

The course of the joint inscription was neither smooth nor ordinary. The nominations were initially 
submitted to different cycles and evaluated separately. However, the apparent characteristics of a shared 
heritage were included in both nominations, leading to the joint inscription.  

Therefore, recalling the shared nature of Ssireum/Ssirum and the course of the joint inscription can shed 
some light on how to safeguard shared heritages and prepare a joint nomination. 

 
Figure 1. Mr. John Moogi Omare, of the Evaluation Body, reports the evaluation of Traditional Korean wrestling 
(Ssirum/Ssireum) during the 13th session of the committee) © Cultural Heritage Administration of ROK 

 

 

                                                             
6 Audrey Azoulay, the Director-General of the UNESCO, 26th November 2018, in her introduction of the Item 13.COM.10.b.41. 
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some light on how to safeguard shared heritages and prepare a joint nomination. 

 
Figure 1. Mr. John Moogi Omare, of the Evaluation Body, reports the evaluation of Traditional Korean wrestling 
(Ssirum/Ssireum) during the 13th session of the committee) © Cultural Heritage Administration of ROK 
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II. Ssireum/Ssirum as a shared heritage 

Background 

The Republic of Korea and the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, originally one country, have existed 
since 1948. Following the war from 1950 to 1953, the ROK and the DPRK have been in an armistice.78 
Although political and military tensions between the ROK and the DPRK have continued, there have also 
been continuous efforts to establish peaceful relations. In discourses around cultural heritage, there were 
discussions about direct cooperation initiatives and exchanges, even some successful projects, notably 
the return of the Pukkwan Victory Monument to the DPRK in 20069 and the joint excavation of the 
Manwoldae since 2007.10 

However, direct cooperation initiatives were heavily influenced by political tensions,11 so activities based 
on cooperation through international organizations such as UNESCO were initiated in the 2000s. The ROK 
and the DPRK are both UNESCO Member States and have ratified the UNESCO 1972 and 2003 
Conventions. The first Inter-Korea cooperation through UNESCO was the Safeguarding Koguryo Tombs 
and Mural Paintings project in 2001, which contributed to the inscription of the heritage on the World 
Heritage List.  

In the field of ICH, there was no visible cooperation between the ROK and DPRK on safeguarding or 
nominating heritages. However, the ROK and DPRK have shared history and tradition, and thus they share 
ICHs amongst themselves. This has led to the separate inscription of shared heritage, namely Arirang12 
and Kimjang.13 In another shared heritage case, the Royal Tombs of the Joseon Dynasty in the Republic of 
Korea, which consists of 40 tombs, was inscribed on the World Heritage List in 2009. Nonetheless, there 
are two additional royal tombs of the Joseon dynasty in Gaesong, located in the DPRK.  

Ssireum/Ssirum as a cultural heritage 

Ssireum is an ICH that has been transmitted through generations in Korea. Essentially, Ssireum is a form 
of traditional wrestling in which two players compete to send the opponent to the ground using long 
fabric belts called satba. It is a popular Korean folk tradition. However, the exact origin of the Ssireum is 
unknown. There are mural paintings in some Goguryeo (B.C.E. 18 – C.E. 668) tombs that depict wrestlers. 
Goguryeo tombs such as Gakjeo-chong (Tomb of wrestling) and tomb no.1 at Jangcheon14 are such cases. 

Ssireum was widely popular among Koreans, and the kings and ruling classes have also enjoyed it. There 
are written records, such as Goryeo-sa (History of Goryeo dynasty) and Goryeosa-Jeolyo (Brief history of 
Goryeo dynasty), showing that Kings of Goryeo dynasty (C.E. 918–1392) personally watched Ssireum 
tournaments and rewarded the winner. Joseon Wangjo Sillok (Annals of Joseon dynasty) has cases of Kings 

                                                             
7 The war effectively ended in 1953 with the signing of an armistice agreement. However, no lasting peace treaty was signed.  
8 In the Panmunjom Declaration of 2018, the ROK and the DPRK have agreed to cooperate to establish a permanent and solid peace 
region on the Korean Peninsula. This has been reaffirmed in the 2018 North Korea-United States Summit. 
9 Originally erected in the 18th century in the Hamgyeongbuk-do province in the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, the stone 
stele was illegally exported to Japan in 1905. It was returned to the Republic of Korea in 2005. After restoration and conservation, the 
monument was returned to the original location by the agreement between the ROK and the DPRK in 2006. (Byeongyeon KIM, 2018, 
Suggestions for Inter-Korean cooperation for returning of illegally exported cultural heritages, History of Inter-Korean exchanges of 
cultural heritage, National Research Institute of Cultural Heritage, 2018, p.307.) 
10 www.manwoldae.org (In Korean) 
11 For example, the Manwoldae joint excavations were halted four times since their start due to political tensions, and it has not been 
resumed since 2019. 
12 Arirang, a lyrical folk song in the Republic of Korea, was inscribed on the representative list in 2012, and Arirang folk song in the 
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea was inscribed in 2014. 
13 Kimjang, making and sharing kimchi in the Republic of Korea was inscribed in 2013, and Traditional kimchi-making in the Democratic 
People’s Republic of Korea was inscribed in 2015. 
14 Located in Changchuan, Jilin Province, China. 
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The Case of Ssireum/Ssirum Joint Inscription — Dr. Park 
HyungBin 

 

I. Introduction 

The joint inscription of Traditional Korean wrestling (Ssiruem/Ssirum) of 2018 was the first-ever and the 
only joint inscription on the Representative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage (ICH) of Humanity by 
the Republic of Korea and the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea. This inscription was decided by the 
Intergovernmental Committee for the Safeguarding of ICH on an exceptional basis. It demonstrated “the 
extraordinary strength of cultural heritage for a vehicle of peace and dialogue6.”  

The course of the joint inscription was neither smooth nor ordinary. The nominations were initially 
submitted to different cycles and evaluated separately. However, the apparent characteristics of a shared 
heritage were included in both nominations, leading to the joint inscription.  

Therefore, recalling the shared nature of Ssireum/Ssirum and the course of the joint inscription can shed 
some light on how to safeguard shared heritages and prepare a joint nomination. 

 
Figure 1. Mr. John Moogi Omare, of the Evaluation Body, reports the evaluation of Traditional Korean wrestling 
(Ssirum/Ssireum) during the 13th session of the committee) © Cultural Heritage Administration of ROK 

 

 

                                                             
6 Audrey Azoulay, the Director-General of the UNESCO, 26th November 2018, in her introduction of the Item 13.COM.10.b.41. 
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proposed to the Academy of Science of the DPRK that Arirang should be jointly nominated for the 
Representative List of ICH of Humanity. But there was no official response to the suggestion. 
Consequently, the ROK submitted its nomination file named Arirang, a lyrical folk song in the Republic of 
Korea, and it was inscribed in 2012. The DPRK submitted an Arirang folk song in the Democratic People’s 
Republic of Korea in 2013, and it was inscribed in 2014. 

In 2014, the ICHCAP 21  organized the Northeast Asia Sub-regional Meeting on ICH Safeguarding in 
Mongolia, under the title of “Seminar on Cooperation towards Strengthening Networking and Information 
sharing of ICH in Northeast Asia” with UNESCO Beijing Office, Ministry of Culture of Mongolia, Mongolian 
National Commission for UNESCO. State Parties of the 2003 Convention in Northeast Asia, namely China, 
DPRK, Japan, Mongolia, and ROK, participated in the meeting. Notably, the DPRK delegates, led by Mr. 
Chul-Soo Noh, the Deputy Director-General of National Authority for the Protection of Cultural Heritage, 
unofficially showed interest in the Inter-Korean cooperation for the safeguarding and promotion of shared 
cultural heritage, including the joint nomination of ICH elements. However, no concrete outcome has 
been produced. 

 
Separate Nominations 

In the Republic of Korea, the Cultural Heritage Administration is in charge of nominating and safeguarding 
ICHs. The general task is divided into two categories: safeguarding of ICH and the World Heritage Policy 
Division (formerly World Heritage Division), in charge of nominating ICHs to the UNESCO List. The selection 
of the element to be nominated is examined in two stages, first by the ICH Committee and, later, the 
World Heritage Sub-committee of the Cultural Heritage Committee. 

In the case of Ssireum, the ICH Committee (then ICH Sub-committee of the Cultural Heritage Committee), 
at its 5th session of 2015, decided Ssireum to be nominated on Representative List in 2016. Then, the 
World Heritage Sub-committee, at its 2nd session of 2015, confirmed that Ssireum was to be nominated 
for inscription on Representative List. The Korean version of the nomination file was completed in January 
2016, and after translation, it was submitted to UNESCO along with other materials in March 2016. At the 
11th session of the Intergovernmental Committee for the Safeguarding of ICH, it was decided that the 
ROK’s nomination file be examined in the 2018 cycle.22 

The Democratic People’s Republic of Korea submitted its nomination file named “Ssirum” (wrestling) to 
UNESCO in March 2015. After the evaluation, in November 2016, at the 11th session of the 
Intergovernmental Committee for the Safeguarding of the ICH, the Committee referred23 to the DPRK’s 
nomination file. The DPRK revised its nomination file and submitted it to UNESCO in March 2017.  

The Evaluation 

As mentioned above, due to the priorities for treating nominations decided by the Committee, the DPRK 
nomination should have been evaluated in 2016, and the ROK nomination in 2018. But the Committee’s 
decision to refer the DPRK nomination files at the 11th session of the Intergovernmental Committee for 
the Safeguarding for ICH enabled both files to be examined by the Evaluation Body in 2018, 3 years after 
the submission of the DPRK nomination file. In October 2018, it was announced that both nominations 
had been recommended for inscription by the Evaluation Body.  

                                                             
21 International Information and Networking Centre for Intangible Cultural Heritage in the Asia-Pacific Region under the auspices of 
UNESCO 
22 Decision 11.COM 12, Document ITH/16/11/Com/12. 
23 Decision 11.COM 10.b.8, Document ITH/16/11/COM/10.b 
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watching Ssireum and rewarding winners. In some records, Ssireum matches were presented to entertain 
emissaries from China.  

Ssireum matches do not require special equipment or facilities. Some open spaces with sand and satba, 
which are wrapped around the waist and leg of players, are required to host a Ssireum match. Each player 
grabs the opponent’s satba and uses various skills, including grappling, pushing, throwing, and turning to 
send the opponent to the ground. If any part of a player’s body touches the ground, the player loses.  

Ssireum is a match of two individual players. However, it can be a group match when organized between 
neighboring villages and communities. Contests between villages would not be complete without 
sponsorship, participation, and unity from all community members, which explains the social function and 
meaning of ssireum as a community event. Ssireum helps to foster solidarity among community members 
as they share the excitement of the match. They also provide an opportunity to pray for harmony and 
prosperity in the community.15 

The wide popularity of Ssireum in the Korean peninsula is the result of openness and simplicity. Because 
it is easy to host and participate in Ssireum matches, Ssireum took place on various traditional holidays 
nationwide. And because of this popularity, Ssireum is one of the most beloved Korean folk traditions. 
And this popularity continues today, as Ssireum was included in the 100 national culture symbols of the 
Republic of Korea in 2006.16 

Shared characteristics of Ssireum and Ssirum 

Ssireum and Ssirum are pronounced identically in Korean. The difference between the two words is just a 
difference of phonetic transcription into English. Both nomination files present a similar summary, 
particularly of the bearers and practitioners, of the element, transmission, social functions, and cultural 
meanings. The nomination file of the ROK depicts the Ssireum match as “two players wearing long fabric 
belts around their waists and one thigh grip their opponents' belt and employing various techniques to 
send the opponent to the ground.17” The nomination file of the DPRK depicts the Ssirum match as “two 
opponents trying to push their competitor to the ground, using satpa (a fabric strap used as a handle 
connecting the waist and leg), torso, hands, and legs.18” Such similarities can be found in the sections 
describing the transmission system, safeguarding system, cultural meanings, and social functions.  

The evaluation body also noted the shared characteristics of the two nominations. In fact, in the 
presentation of Item 13.COM 10.B.41,19 the Chairperson of the Evaluation Body stated as follows; “the 
two files demonstrate the shared nature of the practices. The Evaluation Body discussed and regretted 
during the examination that these two files had not been presented as a joint nomination.20” 

III. Nomination and Evaluation 

Discussions about Joint Nominations 

Although the DPRK and ROK are the separate Member States of UNESCO, they share a common history 
and cultural tradition. Joint inscription of heritage assets on the UNESCO Lists (World Heritage and ICH) 
has been discussed since the early 2000s on various levels. In 2011, the Inter-Korean Historian Association 

                                                             
15 Section 1. (iv)  Of the nomination file of Ssireum, traditional wrestling in the Republic of Korea. 
16 Press release of 26th July 2006, the Ministry of Culture, Tourism, and Sports, Republic of Korea. 
17 Section 1.(i) of the nomination file of Ssireum, traditional wrestling in the Republic of Korea 
18 Section 1.(i) of the nomination file of Ssirum(wrestling) in the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea 
19 In the original agenda, the nomination file of the DPRK was 13.COM 10.b.13, and the nomination file of the ROK was 13.COM 
10.b.30. The item 13.COM. 10.b.41 was added for the joint nomination of Ssireum/Ssirum. 
20 Mr. John Moogi Omare, the chairperson of the Evaluation Body, 26th November 2018, at the plenary session of the 13th Session of 
the Intergovernmental Committee. 
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proposed to the Academy of Science of the DPRK that Arirang should be jointly nominated for the 
Representative List of ICH of Humanity. But there was no official response to the suggestion. 
Consequently, the ROK submitted its nomination file named Arirang, a lyrical folk song in the Republic of 
Korea, and it was inscribed in 2012. The DPRK submitted an Arirang folk song in the Democratic People’s 
Republic of Korea in 2013, and it was inscribed in 2014. 

In 2014, the ICHCAP 21  organized the Northeast Asia Sub-regional Meeting on ICH Safeguarding in 
Mongolia, under the title of “Seminar on Cooperation towards Strengthening Networking and Information 
sharing of ICH in Northeast Asia” with UNESCO Beijing Office, Ministry of Culture of Mongolia, Mongolian 
National Commission for UNESCO. State Parties of the 2003 Convention in Northeast Asia, namely China, 
DPRK, Japan, Mongolia, and ROK, participated in the meeting. Notably, the DPRK delegates, led by Mr. 
Chul-Soo Noh, the Deputy Director-General of National Authority for the Protection of Cultural Heritage, 
unofficially showed interest in the Inter-Korean cooperation for the safeguarding and promotion of shared 
cultural heritage, including the joint nomination of ICH elements. However, no concrete outcome has 
been produced. 

 
Separate Nominations 

In the Republic of Korea, the Cultural Heritage Administration is in charge of nominating and safeguarding 
ICHs. The general task is divided into two categories: safeguarding of ICH and the World Heritage Policy 
Division (formerly World Heritage Division), in charge of nominating ICHs to the UNESCO List. The selection 
of the element to be nominated is examined in two stages, first by the ICH Committee and, later, the 
World Heritage Sub-committee of the Cultural Heritage Committee. 

In the case of Ssireum, the ICH Committee (then ICH Sub-committee of the Cultural Heritage Committee), 
at its 5th session of 2015, decided Ssireum to be nominated on Representative List in 2016. Then, the 
World Heritage Sub-committee, at its 2nd session of 2015, confirmed that Ssireum was to be nominated 
for inscription on Representative List. The Korean version of the nomination file was completed in January 
2016, and after translation, it was submitted to UNESCO along with other materials in March 2016. At the 
11th session of the Intergovernmental Committee for the Safeguarding of ICH, it was decided that the 
ROK’s nomination file be examined in the 2018 cycle.22 

The Democratic People’s Republic of Korea submitted its nomination file named “Ssirum” (wrestling) to 
UNESCO in March 2015. After the evaluation, in November 2016, at the 11th session of the 
Intergovernmental Committee for the Safeguarding of the ICH, the Committee referred23 to the DPRK’s 
nomination file. The DPRK revised its nomination file and submitted it to UNESCO in March 2017.  

The Evaluation 

As mentioned above, due to the priorities for treating nominations decided by the Committee, the DPRK 
nomination should have been evaluated in 2016, and the ROK nomination in 2018. But the Committee’s 
decision to refer the DPRK nomination files at the 11th session of the Intergovernmental Committee for 
the Safeguarding for ICH enabled both files to be examined by the Evaluation Body in 2018, 3 years after 
the submission of the DPRK nomination file. In October 2018, it was announced that both nominations 
had been recommended for inscription by the Evaluation Body.  
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watching Ssireum and rewarding winners. In some records, Ssireum matches were presented to entertain 
emissaries from China.  

Ssireum matches do not require special equipment or facilities. Some open spaces with sand and satba, 
which are wrapped around the waist and leg of players, are required to host a Ssireum match. Each player 
grabs the opponent’s satba and uses various skills, including grappling, pushing, throwing, and turning to 
send the opponent to the ground. If any part of a player’s body touches the ground, the player loses.  

Ssireum is a match of two individual players. However, it can be a group match when organized between 
neighboring villages and communities. Contests between villages would not be complete without 
sponsorship, participation, and unity from all community members, which explains the social function and 
meaning of ssireum as a community event. Ssireum helps to foster solidarity among community members 
as they share the excitement of the match. They also provide an opportunity to pray for harmony and 
prosperity in the community.15 

The wide popularity of Ssireum in the Korean peninsula is the result of openness and simplicity. Because 
it is easy to host and participate in Ssireum matches, Ssireum took place on various traditional holidays 
nationwide. And because of this popularity, Ssireum is one of the most beloved Korean folk traditions. 
And this popularity continues today, as Ssireum was included in the 100 national culture symbols of the 
Republic of Korea in 2006.16 

Shared characteristics of Ssireum and Ssirum 

Ssireum and Ssirum are pronounced identically in Korean. The difference between the two words is just a 
difference of phonetic transcription into English. Both nomination files present a similar summary, 
particularly of the bearers and practitioners, of the element, transmission, social functions, and cultural 
meanings. The nomination file of the ROK depicts the Ssireum match as “two players wearing long fabric 
belts around their waists and one thigh grip their opponents' belt and employing various techniques to 
send the opponent to the ground.17” The nomination file of the DPRK depicts the Ssirum match as “two 
opponents trying to push their competitor to the ground, using satpa (a fabric strap used as a handle 
connecting the waist and leg), torso, hands, and legs.18” Such similarities can be found in the sections 
describing the transmission system, safeguarding system, cultural meanings, and social functions.  

The evaluation body also noted the shared characteristics of the two nominations. In fact, in the 
presentation of Item 13.COM 10.B.41,19 the Chairperson of the Evaluation Body stated as follows; “the 
two files demonstrate the shared nature of the practices. The Evaluation Body discussed and regretted 
during the examination that these two files had not been presented as a joint nomination.20” 

III. Nomination and Evaluation 

Discussions about Joint Nominations 

Although the DPRK and ROK are the separate Member States of UNESCO, they share a common history 
and cultural tradition. Joint inscription of heritage assets on the UNESCO Lists (World Heritage and ICH) 
has been discussed since the early 2000s on various levels. In 2011, the Inter-Korean Historian Association 

                                                             
15 Section 1. (iv)  Of the nomination file of Ssireum, traditional wrestling in the Republic of Korea. 
16 Press release of 26th July 2006, the Ministry of Culture, Tourism, and Sports, Republic of Korea. 
17 Section 1.(i) of the nomination file of Ssireum, traditional wrestling in the Republic of Korea 
18 Section 1.(i) of the nomination file of Ssirum(wrestling) in the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea 
19 In the original agenda, the nomination file of the DPRK was 13.COM 10.b.13, and the nomination file of the ROK was 13.COM 
10.b.30. The item 13.COM. 10.b.41 was added for the joint nomination of Ssireum/Ssirum. 
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the Intergovernmental Committee. 
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proposed to the Academy of Science of the DPRK that Arirang should be jointly nominated for the 
Representative List of ICH of Humanity. But there was no official response to the suggestion. 
Consequently, the ROK submitted its nomination file named Arirang, a lyrical folk song in the Republic of 
Korea, and it was inscribed in 2012. The DPRK submitted an Arirang folk song in the Democratic People’s 
Republic of Korea in 2013, and it was inscribed in 2014. 

In 2014, the ICHCAP 21  organized the Northeast Asia Sub-regional Meeting on ICH Safeguarding in 
Mongolia, under the title of “Seminar on Cooperation towards Strengthening Networking and Information 
sharing of ICH in Northeast Asia” with UNESCO Beijing Office, Ministry of Culture of Mongolia, Mongolian 
National Commission for UNESCO. State Parties of the 2003 Convention in Northeast Asia, namely China, 
DPRK, Japan, Mongolia, and ROK, participated in the meeting. Notably, the DPRK delegates, led by Mr. 
Chul-Soo Noh, the Deputy Director-General of National Authority for the Protection of Cultural Heritage, 
unofficially showed interest in the Inter-Korean cooperation for the safeguarding and promotion of shared 
cultural heritage, including the joint nomination of ICH elements. However, no concrete outcome has 
been produced. 

 
Separate Nominations 

In the Republic of Korea, the Cultural Heritage Administration is in charge of nominating and safeguarding 
ICHs. The general task is divided into two categories: safeguarding of ICH and the World Heritage Policy 
Division (formerly World Heritage Division), in charge of nominating ICHs to the UNESCO List. The selection 
of the element to be nominated is examined in two stages, first by the ICH Committee and, later, the 
World Heritage Sub-committee of the Cultural Heritage Committee. 

In the case of Ssireum, the ICH Committee (then ICH Sub-committee of the Cultural Heritage Committee), 
at its 5th session of 2015, decided Ssireum to be nominated on Representative List in 2016. Then, the 
World Heritage Sub-committee, at its 2nd session of 2015, confirmed that Ssireum was to be nominated 
for inscription on Representative List. The Korean version of the nomination file was completed in January 
2016, and after translation, it was submitted to UNESCO along with other materials in March 2016. At the 
11th session of the Intergovernmental Committee for the Safeguarding of ICH, it was decided that the 
ROK’s nomination file be examined in the 2018 cycle.22 

The Democratic People’s Republic of Korea submitted its nomination file named “Ssirum” (wrestling) to 
UNESCO in March 2015. After the evaluation, in November 2016, at the 11th session of the 
Intergovernmental Committee for the Safeguarding of the ICH, the Committee referred23 to the DPRK’s 
nomination file. The DPRK revised its nomination file and submitted it to UNESCO in March 2017.  

The Evaluation 

As mentioned above, due to the priorities for treating nominations decided by the Committee, the DPRK 
nomination should have been evaluated in 2016, and the ROK nomination in 2018. But the Committee’s 
decision to refer the DPRK nomination files at the 11th session of the Intergovernmental Committee for 
the Safeguarding for ICH enabled both files to be examined by the Evaluation Body in 2018, 3 years after 
the submission of the DPRK nomination file. In October 2018, it was announced that both nominations 
had been recommended for inscription by the Evaluation Body.  
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watching Ssireum and rewarding winners. In some records, Ssireum matches were presented to entertain 
emissaries from China.  

Ssireum matches do not require special equipment or facilities. Some open spaces with sand and satba, 
which are wrapped around the waist and leg of players, are required to host a Ssireum match. Each player 
grabs the opponent’s satba and uses various skills, including grappling, pushing, throwing, and turning to 
send the opponent to the ground. If any part of a player’s body touches the ground, the player loses.  

Ssireum is a match of two individual players. However, it can be a group match when organized between 
neighboring villages and communities. Contests between villages would not be complete without 
sponsorship, participation, and unity from all community members, which explains the social function and 
meaning of ssireum as a community event. Ssireum helps to foster solidarity among community members 
as they share the excitement of the match. They also provide an opportunity to pray for harmony and 
prosperity in the community.15 

The wide popularity of Ssireum in the Korean peninsula is the result of openness and simplicity. Because 
it is easy to host and participate in Ssireum matches, Ssireum took place on various traditional holidays 
nationwide. And because of this popularity, Ssireum is one of the most beloved Korean folk traditions. 
And this popularity continues today, as Ssireum was included in the 100 national culture symbols of the 
Republic of Korea in 2006.16 

Shared characteristics of Ssireum and Ssirum 

Ssireum and Ssirum are pronounced identically in Korean. The difference between the two words is just a 
difference of phonetic transcription into English. Both nomination files present a similar summary, 
particularly of the bearers and practitioners, of the element, transmission, social functions, and cultural 
meanings. The nomination file of the ROK depicts the Ssireum match as “two players wearing long fabric 
belts around their waists and one thigh grip their opponents' belt and employing various techniques to 
send the opponent to the ground.17” The nomination file of the DPRK depicts the Ssirum match as “two 
opponents trying to push their competitor to the ground, using satpa (a fabric strap used as a handle 
connecting the waist and leg), torso, hands, and legs.18” Such similarities can be found in the sections 
describing the transmission system, safeguarding system, cultural meanings, and social functions.  

The evaluation body also noted the shared characteristics of the two nominations. In fact, in the 
presentation of Item 13.COM 10.B.41,19 the Chairperson of the Evaluation Body stated as follows; “the 
two files demonstrate the shared nature of the practices. The Evaluation Body discussed and regretted 
during the examination that these two files had not been presented as a joint nomination.20” 

III. Nomination and Evaluation 

Discussions about Joint Nominations 

Although the DPRK and ROK are the separate Member States of UNESCO, they share a common history 
and cultural tradition. Joint inscription of heritage assets on the UNESCO Lists (World Heritage and ICH) 
has been discussed since the early 2000s on various levels. In 2011, the Inter-Korean Historian Association 

                                                             
15 Section 1. (iv)  Of the nomination file of Ssireum, traditional wrestling in the Republic of Korea. 
16 Press release of 26th July 2006, the Ministry of Culture, Tourism, and Sports, Republic of Korea. 
17 Section 1.(i) of the nomination file of Ssireum, traditional wrestling in the Republic of Korea 
18 Section 1.(i) of the nomination file of Ssirum(wrestling) in the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea 
19 In the original agenda, the nomination file of the DPRK was 13.COM 10.b.13, and the nomination file of the ROK was 13.COM 
10.b.30. The item 13.COM. 10.b.41 was added for the joint nomination of Ssireum/Ssirum. 
20 Mr. John Moogi Omare, the chairperson of the Evaluation Body, 26th November 2018, at the plenary session of the 13th Session of 
the Intergovernmental Committee. 

32

 37 

proposed to the Academy of Science of the DPRK that Arirang should be jointly nominated for the 
Representative List of ICH of Humanity. But there was no official response to the suggestion. 
Consequently, the ROK submitted its nomination file named Arirang, a lyrical folk song in the Republic of 
Korea, and it was inscribed in 2012. The DPRK submitted an Arirang folk song in the Democratic People’s 
Republic of Korea in 2013, and it was inscribed in 2014. 

In 2014, the ICHCAP 21  organized the Northeast Asia Sub-regional Meeting on ICH Safeguarding in 
Mongolia, under the title of “Seminar on Cooperation towards Strengthening Networking and Information 
sharing of ICH in Northeast Asia” with UNESCO Beijing Office, Ministry of Culture of Mongolia, Mongolian 
National Commission for UNESCO. State Parties of the 2003 Convention in Northeast Asia, namely China, 
DPRK, Japan, Mongolia, and ROK, participated in the meeting. Notably, the DPRK delegates, led by Mr. 
Chul-Soo Noh, the Deputy Director-General of National Authority for the Protection of Cultural Heritage, 
unofficially showed interest in the Inter-Korean cooperation for the safeguarding and promotion of shared 
cultural heritage, including the joint nomination of ICH elements. However, no concrete outcome has 
been produced. 

 
Separate Nominations 

In the Republic of Korea, the Cultural Heritage Administration is in charge of nominating and safeguarding 
ICHs. The general task is divided into two categories: safeguarding of ICH and the World Heritage Policy 
Division (formerly World Heritage Division), in charge of nominating ICHs to the UNESCO List. The selection 
of the element to be nominated is examined in two stages, first by the ICH Committee and, later, the 
World Heritage Sub-committee of the Cultural Heritage Committee. 

In the case of Ssireum, the ICH Committee (then ICH Sub-committee of the Cultural Heritage Committee), 
at its 5th session of 2015, decided Ssireum to be nominated on Representative List in 2016. Then, the 
World Heritage Sub-committee, at its 2nd session of 2015, confirmed that Ssireum was to be nominated 
for inscription on Representative List. The Korean version of the nomination file was completed in January 
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21 International Information and Networking Centre for Intangible Cultural Heritage in the Asia-Pacific Region under the auspices of 
UNESCO 
22 Decision 11.COM 12, Document ITH/16/11/Com/12. 
23 Decision 11.COM 10.b.8, Document ITH/16/11/COM/10.b 
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watching Ssireum and rewarding winners. In some records, Ssireum matches were presented to entertain 
emissaries from China.  

Ssireum matches do not require special equipment or facilities. Some open spaces with sand and satba, 
which are wrapped around the waist and leg of players, are required to host a Ssireum match. Each player 
grabs the opponent’s satba and uses various skills, including grappling, pushing, throwing, and turning to 
send the opponent to the ground. If any part of a player’s body touches the ground, the player loses.  

Ssireum is a match of two individual players. However, it can be a group match when organized between 
neighboring villages and communities. Contests between villages would not be complete without 
sponsorship, participation, and unity from all community members, which explains the social function and 
meaning of ssireum as a community event. Ssireum helps to foster solidarity among community members 
as they share the excitement of the match. They also provide an opportunity to pray for harmony and 
prosperity in the community.15 

The wide popularity of Ssireum in the Korean peninsula is the result of openness and simplicity. Because 
it is easy to host and participate in Ssireum matches, Ssireum took place on various traditional holidays 
nationwide. And because of this popularity, Ssireum is one of the most beloved Korean folk traditions. 
And this popularity continues today, as Ssireum was included in the 100 national culture symbols of the 
Republic of Korea in 2006.16 

Shared characteristics of Ssireum and Ssirum 

Ssireum and Ssirum are pronounced identically in Korean. The difference between the two words is just a 
difference of phonetic transcription into English. Both nomination files present a similar summary, 
particularly of the bearers and practitioners, of the element, transmission, social functions, and cultural 
meanings. The nomination file of the ROK depicts the Ssireum match as “two players wearing long fabric 
belts around their waists and one thigh grip their opponents' belt and employing various techniques to 
send the opponent to the ground.17” The nomination file of the DPRK depicts the Ssirum match as “two 
opponents trying to push their competitor to the ground, using satpa (a fabric strap used as a handle 
connecting the waist and leg), torso, hands, and legs.18” Such similarities can be found in the sections 
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The evaluation body also noted the shared characteristics of the two nominations. In fact, in the 
presentation of Item 13.COM 10.B.41,19 the Chairperson of the Evaluation Body stated as follows; “the 
two files demonstrate the shared nature of the practices. The Evaluation Body discussed and regretted 
during the examination that these two files had not been presented as a joint nomination.20” 

III. Nomination and Evaluation 

Discussions about Joint Nominations 

Although the DPRK and ROK are the separate Member States of UNESCO, they share a common history 
and cultural tradition. Joint inscription of heritage assets on the UNESCO Lists (World Heritage and ICH) 
has been discussed since the early 2000s on various levels. In 2011, the Inter-Korean Historian Association 

                                                             
15 Section 1. (iv)  Of the nomination file of Ssireum, traditional wrestling in the Republic of Korea. 
16 Press release of 26th July 2006, the Ministry of Culture, Tourism, and Sports, Republic of Korea. 
17 Section 1.(i) of the nomination file of Ssireum, traditional wrestling in the Republic of Korea 
18 Section 1.(i) of the nomination file of Ssirum(wrestling) in the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea 
19 In the original agenda, the nomination file of the DPRK was 13.COM 10.b.13, and the nomination file of the ROK was 13.COM 
10.b.30. The item 13.COM. 10.b.41 was added for the joint nomination of Ssireum/Ssirum. 
20 Mr. John Moogi Omare, the chairperson of the Evaluation Body, 26th November 2018, at the plenary session of the 13th Session of 
the Intergovernmental Committee. 
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In November, the ROK and DPRK both expressed their will to agree to merge their initially separate 
applications for the inscription of traditional Korean wrestling (Ssireum/Ssorum) on Representative List 
by submitting letters to UNESCO. On 25 November 2018, one day before the 13th Session of the 
Committee, a meeting on finalizing the procedure and modality of the joint inscription was organized 
between the Bureau of the Committee, 2003 Convention Secretariat, and delegations from the ROK and 
DPRK. 

The Unprecedented Decision 

On 26 November, during the first day of the 13th session of the Intergovernmental Committee for the 
Safeguarding of ICH, the Chairperson of the Committee, H.E. Mr. Prithviraising Roopun, interrupted the 
session and proposed the item of the joint inscription of the Ssireum/Ssirum. He invited Director-General, 
Audrey Azoulay, to introduce the item. The Director-General presented the item and the course of the 
joint inscription, stating that the joint inscription presents “an outstanding opportunity to demonstrate 
the importance of cultural heritage for peace and reconciliation.” Then, Secretary of the 2003 Convention, 
Mr. Timothy Curtis, explained the modality of the item. Mr. John Moog Omare, Chairperson of the 
Evaluation Body, explained the findings of the examination of the Evaluation Body. 

Subsequently, the Chairperson of the Committee proposed to inscribe the joint nomination, and all the 
Committee members approved. Before this decision, the ROK had inscribed 17 elements on 
Representative List, including two multi-national files,29 while the DPRK had inscribed two elements. This 
was the first joint inscription30 between the ROK and the DPRK.  

 
Figure 2. The delegation from the Republic of Korea celebrates the joint inscription) © Cultural Heritage 
Administration of ROK 

 

 

                                                             
29 Falconry in 2012 and Tugging rituals and games in 2015. 
30 They do have shared elements inscribed on the list separately; Arirang and Kimjang. 

 38 

IV. The Joint Inscription 

Past Discussions 

There were discussions about the possibility of the joint inscription at private and academic levels. 
Though, after the submission of the DPRK nomination files in 2015 and the submission of the ROK 
nomination files in 2016, the possibility seemed to be over. This is because the Operational Directives 
states that multi-national files should be jointly submitted24, and the Ssireum/Ssirum nominations were 
submitted separately.  

On the other hand, since the possibility of the joint inscription seemed to have faded, there were 
discussions in the ROK about the possibility that the ROK nomination file of Ssireum could be evaluated in 
2017 instead of 2018 given that the ROK was going to host the 12th session of the Committee. Eventually, 
the ROK decided to respect the Committee’s decision to evaluate its nomination in 2018. 

Therefore, through a complicated process, both nominations from the ROK and DPRK were scheduled to 
be evaluated in 2018, and its results would be presented to the Committee in its 13th session. Seeing this, 
the ROK government also sought the possibility of a joint inscription of Ssireum/Ssirum. In September 
2018, the Cultural Heritage Administration asked the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to initiate consultations 
with UNESCO for a possible joint inscription of the shared heritage. In October 2018, during his visit to 
France, President MOON Jae-In met with the Director-General of UNESCO, Audrey Azoulay, and discussed 
the possibility of a joint inscription of Ssireum/Ssirum.  

Revitalized Inter-Korean Relation 

In 2018, several events revitalized Inter-Korean cooperation. In February, the Republic of Korea and the 
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea formed a joint Olympics team and participated in the 2018 
Pyeongchang Olympic Winter Games, which was held in Gangwon-do province in the ROK. In April, artists 
from the ROK held performances in Pyeongyang, the capital of the DPRK. In the same month, the 2018 
Inter-Korean Summit was held after 11 years. At the summit, the Panmunjon Declaration25 was signed by 
both parties. In May, the 2018 Inter-Korean Summit was held26 in connection to the 2018 DPRK-USA 
Singapore Summit in June. The 2018 Inter-Korean Summit was held in September, and the Pyeongyang 
Joint Declaration of September was signed.27 Following the declaration, the Inter-Korean Joint Liaison 
Office was established.28 Besides the summits, Inter-Korean talks were initiated in various areas such as 
the military, sports, public health, and forests. To improve inter-Korean relations, discussions on a possible 
joint inscription of Ssireum/Ssirum have re-emerged since both nominations were scheduled to be 
evaluated in 2018. After the announcement of the recommendations of the Evaluation Body, the 
possibility has increased.  

The Mediation of the UNESCO 

Under the leadership of Director-General Audrey Azoulay, UNESCO has shown interest in improving Inter-
Korean relations in the cultural heritage area. Following the meeting between President MOON Jae-In and 
Director-General Audrey Azoulay, UNESCO contacted the ROK and DPRK to inquire whether the two-State 
Parties agree with the possible joint inscription of Ssireum/Ssirum.  

                                                             
24 Operational Directives I.5. Multi-national files. 
25 Press release of 11th September 2018, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Republic of Korea 
26 Press release of 29th May 2018, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Republic of Korea 
27 Press release of 21st September 2018, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Republic of Korea 
28 The office was evacuated due to the Pandemic in January 2020. The office was demolished by the DPRK in June 2020.  
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IV. The Joint Inscription 

Past Discussions 

There were discussions about the possibility of the joint inscription at private and academic levels. 
Though, after the submission of the DPRK nomination files in 2015 and the submission of the ROK 
nomination files in 2016, the possibility seemed to be over. This is because the Operational Directives 
states that multi-national files should be jointly submitted24, and the Ssireum/Ssirum nominations were 
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the ROK decided to respect the Committee’s decision to evaluate its nomination in 2018. 
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24 Operational Directives I.5. Multi-national files. 
25 Press release of 11th September 2018, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Republic of Korea 
26 Press release of 29th May 2018, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Republic of Korea 
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IV. The Joint Inscription 

Past Discussions 

There were discussions about the possibility of the joint inscription at private and academic levels. 
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submitted separately.  
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discussions in the ROK about the possibility that the ROK nomination file of Ssireum could be evaluated in 
2017 instead of 2018 given that the ROK was going to host the 12th session of the Committee. Eventually, 
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both parties. In May, the 2018 Inter-Korean Summit was held26 in connection to the 2018 DPRK-USA 
Singapore Summit in June. The 2018 Inter-Korean Summit was held in September, and the Pyeongyang 
Joint Declaration of September was signed.27 Following the declaration, the Inter-Korean Joint Liaison 
Office was established.28 Besides the summits, Inter-Korean talks were initiated in various areas such as 
the military, sports, public health, and forests. To improve inter-Korean relations, discussions on a possible 
joint inscription of Ssireum/Ssirum have re-emerged since both nominations were scheduled to be 
evaluated in 2018. After the announcement of the recommendations of the Evaluation Body, the 
possibility has increased.  

The Mediation of the UNESCO 

Under the leadership of Director-General Audrey Azoulay, UNESCO has shown interest in improving Inter-
Korean relations in the cultural heritage area. Following the meeting between President MOON Jae-In and 
Director-General Audrey Azoulay, UNESCO contacted the ROK and DPRK to inquire whether the two-State 
Parties agree with the possible joint inscription of Ssireum/Ssirum.  

                                                             
24 Operational Directives I.5. Multi-national files. 
25 Press release of 11th September 2018, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Republic of Korea 
26 Press release of 29th May 2018, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Republic of Korea 
27 Press release of 21st September 2018, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Republic of Korea 
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IV. The Joint Inscription 

Past Discussions 
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V. Conclusion 

The joint inscription of Ssireum/Ssirum was an unprecedented case. Since it was evaluated on an 
exceptional basis, it will probably be the only case inscribed on Representative List in such a manner. 
Three factors have enabled this historic decision: timing, mediation of the UNESCO, and the nature of the 
elements. Originally submitted separately, the two nominations belonged to different cycles. But the 
priorities for treating nominations and the decision of the 11th session of the Committee ushered in the 
two elements to be examined in the same year. It would have been impossible for both parties to agree 
on the joint inscription if the Inter-Korean relations were not revitalized in 2018. 

 
Figure 3. Ms. Jae-suk CHUNG (wearing traditional Korean garment), the administrator of the Cultural Heritage 
Administration of ROK, thanks to the Committee for the joint inscription) © Cultural Heritage Administration of ROK 

UNESCO played a significant role in the joint inscription by contacting both parties and mediating the joint 
inscription. Both parties, putting their trust in UNESCO, agreed to the joint inscription. Additionally, 
UNESCO collaborated with the Bureau and the Committee and put together the modality and the new 
item for the inscription. The fact that Ssireum/Ssirum is a shared heritage also played a great role. As the 
Evaluation Body presented the recommendations to inscribe, highlighting the shared characteristics of 
the elements as clearly stated in the nomination files, the joint inscription was well on its way. Finally, the 
Committee convened in the spirit of the 2003 Convention and gladly approved the joint inscription. 

The joint inscription of Ssireum/Ssirum was indeed the result of external environments such as Inter-
Korean relations, the mediation of UNESCO, and a matched cycle. However, the shared nature of the 
element was the single most important factor because without the fundamental shared nature of the 
elements, or the files presenting such nature, however symbolic the joint inscription was, UNESCO or the 
Committee would not have exerted such efforts for the unprecedented decision, and it would not have 
been supported and welcomed in the international community.  
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V. Conclusion 

The joint inscription of Ssireum/Ssirum was an unprecedented case. Since it was evaluated on an 
exceptional basis, it will probably be the only case inscribed on Representative List in such a manner. 
Three factors have enabled this historic decision: timing, mediation of the UNESCO, and the nature of the 
elements. Originally submitted separately, the two nominations belonged to different cycles. But the 
priorities for treating nominations and the decision of the 11th session of the Committee ushered in the 
two elements to be examined in the same year. It would have been impossible for both parties to agree 
on the joint inscription if the Inter-Korean relations were not revitalized in 2018. 

 
Figure 3. Ms. Jae-suk CHUNG (wearing traditional Korean garment), the administrator of the Cultural Heritage 
Administration of ROK, thanks to the Committee for the joint inscription) © Cultural Heritage Administration of ROK 

UNESCO played a significant role in the joint inscription by contacting both parties and mediating the joint 
inscription. Both parties, putting their trust in UNESCO, agreed to the joint inscription. Additionally, 
UNESCO collaborated with the Bureau and the Committee and put together the modality and the new 
item for the inscription. The fact that Ssireum/Ssirum is a shared heritage also played a great role. As the 
Evaluation Body presented the recommendations to inscribe, highlighting the shared characteristics of 
the elements as clearly stated in the nomination files, the joint inscription was well on its way. Finally, the 
Committee convened in the spirit of the 2003 Convention and gladly approved the joint inscription. 

The joint inscription of Ssireum/Ssirum was indeed the result of external environments such as Inter-
Korean relations, the mediation of UNESCO, and a matched cycle. However, the shared nature of the 
element was the single most important factor because without the fundamental shared nature of the 
elements, or the files presenting such nature, however symbolic the joint inscription was, UNESCO or the 
Committee would not have exerted such efforts for the unprecedented decision, and it would not have 
been supported and welcomed in the international community.  
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The coordinating state for the joint inscription of falconry was the United Arab Emirates (UAE), which has 
been providing support for the promotion and safeguarding of falconry while expanding international 
conservation efforts. The UAE has been working to build a foundation for international cooperation for a 
long time, based on its capacities in falconry-related activities. The UAE’s efforts to build a foundation for 
the joint inscription of falconry are noteworthy in that they were oriented on academic and policy-level 
cooperation for the safeguarding and preservation of tangible and ICHs. Moreover, the UAE prepared a 
well-developed strategy and implementation plan for the joint inscription, bringing out widespread 
participation across the falconry cultural sphere beyond the Arabic region, demonstrating its outstanding 
capacities as a coordinating State Party. 

The UAE was able to achieve this thanks to its deep understanding of the cultural power of falconry which 
has endured throughout history, and the status of falconry in its society as a symbol of national identity, 
established through continuous dialogues between countries and individuals, groups, and communities. 
Moreover, the UAE served in the Intergovernmental Committee as a member, vice-chair, and chairperson 
from 2006 to 2010, accumulating experience in international communication and developing a good 
understanding of the UNESCO 2003 Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage 
(“the Convention”) and obtaining clear information on joint inscription processes. This is reflected in the 
Abu Dhabi Authority for Culture & Heritage’s stated objectives for the joint inscription of falconry in 2009. 

Internally, the UAE cooperated with various cultural institutions, environment-related government 
offices, National Commission for UNESCO, Ministry of Education, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, NGOs, and 
falconer organizations through the Authority for Culture & Heritage, and built international consensus 
among international falconer organizations and stakeholders, which strategically created a foundation for 
joint inscription. 

As a coordinating State Party for the joint inscription of falconry, the UAE began recruiting participating 
states in November 2008. The UAE finished sending invitations and letters to State Parties to express their 
interest in 2009. In the same year, it held a capacity-building workshop for participating State Parties in 
the joint inscription, and shared information on the joint inscription efforts at the International Festival of 
Falconry in the UK, through interactions with representatives from countries around the world practicing 
falconry as a cultural heritage.  

Through efforts such as the above, the UAE had gathered letters of participation from 12 State Parties 
who wanted to be part of the joint inscription by July 2009. In August 2009, a workshop was held for the 
following 12 State Parties to work on the nomination for joint inscription, and it was easy to gather 12 
countries to write a joint nomination. The nomination file had to reflect the position of the respective 
State Parties while explaining the need to inscribe the falconry as a shared heritage in the designated 
format. This process required lots of cooperation and communication between the State Parties. Writing 
any joint nomination requires wisdom and collective intelligence, under the premise of understanding and 
agreement between the State Parties regarding the areas of transmission and content.  

Through this process, the nomination for falconry was submitted to UNESCO. After the submission, 
UNESCO requested a supplementation on the nomination file in December. In response, State Parties 
have cooperated and submitted again to UNESCO. Finally, at the Fifth Session of the Intergovernmental 
Committee (5.COM) held in Nairobi, Kenya, on 16 November 2010, falconry (Falconry: A living Human 
Heritage) was jointly inscribed on Representative List by 11 countries from the Eastern and Western 
sphere (UNESCO, 2021). 

The combined effort of the coordinating State Party in providing necessary material, human resources, 
and strategy, and the active support and participation from the participating State Parties were the 
backbone for joint inscription. Participating State Parties developed mutual understanding amongst each 
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Abstract: “Falconry: a living human heritage” was inscribed on the Representative List of the Intangible 
Cultural Heritage of Humanity (Representative List) in 2010 as a joint effort between 11 countries. The 
number of participating countries has been growing since, with 18 countries, including the United Arab 
Emirates (UAE), which coordinated the initial nomination, as well as the Republic of Korea participating in 
the joint inscription today. The joint inscription of falconry is unique, distinguishing itself not only from 
single country inscriptions but also other joint inscriptions as well. It stands as an important case study, 
illustrating how cooperation between participating states and the inscription of the elements contribute 
to visibility and awareness-raising. Summing up, the case study of falconry demonstrates that joint 
inscription is an important practical institution for implementing the principles of the Convention. 

 
Falconry Transmission and Safeguarding Activities Around the World Before Joint Inscription  

Falconry is an ancient hunting technique that harnesses the hunting instincts of birds of prey to train birds 
for hunting. It appears to have originated in the grasslands of Asia and spread through intercultural 
relations and exchanges. In the present day, falconry continues to be transmitted in around 60 countries 
around the world. Falconry goes beyond a hunting technique in its cultural influence, being connected to 
a diverse array of tangible and intangible cultural elements such as clothing, food, songs, music, poetry, 
language, dance, and documents, and has been transmitted over generations by individuals, groups, and 
communities.  

While the social backgrounds of falconry practicing regions may differ, the falconry tradition and customs 
have been shared among countries around the world through bonding with birds, cultural traditions and 
ethics of falconers, falconry learning systems, and conservation activities integrated with nature to 
strengthen cooperation and sense of identity in the community.  

Even before preparations began to nominate falconry on the Representative List of the Intangible Cultural 
Heritage (ICH) of Humanity, countries and communities that practice falconry have been engaging in 
activities to promote and safeguard falconry. In accordance with the Convention on Biological Diversity, 
there have been certain activities and efforts in creating a favorable environment for falconry, such as the 
conservation of falcons, their prey, breeding programs, and the preservation of falconry-related artifacts, 
documents, and artistic records. Such safeguarding activities by the respective states formed the 
foundation for the joint inscription of falconry on the Representative List. 

 
Cooperation Between Coordinating and Participating States in the Joint Inscription of Falconry  

Unlike unilateral inscriptions, multinational inscriptions have a coordinating state that first proposes and 
leads the inscription process, which is joined by participating states. The coordinating state needs to have 
material and human resources as well as strategy and professional capacities based on a strong 
understanding of the Convention.  
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The coordinating state for the joint inscription of falconry was the United Arab Emirates (UAE), which has 
been providing support for the promotion and safeguarding of falconry while expanding international 
conservation efforts. The UAE has been working to build a foundation for international cooperation for a 
long time, based on its capacities in falconry-related activities. The UAE’s efforts to build a foundation for 
the joint inscription of falconry are noteworthy in that they were oriented on academic and policy-level 
cooperation for the safeguarding and preservation of tangible and ICHs. Moreover, the UAE prepared a 
well-developed strategy and implementation plan for the joint inscription, bringing out widespread 
participation across the falconry cultural sphere beyond the Arabic region, demonstrating its outstanding 
capacities as a coordinating State Party. 

The UAE was able to achieve this thanks to its deep understanding of the cultural power of falconry which 
has endured throughout history, and the status of falconry in its society as a symbol of national identity, 
established through continuous dialogues between countries and individuals, groups, and communities. 
Moreover, the UAE served in the Intergovernmental Committee as a member, vice-chair, and chairperson 
from 2006 to 2010, accumulating experience in international communication and developing a good 
understanding of the UNESCO 2003 Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage 
(“the Convention”) and obtaining clear information on joint inscription processes. This is reflected in the 
Abu Dhabi Authority for Culture & Heritage’s stated objectives for the joint inscription of falconry in 2009. 

Internally, the UAE cooperated with various cultural institutions, environment-related government 
offices, National Commission for UNESCO, Ministry of Education, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, NGOs, and 
falconer organizations through the Authority for Culture & Heritage, and built international consensus 
among international falconer organizations and stakeholders, which strategically created a foundation for 
joint inscription. 

As a coordinating State Party for the joint inscription of falconry, the UAE began recruiting participating 
states in November 2008. The UAE finished sending invitations and letters to State Parties to express their 
interest in 2009. In the same year, it held a capacity-building workshop for participating State Parties in 
the joint inscription, and shared information on the joint inscription efforts at the International Festival of 
Falconry in the UK, through interactions with representatives from countries around the world practicing 
falconry as a cultural heritage.  

Through efforts such as the above, the UAE had gathered letters of participation from 12 State Parties 
who wanted to be part of the joint inscription by July 2009. In August 2009, a workshop was held for the 
following 12 State Parties to work on the nomination for joint inscription, and it was easy to gather 12 
countries to write a joint nomination. The nomination file had to reflect the position of the respective 
State Parties while explaining the need to inscribe the falconry as a shared heritage in the designated 
format. This process required lots of cooperation and communication between the State Parties. Writing 
any joint nomination requires wisdom and collective intelligence, under the premise of understanding and 
agreement between the State Parties regarding the areas of transmission and content.  

Through this process, the nomination for falconry was submitted to UNESCO. After the submission, 
UNESCO requested a supplementation on the nomination file in December. In response, State Parties 
have cooperated and submitted again to UNESCO. Finally, at the Fifth Session of the Intergovernmental 
Committee (5.COM) held in Nairobi, Kenya, on 16 November 2010, falconry (Falconry: A living Human 
Heritage) was jointly inscribed on Representative List by 11 countries from the Eastern and Western 
sphere (UNESCO, 2021). 

The combined effort of the coordinating State Party in providing necessary material, human resources, 
and strategy, and the active support and participation from the participating State Parties were the 
backbone for joint inscription. Participating State Parties developed mutual understanding amongst each 
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The coordinating state for the joint inscription of falconry was the United Arab Emirates (UAE), which has 
been providing support for the promotion and safeguarding of falconry while expanding international 
conservation efforts. The UAE has been working to build a foundation for international cooperation for a 
long time, based on its capacities in falconry-related activities. The UAE’s efforts to build a foundation for 
the joint inscription of falconry are noteworthy in that they were oriented on academic and policy-level 
cooperation for the safeguarding and preservation of tangible and ICHs. Moreover, the UAE prepared a 
well-developed strategy and implementation plan for the joint inscription, bringing out widespread 
participation across the falconry cultural sphere beyond the Arabic region, demonstrating its outstanding 
capacities as a coordinating State Party. 

The UAE was able to achieve this thanks to its deep understanding of the cultural power of falconry which 
has endured throughout history, and the status of falconry in its society as a symbol of national identity, 
established through continuous dialogues between countries and individuals, groups, and communities. 
Moreover, the UAE served in the Intergovernmental Committee as a member, vice-chair, and chairperson 
from 2006 to 2010, accumulating experience in international communication and developing a good 
understanding of the UNESCO 2003 Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage 
(“the Convention”) and obtaining clear information on joint inscription processes. This is reflected in the 
Abu Dhabi Authority for Culture & Heritage’s stated objectives for the joint inscription of falconry in 2009. 

Internally, the UAE cooperated with various cultural institutions, environment-related government 
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the joint inscription, and shared information on the joint inscription efforts at the International Festival of 
Falconry in the UK, through interactions with representatives from countries around the world practicing 
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Through efforts such as the above, the UAE had gathered letters of participation from 12 State Parties 
who wanted to be part of the joint inscription by July 2009. In August 2009, a workshop was held for the 
following 12 State Parties to work on the nomination for joint inscription, and it was easy to gather 12 
countries to write a joint nomination. The nomination file had to reflect the position of the respective 
State Parties while explaining the need to inscribe the falconry as a shared heritage in the designated 
format. This process required lots of cooperation and communication between the State Parties. Writing 
any joint nomination requires wisdom and collective intelligence, under the premise of understanding and 
agreement between the State Parties regarding the areas of transmission and content.  

Through this process, the nomination for falconry was submitted to UNESCO. After the submission, 
UNESCO requested a supplementation on the nomination file in December. In response, State Parties 
have cooperated and submitted again to UNESCO. Finally, at the Fifth Session of the Intergovernmental 
Committee (5.COM) held in Nairobi, Kenya, on 16 November 2010, falconry (Falconry: A living Human 
Heritage) was jointly inscribed on Representative List by 11 countries from the Eastern and Western 
sphere (UNESCO, 2021). 

The combined effort of the coordinating State Party in providing necessary material, human resources, 
and strategy, and the active support and participation from the participating State Parties were the 
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The coordinating state for the joint inscription of falconry was the United Arab Emirates (UAE), which has 
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Moreover, the UAE served in the Intergovernmental Committee as a member, vice-chair, and chairperson 
from 2006 to 2010, accumulating experience in international communication and developing a good 
understanding of the UNESCO 2003 Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage 
(“the Convention”) and obtaining clear information on joint inscription processes. This is reflected in the 
Abu Dhabi Authority for Culture & Heritage’s stated objectives for the joint inscription of falconry in 2009. 

Internally, the UAE cooperated with various cultural institutions, environment-related government 
offices, National Commission for UNESCO, Ministry of Education, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, NGOs, and 
falconer organizations through the Authority for Culture & Heritage, and built international consensus 
among international falconer organizations and stakeholders, which strategically created a foundation for 
joint inscription. 

As a coordinating State Party for the joint inscription of falconry, the UAE began recruiting participating 
states in November 2008. The UAE finished sending invitations and letters to State Parties to express their 
interest in 2009. In the same year, it held a capacity-building workshop for participating State Parties in 
the joint inscription, and shared information on the joint inscription efforts at the International Festival of 
Falconry in the UK, through interactions with representatives from countries around the world practicing 
falconry as a cultural heritage.  

Through efforts such as the above, the UAE had gathered letters of participation from 12 State Parties 
who wanted to be part of the joint inscription by July 2009. In August 2009, a workshop was held for the 
following 12 State Parties to work on the nomination for joint inscription, and it was easy to gather 12 
countries to write a joint nomination. The nomination file had to reflect the position of the respective 
State Parties while explaining the need to inscribe the falconry as a shared heritage in the designated 
format. This process required lots of cooperation and communication between the State Parties. Writing 
any joint nomination requires wisdom and collective intelligence, under the premise of understanding and 
agreement between the State Parties regarding the areas of transmission and content.  

Through this process, the nomination for falconry was submitted to UNESCO. After the submission, 
UNESCO requested a supplementation on the nomination file in December. In response, State Parties 
have cooperated and submitted again to UNESCO. Finally, at the Fifth Session of the Intergovernmental 
Committee (5.COM) held in Nairobi, Kenya, on 16 November 2010, falconry (Falconry: A living Human 
Heritage) was jointly inscribed on Representative List by 11 countries from the Eastern and Western 
sphere (UNESCO, 2021). 

The combined effort of the coordinating State Party in providing necessary material, human resources, 
and strategy, and the active support and participation from the participating State Parties were the 
backbone for joint inscription. Participating State Parties developed mutual understanding amongst each 
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Abstract: “Falconry: a living human heritage” was inscribed on the Representative List of the Intangible 
Cultural Heritage of Humanity (Representative List) in 2010 as a joint effort between 11 countries. The 
number of participating countries has been growing since, with 18 countries, including the United Arab 
Emirates (UAE), which coordinated the initial nomination, as well as the Republic of Korea participating in 
the joint inscription today. The joint inscription of falconry is unique, distinguishing itself not only from 
single country inscriptions but also other joint inscriptions as well. It stands as an important case study, 
illustrating how cooperation between participating states and the inscription of the elements contribute 
to visibility and awareness-raising. Summing up, the case study of falconry demonstrates that joint 
inscription is an important practical institution for implementing the principles of the Convention. 

 
Falconry Transmission and Safeguarding Activities Around the World Before Joint Inscription  

Falconry is an ancient hunting technique that harnesses the hunting instincts of birds of prey to train birds 
for hunting. It appears to have originated in the grasslands of Asia and spread through intercultural 
relations and exchanges. In the present day, falconry continues to be transmitted in around 60 countries 
around the world. Falconry goes beyond a hunting technique in its cultural influence, being connected to 
a diverse array of tangible and intangible cultural elements such as clothing, food, songs, music, poetry, 
language, dance, and documents, and has been transmitted over generations by individuals, groups, and 
communities.  

While the social backgrounds of falconry practicing regions may differ, the falconry tradition and customs 
have been shared among countries around the world through bonding with birds, cultural traditions and 
ethics of falconers, falconry learning systems, and conservation activities integrated with nature to 
strengthen cooperation and sense of identity in the community.  

Even before preparations began to nominate falconry on the Representative List of the Intangible Cultural 
Heritage (ICH) of Humanity, countries and communities that practice falconry have been engaging in 
activities to promote and safeguard falconry. In accordance with the Convention on Biological Diversity, 
there have been certain activities and efforts in creating a favorable environment for falconry, such as the 
conservation of falcons, their prey, breeding programs, and the preservation of falconry-related artifacts, 
documents, and artistic records. Such safeguarding activities by the respective states formed the 
foundation for the joint inscription of falconry on the Representative List. 

 
Cooperation Between Coordinating and Participating States in the Joint Inscription of Falconry  

Unlike unilateral inscriptions, multinational inscriptions have a coordinating state that first proposes and 
leads the inscription process, which is joined by participating states. The coordinating state needs to have 
material and human resources as well as strategy and professional capacities based on a strong 
understanding of the Convention.  
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The joint inscription of falconry also found meaning in presenting and sharing comprehensive efforts and 
measures that can be taken to safeguard not just falconry but all kinds of ICHs related to bonding with 
animals and the ecosystem. 

 
Envisioning the Future of Shared Heritage in the Convention with the Joint Inscription of Falconry  

National pride in a country’s history and culture can lead to filing for unilateral inscription rather than 
joint inscription even when the heritage is shared. The material, human, and financial resources required 
to implement the necessary processes in joint heritage also act as an inhibiting factor. Despite obstacles 
in international cooperation, there is a need for more academic discussions on the concept and scope of 
shared heritage, as well as joint inscriptions to Representative List. 

Ever since the UNESCO 2003 Convention was adopted, there has been huge progress in strengthening 
international cooperation towards raising awareness and safeguarding ICHs around the world. 
Conversely, the experience of implementing the Convention has also underlined challenges for UNESCO 
to tackle. Especially, it is the excessive demand to inscribe ICH to relevant lists and the side effects thereof, 
as well as international tensions and disputes caused by the nomination process of shared heritage.  

Nevertheless, the objective of the Convention is to promote cultural diversity through cooperation and 
mutual respect, to contribute to UNESCO’s goal of creating a culture of peace (UNESCO, 2021). The joint 
inscription system is a great device for implementing the principles of the Convention:  

I. The joint inscription of ICH, which cannot be ascribed to a single country, or the joint nomination of a 
single heritage element by multiple countries, can only be implemented on the premise of cooperation 
and communication between the countries.  

II. The expansion of joint inscription can help solve the problem of excessive nominations of unilateral 
inscriptions to Representative List.  

III. It presents a possible solution to international tensions and disputes arising from the issue of ownership 
of a certain ICH element.  

Without an understanding of cultural diversity and regional cooperation, the characteristics of ICH have 
the potential to cause a conflict. Putting the issue of conflicts aside, cooperation is always necessary to 
create a good environment for safeguarding, which necessitates the construction of a system of 
cooperation. These are the reasons why a joint inscription of shared heritage by multiple State Parties 
should be seen as a best practice on reflecting UNESCO ideals, contributing to international and regional 
cooperation, and peace between nations. The joint inscription of falconry to Representative List should 
serve as a lead for more multinational inscriptions to come in the future. 

Reference List: 

UNESCO., 2021. “Falconry, a Living Human Heritage.” Available at: 
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other’s culture as a whole and had the opportunity to meet and interact with each other. Furthermore, 
they expanded their understanding of the inscription requirements of the Convention by working on the 
nomination. This demonstrates that the cooperation between countries and communities in the 
inscription process for shared heritage can lead to positive outcomes.  

Falconry was not the first shared heritage to be nominated to Representative List by multiple State Parties 
participating as a multinational nomination; there were 10 joint inscriptions by neighborhood countries. 
However, they were submitted by only 2-4 neighboring State Parties whereas falconry was the first shared 
heritage jointly inscribed by countries from both Eastern and Western cultural spheres. As previous joint 
inscriptions have been submitted by neighboring countries, falconry is a unique case as it demonstrated 
that multinational cooperation can be achieved through shared heritage, notwithstanding geographical 
conditions.  

 
Raising Visibility and Awareness of the Shared Heritage, Falconry  

During the falconry’s nomination process to Representative List and extension of the inscription to more 
countries in 2010, UNESCO made requests for supplementation to the nomination files. Supplementing 
the nominations was a process of aligning the nomination with the principles of the Convention.  

Specifically, the required supplementation was on explaining positive effects in raising the visibility of 
falconry since its inscription 2010 and the extended inscription in promoting communication, and how 
planning and implementing safeguarding measures by the State Parties and communities reflect the ideals 
of the Convention and the principles of the Representative List system. Throughout this process, State 
Parties, individuals, groups, and communities have all cooperated, and this exchange and collaboration 
were very meaningful for the inscription.  

The joint inscription has revealed that heritage can be transmitted in countries widely spread across East 
Asia, Central Asia, and the Middle East. It is very encouraging that dialogue for the future safeguarding of 
falconry between countries and communities is promoted through the preparation of nomination files as 
it serves as an opportunity to reflect on the role of each State Party and community in planning future 
safeguarding measures and implementing them. 

Additionally, the joint inscription of falconry influenced the addition of I.6 Inscription on an extended or 
reduced basis in the 5. GA Operational Directives for the Implementation of the Convention for the 
Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage (adopted in 2014). Based on this provision, Hungary and 
Austria were added to the inscription in 2014 with the consent of the 11 countries in the original 2010 
inscription, with Germany, Portugal, Italy, Kazakhstan, and Pakistan joining in 2016, thereby becoming a 
total of 18 states in the joint inscription (UNESCO, 2021).  

During the process of making these extensions, all State Parties have revised the entire nomination file 
and added more information in line with the current situation, although the Secretariat did not request 
any specific information. This extension allowed countries from Eastern and Western cultural spheres to 
cooperate, and it is therefore very significant. Thereby, this inscription became a model case study for 
multinational inscriptions on Representative List in the future.  

Successful joint inscriptions do enable further cooperation between all stakeholders. With a joint 
inscription of shared heritage, the participating State Parties can conduct joint safeguarding activities, 
which means that they are more likely to plan programs and opportunities for promoting intercultural 
dialogue and mutual understanding between communities in which the ICH is transmitted.  
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The joint inscription of falconry also found meaning in presenting and sharing comprehensive efforts and 
measures that can be taken to safeguard not just falconry but all kinds of ICHs related to bonding with 
animals and the ecosystem. 

 
Envisioning the Future of Shared Heritage in the Convention with the Joint Inscription of Falconry  

National pride in a country’s history and culture can lead to filing for unilateral inscription rather than 
joint inscription even when the heritage is shared. The material, human, and financial resources required 
to implement the necessary processes in joint heritage also act as an inhibiting factor. Despite obstacles 
in international cooperation, there is a need for more academic discussions on the concept and scope of 
shared heritage, as well as joint inscriptions to Representative List. 

Ever since the UNESCO 2003 Convention was adopted, there has been huge progress in strengthening 
international cooperation towards raising awareness and safeguarding ICHs around the world. 
Conversely, the experience of implementing the Convention has also underlined challenges for UNESCO 
to tackle. Especially, it is the excessive demand to inscribe ICH to relevant lists and the side effects thereof, 
as well as international tensions and disputes caused by the nomination process of shared heritage.  

Nevertheless, the objective of the Convention is to promote cultural diversity through cooperation and 
mutual respect, to contribute to UNESCO’s goal of creating a culture of peace (UNESCO, 2021). The joint 
inscription system is a great device for implementing the principles of the Convention:  

I. The joint inscription of ICH, which cannot be ascribed to a single country, or the joint nomination of a 
single heritage element by multiple countries, can only be implemented on the premise of cooperation 
and communication between the countries.  

II. The expansion of joint inscription can help solve the problem of excessive nominations of unilateral 
inscriptions to Representative List.  

III. It presents a possible solution to international tensions and disputes arising from the issue of ownership 
of a certain ICH element.  

Without an understanding of cultural diversity and regional cooperation, the characteristics of ICH have 
the potential to cause a conflict. Putting the issue of conflicts aside, cooperation is always necessary to 
create a good environment for safeguarding, which necessitates the construction of a system of 
cooperation. These are the reasons why a joint inscription of shared heritage by multiple State Parties 
should be seen as a best practice on reflecting UNESCO ideals, contributing to international and regional 
cooperation, and peace between nations. The joint inscription of falconry to Representative List should 
serve as a lead for more multinational inscriptions to come in the future. 
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other’s culture as a whole and had the opportunity to meet and interact with each other. Furthermore, 
they expanded their understanding of the inscription requirements of the Convention by working on the 
nomination. This demonstrates that the cooperation between countries and communities in the 
inscription process for shared heritage can lead to positive outcomes.  

Falconry was not the first shared heritage to be nominated to Representative List by multiple State Parties 
participating as a multinational nomination; there were 10 joint inscriptions by neighborhood countries. 
However, they were submitted by only 2-4 neighboring State Parties whereas falconry was the first shared 
heritage jointly inscribed by countries from both Eastern and Western cultural spheres. As previous joint 
inscriptions have been submitted by neighboring countries, falconry is a unique case as it demonstrated 
that multinational cooperation can be achieved through shared heritage, notwithstanding geographical 
conditions.  

 
Raising Visibility and Awareness of the Shared Heritage, Falconry  

During the falconry’s nomination process to Representative List and extension of the inscription to more 
countries in 2010, UNESCO made requests for supplementation to the nomination files. Supplementing 
the nominations was a process of aligning the nomination with the principles of the Convention.  

Specifically, the required supplementation was on explaining positive effects in raising the visibility of 
falconry since its inscription 2010 and the extended inscription in promoting communication, and how 
planning and implementing safeguarding measures by the State Parties and communities reflect the ideals 
of the Convention and the principles of the Representative List system. Throughout this process, State 
Parties, individuals, groups, and communities have all cooperated, and this exchange and collaboration 
were very meaningful for the inscription.  

The joint inscription has revealed that heritage can be transmitted in countries widely spread across East 
Asia, Central Asia, and the Middle East. It is very encouraging that dialogue for the future safeguarding of 
falconry between countries and communities is promoted through the preparation of nomination files as 
it serves as an opportunity to reflect on the role of each State Party and community in planning future 
safeguarding measures and implementing them. 

Additionally, the joint inscription of falconry influenced the addition of I.6 Inscription on an extended or 
reduced basis in the 5. GA Operational Directives for the Implementation of the Convention for the 
Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage (adopted in 2014). Based on this provision, Hungary and 
Austria were added to the inscription in 2014 with the consent of the 11 countries in the original 2010 
inscription, with Germany, Portugal, Italy, Kazakhstan, and Pakistan joining in 2016, thereby becoming a 
total of 18 states in the joint inscription (UNESCO, 2021).  

During the process of making these extensions, all State Parties have revised the entire nomination file 
and added more information in line with the current situation, although the Secretariat did not request 
any specific information. This extension allowed countries from Eastern and Western cultural spheres to 
cooperate, and it is therefore very significant. Thereby, this inscription became a model case study for 
multinational inscriptions on Representative List in the future.  

Successful joint inscriptions do enable further cooperation between all stakeholders. With a joint 
inscription of shared heritage, the participating State Parties can conduct joint safeguarding activities, 
which means that they are more likely to plan programs and opportunities for promoting intercultural 
dialogue and mutual understanding between communities in which the ICH is transmitted.  
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The joint inscription of falconry also found meaning in presenting and sharing comprehensive efforts and 
measures that can be taken to safeguard not just falconry but all kinds of ICHs related to bonding with 
animals and the ecosystem. 

 
Envisioning the Future of Shared Heritage in the Convention with the Joint Inscription of Falconry  

National pride in a country’s history and culture can lead to filing for unilateral inscription rather than 
joint inscription even when the heritage is shared. The material, human, and financial resources required 
to implement the necessary processes in joint heritage also act as an inhibiting factor. Despite obstacles 
in international cooperation, there is a need for more academic discussions on the concept and scope of 
shared heritage, as well as joint inscriptions to Representative List. 

Ever since the UNESCO 2003 Convention was adopted, there has been huge progress in strengthening 
international cooperation towards raising awareness and safeguarding ICHs around the world. 
Conversely, the experience of implementing the Convention has also underlined challenges for UNESCO 
to tackle. Especially, it is the excessive demand to inscribe ICH to relevant lists and the side effects thereof, 
as well as international tensions and disputes caused by the nomination process of shared heritage.  

Nevertheless, the objective of the Convention is to promote cultural diversity through cooperation and 
mutual respect, to contribute to UNESCO’s goal of creating a culture of peace (UNESCO, 2021). The joint 
inscription system is a great device for implementing the principles of the Convention:  

I. The joint inscription of ICH, which cannot be ascribed to a single country, or the joint nomination of a 
single heritage element by multiple countries, can only be implemented on the premise of cooperation 
and communication between the countries.  

II. The expansion of joint inscription can help solve the problem of excessive nominations of unilateral 
inscriptions to Representative List.  

III. It presents a possible solution to international tensions and disputes arising from the issue of ownership 
of a certain ICH element.  

Without an understanding of cultural diversity and regional cooperation, the characteristics of ICH have 
the potential to cause a conflict. Putting the issue of conflicts aside, cooperation is always necessary to 
create a good environment for safeguarding, which necessitates the construction of a system of 
cooperation. These are the reasons why a joint inscription of shared heritage by multiple State Parties 
should be seen as a best practice on reflecting UNESCO ideals, contributing to international and regional 
cooperation, and peace between nations. The joint inscription of falconry to Representative List should 
serve as a lead for more multinational inscriptions to come in the future. 
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other’s culture as a whole and had the opportunity to meet and interact with each other. Furthermore, 
they expanded their understanding of the inscription requirements of the Convention by working on the 
nomination. This demonstrates that the cooperation between countries and communities in the 
inscription process for shared heritage can lead to positive outcomes.  

Falconry was not the first shared heritage to be nominated to Representative List by multiple State Parties 
participating as a multinational nomination; there were 10 joint inscriptions by neighborhood countries. 
However, they were submitted by only 2-4 neighboring State Parties whereas falconry was the first shared 
heritage jointly inscribed by countries from both Eastern and Western cultural spheres. As previous joint 
inscriptions have been submitted by neighboring countries, falconry is a unique case as it demonstrated 
that multinational cooperation can be achieved through shared heritage, notwithstanding geographical 
conditions.  

 
Raising Visibility and Awareness of the Shared Heritage, Falconry  

During the falconry’s nomination process to Representative List and extension of the inscription to more 
countries in 2010, UNESCO made requests for supplementation to the nomination files. Supplementing 
the nominations was a process of aligning the nomination with the principles of the Convention.  

Specifically, the required supplementation was on explaining positive effects in raising the visibility of 
falconry since its inscription 2010 and the extended inscription in promoting communication, and how 
planning and implementing safeguarding measures by the State Parties and communities reflect the ideals 
of the Convention and the principles of the Representative List system. Throughout this process, State 
Parties, individuals, groups, and communities have all cooperated, and this exchange and collaboration 
were very meaningful for the inscription.  

The joint inscription has revealed that heritage can be transmitted in countries widely spread across East 
Asia, Central Asia, and the Middle East. It is very encouraging that dialogue for the future safeguarding of 
falconry between countries and communities is promoted through the preparation of nomination files as 
it serves as an opportunity to reflect on the role of each State Party and community in planning future 
safeguarding measures and implementing them. 

Additionally, the joint inscription of falconry influenced the addition of I.6 Inscription on an extended or 
reduced basis in the 5. GA Operational Directives for the Implementation of the Convention for the 
Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage (adopted in 2014). Based on this provision, Hungary and 
Austria were added to the inscription in 2014 with the consent of the 11 countries in the original 2010 
inscription, with Germany, Portugal, Italy, Kazakhstan, and Pakistan joining in 2016, thereby becoming a 
total of 18 states in the joint inscription (UNESCO, 2021).  

During the process of making these extensions, all State Parties have revised the entire nomination file 
and added more information in line with the current situation, although the Secretariat did not request 
any specific information. This extension allowed countries from Eastern and Western cultural spheres to 
cooperate, and it is therefore very significant. Thereby, this inscription became a model case study for 
multinational inscriptions on Representative List in the future.  

Successful joint inscriptions do enable further cooperation between all stakeholders. With a joint 
inscription of shared heritage, the participating State Parties can conduct joint safeguarding activities, 
which means that they are more likely to plan programs and opportunities for promoting intercultural 
dialogue and mutual understanding between communities in which the ICH is transmitted.  
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The joint inscription of falconry also found meaning in presenting and sharing comprehensive efforts and 
measures that can be taken to safeguard not just falconry but all kinds of ICHs related to bonding with 
animals and the ecosystem. 

 
Envisioning the Future of Shared Heritage in the Convention with the Joint Inscription of Falconry  

National pride in a country’s history and culture can lead to filing for unilateral inscription rather than 
joint inscription even when the heritage is shared. The material, human, and financial resources required 
to implement the necessary processes in joint heritage also act as an inhibiting factor. Despite obstacles 
in international cooperation, there is a need for more academic discussions on the concept and scope of 
shared heritage, as well as joint inscriptions to Representative List. 

Ever since the UNESCO 2003 Convention was adopted, there has been huge progress in strengthening 
international cooperation towards raising awareness and safeguarding ICHs around the world. 
Conversely, the experience of implementing the Convention has also underlined challenges for UNESCO 
to tackle. Especially, it is the excessive demand to inscribe ICH to relevant lists and the side effects thereof, 
as well as international tensions and disputes caused by the nomination process of shared heritage.  

Nevertheless, the objective of the Convention is to promote cultural diversity through cooperation and 
mutual respect, to contribute to UNESCO’s goal of creating a culture of peace (UNESCO, 2021). The joint 
inscription system is a great device for implementing the principles of the Convention:  

I. The joint inscription of ICH, which cannot be ascribed to a single country, or the joint nomination of a 
single heritage element by multiple countries, can only be implemented on the premise of cooperation 
and communication between the countries.  

II. The expansion of joint inscription can help solve the problem of excessive nominations of unilateral 
inscriptions to Representative List.  

III. It presents a possible solution to international tensions and disputes arising from the issue of ownership 
of a certain ICH element.  

Without an understanding of cultural diversity and regional cooperation, the characteristics of ICH have 
the potential to cause a conflict. Putting the issue of conflicts aside, cooperation is always necessary to 
create a good environment for safeguarding, which necessitates the construction of a system of 
cooperation. These are the reasons why a joint inscription of shared heritage by multiple State Parties 
should be seen as a best practice on reflecting UNESCO ideals, contributing to international and regional 
cooperation, and peace between nations. The joint inscription of falconry to Representative List should 
serve as a lead for more multinational inscriptions to come in the future. 
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other’s culture as a whole and had the opportunity to meet and interact with each other. Furthermore, 
they expanded their understanding of the inscription requirements of the Convention by working on the 
nomination. This demonstrates that the cooperation between countries and communities in the 
inscription process for shared heritage can lead to positive outcomes.  

Falconry was not the first shared heritage to be nominated to Representative List by multiple State Parties 
participating as a multinational nomination; there were 10 joint inscriptions by neighborhood countries. 
However, they were submitted by only 2-4 neighboring State Parties whereas falconry was the first shared 
heritage jointly inscribed by countries from both Eastern and Western cultural spheres. As previous joint 
inscriptions have been submitted by neighboring countries, falconry is a unique case as it demonstrated 
that multinational cooperation can be achieved through shared heritage, notwithstanding geographical 
conditions.  

 
Raising Visibility and Awareness of the Shared Heritage, Falconry  

During the falconry’s nomination process to Representative List and extension of the inscription to more 
countries in 2010, UNESCO made requests for supplementation to the nomination files. Supplementing 
the nominations was a process of aligning the nomination with the principles of the Convention.  

Specifically, the required supplementation was on explaining positive effects in raising the visibility of 
falconry since its inscription 2010 and the extended inscription in promoting communication, and how 
planning and implementing safeguarding measures by the State Parties and communities reflect the ideals 
of the Convention and the principles of the Representative List system. Throughout this process, State 
Parties, individuals, groups, and communities have all cooperated, and this exchange and collaboration 
were very meaningful for the inscription.  

The joint inscription has revealed that heritage can be transmitted in countries widely spread across East 
Asia, Central Asia, and the Middle East. It is very encouraging that dialogue for the future safeguarding of 
falconry between countries and communities is promoted through the preparation of nomination files as 
it serves as an opportunity to reflect on the role of each State Party and community in planning future 
safeguarding measures and implementing them. 

Additionally, the joint inscription of falconry influenced the addition of I.6 Inscription on an extended or 
reduced basis in the 5. GA Operational Directives for the Implementation of the Convention for the 
Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage (adopted in 2014). Based on this provision, Hungary and 
Austria were added to the inscription in 2014 with the consent of the 11 countries in the original 2010 
inscription, with Germany, Portugal, Italy, Kazakhstan, and Pakistan joining in 2016, thereby becoming a 
total of 18 states in the joint inscription (UNESCO, 2021).  

During the process of making these extensions, all State Parties have revised the entire nomination file 
and added more information in line with the current situation, although the Secretariat did not request 
any specific information. This extension allowed countries from Eastern and Western cultural spheres to 
cooperate, and it is therefore very significant. Thereby, this inscription became a model case study for 
multinational inscriptions on Representative List in the future.  

Successful joint inscriptions do enable further cooperation between all stakeholders. With a joint 
inscription of shared heritage, the participating State Parties can conduct joint safeguarding activities, 
which means that they are more likely to plan programs and opportunities for promoting intercultural 
dialogue and mutual understanding between communities in which the ICH is transmitted.  
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In November 2005, “Urtiin duu, the traditional folk long song” (hereinafter referred to as “Urtiin duu,”) 
which connects man with nature and the universe, was proclaimed by UNESCO as one of the Masterpieces 
of the Oral and Intangible Heritage of Humanity through a joint nomination by China and Mongolia. In 
November 2008, Urtiin duu was inscribed to the Representative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage 
(ICH) of Humanity (UNESCO, 2008). As the very first case of multinational nomination to the Lists of the 
2003 Convention31 from the Asia-Pacific region, China-Mongolia cooperation in the early stages of the 
Convention paved the way to the safeguarding of shared living heritage and resulted in enriched 
experience with lessons, extending a meaningful case for reflecting issues in promoting cooperation in 
East Asian sub-region and beyond.  

 
A Brief Retrospect of the Bilateral Initiative 

In July 2004, China officially expressed its intention to submit a joint candidature on the shared Urtiin duu 
to Mongolia, to enhance the neighborhood cooperation. Mongolia responded positively, and a 
memorandum on preparing the joint nomination was thus signed in Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia, in December 
2004. Subsequently, a Mongolian delegation was sent to China to jointly conduct a comprehensive study 
on Urtiin Duu in Beijing and Hohhot in 2005. A field trip to Shiliingol League was also organized, and 
suggestions were delivered to the Ministry of Education, Culture, and Science of Mongolia. 

In early June 2005, a working group from China was sent to Mongolia to jointly work on synthesizing the 
texts drafted by both sides. After a series of consultations and discussions, the Agreement on Joint 
Candidature between China and Mongolia was officially signed on 7 June 2005, which marked a 
substantial breakthrough in the joint actions of the two countries. Subsequently, experts from both sides 
finalized their joint nomination file on 12 June 2005 and submitted it to UNESCO, which became a 
masterpiece. 

Over almost a year, the collaboration of multiple stakeholders such as governmental bodies, research 
institutions, experts, and tradition-bearers, laid crucial groundwork for the accomplishment of the joint 
candidature. For example, Lhajab—the late Urtiin duuchi (long song singer) master—gave multiple 
interviews for the China-Mongolia working team (Gao, 2006). Despite some twists and turns, the two sides 
finally reached a consensus on the joint safeguarding of the element (Qiao 2006; Zhang 2021).  

Post-Inscription Joint Actions 

Since the inscription, the governments of China and Mongolia and their relevant departments actively 
implemented the China-Mongolia Joint Ten-Year Plan for the Safeguarding of Mongolian Urtiin duu (2005-
2015), which was proposed in the candidature file itself, including six major measures as follows: 

I. To establish a joint China-Mongolian steering board for coordinating the safeguarding of the element, 
with eight members from each side; 

II. To set up a joint working group of 12 experts from each side for supporting the joint safeguarding of 
the element; 

III. To conduct a joint field survey for mapping out the basic diffusion of the element;  

IV. To investigate joint research for applying findings in interpreting the historical evolution and cultural 
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Abstract: Shared between China and Mongolia, the element of “Urtiin duu, the traditional folk long song” 
constitutes the first example of multinational nomination and joint safeguarding effort in the East Asian 
subregion, from which we can draw certain experiences and lessons both for international cooperation, 
and domestic policy-making in the safeguarding of shared living heritage, thereby providing further 
understanding and contributing to the implementation of the 2003 Convention and the 2030 Agenda from 
perspectives of East Asia. This chapter extends from briefing the bilateral candidature file to its joint 10-
year safeguarding actions (2005-2015), covering discussions on post-inscription actions, problematic 
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In November 2005, “Urtiin duu, the traditional folk long song” (hereinafter referred to as “Urtiin duu,”) 
which connects man with nature and the universe, was proclaimed by UNESCO as one of the Masterpieces 
of the Oral and Intangible Heritage of Humanity through a joint nomination by China and Mongolia. In 
November 2008, Urtiin duu was inscribed to the Representative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage 
(ICH) of Humanity (UNESCO, 2008). As the very first case of multinational nomination to the Lists of the 
2003 Convention31 from the Asia-Pacific region, China-Mongolia cooperation in the early stages of the 
Convention paved the way to the safeguarding of shared living heritage and resulted in enriched 
experience with lessons, extending a meaningful case for reflecting issues in promoting cooperation in 
East Asian sub-region and beyond.  

 
A Brief Retrospect of the Bilateral Initiative 

In July 2004, China officially expressed its intention to submit a joint candidature on the shared Urtiin duu 
to Mongolia, to enhance the neighborhood cooperation. Mongolia responded positively, and a 
memorandum on preparing the joint nomination was thus signed in Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia, in December 
2004. Subsequently, a Mongolian delegation was sent to China to jointly conduct a comprehensive study 
on Urtiin Duu in Beijing and Hohhot in 2005. A field trip to Shiliingol League was also organized, and 
suggestions were delivered to the Ministry of Education, Culture, and Science of Mongolia. 

In early June 2005, a working group from China was sent to Mongolia to jointly work on synthesizing the 
texts drafted by both sides. After a series of consultations and discussions, the Agreement on Joint 
Candidature between China and Mongolia was officially signed on 7 June 2005, which marked a 
substantial breakthrough in the joint actions of the two countries. Subsequently, experts from both sides 
finalized their joint nomination file on 12 June 2005 and submitted it to UNESCO, which became a 
masterpiece. 

Over almost a year, the collaboration of multiple stakeholders such as governmental bodies, research 
institutions, experts, and tradition-bearers, laid crucial groundwork for the accomplishment of the joint 
candidature. For example, Lhajab—the late Urtiin duuchi (long song singer) master—gave multiple 
interviews for the China-Mongolia working team (Gao, 2006). Despite some twists and turns, the two sides 
finally reached a consensus on the joint safeguarding of the element (Qiao 2006; Zhang 2021).  

Post-Inscription Joint Actions 
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implemented the China-Mongolia Joint Ten-Year Plan for the Safeguarding of Mongolian Urtiin duu (2005-
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The Steering Board 

In December 2006, the Steering Board for Coordinating Joint Safeguarding of Urtiin duu of the People’s 
Republic of China and Mongolia (hereinafter referred to as “the Board”) was established in Hohhot, China. 
At the Board’s first meeting, two countries signed a communiqué (Yongmei, 2006), adopted the Charter 
of the Board and Charter of the Joint Expert Working Group and stipulated the Implementation Plan for 
Mongolia-China Ten-Year Joint Safeguarding of Urtiin duu. This marked the start of substantive joint 
safeguarding actions for both sides. The purpose of the meeting was not only about safeguarding, but also 
its development. The following joint actions led by the Board were upgraded years later. 

Joint Field Survey 

To fulfill the main goals outlined in the ten-year plan, the Joint Expert Working Group made concerted 
efforts to formulate specific strategies, methodologies, and fieldwork guidelines for implementing 
community-based collection with a focus on identification and documentation. It established an 
operational mechanism for conducting joint fieldwork with the involvement of representative bearers 
both in Mongolia and Inner Mongolia of China. 

In 2007, the Mongolia-China Expert Working Meeting was held in Ulaanbaatar, where guidelines for 
conducting a joint field survey were adopted. Under the supervision of the Board, the Joint Expert Working 
Group launched the field survey of Urtiin duu in 2008 and 2009. In this scope, 538 interviews were taken. 
A total of 160 hours of video recordings, 110 hours of audio recordings, 2000 photos, and other 
multimedia data were gathered (Qiao 2010, Sheng 2010, and Baatar 2014). In April 2010, the China-
Mongolia Joint Announcement on the Safeguarding of Urtiin duu was issued during a medium-term 
summing-up forum held in Hohhot, China. 

Research-led Collaboration 

In years later, a series of joint actions took place. The 10-year plan provides high emphasis on scholarly 
activities, such as experience-sharing meetings, seminars, findings publication, or exhibition. All the 
research-led actions reflected the given priorities to field survey, data collection, and text-centered 
studies, which brought a lot of valuable information of tradition-bearers, performative styles, modes of 
oral transmission so forth. This revealed the generally situated diffusion of Urtiin duu. 

In June 2013, a post-medium-term summing-up event happened in Hohhot, China, and the participants 
summarized and reflected on the bilateral cooperation. Among others, Enbish— a Mongolian expert — 
made a thematic presentation on the working experiences generated from cooperative actions carried 
out in turn on both sides, which had pushed forward the bilateral dialogues. 

In August 2015, the implementation of the 10-year plan came to an end. A series of activities were 
celebrated to review and display the safeguarding achievements in Shin-Barga Left Banner, Hülünbuir City, 
Inner Mongolia, highlighted by the Second Session for Selection of Urtiin duuchi Masters. 

As an epilogue of the joint actions, a ceremony was held on 11 January 2016 in Shiliinhot, to launch the 
premiere of the Mongolian opera the King of Urtiin duu: Lhajab, a project implemented by Folk Song and 
Dance Troupe of Shiliingol League. This event was not only a celebration of the 10th anniversary of the 
China-Mongolia joint masterpiece of Urtiin duu but also a commemoration of the 10th anniversary of the 
death of Lhajab, the master of Urtiin duuchi. 

Since then, the people-to-people exchanges between China, Mongolia, the Republic of Buryat, and the 
Republic of Tuva of the Russian Federation have become more and more frequent. Bearers, artists, 
experts, and scholars of relevant ICH elements such as Urtiin duu, Morin khuur, and Khöömei have 
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manifestations of the element;  

V. To develop a mechanism with benchmarks for transmission through identifying tradition-bearers, 
training a new generation of bearers, and establishing a database; 

VI. To organize joint exhibitions and touring shows to promote the element's visibility and enhance the 
awareness-raising actions (Gao, 2006).  

 

 
Figure 2. Altanchecheg, the Urtiin dduchi master was leading teenager trainees to conduct morning exercises during 
the summer camp at the Altanchecheg Urtiin duu Training and Transmitting Centre, Alagsha Baruun Banner, Alagsha 
League. 23 July 2019 © Gilbaa, Altanchecheg 

 
With the joint actions progressed, what have we learned from our bilateral cooperation for over 10 years? 
According to the joint safeguarding activities mentioned in the two rounds of periodic reports submitted 
to the Committee in 2010 and 2016, the following four points seem to stand out:  

 The steering board in coordinating the process; 

 The priority given to joint field survey of community-based identification; 

 The research-led collaboration with tradition-bearers;  

 The bilateral cooperative mechanism; 
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manifestations of the element;  

V. To develop a mechanism with benchmarks for transmission through identifying tradition-bearers, 
training a new generation of bearers, and establishing a database; 

VI. To organize joint exhibitions and touring shows to promote the element's visibility and enhance the 
awareness-raising actions (Gao, 2006).  

 

 
Figure 2. Altanchecheg, the Urtiin dduchi master was leading teenager trainees to conduct morning exercises during 
the summer camp at the Altanchecheg Urtiin duu Training and Transmitting Centre, Alagsha Baruun Banner, Alagsha 
League. 23 July 2019 © Gilbaa, Altanchecheg 

 
With the joint actions progressed, what have we learned from our bilateral cooperation for over 10 years? 
According to the joint safeguarding activities mentioned in the two rounds of periodic reports submitted 
to the Committee in 2010 and 2016, the following four points seem to stand out:  

 The steering board in coordinating the process; 

 The priority given to joint field survey of community-based identification; 

 The research-led collaboration with tradition-bearers;  

 The bilateral cooperative mechanism; 
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By reviewing the past and looking forward to the future, four questions could be further considered 
around research-led joint actions:  

First, the field findings and research results obtained both from joint actions and local actions over the 
past 15 years have reached an unprecedented level of abundance. Conversely, their circulation seems 
limited to research institutions and authorities responsible for ICH safeguarding. Apart from a variety of 
publications, no access channels have been seen to return them to the communities, groups, and 
individuals concerned, nor have we seen the launch or opening of a database on the theme of Urtiin duu. 
However, it has been reported in media coverage of China that such a database has been completed. 
Nonetheless, it remains to be seen when and in what way an open access policy will be achieved and how 
issues such as bearers’ authorization and open access agreements would be resolved.  

Second, while focusing on specialized tracing or classification studies is integral, they should not be a top 
priority for safeguarding-in-process. Instead, these should be left to specialized institutions within their 
disciplinary traditions. Since research that is not concerned with safeguarding and transmission, with the 
viability of and the risks or threats to the element, and even with responsive safeguarding measures (EPs 
9-10), should not be considered as “research” as specified by the Convention (Article 2; Article 13.3) and 
need not be included in the priority areas for the safeguarding of the ICH.  

Third, attention should be paid to the primary role of communities, groups, bearers, and practitioners 
(Article 15; EP1), as well as to the involvement mechanisms that should be put into place to ensure their 
participation at each stage of the safeguarding process and the necessary follow-up, management, 
monitoring and evaluation measures. In this regard, the importance of community capacity-building and 
community participation mechanisms should be prioritized. Alongside the increasing professionalization 
and vocationalization of Urtiin duu performances, emphasis should be placed on an appropriate 
understanding of the evolving dynamics of cultural expression, practice, and inter-generational 
transmission, while also taking measures to prevent the risks and even threats of over-commercialization, 
unsustainable economies of performing arts and decontextualization. 

Fourth, having come from the Mongolian steppe myself, I know a simple yet ineffable perception: if you 
want to understand the lifeblood of the Urtiin duu, then get on a horse and ride across grasslands as told 
by your ancestors and as it is today. The rhythms and styles of Urtiin duu come from the Mongolian 
memory of horseback, from the pace of steeds, camels, cattle, and sheep, from the winging of birds in 
clouds, and the pattern of nomadic life as the geese go and return, as the grass withers and grows, and as 
the seasons change, thus determining the intrinsic dynamics of Urtiin duu and the crisis it faces today. 
Therefore, in the final analysis, the research-led work should explain in-depth the traditional Eastern 
wisdom of Urtiin duu about the harmony between heaven, earth, and people, the eternal interconnection 
with all creatures on the only planet of humanity is associated with local knowledge and nomadic culture, 
and integrate the current concepts of grassland ecological reservation, climate change, desertification 
control and so on, placing Urtiin duu and the related ICH elements with environmental sustainability into 
the long-term strategy of safeguarding this kind of shared living heritage. In other words, from the joint 
safeguarding of Urtiin duu to the mainstreaming of the shared heritage of the East Asian sub-region into 
sustainable development policies and concrete actions of collaboration and synergy between 
governmental inter-departments at all levels. In this regard, challenges and opportunities coexist.  

Considering the follow-up actions for the joint safeguarding of Urtiin duu, the pending of the above issues 
has become an accomplishment, but it opens the possibility for China and Mongolia to find a way to 
implement the cooperative mechanism further. Thereby, joint efforts can progress, and localized actions 
can be taken, contributing to the purpose of the 2003 Convention. 
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enhanced their mutual understanding and respect through exchanges of visits and information, and 
participation in music festivals, field trips, seminars, and other activities. 

Bilateral Cooperative Mechanism 

Bilateral cooperation between the governments of China and Mongolia has been progressing in multiple 
ways. During the implementation of the ten-year plan, the two countries have not only gradually reached 
a consensus on a further cooperation for safeguarding shared ICH, but also stimulated high-level dialogues 
on ICH.  

On 27 March 2010, a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) was signed between the Ministry of Culture 
of the People’s Republic of China and the Ministry of Education, Culture, and Science of Mongolia. This 
defined the working system of joint nomination and safeguarding of ICH elements shared between the 
two countries. In September 2011, the Meeting of the Leading Group at a vice-ministerial level for China-
Mongolia Cooperation Mechanism was held in Beijing. Based on affirming the joint efforts to ensure the 
transmission of Urtiin duu, the two countries signed the Cooperation Agreement on Joint Safeguarding of 
ICH. This event sent a clear signal for promoting wider cooperation in shared living heritage. Based on the 
principles of the 2003 Convention, both sides agreed that such matters as exchanges and dialogues both 
in joint nomination and safeguarding should be included in the overall framework of information-sharing 
and sustainable development planning of both sides. 

Under the framework of the Memorandum and the Agreement, meetings of the Working Group of the 
China-Mongolia Joint Mechanism were held in Ulaanbaatar and Beijing on December 2010, April 2011, 
and April 2013, followed by in-depth discussions. Nevertheless, it is regrettable that the follow-up effects 
of the bilateral cooperation mechanism have been hampered by various factors of uncertainty.  

In summary, China and Mongolia have conducted a close and effective collaboration in fieldwork 
methods, investigation, and research centered on the shared element and took them as the main 
safeguarding measures. Undoubtedly, it is of great significance for enhancing mutual understanding and 
respect between communities, groups, and bearers living in neighboring countries. As lying in a formatted 
baseline for taking joint actions, the 10-year plan has guided subsequent localized safeguarding activities 
in China (Zhang, 2008) and left plenty room for advancing joint safeguarding of shared heritage today and 
after. 

Reflection and Discourse: Research as a safeguarding measure 

Specialized research work on Urtiin duu had become a priority to joint actions, with experts in multi-
disciplines, such as ethnomusicology and the related institutions and universities, taking the lead. 
However, the 2003 Convention emphasizes the central role of communities and necessary measures to 
ensure the involvement of communities. In this regard, both the top-down and down-top approaches to 
safeguarding Urtiin duu were indeed supported by the contextualization of traditional music culture, 
especially as ethnomusicologists involved in the process began to emphasize the weight of interpreting 
the diversity, functionality, and continuity of community-based practices embed in people’s life world. In 
recent years, Qiao (2010) made his argumentation on the “functional safeguarding” of Urtiin duu, field 
research, case studies, and community-based curriculum development, in addition to Büteelt (2009; 2011; 
2015). The teaching team at Inner Mongolia Arts University reveal the current viability of the element 
between urban and rural areas and the worrisome prospects. As Ulaanjai (2012) pointed out, “…in terms 
of previous research, scholars tend to emphasize more to the musical heritage itself and ignore the 
research component on the mechanism of communication, transmission, and safeguarding of music 
heritage, which is undoubtedly a great lack and regret” (p. 203).  
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The phenomenon of imposing non-existent “ownership” of ICH on a certain community, a certain group, 
or a certain place also appears at the local level. This echos the ancient tales of “Ten Poleis Fighting for 
Homer’s Birthplace,” while recent classical studies have proved that “Homer” is only a symbol of ancient 
Greek oral traditions. Consequently, the pace of promoting joint actions among East Asian countries 
should be accelerated, which will positively impact the cooperation of ICH safeguarding and management 
at the local and national levels. In this matter, we note that the ICHCAP has taken several positive actions, 
including a webinar that brought together relevant case studies on lacquer-making techniques in the Asia-
Pacific region, while allowing the safeguarding, exchange, and discussion of shared heritage to be put into 
place (APHEN-ICH Secretariat et al., 2021).  

Second, we must deepen pragmatic cooperation and exchange and maintain close consultation, dialogue, 
and collaboration in sub-regional, regional, and joint international actions, particularly post-inscription 
cooperation. Recalling the standpoint of the Committee (such as Decision 12.COM 11), the East Asian 
countries can also seek to cooperate in another way, such as by submitting inclusion requests for already 
inscribed elements on an extended base, allowing the previous national inscription to be extended to a 
multinational inscription (ODs 16-19). In this matter, we need to carefully consider the joint elements that 
have been inscribed, particularly to maximize the benefits to the communities that share the elements.  
For example, a relatively limited number of communities were involved in the original candidature of 
Urtiin duu on China’s side. As it was primarily confined to Inner Mongolia, China, it did not cover the 17 
stylistic circles that were further defined through extensive fieldwork on the one hand. The Mongolian 
communities of Urtiin duu practice in different places such as Xinjiang, Gansu, Qinghai were also not 
included.32 It is not clear whether the same “omission” occurred in Mongolia. At least, the National Centre 
for Cultural Heritage of Mongolia has included five types of Urtiin duu in its national ICH inventory: Khalkh 
Urtiin duu, Oirat Urtiin duu, Buryat-Barga Urtiin duu, Darkhad-Arig Uriankhai Urtiin duu, and Uzemchin-
Dariganga Urtiin duu (NCCH, 2019).  

Then, do China and Mongolia need to renew, consolidate, and develop their joint safeguarding actions on 
an extended basis, according to Chapter I.6 of the Operational Directives? The possible approach is to 
update the scope of communities, which would allow more communities and groups to benefit from the 
Convention’s listing mechanism. In this respect, Japan has set forth good examples for State Parities: 
making good use of the new guidelines to involve more communities and groups in three national 
nomination files by extending the scope of communities, even replacing two inscribed elements with a 
new one (UNESCO, 2016). This kind of nomination strategy and the experience gained with a focus on 
promoting community-based participation are worthy of respect, study, and learning with each other. 

Third, to make a comprehensive analysis of needs for sub-regional cooperation in safeguarding shared 
heritage and set forth a roadmap to reinforce further bilateral and multilateral collaborations. At the 
present stage, the five countries are best to jointly cope with interconnected factors against the sub-
regional background and endogenous interest-partnerships. The planning targets and the new challenges 
of regional cooperation mechanism need to be examined in the following aspects: 

The possibility to establish a communication platform to bring together representatives from 
communities on borders, government bodies, non-governmental organizations as well as other actors, to 
facilitate national and sub-regional consultations and recommendations on joint nominations and 
cooperation in East Asian countries and beyond; 

                                                             
32 In May 2006, the “Mongolian Folk Long Song (蒙古族长调民歌)” was included in the first batch of the then National List of Intangible 
Cultural Heritage of China; by June 2021, the other 4 elements concerned, on an extended basis, have been included in the National 
Inventory of Representative Elements of Intangible Cultural Heritage of China. As of May 2018, 12 Urtiin duuchi have been identified 
by the competent body of culture as the Representative Bearer of the National Intangible Cultural Heritage of China. Cf. IHCHINA 
2021. 
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The Way Ahead of East Asian Cooperation 

According to the database of the Lists of the 2003 Convention, only five multinational inscriptions have 
come from East Asian countries so far. The limited cases are not in direct proportion to this subregion 
where a dynamic, rich, and diverse spectrum of living heritage has been shared and extended, not to 
mention that the five countries have made many efforts and contributions to the 2003 Convention. In any 
case, it is time to make self-reflective discussions on issues and challenges on the way ahead.  

First, the illusory ideology of exclusive “ownership” of ICH elements should be ceased. ICH is usually 
shared by communities in the territories of more than one State, particularly in countries of East Asia; 
multinational nominations of such shared heritage to the Representative List of the 2003 Convention 
constitute an important cooperative mechanism for promoting respect for the cultural diversity of the 
world and creativity of humanity. The Committee has made unremitting efforts to remind States Parties 
that “inscriptions on the lists do not seek to establish a system of ownership such as through geographical 
indication, intellectual property, professional certifications or licenses, and that the inscription of an 
element on one of the Lists of the Convention does not imply exclusive ownership of a cultural expression” 
(ITH/12/7.COM/14). Accordingly, we need to remove inappropriate concepts which lead to competition 
or confrontation, such as “authenticity,” “originality,” “national identity,” and so forth.  
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The condition to establish a sub-regional cooperation network, not only at the institutional level but also, 
wherever appropriate, at the level of communities and groups so as to develop joint initiatives and 
activities, such as sub-regional meetings or roundtables for community members/bearers/practitioners 
to exchange and discuss their experiences by linking with a shared heritage, ICH safeguarding and 
sustainable development towards the community-led actions; 

The enhancement of the three UNESCO Category 2 Centres, i.e., ICHCAP, IRCI, and CRIHAP, which have 
developed networked practicality and accumulated useful working experiences, could play a crucial role 
in advancing sub-regional and regional cooperation;  

The necessity to conduct collective general surveys of the shared ICH elements amongst the five countries, 
to provide training workshops on developing digital datasets and on the use of IT for disseminating shared 
ICH, and dedicate an interactive webpage for further information-sharing such as ichLinks;  

The role of the UNESCO Beijing Office in terms of connecting all stakeholders such as national ICH centers/ 
committees, national commissions for UNESCO of five countries, need to be highlighted to promote sub-
regional cooperation in safeguarding ICH with a focus on shared elements, by providing workshops of 
discussion and exchange of ideas and new perspectives regularly for all stakeholders. 

 
Conclusion 

One big issue is remaining on how multinational nomination can be made for better joint safeguarding in 
the long run so that multinational nominations, post-inscriptions, and follow-up activities can be sustained 
to ensure the viability of the shared heritage and effective communication, intercultural dialogue, and 
international cooperation mechanism established by the 2003 Convention.  

In the case of Urtiin duu, after the conclusion of the 10-year plan, follow-up activities have continued only 
within the two countries. Hence, how can the initial joint candidature and even joint safeguarding 
initiatives be updated and reflected in periodic reports and examined by the Committee? In this concern, 
the States Parties involved in the multinational nomination should reach a consensus to continue joint 
actions on certain aspects, including maintaining adequate dialogue and communication in the 
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The two definitions, described in Article 2 of the 2003 Convention, of “Intangible Cultural Heritage” (ICH) 
and “Safeguarding” share a fundamental concern with “communities, groups and, in some cases, 
individuals” (the abbreviated form “the CGIs” is used, where appropriate). Similarly, this chapter seeks to 
put in place regional cooperation to a projection of the community-driven nomination of “Ong 
Chun/Wangchuan/Wangkang ceremony, rituals, and related practices for maintaining the sustainable 
connection between man and the ocean” (hereinafter referred to as “Ong Chun Ceremony”) jointly 
nominated by China and Malaysia (UNESCO, 2020).  

To this end, we wrap up a fourfold “storyline” tracking to the baseline action at the community level, 
instead of looking back at all directions.33 First, as the title implies, we elucidate the critical conception of 
“doing good deeds” which is embedded in the shared heritage and constitutes an endogenous nexus to 
the joint community action. Second, we review the main approaches to involve community-based 
participation on the trajectory of key events concerning the nomination. Third, we revisit the priority given 
to establishing a connection between man and the ocean that underlined a main thread throughout the 
multinational nomination, not just what but how the community-based safeguarding action means. 
Fourth, we describe the follow-up action after the inscription at the community level to cope with the 
pandemic.  

Before embarking on our “storytelling,” however, we should take a note here: given that those key events 
and necessary information to demonstrate community participation are provided in the Nomination File 
No. 01608 (China-Malaysia Governments, 2019), hereinafter we prefer a narrative interpretation to a 
description on the whole process in details, by tasking this chapter to do somewhat of a self-reflective 
analysis on behalf of the experts working team on China’s side, while applying an evidence-based 
approach, certain instances used in the present case-sharing come from the File, unless otherwise 
indicated.34 

I. “Doing Good Deeds”: To Deliver Shared Values for All 

With the Voyage to Nanyang (i.e., the south seas, 下南洋) and maritime trade of the Hokkien ancestors, 
the Ong Chun Ceremony was developed in the fifteenth and seventeenth centuries in Minnan (southern 
Fujian Province), China. It is now concentrated in the coastal communities of Xiamen Bay and Quanzhou 
Bay, and the Chinese communities of Malaka, Malaysia while embracing an inclusive, participatory 
practice regardless of age, gender, or ethnicity. Correspondingly, with its historical rootedness and social 
memory implanted into localized practices, the Ceremony not only leaves an indelible trace carved into 
the life-world of diverse communities of migrants and immigrants, but also provides a testimony of the 
longstanding intercultural dialogue of the shared heritage across stormy waves of the ocean, the vast 
lands, and borders at different dimensions, thereby laying down a cornerstone of community-led joint 
actions for preparing the multinational nomination.  

Nevertheless, the first step for a consensus on the multinational nomination is defining the shared 
element clearly and concisely. A precise description with balanced information of the living heritage is 
required as a priority. In other words, what is the core message to be delivered by nominating the element 
in the context of international cooperation? Since the China-Malaysia Working Group for Collaborative 
Safeguarding of Ong Chun Ceremony (“the Working Group”) was established on 9 January 2019, it seemed 

                                                             
33 Using the first-person plural form, “we” largely indicates all stakeholders who participated in the joint actions for “doing good deeds” 
on the multinational nomination in one way or another. On behalf of the China expert team, “we” are also endowed to pay our due 
respects to all actors involved in safeguarding the shared heritage. 
34 Contributors to the present case-sharing in one way or another: Chen Geng (陈耕), Cai Yayue (蔡亚约), Duan Yu (段钰), Dato’ 

Ronald Gan Yong Hoe (颜泳和), Huang Tianfu (黄天福), Huang Xiyuan (黄锡源) , Qiu Hualin (邱华琳), Shi Yilong (石奕龙) , Ye Xizhi 

(叶细致), Zhang Ling (张玲), Zhang Yuzhou (章雨洲), Zheng Minhui (郑敏慧), and Zhu Gang (朱刚). 
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“Doing Good Deeds” and the Ong Chun Ceremony Shared in 
China and Malaysia: Centred on Community-Driven Joint 

Nomination Practice — Dr. Bamo Qubumo 
 

Abstract: By applying an evidence-based approach, this chapter seeks to share the case of the 
multinational inscription of Ong Chun Ceremony, nominated by China and Malaysia through a fourfold 
“storyline” to sketch out how the joint action was initiated, developed, and finalized from the pre- to the 
post-nomination phases. It provides a reflective narrative-interpretation of the community-driven 
nomination on vision, methodology, and pathway that helped to conceive targeted goals for sustainable 
effectiveness of joint safeguarding of ICH, including recent community interaction in response to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, alongside a discussion on the way forward to synergistic cooperation across the East 
Asian sub-region. 

 

 
Figure 1. People of the Lyucuo Community (Tong’an District, Xiamen, China) conducted the Ritual for Welcoming 
Ong Yah at the Yingwang Square near the northeast coast. © Ministry of Culture and Tourism of the People’s 
Republic of China, 2019; Photo by Ouyang Shushun. 
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The two definitions, described in Article 2 of the 2003 Convention, of “Intangible Cultural Heritage” (ICH) 
and “Safeguarding” share a fundamental concern with “communities, groups and, in some cases, 
individuals” (the abbreviated form “the CGIs” is used, where appropriate). Similarly, this chapter seeks to 
put in place regional cooperation to a projection of the community-driven nomination of “Ong 
Chun/Wangchuan/Wangkang ceremony, rituals, and related practices for maintaining the sustainable 
connection between man and the ocean” (hereinafter referred to as “Ong Chun Ceremony”) jointly 
nominated by China and Malaysia (UNESCO, 2020).  

To this end, we wrap up a fourfold “storyline” tracking to the baseline action at the community level, 
instead of looking back at all directions.33 First, as the title implies, we elucidate the critical conception of 
“doing good deeds” which is embedded in the shared heritage and constitutes an endogenous nexus to 
the joint community action. Second, we review the main approaches to involve community-based 
participation on the trajectory of key events concerning the nomination. Third, we revisit the priority given 
to establishing a connection between man and the ocean that underlined a main thread throughout the 
multinational nomination, not just what but how the community-based safeguarding action means. 
Fourth, we describe the follow-up action after the inscription at the community level to cope with the 
pandemic.  

Before embarking on our “storytelling,” however, we should take a note here: given that those key events 
and necessary information to demonstrate community participation are provided in the Nomination File 
No. 01608 (China-Malaysia Governments, 2019), hereinafter we prefer a narrative interpretation to a 
description on the whole process in details, by tasking this chapter to do somewhat of a self-reflective 
analysis on behalf of the experts working team on China’s side, while applying an evidence-based 
approach, certain instances used in the present case-sharing come from the File, unless otherwise 
indicated.34 

I. “Doing Good Deeds”: To Deliver Shared Values for All 

With the Voyage to Nanyang (i.e., the south seas, 下南洋) and maritime trade of the Hokkien ancestors, 
the Ong Chun Ceremony was developed in the fifteenth and seventeenth centuries in Minnan (southern 
Fujian Province), China. It is now concentrated in the coastal communities of Xiamen Bay and Quanzhou 
Bay, and the Chinese communities of Malaka, Malaysia while embracing an inclusive, participatory 
practice regardless of age, gender, or ethnicity. Correspondingly, with its historical rootedness and social 
memory implanted into localized practices, the Ceremony not only leaves an indelible trace carved into 
the life-world of diverse communities of migrants and immigrants, but also provides a testimony of the 
longstanding intercultural dialogue of the shared heritage across stormy waves of the ocean, the vast 
lands, and borders at different dimensions, thereby laying down a cornerstone of community-led joint 
actions for preparing the multinational nomination.  

Nevertheless, the first step for a consensus on the multinational nomination is defining the shared 
element clearly and concisely. A precise description with balanced information of the living heritage is 
required as a priority. In other words, what is the core message to be delivered by nominating the element 
in the context of international cooperation? Since the China-Malaysia Working Group for Collaborative 
Safeguarding of Ong Chun Ceremony (“the Working Group”) was established on 9 January 2019, it seemed 
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be delivered in all the nomination processes, the community actions that have been developed so far 
would produce ambiguity, though this very baseline is open to different interpretations. 

The main claim in the first storyline invites us to reflect on how to better understand the word-power 
from the communities’ common voice. In short, the notion of “doing good deeds,” humble, benevolent, 
and enlightened yet at the levels of expressive structure to denotation and connotation, actually helps a 
lot to define the element. This vernacular underpinning is worth considering a doubled subject of 
collective vision and individual expectation: as a basis of the community-raised initiative for partnership 
in the multinational nomination, and as an outlet to take a responsive investigation of the nominated 
element in a marine cultural context upon which it depends on.

    
Figure 2, 3. Left: The Ong Yah Barge named “Jinqingshun” (金庆顺号) was sent off in 1903 from Fumeigong Temple 
in Quanzhou, Fujian, China © Fumeigong Temple, Quanzhou, China

Right: The Ong Yah Barge tilted “Lian’an”(联安号) was used for Wangkang Ceremony held at Yong Chuan Tian 
Temple in Malaka, Malaysia in 1919. © Yong Chuan Tian Temple, Malaka, Malaysia

II. Locating Practical Approaches: To Reinforce Community-Driven Nomination

Despite the information on the community participation described in the nomination file, Cai Yayue, an 
expert member in the Working Group, provided our case-sharing with the Chronology of the China-
Malaysia Joint Nomination of Ong Chun Ceremony (2015-2020), which has taken down more than 60 
events so far. To summarize the interaction and communication led by communities from both sides, we 
would like to connect our storyline to the following main facets based on some key events.

NGOs bridging partnership development

In July 2015, the Malaka Forum on Culture along the Maritime Silk Roads was held in Malaka, co-
sponsored by Xiamen Minnan Cultural Research Association (XMCRA) and Baba Nyonya Association of 
Malaysia (BNAM). The two associations formally established a friendly relationship at the co-presence of 
the two presidents, Chen Geng(陈耕) and Dato’ Ronald Gan Yong Hoe (拿督颜泳和). During his stay, Chen 
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as if all elaborators were restrained by the maximum of 250 words. Eventually, and fortunately, everyone 
has attracted to the vernacular voice from communities themselves, parting from an intensive desk study 
of a variety of literature and research findings: to let them speak out in their sharing Hokkien tongues.  

Rooted in folk belief of worshipping the Ong Yah (王爷), the local deity is deemed to be a commissioner 
appointed by Heaven, who goes on regular patrols of inspection (代天巡狩) to rescue lives from disease, 
assist the weak in danger, reduce disaster, and release victims from suffering (拯疾扶危，御灾捍患).35 
Thus, the Ong Chun Ceremony always engages a large-scale community action, involving social 
mobilization on all fronts (Soo 2005, Cai 2013 and Chen 2020).  

Despite all its complexity, however, such a Ceremony, in Hokkien, is simply called “Cho Ho Su” (做好事), 
both in Minnan, China and Malaka, Malaysia, which means “doing good deeds” in addition to “Kong Ong” 
(offering sacrifice to Ong Yah), “Sang Ong” (escorting Ong Yah), among others. Everyone knows that 
“doing good deeds” is not only for their Ong Yah, but also for the vulnerable groups, in particular those 
who died at sea, the lonely and homeless, and became wandering souls (亡魂), and are venerated as 
“good brothers” to be released. Consequently, the Ceremony is held at regular intervals between rituals 
dedicated to Welcoming Ong Yah and Escorting Ong Yah, followed by a climax of a grand procession in 
arraying performance or parade of floats, including local operas, folk songs and dances, and puppet shows, 
to name but a few. During the respective routes, the “good brothers” are convened as recipients of ritual 
actions, released from their suffering, and enabled to board on Ong Chun (Ong Yah’s barge) heading for 
the next voyage to continue the mission with the deity for keeping peace and prosperity of the masses 
and their lands. In this way, the element is recognized as “doing good deeds” on both sides. 

With the very conception of “Cho Ho Su” or “doing good deeds,” the Ceremony devoted to disaster-
averting and peace-pleading evokes common memory of ancestors’ journey to turbulent seas, over and 
over again, providing communities and groups a sense of cultural identity and social cohesion, and 
facilitates thinking and understanding of human experience and issues of life and death. In the meantime, 
collective action helps to mitigate psychological shocks on the community life caused by accidents such 
as shipwrecks and rebuild community resilience and bonds.  

Most significantly, “doing good deeds” as a basis of conceptual ideology reshapes cultural identity, social 
norms, moral value, and voluntary spirit among community members, even though the element is 
practiced by communities with both commonness and locality in China and Malaysia. By participating in 
“doing good deeds,” people devote themselves to practicing the community spirit of respecting life, 
standing in awe of nature, and pursuing harmony. People believe that by “doing good deeds,” they will 
be protected by Heaven. At the same time, the value-orientation of building integrity, promoting morality, 
and standing upright plays a role in regulating individual behavior and strengthening the social function 
of collective adjustment to disastrous memories.  

Indeed, “doing good deeds” in ritualized cycles constitutes an endogenous dynamic within and between 
temples and clan halls that have endorsed collective action to deliver shared value concerns to all. It 
facilitates the joint nomination as a key impetus for understanding cultural identity and continuity shared 
by communities on both sides, thereby transforming the cultural self-determination to the community-
raised initiative for calling on joint efforts to achieve the multinational nomination. Since passing the 
Ceremony on to the next generation is critical for both sides, all actors consider the nomination process 
concerns “doing good deeds” for today and the future. If one failed to grasp this very subtle message to 

                                                             
35 These eight Chinese characters are directly quoted from the wood-engraved couplets hanging in the Yong Chuan Tian Temple, 
Bandar Hilir, Malaka, Malaysia. 
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be delivered in all the nomination processes, the community actions that have been developed so far 
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element in a marine cultural context upon which it depends on.
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the next voyage to continue the mission with the deity for keeping peace and prosperity of the masses 
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norms, moral value, and voluntary spirit among community members, even though the element is 
practiced by communities with both commonness and locality in China and Malaysia. By participating in 
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Indeed, “doing good deeds” in ritualized cycles constitutes an endogenous dynamic within and between 
temples and clan halls that have endorsed collective action to deliver shared value concerns to all. It 
facilitates the joint nomination as a key impetus for understanding cultural identity and continuity shared 
by communities on both sides, thereby transforming the cultural self-determination to the community-
raised initiative for calling on joint efforts to achieve the multinational nomination. Since passing the 
Ceremony on to the next generation is critical for both sides, all actors consider the nomination process 
concerns “doing good deeds” for today and the future. If one failed to grasp this very subtle message to 

                                                             
35 These eight Chinese characters are directly quoted from the wood-engraved couplets hanging in the Yong Chuan Tian Temple, 
Bandar Hilir, Malaka, Malaysia. 
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be delivered in all the nomination processes, the community actions that have been developed so far 
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II. Locating Practical Approaches: To Reinforce Community-Driven Nomination
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as if all elaborators were restrained by the maximum of 250 words. Eventually, and fortunately, everyone 
has attracted to the vernacular voice from communities themselves, parting from an intensive desk study 
of a variety of literature and research findings: to let them speak out in their sharing Hokkien tongues.  

Rooted in folk belief of worshipping the Ong Yah (王爷), the local deity is deemed to be a commissioner 
appointed by Heaven, who goes on regular patrols of inspection (代天巡狩) to rescue lives from disease, 
assist the weak in danger, reduce disaster, and release victims from suffering (拯疾扶危，御灾捍患).35 
Thus, the Ong Chun Ceremony always engages a large-scale community action, involving social 
mobilization on all fronts (Soo 2005, Cai 2013 and Chen 2020).  

Despite all its complexity, however, such a Ceremony, in Hokkien, is simply called “Cho Ho Su” (做好事), 
both in Minnan, China and Malaka, Malaysia, which means “doing good deeds” in addition to “Kong Ong” 
(offering sacrifice to Ong Yah), “Sang Ong” (escorting Ong Yah), among others. Everyone knows that 
“doing good deeds” is not only for their Ong Yah, but also for the vulnerable groups, in particular those 
who died at sea, the lonely and homeless, and became wandering souls (亡魂), and are venerated as 
“good brothers” to be released. Consequently, the Ceremony is held at regular intervals between rituals 
dedicated to Welcoming Ong Yah and Escorting Ong Yah, followed by a climax of a grand procession in 
arraying performance or parade of floats, including local operas, folk songs and dances, and puppet shows, 
to name but a few. During the respective routes, the “good brothers” are convened as recipients of ritual 
actions, released from their suffering, and enabled to board on Ong Chun (Ong Yah’s barge) heading for 
the next voyage to continue the mission with the deity for keeping peace and prosperity of the masses 
and their lands. In this way, the element is recognized as “doing good deeds” on both sides. 

With the very conception of “Cho Ho Su” or “doing good deeds,” the Ceremony devoted to disaster-
averting and peace-pleading evokes common memory of ancestors’ journey to turbulent seas, over and 
over again, providing communities and groups a sense of cultural identity and social cohesion, and 
facilitates thinking and understanding of human experience and issues of life and death. In the meantime, 
collective action helps to mitigate psychological shocks on the community life caused by accidents such 
as shipwrecks and rebuild community resilience and bonds.  

Most significantly, “doing good deeds” as a basis of conceptual ideology reshapes cultural identity, social 
norms, moral value, and voluntary spirit among community members, even though the element is 
practiced by communities with both commonness and locality in China and Malaysia. By participating in 
“doing good deeds,” people devote themselves to practicing the community spirit of respecting life, 
standing in awe of nature, and pursuing harmony. People believe that by “doing good deeds,” they will 
be protected by Heaven. At the same time, the value-orientation of building integrity, promoting morality, 
and standing upright plays a role in regulating individual behavior and strengthening the social function 
of collective adjustment to disastrous memories.  

Indeed, “doing good deeds” in ritualized cycles constitutes an endogenous dynamic within and between 
temples and clan halls that have endorsed collective action to deliver shared value concerns to all. It 
facilitates the joint nomination as a key impetus for understanding cultural identity and continuity shared 
by communities on both sides, thereby transforming the cultural self-determination to the community-
raised initiative for calling on joint efforts to achieve the multinational nomination. Since passing the 
Ceremony on to the next generation is critical for both sides, all actors consider the nomination process 
concerns “doing good deeds” for today and the future. If one failed to grasp this very subtle message to 

                                                             
35 These eight Chinese characters are directly quoted from the wood-engraved couplets hanging in the Yong Chuan Tian Temple, 
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Group. In short, the participative and inclusive process engaged all key stakeholders to take bilateral 
actions and fostered wider participation of the coastal communities between urban and rural areas on 
both sides.  

 

 
Figure 5. the China-Malaysia Working Group for Collaborative Safeguarding of Ong Chun on 9 January 2019. 
©Xiamen Centre for Safeguarding Intangible Cultural Heritage; photo by ZHOU Yu. 

 

Paying due attention to the heterogeneity of communities 

The Han people (including the Danmin, or people living in the houseboat) and the She people in Minnan, 
China as well as those Chinese, Baba Nyonya, and Indians in Melaka, Malaysia, are all active practitioners 
of the element. Communities involved in the Ceremony, both in China and Malaysia, are heterogeneous. 
What we should do is to identify their components.  

During the elaboration of the nomination, the Working Group was committed to creating an inclusive 
participation mechanism while making necessary adjustments to achieving the widest possible 
community participation. It focused on the multi-dimensional presentation of participating groups and 
subgroups, division of labor, gender roles, age groups, ethnicities, etc., to reflect traditional social 
structure, ritual operative organization, and grassroots management routines that rely on localized modes 
of practice and transmission, and respond to the diversity of expectation and common voluntary spirit 
among members of the communities. Accordingly, due attention was paid both to the heterogeneity of 
communities and diverse manifestations of local practices to ensure openness, equality, and inclusiveness 
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paid a visit to the Yong Chuan Tian Temple, where, to his delight, he found the Temple was recognized by 
the Malaysian government as a base for practicing and transmitting the Wangkang Ceremony. He lost 
no time discussing with Sor Boon Chai (苏汶财), the Secretary of the Temple, and others. Both parties came 
out with the intention of the joint nomination of the element and set up a regular coordination mechanism 
for involving broader community participation. Since then, XMCRA and BNAM, as two leading NGOs, have 
endeavored to mobilize joint actions at the community level, acting in a bridging role among the CGIs and 
other actors.  

 
Promoting community participation 

From 2016 to 2018, the two associations organized seven mutual visits for the temples and clan halls 
concerned to attend the Ceremony hosted in two countries and exchange experiences and ideas with the 
corresponding temples for the joint safeguarding of the element.  

Between 2017 and 2018, the Yong Chuan Tian Temple signed agreements and formed a friendly 
relationship with Huazang’an Temple in Xiamen and Jinfagong Temple in Zhangzhou, China, thus further 
deepening the consensus of both sides on the transmission of the element and creating a platform for the 
people-to-people exchange of the locals and public awareness-raising actions for safeguarding. In March 
2017, sixteen temples of Melaka, Malaysia, and fourteen temples of Xiamen, China signed the proposal 
for China-Malaysia joint nomination. In the following years, communities, groups, and representative 
bearers and practitioners in both countries carried out proactive communication and mutual visits, 
totaling 300 visitors to and from. All this has laid a solid foundation for public support of the joint 
nomination.  

 

 
Figure 4. Delegation of representatives from four temples in Xiamen to visit 10 related temples and Chinese 
associations in Malaka and Penang cities, February 2016 © Xiamen Minnan Culture Research Association 

 
From 2018 to 2019, the joint nomination driven by representative communities and groups on both sides 
has made progress step by step, with the intellectual support of the expert team as part of the Working 
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III. Positioning Joint Nomination: To Multiplex Environmental Sustainability 

Yet, after all that has been said about the “doing good deeds,” it seems that the term of greater 
significance in preparing nomination is “intersubjectivity” structured in “the CGIs.” As for today’s case-
sharing, we are more aware that the ICH element tells “how,” but the CGIs tell “what,” and even more, 
“of what meaning,” “of what function,” “of what potential...”  

The Chinese always say, “Life and death matter.” Indeed, the Ceremony has been explored in many 
disciplines, particularly folkloristics, as it deals with core issues ranging from folk beliefs and customs to 
performing arts, from oral tradition (legends of local deities, tales of shipwreck and plague, veneration of 
the dead) to grassroots views of the nature and the universe, which addresses not only philosophical 
realms between life and death, but also is related to local knowledge and folk wisdom generated from 
ancestral experiences, know-how, and storytelling about native oceanography and marine biology. The 
given study of the Ceremony provides a wealth of literature on historical roots, cultural memory, and 
ritual enactments from the perspectives of anthropology, religious studies (e.g., the Taoist jiao rituals, 醮
仪 and local deity worship), history of migrants and immigrants, regional socio-cultural history, and 
intercultural communication between China and Southeast Asian countries (Ong 2017, Shi 2018 and Chen, 
2020).  

However, there has been little investigated interpretation of how much a shared heritage like this has to 
do with local and global marine environments. Since the element is derived from the life-world of the 
coastal communities, the accumulated local experiences and folk wisdom related to the element, 
including knowledge, skills, and practices regarding meteorological observation, maritime disasters, 
seafaring techniques, shipbuilding skills, currents, waves, tides, wind change, marine ecosystems, as well 
as marine fishing, farming, and trade, etc., can help address issues of environmental sustainability and 
need to be activated in the context of safeguarding the shared element, aligning the main thread to 
support joint safeguarding actions to contribute to the specific goal of Representative List.  

 
Figure 6. “Symposium on Men and the Ocean: Xiamen Marine Historical Culture”, held in Xiamen, China. ©Xiamen 
Centre for Safeguarding ICH. 
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to all actors. On the premise of balanced information on both sides, the diverse participation within and 
between communities was demonstrated in the nomination file. 

Playing the full roles of “leading force” within and among communities 

The ritualized practices of the element are often organized and carried out within a core community 
centered around a temple or an ancestral/clan hall, be it a village or a town. The ritual activities 
themselves, together with the diffusion from China to Malaysia and current circles of belief in Ong Yah,36 
family residence patterns, and alliances with outlying villages, alongside urban and rural population 
movements, are all changing the boundaries.  

A key objective is to incorporate vernacular voice, local knowledge, and the community’s management 
mechanisms into the decision-making process for joint actions. At the same time, the councils of temples 
and clan halls, the village committees, and the elders’ boards are all active in making suggestions. Local 
opera troupes, performance-arraying groups, craftsmanship guilds or families (boat-building, paper-tying, 
deck-painting, etc.), and particularly young people and women are also acting: to start from oneself and 
start from the minor matter. The self-initiated participation by community members thus created a 
linkage mechanism for the exercise of voice, choice, and participation, or community empowerment. 
Broad, sound community participation facilitated better safeguarding planning and design, promoted 
grounded target setting, effective community response, timely decision correction, and balanced 
deployment between community inputs and government service delivery, while also helping to navigate 
between resource waste and environmental conservancy (Ye 2021). 

Therefore, the Working Group, learning by doing, focuses on the community initiative for joint nomination 
and plays the full roles of “leading force” within and among communities to bring in wider community 
participation and incorporate the shared values of the Ceremony into the implementation of the 2003 
Convention in terms of capacity-building at the community level. During the elaboration of the 
nomination, community-based vision, methodology, and pathway are interconnected with the following 
factors:  

 Community initiative;  

 Community- centered identification and definition;  

 Community-voiced strategies, particularly the safeguarding measures, with the assistance of experts and 
scholars; and  

 Community-led solutions for ensuring the viability of the element.  

As the Intergovernmental Committee for the Safeguarding of the Intangible ICH commented, “... The 
inscription of the element would serve as an example of an intangible cultural heritage shared by people 
from different countries and their common concerns and responsibilities in the area of cross-border 
safeguarding efforts” (Decision 15.COM 8.B.22, para. 2, R.2). 

Indeed, the second storyline primarily outlines how to keep consistency between defining the shared 
element and defining the communities concerned since there is a high correlation between the two key 
factors in preparing the multinational nomination. In particular, the scope of community participation has 
been broadened, while great importance has been attached to the principle of consensus among the 
major stakeholders on both sides for an interactive dialogue on planning, participation, assessment, 
adjustment, and updating solutions.  

                                                             
36 Both in China and Malaysia, every temple related to the element has its own Ong Yah[s] enshrined, and in varying numbers and 
surnames. C.f. Ong 2016; Shi 2018. 
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significance in preparing nomination is “intersubjectivity” structured in “the CGIs.” As for today’s case-
sharing, we are more aware that the ICH element tells “how,” but the CGIs tell “what,” and even more, 
“of what meaning,” “of what function,” “of what potential...”  

The Chinese always say, “Life and death matter.” Indeed, the Ceremony has been explored in many 
disciplines, particularly folkloristics, as it deals with core issues ranging from folk beliefs and customs to 
performing arts, from oral tradition (legends of local deities, tales of shipwreck and plague, veneration of 
the dead) to grassroots views of the nature and the universe, which addresses not only philosophical 
realms between life and death, but also is related to local knowledge and folk wisdom generated from 
ancestral experiences, know-how, and storytelling about native oceanography and marine biology. The 
given study of the Ceremony provides a wealth of literature on historical roots, cultural memory, and 
ritual enactments from the perspectives of anthropology, religious studies (e.g., the Taoist jiao rituals, 醮
仪 and local deity worship), history of migrants and immigrants, regional socio-cultural history, and 
intercultural communication between China and Southeast Asian countries (Ong 2017, Shi 2018 and Chen, 
2020).  

However, there has been little investigated interpretation of how much a shared heritage like this has to 
do with local and global marine environments. Since the element is derived from the life-world of the 
coastal communities, the accumulated local experiences and folk wisdom related to the element, 
including knowledge, skills, and practices regarding meteorological observation, maritime disasters, 
seafaring techniques, shipbuilding skills, currents, waves, tides, wind change, marine ecosystems, as well 
as marine fishing, farming, and trade, etc., can help address issues of environmental sustainability and 
need to be activated in the context of safeguarding the shared element, aligning the main thread to 
support joint safeguarding actions to contribute to the specific goal of Representative List.  

 
Figure 6. “Symposium on Men and the Ocean: Xiamen Marine Historical Culture”, held in Xiamen, China. ©Xiamen 
Centre for Safeguarding ICH. 
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to all actors. On the premise of balanced information on both sides, the diverse participation within and 
between communities was demonstrated in the nomination file. 

Playing the full roles of “leading force” within and among communities 

The ritualized practices of the element are often organized and carried out within a core community 
centered around a temple or an ancestral/clan hall, be it a village or a town. The ritual activities 
themselves, together with the diffusion from China to Malaysia and current circles of belief in Ong Yah,36 
family residence patterns, and alliances with outlying villages, alongside urban and rural population 
movements, are all changing the boundaries.  

A key objective is to incorporate vernacular voice, local knowledge, and the community’s management 
mechanisms into the decision-making process for joint actions. At the same time, the councils of temples 
and clan halls, the village committees, and the elders’ boards are all active in making suggestions. Local 
opera troupes, performance-arraying groups, craftsmanship guilds or families (boat-building, paper-tying, 
deck-painting, etc.), and particularly young people and women are also acting: to start from oneself and 
start from the minor matter. The self-initiated participation by community members thus created a 
linkage mechanism for the exercise of voice, choice, and participation, or community empowerment. 
Broad, sound community participation facilitated better safeguarding planning and design, promoted 
grounded target setting, effective community response, timely decision correction, and balanced 
deployment between community inputs and government service delivery, while also helping to navigate 
between resource waste and environmental conservancy (Ye 2021). 

Therefore, the Working Group, learning by doing, focuses on the community initiative for joint nomination 
and plays the full roles of “leading force” within and among communities to bring in wider community 
participation and incorporate the shared values of the Ceremony into the implementation of the 2003 
Convention in terms of capacity-building at the community level. During the elaboration of the 
nomination, community-based vision, methodology, and pathway are interconnected with the following 
factors:  

 Community initiative;  

 Community- centered identification and definition;  

 Community-voiced strategies, particularly the safeguarding measures, with the assistance of experts and 
scholars; and  

 Community-led solutions for ensuring the viability of the element.  

As the Intergovernmental Committee for the Safeguarding of the Intangible ICH commented, “... The 
inscription of the element would serve as an example of an intangible cultural heritage shared by people 
from different countries and their common concerns and responsibilities in the area of cross-border 
safeguarding efforts” (Decision 15.COM 8.B.22, para. 2, R.2). 

Indeed, the second storyline primarily outlines how to keep consistency between defining the shared 
element and defining the communities concerned since there is a high correlation between the two key 
factors in preparing the multinational nomination. In particular, the scope of community participation has 
been broadened, while great importance has been attached to the principle of consensus among the 
major stakeholders on both sides for an interactive dialogue on planning, participation, assessment, 
adjustment, and updating solutions.  

                                                             
36 Both in China and Malaysia, every temple related to the element has its own Ong Yah[s] enshrined, and in varying numbers and 
surnames. C.f. Ong 2016; Shi 2018. 
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36 Both in China and Malaysia, every temple related to the element has its own Ong Yah[s] enshrined, and in varying numbers and 
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environmental, as well as peace and security).  

The triple-approach method aims to circumvent the tendency to freeze ICH elements that frequently 
occur in the nomination process, particularly in the formulation of safeguarding measures regarding 
respect for the diversity of communities, the localization of ritual enactments, and the customary 
practices.  

Hereinbefore, the third storyline is linked to the positioning of the multinational nomination within the 
maritime cultural context, which response to the main thread throughout the nomination file: the 
interactive actions between and among communities inspired by the common vision for upholding the 
Ceremony and the same will to do good deeds for the people, and the Ocean. Accordingly, the main 
strategy is to sift through the clutter to clarify all stakeholders’ central concerns.  

 
IV. Strengthening Follow-up Joint Actions: Community-led Collaboration 

The Ceremony constitutes a specific space-time continuum for an appeal to every community member to 
act as one, as is right for “doing good deeds.” This shared value not only underlies the conception and 
preparation of multinational nomination but also leads to a baseline of community-led collaborations 
towards the post-inscription joint action in Minnan, China, and Malaka, Malaysia. As the late folklorist 
Zhong Jingwen said, “The significance of a drop of water cannot be underestimated.” 

 

 
Figure 7. the Yong Chuan Tian Temple in Malaka, Malaysia and the Longzhudian Temple in Xiamen, China both 
entered the climax of escorting the Ong Yah to patrol the land and then to the sea on 15 November 2020 © Yong 
Chuan Tian Temple, Malaka, Malaysia, photo provided by Dato‘ Roland Gan Yong Hoe. 

Since the shared element was inscribed on Representative List in December 2020, during the COVID-19 
pandemic, the global lockdown poses many challenges to implementing the Six-Year Joint Safeguarding 
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Being aware that a schema for connecting the element to its intrinsic ties to environmental sustainability 
should be put in place and the holistic solution was urgently required, experts from both China and 
Malaysia studied in depth the relevance of traditional spirit to contemporary ethics through face-to-face 
discussions on such topics as ritual enactment and folk belief, ritualized practices and environment-
friendly practices, barge-making and resource management, and transmission of related marine 
knowledge and skills, with a view of gender roles, youth participation and respect for ethnicity and locality 
(Cai and Ye 2021). They tried to take concrete responsive measures to make a full assessment of the 
Ceremony’s viability and risks it faces, with a particular focus on the engagement of the young generation 
and awareness-raising of the principle of intergenerational equity37 throughout societies, so that the 
Ceremony can become a valuable resource for inclusive social development and environmental 
sustainability.  

With the Working Group meetings in recess, China-Malaysia experts paid field trips to local temples, clan 
halls, primary schools, ceremony spaces on the seaside and coastal villages in Xiamen, thus helping to 
identify the main thread of coherence and consistency throughout the nomination. At any rate, to deal 
with such a complicated subject with profundity, an uncomplicated tactic was adopted. Despite that the 
main heading of the nominated element echoes three different names typically used in Hokkien, 
Mandarin, and vernacular in Malaysia, the “subtitle” was born out of the affirmation to emphasize the 
vital tie between the shared element and its marine environment, creating further cooperation for taking 
responsive actions towards sustainable development. It is worth mentioning that drawing on experience 
accumulated in previous nomination practices is also a necessary practical route (Bamo, 2020). 

Thanks to the competent bodies in both governments of China and Malaysia, a well-conceived joint 
safeguarding plan, containing commitments between communities and governments, was developed 
through evaluation meetings at local and national levels for consultative assessment. Accordingly, the 
main thread of structuring the multinational nomination runs through the evidence-based argumentation 
for demonstrating the connection between man and the ocean, addressing issues on the environmental 
dimension of sustainable development. Following this motivation, a series of safeguarding measures were 
formulated, for instance, to engage teenagers in transmission by promoting maritime culture and 
knowledge on campus via the “One Planet, One Ocean” campaign, to sustain the cultural and natural 
spaces by conserving traditional sites for ritual enactment, patrol routes and places of memories of the 
element (C.f. Section 3.2., ICH-02-Form).  

As for today’s case-sharing, here are some experiences gained from bilateral cooperation. At the 
conceptional level, the two definitions outlined in the 2003 Convention have endorsed one sentence we 
need to keep in mind: “Adhering to the people-oriented safeguarding-in-process (以人为本的过程性保

护 ).” To be compatible with the five purposes of the Convention and the specific objective of the 
Repetitive List by all actors, three main approaches were adopted:  

 A participatory approach to support and promote joint nomination at the community level for endogenous 
momentum and long-term effects,  

 An in-process approach to ensure the viability of the shared element, emphasize the heterogeneity of 
communities, and respect the diversity of actors and their roles associated with common or localized 
practices, to value the dynamic, living, and shared nature of ICH,  

 A responsive approach to focus on assessments of transversal issues, such as risk or threat, gender roles, 
ethical issues, and ties with sustainable development (the “3+1 dimensions” or social, economic, 

                                                             
37 The profound meaning lies in the seminal concept, “Sustainable development is a development that meets the needs of the present 
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.” C.f. WCED:1987, p. 57.  
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ceremony for the first time in our history... It was promised in October 2019 when 
we [met with each other in Malaka] said that if we succeeded [in the multinational 
inscription], we will hold ceremonies for both welcoming and escorting Ong Yah. 
Then Ong Yah realized our wishes. 

... The Ong Chun Barge [to be built for Mengfu Ong Yah] we are going to escort on 
the first day of December in the Guimao year [癸卯年, 2024] is called “He’an” (合安
号), which means, by the composition of Chinese characters according to Ong Yah, 
that everyone in Malaysia will be safe and sound. And the first Chinese character of 
the name “He”(合) which means “joint”-- coincides with our joint nomination by 
China and Malaysia. So, the name also indicates that the people of China and 
Malaysia will be safe and sound (Gan, 2021).  

The story seems to end here, but the He’an Barge (合安号), as Gan explained, brings our four storylines 
back to the fundamental vision of communities’ expectations, namely, cooperation, unity, and harmony 
of humanity. The Chinese character, “He”(合), literally means “many voices, one message,” while the “An” 
(安 ), “peace and security.” Both characters echo the common view of “doing good deeds,” which 
continually evokes historical memories and pioneering spirit of ancestral ocean voyages, reshaping social 
bonds in the face of emergencies such as the pandemic. The element will not only bear a long-standing 
witness to the intercultural dialogue between countries along the Maritime Silk Roads but also help to 
build up a new synergy through cooperation on ICH safeguarding for the SDGs of the 2030 Agenda at the 
community level. 

Epilogue: “Safeguarding without Freezing” 

In summary, then, we have attempted in this brief format to sketch out the basic correspondences in the 
vernacular expressions and practices of “doing good deeds” among and between communities, groups, 
and individuals, which helps to build the joint actions and strategies on the evidence-based practices to 
rediscover the endogenous dynamics of submitting the multinational nomination of a shared living 
heritage across borders and boundaries. If we could reconstrue “preparing nomination file” as a kind of 
“storytelling,” the common ground of the two approaches to word-power consists of their mutual 
responsiveness to the shared heritage in the fecund context of intracultural and intercultural dialogue in 
this subregion.   

At present, when issues coming from shared heritage are considered among State Parties, consultation, 
dialogue, and cooperation among all stakeholders need to be fostered. Through the multinational 
inscription of the Ong Chun Ceremony, what could we draw up for discussion and exchange of ideas 
among East Asian countries? Could we build on more case studies of shared heritage in sub-regional 
cooperation in terms of common concerns? How do we set forth multinational nomination as a discourse 
space to identify joint solutions or specific strategies on ICH safeguarding? For the moment, it may be too 
early to answer these questions with certainty. Nevertheless, a micro-narrative behind the bilateral 
nomination of the Ceremony might be helpful for the way forward.  

All in all, having our fourfold storyline connected is to encourage further intercultural discourse towards 
safeguarding shared heritage along the Silk Roads. As for today’s discussion, there are two associative 
counterparts concerning the two multinational inscriptions, one from the Nomad Route, one from the 
Maritime Silk Route, which echos UNESCO’s ground-breaking modality on its pivotal program for “Roads 
of Dialogue” since the late 1980s. That program has brought together all “encounters” of ideas, 
conceptions, values, techniques, goods, etc., like tangible and intangible cultural heritage, along overland 
and maritime Silk Roads, laying a solid conceptional foundation for promoting intercultural dialogue and 
communication in today’s interrelated world (Bamo, 2018). This foregoing yet current pathway requires 
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Action Plan for the Ceremony proposed in the nomination file. What progress has been made so far? The 
China-Malaysia expert members who interact with communities bring together many records on recent 
events and activities and informative multimedia data. Against this background, we would like to extend 
the fourth storyline to community-led interactions striving for post-inscription cooperation.  

First, to assess the implications of the element in responding to the global public health crisis, a reflective 
deliberation of its cultural meaning and social function, as carried in the ritualized practices related to Ong 
Yah beliefs, has been addressed among scholars, experts, and bearers through working meetings, 
seminars, We-Chat group, and articles. Potentially, the Ceremony supports traditional operations in 
utilizing local knowledge in hazard mitigation, disaster recovery, as well as customary management of 
sustainable resources concerning the continuous practices of the element and other elements that are 
connected. Temples such as the Yong Chuan Tian Temple in Malaka (Ong, 2016) and Huazang’an Temple 
in Xiamen (Ye, 2020) play a traditional function in providing medicinal bamboo slips to aid public health 
care towards well-developed both in mind and body. Indeed, during the crisis, localized practices have 
evolved to integrate current societal needs for building back better, and encourage revitalized practices 
among communities and groups to deal with contingent risks for physical and psychological health, 
resulting in a rediscovered role in epidemic prevention and control and protection of eco-environment.  

Second, digital technologies, social media, or we-media are leveraged to strengthen the enactment and 
transmission of the element. For instance, on the afternoon of 15 November 2020, the Tenth Xiamengang 
Port Ong Chun Ceremony was broadcast live; 1,521,000 people participated and received 7,679 likes. In 
the meantime, the Longzhudian Temple in Xiamen and the Yong Chuan Tian Temple in Malaka entered 
the climax of escorting the Ong Yah barge on the same day, conducting synchronous live broadcast online. 
The live streaming and photo-show online led by representative communities contribute much freshness 
of desire to awareness-raising activities on safeguarding living heritage in the pandemic. 

Third, the representative communities and groups on both sides have been in constant contact by phone, 
WeChat group, and email to exchange points of view on promoting their respective efforts to transmit 
the element. Priority has been given to a series of follow-up actions to improve community infrastructure, 
engagement of the young generation, and self-documentation. The actions include but are not limited to 
conserving places of memory, building exhibition centers, opening a fine arts class themed on Ong Yah 
barge, organizing a training session/practicing camp for teenagers, alongside other community-led actions 
dedicated to safeguarding the shared heritage. In Malaka, a thematic museum for Wangkan Ceremony in 
the Yong Chuan Tian Temple was inaugurated, based upon a commentary suggestion from the XMCRA. In 
Xiamen, civil societies raised funds, invested in building handmade Ong Yah barge, and collected movable 
objects related to the element and marine culture.  

Here’s one more example: the two leading temples’ interaction can be considered a significant mark in 
post-inscription new actions. On 3 January 2021, the Escorting Ceremony was held at the Huazang’an 
Temple in the Lyucuo community, Xiamen, China to convey the Meng Ong Yah from his shrine at the 
Temple’s main hall to the Yong Quan Tian Temple in Malaka, Malaysia. On 20 July 2021, the Yong Chuan 
Tian Temple at the seaside in Malaka organized a Welcoming Ritual for Meng Ong Yah. There were live 
broadcastings on the two rituals online and the edited videos were shared by the two sides afterward. 
Dato’ Ronald Gan Yong Hoe (拿督颜泳和), President of the Baba Nyonya Association of Malaysia, 
unfolded the meaning and function embedded in the “relay” on both sides in voice storytelling. He 
narrated: 

As you still remember, Malaysia only has “Sang Wangkan” (escorting Ong Yah’s 
barge) and we have never done the ritual for “Welcoming Ong Yah.” ...However, 
after our multinational inscription [with China], we held the Welcoming Ong Yah 
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ceremony for the first time in our history... It was promised in October 2019 when 
we [met with each other in Malaka] said that if we succeeded [in the multinational 
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the reproduction of value-added meaning in the context of today’s East Asian sub-regional cooperation 
for safeguarding ICH. This is because people share views on life and death, values and ethics, as well as an 
outlook on space-time, nature, and the universe, the interconnectedness of heaven, earth, people, and 
all creatures on the Planet. This leaves a vast room for dialogue to establish considerate correlativity in 
policy-making for regional cooperation, which is highly compatible with the core concepts advocated by 
the 2003 Convention and the UN 2030 Agenda. As UNESCO (2019) comments, 

With its wealth of cultural diversity, Asia has a distinctive conception of culture that highly values the 
intrinsic linkages between tangible and intangible cultural heritage and that views culture as a collective 
good – a conception that has strongly contributed to shaping international debates to expand the scope 
of culture. 

The role of culture for nation-building and social cohesion is broadly recognized in the region, particularly 
in the context of increased conflicts and growing inequalities. 

The economic dimension of culture is increasingly recognized; certain countries feature among the main 
exporters of cultural goods and services, whilst others prioritize cultural industries that draw on collective 
traditional know-how, notably crafts. 

Culture features in national plans in line with the 2030 Agenda, in particular, to address the challenges of 
rapid urbanization and mass tourism – that have a large impact on cultural heritage – although the cultural 
dimension of disaster risk reduction and climate change remains underexplored. 

Even though there are great disparities in cultural policies, there are growing regional aspirations to 
strengthen cooperation through the initiatives of organizations, as well as through cultural diplomacy, 
particularly cultural routes. 

Considerably, these five aspects fit into the context of our discussion today. On this basis, we can further 
reflect on the strengths and difficulties in the field of ICH safeguarding amongst the East Asian countries, 
to find more common concerns, more inclusive strategies to make our “storytelling” better and effective.  
As the old saying goes, “Constant dripping wears away a stone”(滴水穿石). We believe the trickling-down 
effect of each case-sharing, both on the webinar and in the collection of papers, will bring further 
reflective thinking and actions in safeguarding shared heritage, not to mention the fact that there are 
myriad living ICH elements shared across borders. That surely will encourage our further contributions to 
the promotion of intercultural dialogue, respect of cultural diversity, and response to sustainable 
development from perspectives of East Asian sub-regional cooperation and beyond.  

Outcome matters, but the process is more fundamental. Thanks to all the three sponsors working as one 
propeller to build up joint synergies towards a broader vision, a vision borne, fostered, and sustained in 
the people’s wisdom and thus we have every reason to carry forward… 
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dimension of disaster risk reduction and climate change remains underexplored. 
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strengthen cooperation through the initiatives of organizations, as well as through cultural diplomacy, 
particularly cultural routes. 
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to find more common concerns, more inclusive strategies to make our “storytelling” better and effective.  
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effect of each case-sharing, both on the webinar and in the collection of papers, will bring further 
reflective thinking and actions in safeguarding shared heritage, not to mention the fact that there are 
myriad living ICH elements shared across borders. That surely will encourage our further contributions to 
the promotion of intercultural dialogue, respect of cultural diversity, and response to sustainable 
development from perspectives of East Asian sub-regional cooperation and beyond.  

Outcome matters, but the process is more fundamental. Thanks to all the three sponsors working as one 
propeller to build up joint synergies towards a broader vision, a vision borne, fostered, and sustained in 
the people’s wisdom and thus we have every reason to carry forward… 
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the reproduction of value-added meaning in the context of today’s East Asian sub-regional cooperation 
for safeguarding ICH. This is because people share views on life and death, values and ethics, as well as an 
outlook on space-time, nature, and the universe, the interconnectedness of heaven, earth, people, and 
all creatures on the Planet. This leaves a vast room for dialogue to establish considerate correlativity in 
policy-making for regional cooperation, which is highly compatible with the core concepts advocated by 
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in the context of increased conflicts and growing inequalities. 

The economic dimension of culture is increasingly recognized; certain countries feature among the main 
exporters of cultural goods and services, whilst others prioritize cultural industries that draw on collective 
traditional know-how, notably crafts. 

Culture features in national plans in line with the 2030 Agenda, in particular, to address the challenges of 
rapid urbanization and mass tourism – that have a large impact on cultural heritage – although the cultural 
dimension of disaster risk reduction and climate change remains underexplored. 

Even though there are great disparities in cultural policies, there are growing regional aspirations to 
strengthen cooperation through the initiatives of organizations, as well as through cultural diplomacy, 
particularly cultural routes. 

Considerably, these five aspects fit into the context of our discussion today. On this basis, we can further 
reflect on the strengths and difficulties in the field of ICH safeguarding amongst the East Asian countries, 
to find more common concerns, more inclusive strategies to make our “storytelling” better and effective.  
As the old saying goes, “Constant dripping wears away a stone”(滴水穿石). We believe the trickling-down 
effect of each case-sharing, both on the webinar and in the collection of papers, will bring further 
reflective thinking and actions in safeguarding shared heritage, not to mention the fact that there are 
myriad living ICH elements shared across borders. That surely will encourage our further contributions to 
the promotion of intercultural dialogue, respect of cultural diversity, and response to sustainable 
development from perspectives of East Asian sub-regional cooperation and beyond.  

Outcome matters, but the process is more fundamental. Thanks to all the three sponsors working as one 
propeller to build up joint synergies towards a broader vision, a vision borne, fostered, and sustained in 
the people’s wisdom and thus we have every reason to carry forward… 
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effect of each case-sharing, both on the webinar and in the collection of papers, will bring further 
reflective thinking and actions in safeguarding shared heritage, not to mention the fact that there are 
myriad living ICH elements shared across borders. That surely will encourage our further contributions to 
the promotion of intercultural dialogue, respect of cultural diversity, and response to sustainable 
development from perspectives of East Asian sub-regional cooperation and beyond.  

Outcome matters, but the process is more fundamental. Thanks to all the three sponsors working as one 
propeller to build up joint synergies towards a broader vision, a vision borne, fostered, and sustained in 
the people’s wisdom and thus we have every reason to carry forward… 
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cultural properties, traditional performing arts are judged by their artistic and historical value, and folk 
performing arts are evaluated mainly by their folkloric value (stipulated by law as performing arts that 
show transitions in lifestyles). A large number of folk performing arts exist in Japan. As of 2020, a total of 
8443 properties, such as festivals and annual events, have been nationally and locally designated as 
intangible folk cultural properties for safeguarding. 

When including properties that have not been designated, more than several tens of thousands of 
performing arts are thought to exist. These folk performing arts have emerged from diverse historical 
contexts and are further classified into several subcategories. Among these performing arts, I wish to focus 
on Lion Dances, or “Shishi-mai.” I must, however, confess that I am regrettably not well-versed in the ICH 
situation in East Asia as a whole. I, therefore, wish to apologize in advance that the case examples I present 
herein are not necessarily common to all countries in East Asia. 

I. Lion Dances in Japan 

Lion Dances is said to constitute the largest group of folk performing arts in Japan. Called “Shishi-mai” in 
Japanese, it was introduced to Japan from China, although its origin remains unknown. Historical records 
indicate that a performing art called “Gigaku” was introduced to Japan from China in 612 by an individual 
from the Kingdom of Baekje in the Korean Peninsula who was naturalized as a Japanese citizen. The origin 
of “Gigaku” is also unknown, but it is thought that the origin is from Central Asia. Another theory indicates 
that its originality is even from Greece. Other theories focus on its relationship with Tibet, India, and 
Indonesia. In any case, the Lion Dance was a part of this “Gigaku.” A Lion Dance mask used in a Buddhist 
ceremony held at a temple in 752 has been preserved through the years and shows a strong resemblance 
to the masks used in Lion Dances today. 

“Gigaku” eventually transformed into “Gagaku” (UNESCO’s ICH) and other such forms of performing arts 
to suit Japanese preferences and ultimately disappeared in the 13th century (a revived form of “Gigaku” 
exists today). The Lion Dance, however, separated from “Gigaku,” continued to survive and spread 
throughout Japan while undergoing stylistic changes. 

Some forms of the Lion Dance retain the “Gigaku” tradition. One is the Lion Dance that leads the sacred 
procession of the gods during a festival. Another is the Lion Dance that is included in the category of 
performing arts called “Dengaku”, which is performed in prayer for a good rice harvest. 

After the 15th century, the Lion Dance was also included in the “Kagura” category of religious dances. For 
example, in the 15th century, it was included in “Yamabushi-Kagura,” a religious dance based on mountain 
worship performed in the northeastern part of Japan. The mask used in the Lion Dance served as a vessel 
in which the gods dwell, and the dance was considered sacred; its representation is the “Hayachine-
Kagura,” which is now inscribed on Representative List. During the 15th to 17th centuries, the “Dai-Kagura” 
emerged in the Central region of Japan as a religious dance featuring the Lion Dance mask. It thereafter 
became popular in Edo city (today’s Tokyo) and other urban cities and spread throughout Japan. 
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Diversity of Intangible Cultural Heritage seen in Lion dances — 
Dr. Kubota Hiromichi 

 

Abstract: This chapter discusses lion dances as an example of shared heritage. In the local communities 
of Japan, there are several thousand lion dance troupes. These types of performances, where the dancers 
don animal costumes, can be found in various locations across Asia. While the dances are similar in shape, 
they vary in meaning, religious background, music, style, etc. Such differences are a manifestation of 
diversity. As such, when considering shared heritage, it is important to recognize the aspect of diversity. 

Japan has never made a multinational nomination to the UNESCO’s List of Intangible Cultural Heritage of 
the Humanity (Representative List). The reason for this lies in Japan’s method of selecting candidate 
properties for nomination. Japan abides by a unique policy of selecting candidate properties from those 
designated as cultural properties by the national government. “Cultural properties” refer 
comprehensively to the system for safeguarding cultural heritage in Japan and can be designated not only 
by the national government but also by local administrative units such as prefectures and municipalities. 
However, only nationally designated cultural properties have so far been eligible for nomination to 
Representative List, and the national designation criteria include no requirement to consider international 
compatibility. The designation criteria of local governments include no such requirement, either. 

In other words, as long as Japan’s criteria for selecting candidate properties for nomination to 
Representative List conform to the domestic criteria for selecting cultural properties, making a 
multinational nomination would continue to be extremely difficult. Under the present system, responding 
to proposals from other countries would also be difficult. Yet, I have hope. In 2021, the cultural properties 
system for ICH in Japan was slightly modified. In place of the conventional system of designation, a system 
of registration was adopted concerning ICH to provide more flexibility in safeguarding a wider scope of 
properties than ever before. Such a new system might promote the awareness of the need to take a more 
international perspective. At the same time, views that Japan should strive to make multinational 
nominations are emerging within discussions about Representative List. When considering such trends, 
the prospect of Japan making multinational nominations or responding to proposals from other countries 
may be realized in the future. 

Thus, in this chapter, I wish to discuss what types of multinational nominations would be possible, based 
on case examples of folk performing arts, my specialty area. It should firstly be noted, however, that there 
are two categories of performing arts in Japan, namely traditional performing arts and folk performing 
arts. Traditional performing arts are fundamentally performed in theaters by professional performers. 
There are also amateur performers of traditional performing arts who generally study under the 
instruction of a master. On the other hand, folk performing arts are fundamentally performed by amateur 
performers within a specific event held in a particular region. Most are linked to faith and have been 
inherited through festivals and annual events. In placing them under the domestic system for safeguarding 

66

 71 

cultural properties, traditional performing arts are judged by their artistic and historical value, and folk 
performing arts are evaluated mainly by their folkloric value (stipulated by law as performing arts that 
show transitions in lifestyles). A large number of folk performing arts exist in Japan. As of 2020, a total of 
8443 properties, such as festivals and annual events, have been nationally and locally designated as 
intangible folk cultural properties for safeguarding. 

When including properties that have not been designated, more than several tens of thousands of 
performing arts are thought to exist. These folk performing arts have emerged from diverse historical 
contexts and are further classified into several subcategories. Among these performing arts, I wish to focus 
on Lion Dances, or “Shishi-mai.” I must, however, confess that I am regrettably not well-versed in the ICH 
situation in East Asia as a whole. I, therefore, wish to apologize in advance that the case examples I present 
herein are not necessarily common to all countries in East Asia. 

I. Lion Dances in Japan 

Lion Dances is said to constitute the largest group of folk performing arts in Japan. Called “Shishi-mai” in 
Japanese, it was introduced to Japan from China, although its origin remains unknown. Historical records 
indicate that a performing art called “Gigaku” was introduced to Japan from China in 612 by an individual 
from the Kingdom of Baekje in the Korean Peninsula who was naturalized as a Japanese citizen. The origin 
of “Gigaku” is also unknown, but it is thought that the origin is from Central Asia. Another theory indicates 
that its originality is even from Greece. Other theories focus on its relationship with Tibet, India, and 
Indonesia. In any case, the Lion Dance was a part of this “Gigaku.” A Lion Dance mask used in a Buddhist 
ceremony held at a temple in 752 has been preserved through the years and shows a strong resemblance 
to the masks used in Lion Dances today. 

“Gigaku” eventually transformed into “Gagaku” (UNESCO’s ICH) and other such forms of performing arts 
to suit Japanese preferences and ultimately disappeared in the 13th century (a revived form of “Gigaku” 
exists today). The Lion Dance, however, separated from “Gigaku,” continued to survive and spread 
throughout Japan while undergoing stylistic changes. 

Some forms of the Lion Dance retain the “Gigaku” tradition. One is the Lion Dance that leads the sacred 
procession of the gods during a festival. Another is the Lion Dance that is included in the category of 
performing arts called “Dengaku”, which is performed in prayer for a good rice harvest. 

After the 15th century, the Lion Dance was also included in the “Kagura” category of religious dances. For 
example, in the 15th century, it was included in “Yamabushi-Kagura,” a religious dance based on mountain 
worship performed in the northeastern part of Japan. The mask used in the Lion Dance served as a vessel 
in which the gods dwell, and the dance was considered sacred; its representation is the “Hayachine-
Kagura,” which is now inscribed on Representative List. During the 15th to 17th centuries, the “Dai-Kagura” 
emerged in the Central region of Japan as a religious dance featuring the Lion Dance mask. It thereafter 
became popular in Edo city (today’s Tokyo) and other urban cities and spread throughout Japan. 
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Abstract: This chapter discusses lion dances as an example of shared heritage. In the local communities 
of Japan, there are several thousand lion dance troupes. These types of performances, where the dancers 
don animal costumes, can be found in various locations across Asia. While the dances are similar in shape, 
they vary in meaning, religious background, music, style, etc. Such differences are a manifestation of 
diversity. As such, when considering shared heritage, it is important to recognize the aspect of diversity. 

Japan has never made a multinational nomination to the UNESCO’s List of Intangible Cultural Heritage of 
the Humanity (Representative List). The reason for this lies in Japan’s method of selecting candidate 
properties for nomination. Japan abides by a unique policy of selecting candidate properties from those 
designated as cultural properties by the national government. “Cultural properties” refer 
comprehensively to the system for safeguarding cultural heritage in Japan and can be designated not only 
by the national government but also by local administrative units such as prefectures and municipalities. 
However, only nationally designated cultural properties have so far been eligible for nomination to 
Representative List, and the national designation criteria include no requirement to consider international 
compatibility. The designation criteria of local governments include no such requirement, either. 

In other words, as long as Japan’s criteria for selecting candidate properties for nomination to 
Representative List conform to the domestic criteria for selecting cultural properties, making a 
multinational nomination would continue to be extremely difficult. Under the present system, responding 
to proposals from other countries would also be difficult. Yet, I have hope. In 2021, the cultural properties 
system for ICH in Japan was slightly modified. In place of the conventional system of designation, a system 
of registration was adopted concerning ICH to provide more flexibility in safeguarding a wider scope of 
properties than ever before. Such a new system might promote the awareness of the need to take a more 
international perspective. At the same time, views that Japan should strive to make multinational 
nominations are emerging within discussions about Representative List. When considering such trends, 
the prospect of Japan making multinational nominations or responding to proposals from other countries 
may be realized in the future. 

Thus, in this chapter, I wish to discuss what types of multinational nominations would be possible, based 
on case examples of folk performing arts, my specialty area. It should firstly be noted, however, that there 
are two categories of performing arts in Japan, namely traditional performing arts and folk performing 
arts. Traditional performing arts are fundamentally performed in theaters by professional performers. 
There are also amateur performers of traditional performing arts who generally study under the 
instruction of a master. On the other hand, folk performing arts are fundamentally performed by amateur 
performers within a specific event held in a particular region. Most are linked to faith and have been 
inherited through festivals and annual events. In placing them under the domestic system for safeguarding 
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Figure 2. Kobayashi Sanbiki-Shishimai (Imaichi City, Tochigi Prefecture, Japan) 

 
As seen above, Lion Dance refers to a diverse group of folk performing arts in Japan. Their diversity can 
be roughly summarized as follows:  

 Performing arts that emerged from differing historical contexts 

 Performing arts that differ in the purpose of their performance 

 Performing arts that differ in the details of their performance (staging, movements, music, props, costumes, 
etc.) 

With so many differences, the criticism that it is perhaps much too difficult to group them as Lion Dances 
is understandable. Their only common trait is that they are Lion Dances. Below, let us focus on the 
common trait that they are dances mimicking a lion or other four-legged creature.  

II. Lion Dances in Asia 

Although the Lion Dance is difficult to be defined even in Japan alone, there may be a way to consider it 
a shared ICH of the international community. Setting aside the question of its relevance as a shared 
cultural heritage, I believe it has sufficient value as a subject for international joint studies. 

Say the common denominator of all Lion Dances is that they express a lion or other four-legged creature, 
as mentioned above. This type of visual similarity would make it easy for many people to understand that 
the Lion Dance is a shared cultural heritage. In a particularly large number of the dances, the creature is 
performed by two people, but in some others, it is performed by one person alone. I wish to examine 
common performing arts in Asia from the perspective below. 

Let us first take a look at China. Historical records indicate that the Lion Dance existed in China from the 
4th to 6th centuries and was introduced to Japan in the 7th century. However, the Lion Dance that is passed 
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Figure 1. Ise Dai-Kagura (Kuwana City, Mie Prefecture, Japan) 

 
By the 18th to 19th centuries, various forms of Lion Dances have emerged throughout the country. Today, 
there are probably more than several thousand variations of the dance in Japan. The original “Gigaku” 
Lion Dance from China is normally performed by two people who respectively act the part of the front 
legs and hind legs. Nevertheless, in Japan, there are variations in which the lion’s body is elongated to fit 
five to eight people inside like a centipede, or a massive lion’s body is created by combining it with a float. 

The different forms of Lion Dances are also diverse in the creatures that are the motif of the dance. In this 
chapter, “Shishi-mai” is translated as Lion Dance, but a “Shishi” is a legendary creature that differs from a 
lion. It was introduced to Japan from Tang Dynasty China along with Buddhism and was regarded as a 
guardian of temples and shrines, such that religious facilities, in particular, decorated their gates with 
images of the “Shishi.” The “Shishi” is also known as the ride of “Monju Bosatsu” (Manjusri). In addition 
to the “Shishi,” the tiger is the motif of the “Tora-mai,” or Tiger Dance, and the imaginary creature 
“Kirin”(Giraffe) is the motif of the “Kirin-Shishimai.” There are also dances in which a dragon, cat, or bear 
is the motif of the dance.  

Apart from the abovementioned forms of Lion Dances, there are some in which the lion is performed by 
one person. Representatives of these are the “Sanbiki-Shishimai” of East Japan, consisting of three lions 
performed by three people, and the “Shishi-Odori” exclusively of Northeastern Japan, which portrays a 
deer instead of a lion. 
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backgrounds; its purpose is to respect the diversity of and safeguard intangible cultural heritage. 
Therefore, I believe that understanding the intrinsic diversity of Lion Dances and reaching a common 
awareness beyond national borders based solely on apparent similarities precisely conforms to the 
meaning of the system.   

Conclusion 

Lastly, I wish to introduce a case example of a certain Lion Dance in Japan. In 2011, the Great East Japan 
Earthquake struck Japan. The Pacific coastline of the Tohoku region suffered tsunami damage over a 
distance of 400 to 500 kilometers, affecting more than 1000 folk performing arts that were passed down 
through the generations in the region. In particular, a Lion Dance existed in most villages, especially in 
Onagawa Town. However, the villages along the coast were practically wiped out. Many residents lost 
their lives, and most of the props that were used in the dances were swept away by the tsunami. 

Takenoura is one such village where its Lion Dance has been lost. Almost all 60 houses in the village were 
destroyed, and the residents evacuated en masse to a distant hotel immediately following the earthquake. 
Living the life of evacuees imposed an enormous strain on these people who were deprived of their 
household possessions, some of whom also lost their neighbors in the tsunami. One day, amid this dismal 
situation, an elderly woman came up with the idea of making a lion mask using floor cushions, empty cans, 
and slippers they had at the hotel. When she put on the Lion Dance beating a drum that was also at the 
hotel, it is said that everyone became happier and gained courage from it. I am convinced this is the 
inherent power of the Lion Dance. 

 
Figure 3. Takenoura lion mask made of cushions, Japan 

 
Such power is inherent in all elements of ICH that are inherited by local communities, such as folk 
performing arts and festivals. This is particularly in the case of Lion Dances, as it is characterized by a lion 
mask that easily becomes a symbol of the local community. Performing arts that provide such a common 
symbol also facilitate an understanding of similarities with other communities. 
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down in China today is thought to have developed during the Qing Dynasty (1616-1912). There are two 
forms divided between northern and southern China across the Yangtze River. The northern dance is 
characterized by acrobatic movements and balancing on a ball, and the body of the lion is principally 
brown. The southern dance is generally colorful and is based on Chinese martial arts. This latter form has 
spread accompanying the Chinese diaspora overseas and is also performed in Japan and countries in 
Southeast Asia such as Singapore, Vietnam, and Indonesia. 

In the Tibetan cultural sphere, the Snow Lion Dance (“Senggeh Garcham”) is performed with two people 
playing the part of the Snow Lion. It is passed down in the area from China to India. Also, in this area, a 
Yak Dance is performed in the image of the cow-like animal yak raised in the highlands. This Yak Dance is 
similar to the Lion Dance in appearance, as the yak is performed by two people. I have personally seen 
this dance in India, Bhutan, and Nepal.  

South Korea was also home to many forms of the Lion Dance. Several different forms still exist today, 
albeit few. The “Bukcheong Saja Noreum,” for example, features a lion that has a flat, disc-shaped head. 
The dance used to be passed down in Hamgeyongnam-do in North Korea but was introduced to South 
Korea by immigrants from the north. A small number of this disc-shaped lion head can also be found in 
the western part of West Japan. Additionally, the Lion Dance is characteristically performed as part of the 
traditional Mask Dance in South Korea. 

In Mongolia, Inner Mongolia, and China, no examples were found in which the lion or four-legged creature 
is performed by two or more people. However, in the traditional Mongolian wrestling sport called “Böke,” 
many movements are performed in the image of a lion (sometimes merged with a hawk or camel). In the 
Uyghur cultural sphere, there is a region where the Lion Dance is performed among various other 
performing arts in an event called “Meshrep.” One such dance is the “Xir” in Lopnur, China, in which the 
lion is performed by one person. In both cases, the dance is performed by one person alone without 
wearing a mask, so discussions may need to be held regarding whether they may be included in the 
category of Lion Dances. However, at the very least, they resemble each other in that they are performing 
arts that express the emotions and beliefs that human beings feel toward a lion or four-legged creature. 

In Nepal, there is a dance featuring a god in the image of a white elephant called “Purksi.” It resembles 
the Lion Dance in terms of appearance. In Bali, Indonesia, there is a performance featuring a divine 
creature in the image of a lion called “Shan Barong.” It is similar to the Lion Dance in many ways. For 
example, the creature is performed by two people and has the role of warding off evil spirits. In Myanmar 
and Thai, the Shan people carry on the tradition of a deer dance. The deer is performed by two people in 
much the same way as Lion Dances. In Azerbaijan in Western Asia, I have personally seen a performing 
art in which the deer is performed by one person alone. 

When seen from this perspective, it is clear that several common traits exist in addition to the lion or four-
legged creature motif. One is the use of the lion mask in many of the dances. These masks, commonly 
made of wood and paper, are not worn over the face but are manipulated while dancing. Another is the 
inclusion of many characters whose purpose is to humor the lion. In Japan, records indicate that such 
supporting characters have appeared from as early as the 7th century. In Vietnam, where the Chinese form 
of the Lion Dance has been inherited, a character wearing a smiling mask called The Earth God makes an 
appearance. In South Korea, the play proceeds as various people interact with the lion. As seen in these 
examples, supporting characters appear in many forms of Lion Dances.  

However, do these vague common elements provide sufficient information to assert that Lion Dances are 
a shared ICH? The various forms all differ in terms of their history, religion, acting techniques, and music. 
Thus, if a judgment needs to be made upon a further detailed survey of common traits, it would take years 
and months. Yet, the purpose of the UNESCO system for safeguarding ICH is not to clarify historical 

70

 75 

backgrounds; its purpose is to respect the diversity of and safeguard intangible cultural heritage. 
Therefore, I believe that understanding the intrinsic diversity of Lion Dances and reaching a common 
awareness beyond national borders based solely on apparent similarities precisely conforms to the 
meaning of the system.   
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distance of 400 to 500 kilometers, affecting more than 1000 folk performing arts that were passed down 
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destroyed, and the residents evacuated en masse to a distant hotel immediately following the earthquake. 
Living the life of evacuees imposed an enormous strain on these people who were deprived of their 
household possessions, some of whom also lost their neighbors in the tsunami. One day, amid this dismal 
situation, an elderly woman came up with the idea of making a lion mask using floor cushions, empty cans, 
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hotel, it is said that everyone became happier and gained courage from it. I am convinced this is the 
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backgrounds; its purpose is to respect the diversity of and safeguard intangible cultural heritage. 
Therefore, I believe that understanding the intrinsic diversity of Lion Dances and reaching a common 
awareness beyond national borders based solely on apparent similarities precisely conforms to the 
meaning of the system.   
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Lastly, I wish to introduce a case example of a certain Lion Dance in Japan. In 2011, the Great East Japan 
Earthquake struck Japan. The Pacific coastline of the Tohoku region suffered tsunami damage over a 
distance of 400 to 500 kilometers, affecting more than 1000 folk performing arts that were passed down 
through the generations in the region. In particular, a Lion Dance existed in most villages, especially in 
Onagawa Town. However, the villages along the coast were practically wiped out. Many residents lost 
their lives, and most of the props that were used in the dances were swept away by the tsunami. 

Takenoura is one such village where its Lion Dance has been lost. Almost all 60 houses in the village were 
destroyed, and the residents evacuated en masse to a distant hotel immediately following the earthquake. 
Living the life of evacuees imposed an enormous strain on these people who were deprived of their 
household possessions, some of whom also lost their neighbors in the tsunami. One day, amid this dismal 
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A diversity-focused approach to musical instruments — Dr. 
Maehara Megumi 

 

Abstract: This chapter discusses a diversity-focused approach to musical instruments, using Japanese 
traditional instruments as an example. In Japan, there are safeguarding systems in place to protect not 
only the performing arts and its performers but also the techniques used for making musical instruments 
and instrument makers. Simultaneously, many musical instruments have the same historical origin 
throughout Asia. Approaching the musical instruments in a new framework – one which includes the 
performers and instrument makers – adds new perspectives, such as the natural environment, traditional 
knowledge, and methods for accommodating the conditions specified for each era. If we apply this 
perspective to Asian musical instruments, we may discover new stories of diversity that connect musical 
instruments. 

 
Introduction 

In Japan, candidate properties for nomination to UNESCO’s Representative List of  Intangible Cultural 
Heritage (ICH) of Humanity are selected from the Important Cultural Properties designated by the national 
government. The Important Intangible Cultural Properties are divided into intangible cultural properties 
and intangible folk cultural properties. Important designated properties are listed in order from stage arts, 
music, and craft techniques with high historical or artistic value. The latter are important properties 
designated from manners and customs, folk performing arts, and folk techniques in terms of food, 
clothing, housing, occupation, religious faith, and annual events. This reflects a transition in the daily lives 
of the Japanese people. In other words, the former are techniques of professionals who make their living 
by engaging in performing arts or craftwork as specialists in their field and are characterized by a certain 
universality that is common to all of Japan (but not unchanging, as they are inherited while assimilating 
historical transitions and the demand of the times). The latter are cultural traditions closely associated 
with daily lives in the regions aside from livelihoods and are characterized by the strong influence of 
regionality. 

The UNESCO Representative List of ICH of Humanity incorporates 22 elements related to Japanese 
performing arts. Nevertheless, only four are traditional performing arts. This includes Nogaku theater 
(2008), Ningyo Johruri Bunraku puppet theater (2008), Kabuki theater (2008), and Kumiodori (2010). 
However, it is unfortunate that not even a single nomination was made from traditional performing arts 
in the past eleven years (UNESCO, 2010). Currently, the Furyu-odori– listed in the Important Intangible 
Folk Cultural Property– is being nominated. 

Traditional performing arts are few, and they are shared across regions of Japan. Among these traditional 
performing arts that have been tested by time and become refined through their long tradition, some 
encounter the issue of inheritance and thus need safeguarding. To resolve this dilemma, I wish to propose 
a perspective based on crafting techniques (conservation techniques for cultural properties) about 
musical instruments that are indispensable to the existence of the intangible cultural property of 
traditional performing arts. 

Japan is an island country surrounded by sea and has no foreign neighbors connected by land. Conversely, 
this delineates that Japan is connected with all foreign countries by sea. In fact, from ancient times, 
performing arts came into Japan from the Asian continent across the seas. An example would be the 
Shosoin Treasures which have found their way into Japan during the 8th to 9th centuries via the Silk Road 
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From ancient times, Japan has received strong influence from Asian continental culture. It has adopted 
cultural elements introduced from Central Asia, China, and the Korean Peninsula and arranged them to 
produce various new styles. Given such a historical commonness, the various forms of Lion Dances might 
be considered a shared intangible cultural heritage. However, under the current UNESCO system, such 
historical backgrounds and authenticity are not to be evaluated. This being the case, then, the diverse 
Lion Dance culture born through such a process should rather be regarded as presenting an opportunity 
to discover how such culture differs according to the country or local community. 

Even so, we cannot possibly nominate the Lion Dance culture to UNESCO based solely on any ambiguous 
definition. Yet, I believe we can derive meaning from the very act of commencing joint studies toward a 
UNESCO nomination. In the past, China, South Korea, and Japan comprised an international conference 
on the “Na/Nuó” ceremony. “Na/Nuó” is a ceremony to ward off evil spirits and is an ICH that originated 
in ancient China and changed into various forms after being introduced to Japan, much like Lion Dances. 
I think the conference was meaningful, but I have heard that it could not be continued for long due to 
various problems. I imagine it must have been extremely difficult to maintain such a joint research 
organization solely by a limited number of researchers. To have Lion Dances recognized as a shared ICH, I 
believe a network of individual successors and successor organizations is more necessary than joint 
studies by researchers and the national government. Granted, this requires the support of researchers 
and governments, but it is more important to create a network that enables successors themselves to 
learn about case examples of other forms of Lion Dances, understand its diversity, and collectively address 
common issues in keeping the tradition alive. 

I think the meaning of safeguarding shared ICH is by no means to boost national prestige, but to share a 
common understanding of diversity beyond the borders of individual countries. Naturally, this should be 
founded on an underlying respect for people’s love for their hometown and the identity of successors in 
local communities that are home to ICH—in this case, the Lion Dance. I fervently hope that an eagerness 
to inherit ICH based on this awareness is shared across national borders. Such transnational cooperation 
should have great meaning, particularly to prevent threats imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic on ICH 
stemming. 

Reference List 

Agency for Cultural Affairs of the Government of Japan., 2021. Available at: 
https://www.bunka.go.jp/tokei_hakusho_shuppan/shuppanbutsu/bunkazai_pamphlet/
pdf/pamphlet_ja_13.pdf (Accessed: November 2021). 

Honda Yasuji., “Collection of works by HONDA Yasuji  Japanese traditional performing arts.” 7/10/11/16 
Kinseisha 1995/96/98 

Kim Imhee., 2015. Transformation of Korean Lion Dance. Fueisha. 

Tokyo National Research Institute for Cultural Heritage., 2021. “Description of Folk Customs in Kitaura, 
Onagawa city.” Tokyo National Research Institute for Cultural Heritage. Available at: 
https://www.bunka.go.jp/english/policy/cultural_properties/introduction/folk/ 
(Accessed: November 2021). 

 

 

 

72

 77 

A diversity-focused approach to musical instruments — Dr. 
Maehara Megumi 

 

Abstract: This chapter discusses a diversity-focused approach to musical instruments, using Japanese 
traditional instruments as an example. In Japan, there are safeguarding systems in place to protect not 
only the performing arts and its performers but also the techniques used for making musical instruments 
and instrument makers. Simultaneously, many musical instruments have the same historical origin 
throughout Asia. Approaching the musical instruments in a new framework – one which includes the 
performers and instrument makers – adds new perspectives, such as the natural environment, traditional 
knowledge, and methods for accommodating the conditions specified for each era. If we apply this 
perspective to Asian musical instruments, we may discover new stories of diversity that connect musical 
instruments. 

 
Introduction 

In Japan, candidate properties for nomination to UNESCO’s Representative List of  Intangible Cultural 
Heritage (ICH) of Humanity are selected from the Important Cultural Properties designated by the national 
government. The Important Intangible Cultural Properties are divided into intangible cultural properties 
and intangible folk cultural properties. Important designated properties are listed in order from stage arts, 
music, and craft techniques with high historical or artistic value. The latter are important properties 
designated from manners and customs, folk performing arts, and folk techniques in terms of food, 
clothing, housing, occupation, religious faith, and annual events. This reflects a transition in the daily lives 
of the Japanese people. In other words, the former are techniques of professionals who make their living 
by engaging in performing arts or craftwork as specialists in their field and are characterized by a certain 
universality that is common to all of Japan (but not unchanging, as they are inherited while assimilating 
historical transitions and the demand of the times). The latter are cultural traditions closely associated 
with daily lives in the regions aside from livelihoods and are characterized by the strong influence of 
regionality. 

The UNESCO Representative List of ICH of Humanity incorporates 22 elements related to Japanese 
performing arts. Nevertheless, only four are traditional performing arts. This includes Nogaku theater 
(2008), Ningyo Johruri Bunraku puppet theater (2008), Kabuki theater (2008), and Kumiodori (2010). 
However, it is unfortunate that not even a single nomination was made from traditional performing arts 
in the past eleven years (UNESCO, 2010). Currently, the Furyu-odori– listed in the Important Intangible 
Folk Cultural Property– is being nominated. 

Traditional performing arts are few, and they are shared across regions of Japan. Among these traditional 
performing arts that have been tested by time and become refined through their long tradition, some 
encounter the issue of inheritance and thus need safeguarding. To resolve this dilemma, I wish to propose 
a perspective based on crafting techniques (conservation techniques for cultural properties) about 
musical instruments that are indispensable to the existence of the intangible cultural property of 
traditional performing arts. 

Japan is an island country surrounded by sea and has no foreign neighbors connected by land. Conversely, 
this delineates that Japan is connected with all foreign countries by sea. In fact, from ancient times, 
performing arts came into Japan from the Asian continent across the seas. An example would be the 
Shosoin Treasures which have found their way into Japan during the 8th to 9th centuries via the Silk Road 
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From ancient times, Japan has received strong influence from Asian continental culture. It has adopted 
cultural elements introduced from Central Asia, China, and the Korean Peninsula and arranged them to 
produce various new styles. Given such a historical commonness, the various forms of Lion Dances might 
be considered a shared intangible cultural heritage. However, under the current UNESCO system, such 
historical backgrounds and authenticity are not to be evaluated. This being the case, then, the diverse 
Lion Dance culture born through such a process should rather be regarded as presenting an opportunity 
to discover how such culture differs according to the country or local community. 

Even so, we cannot possibly nominate the Lion Dance culture to UNESCO based solely on any ambiguous 
definition. Yet, I believe we can derive meaning from the very act of commencing joint studies toward a 
UNESCO nomination. In the past, China, South Korea, and Japan comprised an international conference 
on the “Na/Nuó” ceremony. “Na/Nuó” is a ceremony to ward off evil spirits and is an ICH that originated 
in ancient China and changed into various forms after being introduced to Japan, much like Lion Dances. 
I think the conference was meaningful, but I have heard that it could not be continued for long due to 
various problems. I imagine it must have been extremely difficult to maintain such a joint research 
organization solely by a limited number of researchers. To have Lion Dances recognized as a shared ICH, I 
believe a network of individual successors and successor organizations is more necessary than joint 
studies by researchers and the national government. Granted, this requires the support of researchers 
and governments, but it is more important to create a network that enables successors themselves to 
learn about case examples of other forms of Lion Dances, understand its diversity, and collectively address 
common issues in keeping the tradition alive. 

I think the meaning of safeguarding shared ICH is by no means to boost national prestige, but to share a 
common understanding of diversity beyond the borders of individual countries. Naturally, this should be 
founded on an underlying respect for people’s love for their hometown and the identity of successors in 
local communities that are home to ICH—in this case, the Lion Dance. I fervently hope that an eagerness 
to inherit ICH based on this awareness is shared across national borders. Such transnational cooperation 
should have great meaning, particularly to prevent threats imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic on ICH 
stemming. 
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Dimensions: Overall length 108.1 cm, maximum width 30.9 cm 

Main materials: Shitan (red sandalwood), yachidamo (Fraxinus mandshurica) or shioji (Fraxinus 
spaethiana) 

Other: Five-stringed Biwa lute with a straight neck said to have originated in India. Decorated with mother-
of-pearl and tortoiseshell inlay. Performances of the five-stringed Biwa lute with a straight neck have 
ceased, and the instrument itself has disappeared from this world except for this one artifact. 

 
3. Biwa lute with back made of kaede stained with sappan juice and decorated with mother-of-pearl inlay, 
No.1 

Dimensions: Overall length 97.0 cm, maximum width 40.5 cm 

Main materials: Kaede (maple wood), tsuge (boxwood) 

Other: Four-stringed Biwa lute with a bent neck. Decorated with mother-of-pearl and tortoiseshell inlay 
and leather painted with a picture of a figure playing a waisted drum on the back of a white elephant. It 
is highly possible that it was made in Japan, as this is the only artifact among the Shosoin Treasures that 
has an abalone shell inlay instead of mother-of-pearl. 

 
4. Biwa lute with the back of shitan decorated with marquetry, No.2 

Dimensions: Overall length 98.7 cm, maximum width 41.7 cm 

Main materials: Shitan (red sandalwood), kaede (maple wood), tsuge (boxwood) 

Other: Four-stringed Biwa lute with a bent neck. The plectrum guard is made of leather painted with a 
picture of a hunting scene. 

 
5. Biwa lute with the back of shitan decorated with marquetry, No.3 

Dimensions: Overall length 98.5 cm, maximum width 40.7 cm 

Main materials: Shitan (red sandalwood), ichii (Japanese yew wood), tsuge (boxwood) 

Other: Four-stringed Biwa lute with a bent neck 

 
6. Biwa lute with the back of shitan decorated with marquetry, No.4 

Dimensions: Overall length 98.5 cm, maximum width 41.2 cm 

Main materials: Shitan (red sandalwood), kokutan (ebony wood), tsuge (boxwood) 

Other: Four-stringed Biwa lute with a bent neck 

The Biwa lute had come into Japan by the 7th century along with Gagaku and fostered a large trend in Biwa 
lute music that has continued until today. Biwa lute music itself, however, branched out into several 
genres as time passed, with each genre following its path of development amid a conflict between the 
current of the times and tradition. It is almost miraculous that lutes dating as far back as this earliest stage 
still exist under safeguarding today. 
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and have been kept in the wooden repository called Shosoin (Shosoin was designated as a National 
Treasure and the surrounding area as a Historic Site in 1997, and inscribed on the World Heritage List as 
components of the “Historic Monuments of Ancient Nara” in the following year). Shosoin contains 9,000 
treasures, including musical instruments related to performing arts, which are still being studied and 
examined on an ongoing basis today. These treasures are regarded as representing a culture correlated 
to the Silk Road in epitome. 

By taking a hint from the Shosoin Treasures, I wish to propose a renewed approach to musical instruments 
used in traditional performing arts by adding the perspective of “conservation techniques for cultural 
properties” that constitutes an important pillar of Japan’s policy for the protection of cultural properties 
in this chapter. In that case, we will be able to propose a new “story” of performing arts woven by both 
similarities and diversity between Japan and neighboring Asian countries. 

I. Japan at the end of the Silk Road 

The Shosoin Treasures are said to have two salient characteristics. First, they are in good preservation 
condition, as they are not artifacts that have been buried in the ground but have been kept in a wooden 
repository for around 1,200 years and handed down in the state of safekeeping. The other is that artifacts 
brought to Japan from the continent and items that are domestic replicas of artifacts originating in the 
continent represent Japan’s relationships with areas along the Silk Road like a pointillism. Hence, Shosoin 
is considered to mark the end of the Silk Road. The Shosoin website operated by the Imperial Household 
Agency (https://shosoin.kunaicho.go.jp/) offers images and information on 1,111 treasures, including 143 
musical instruments, masks, and stage garments, which are directly related to performing arts. Among 
these, 94 masks (91 Gigaku masks of carved wood, 3 cloth masks) comprise the largest group of items, 
followed by 32 musical instruments and parts thereof, and 17 garments for stage use. The next section 
further examines the musical instruments in detail.   

II. Rich internationality of the musical instruments of Shosoin 

The musical instruments that have found their way to Shosoin display rich internationality. For example, 
the ceramic drum is believed to be a variation of the waisted drum that originated in India. The Genkan 
lute is related to the East Asian lute, and several Shiragi-goto zithers are believed to have roots in the 
Korean Peninsula. Above all, the Biwa lute is exceptional in its abundance of variations. Six Biwa lutes are 
known to be safeguarded in Shosoin. They are all relatively large but vary by about 10 centimeters in 
length or width and are made by combining multiple numbers of different types of wood in various 
combinations (materials of the body of the lutes are diverse and used for their decorative parts). Below is 
an overview of the Biwa lutes excerpted from the abovementioned Shosoin website of the Imperial 
Household Agency.  

[Material 1] Overview of the six Biwa lutes among the Shosoin Treasures 

1. Biwa lute of shitan with mother-of-pearl inlay 

Dimensions: Overall length 99.6 cm, maximum width 41.5 cm 

Main materials: Shitan (red sandalwood), yachidamo (Fraxinus mandshurica) or shioji (Fraxinus 
spaethiana), tsuge (boxwood) 

Other: Four-stringed Biwa lute with a bent neck said to have originated in ancient Persia. Decorated with 
mother-of-pearl, amber, and tortoiseshell inlay, gold leaf, and tsuge (boxwood). 

 
2. Five-stringed Biwa lute of shitan with mother-of-pearl inlay 
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Main materials: Shitan (red sandalwood), kaede (maple wood), tsuge (boxwood) 

Other: Four-stringed Biwa lute with a bent neck. The plectrum guard is made of leather painted with a 
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Other: Four-stringed Biwa lute with a bent neck 

The Biwa lute had come into Japan by the 7th century along with Gagaku and fostered a large trend in Biwa 
lute music that has continued until today. Biwa lute music itself, however, branched out into several 
genres as time passed, with each genre following its path of development amid a conflict between the 
current of the times and tradition. It is almost miraculous that lutes dating as far back as this earliest stage 
still exist under safeguarding today. 
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and have been kept in the wooden repository called Shosoin (Shosoin was designated as a National 
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treasures, including musical instruments related to performing arts, which are still being studied and 
examined on an ongoing basis today. These treasures are regarded as representing a culture correlated 
to the Silk Road in epitome. 

By taking a hint from the Shosoin Treasures, I wish to propose a renewed approach to musical instruments 
used in traditional performing arts by adding the perspective of “conservation techniques for cultural 
properties” that constitutes an important pillar of Japan’s policy for the protection of cultural properties 
in this chapter. In that case, we will be able to propose a new “story” of performing arts woven by both 
similarities and diversity between Japan and neighboring Asian countries. 

I. Japan at the end of the Silk Road 

The Shosoin Treasures are said to have two salient characteristics. First, they are in good preservation 
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The musical instruments that have found their way to Shosoin display rich internationality. For example, 
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length or width and are made by combining multiple numbers of different types of wood in various 
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of-pearl and tortoiseshell inlay. Performances of the five-stringed Biwa lute with a straight neck have 
ceased, and the instrument itself has disappeared from this world except for this one artifact. 

 
3. Biwa lute with back made of kaede stained with sappan juice and decorated with mother-of-pearl inlay, 
No.1 

Dimensions: Overall length 97.0 cm, maximum width 40.5 cm 

Main materials: Kaede (maple wood), tsuge (boxwood) 

Other: Four-stringed Biwa lute with a bent neck. Decorated with mother-of-pearl and tortoiseshell inlay 
and leather painted with a picture of a figure playing a waisted drum on the back of a white elephant. It 
is highly possible that it was made in Japan, as this is the only artifact among the Shosoin Treasures that 
has an abalone shell inlay instead of mother-of-pearl. 

 
4. Biwa lute with the back of shitan decorated with marquetry, No.2 

Dimensions: Overall length 98.7 cm, maximum width 41.7 cm 

Main materials: Shitan (red sandalwood), kaede (maple wood), tsuge (boxwood) 

Other: Four-stringed Biwa lute with a bent neck. The plectrum guard is made of leather painted with a 
picture of a hunting scene. 

 
5. Biwa lute with the back of shitan decorated with marquetry, No.3 

Dimensions: Overall length 98.5 cm, maximum width 40.7 cm 

Main materials: Shitan (red sandalwood), ichii (Japanese yew wood), tsuge (boxwood) 

Other: Four-stringed Biwa lute with a bent neck 

 
6. Biwa lute with the back of shitan decorated with marquetry, No.4 

Dimensions: Overall length 98.5 cm, maximum width 41.2 cm 

Main materials: Shitan (red sandalwood), kokutan (ebony wood), tsuge (boxwood) 

Other: Four-stringed Biwa lute with a bent neck 

The Biwa lute had come into Japan by the 7th century along with Gagaku and fostered a large trend in Biwa 
lute music that has continued until today. Biwa lute music itself, however, branched out into several 
genres as time passed, with each genre following its path of development amid a conflict between the 
current of the times and tradition. It is almost miraculous that lutes dating as far back as this earliest stage 
still exist under safeguarding today. 
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and have been kept in the wooden repository called Shosoin (Shosoin was designated as a National 
Treasure and the surrounding area as a Historic Site in 1997, and inscribed on the World Heritage List as 
components of the “Historic Monuments of Ancient Nara” in the following year). Shosoin contains 9,000 
treasures, including musical instruments related to performing arts, which are still being studied and 
examined on an ongoing basis today. These treasures are regarded as representing a culture correlated 
to the Silk Road in epitome. 

By taking a hint from the Shosoin Treasures, I wish to propose a renewed approach to musical instruments 
used in traditional performing arts by adding the perspective of “conservation techniques for cultural 
properties” that constitutes an important pillar of Japan’s policy for the protection of cultural properties 
in this chapter. In that case, we will be able to propose a new “story” of performing arts woven by both 
similarities and diversity between Japan and neighboring Asian countries. 

I. Japan at the end of the Silk Road 

The Shosoin Treasures are said to have two salient characteristics. First, they are in good preservation 
condition, as they are not artifacts that have been buried in the ground but have been kept in a wooden 
repository for around 1,200 years and handed down in the state of safekeeping. The other is that artifacts 
brought to Japan from the continent and items that are domestic replicas of artifacts originating in the 
continent represent Japan’s relationships with areas along the Silk Road like a pointillism. Hence, Shosoin 
is considered to mark the end of the Silk Road. The Shosoin website operated by the Imperial Household 
Agency (https://shosoin.kunaicho.go.jp/) offers images and information on 1,111 treasures, including 143 
musical instruments, masks, and stage garments, which are directly related to performing arts. Among 
these, 94 masks (91 Gigaku masks of carved wood, 3 cloth masks) comprise the largest group of items, 
followed by 32 musical instruments and parts thereof, and 17 garments for stage use. The next section 
further examines the musical instruments in detail.   

II. Rich internationality of the musical instruments of Shosoin 

The musical instruments that have found their way to Shosoin display rich internationality. For example, 
the ceramic drum is believed to be a variation of the waisted drum that originated in India. The Genkan 
lute is related to the East Asian lute, and several Shiragi-goto zithers are believed to have roots in the 
Korean Peninsula. Above all, the Biwa lute is exceptional in its abundance of variations. Six Biwa lutes are 
known to be safeguarded in Shosoin. They are all relatively large but vary by about 10 centimeters in 
length or width and are made by combining multiple numbers of different types of wood in various 
combinations (materials of the body of the lutes are diverse and used for their decorative parts). Below is 
an overview of the Biwa lutes excerpted from the abovementioned Shosoin website of the Imperial 
Household Agency.  

[Material 1] Overview of the six Biwa lutes among the Shosoin Treasures 

1. Biwa lute of shitan with mother-of-pearl inlay 

Dimensions: Overall length 99.6 cm, maximum width 41.5 cm 

Main materials: Shitan (red sandalwood), yachidamo (Fraxinus mandshurica) or shioji (Fraxinus 
spaethiana), tsuge (boxwood) 

Other: Four-stringed Biwa lute with a bent neck said to have originated in ancient Persia. Decorated with 
mother-of-pearl, amber, and tortoiseshell inlay, gold leaf, and tsuge (boxwood). 

 
2. Five-stringed Biwa lute of shitan with mother-of-pearl inlay 
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Dimensions: Overall length 108.1 cm, maximum width 30.9 cm 

Main materials: Shitan (red sandalwood), yachidamo (Fraxinus mandshurica) or shioji (Fraxinus 
spaethiana) 

Other: Five-stringed Biwa lute with a straight neck said to have originated in India. Decorated with mother-
of-pearl and tortoiseshell inlay. Performances of the five-stringed Biwa lute with a straight neck have 
ceased, and the instrument itself has disappeared from this world except for this one artifact. 

 
3. Biwa lute with back made of kaede stained with sappan juice and decorated with mother-of-pearl inlay, 
No.1 

Dimensions: Overall length 97.0 cm, maximum width 40.5 cm 

Main materials: Kaede (maple wood), tsuge (boxwood) 

Other: Four-stringed Biwa lute with a bent neck. Decorated with mother-of-pearl and tortoiseshell inlay 
and leather painted with a picture of a figure playing a waisted drum on the back of a white elephant. It 
is highly possible that it was made in Japan, as this is the only artifact among the Shosoin Treasures that 
has an abalone shell inlay instead of mother-of-pearl. 

 
4. Biwa lute with the back of shitan decorated with marquetry, No.2 

Dimensions: Overall length 98.7 cm, maximum width 41.7 cm 

Main materials: Shitan (red sandalwood), kaede (maple wood), tsuge (boxwood) 

Other: Four-stringed Biwa lute with a bent neck. The plectrum guard is made of leather painted with a 
picture of a hunting scene. 

 
5. Biwa lute with the back of shitan decorated with marquetry, No.3 

Dimensions: Overall length 98.5 cm, maximum width 40.7 cm 

Main materials: Shitan (red sandalwood), ichii (Japanese yew wood), tsuge (boxwood) 

Other: Four-stringed Biwa lute with a bent neck 

 
6. Biwa lute with the back of shitan decorated with marquetry, No.4 

Dimensions: Overall length 98.5 cm, maximum width 41.2 cm 

Main materials: Shitan (red sandalwood), kokutan (ebony wood), tsuge (boxwood) 

Other: Four-stringed Biwa lute with a bent neck 

The Biwa lute had come into Japan by the 7th century along with Gagaku and fostered a large trend in Biwa 
lute music that has continued until today. Biwa lute music itself, however, branched out into several 
genres as time passed, with each genre following its path of development amid a conflict between the 
current of the times and tradition. It is almost miraculous that lutes dating as far back as this earliest stage 
still exist under safeguarding today. 
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and have been kept in the wooden repository called Shosoin (Shosoin was designated as a National 
Treasure and the surrounding area as a Historic Site in 1997, and inscribed on the World Heritage List as 
components of the “Historic Monuments of Ancient Nara” in the following year). Shosoin contains 9,000 
treasures, including musical instruments related to performing arts, which are still being studied and 
examined on an ongoing basis today. These treasures are regarded as representing a culture correlated 
to the Silk Road in epitome. 

By taking a hint from the Shosoin Treasures, I wish to propose a renewed approach to musical instruments 
used in traditional performing arts by adding the perspective of “conservation techniques for cultural 
properties” that constitutes an important pillar of Japan’s policy for the protection of cultural properties 
in this chapter. In that case, we will be able to propose a new “story” of performing arts woven by both 
similarities and diversity between Japan and neighboring Asian countries. 

I. Japan at the end of the Silk Road 

The Shosoin Treasures are said to have two salient characteristics. First, they are in good preservation 
condition, as they are not artifacts that have been buried in the ground but have been kept in a wooden 
repository for around 1,200 years and handed down in the state of safekeeping. The other is that artifacts 
brought to Japan from the continent and items that are domestic replicas of artifacts originating in the 
continent represent Japan’s relationships with areas along the Silk Road like a pointillism. Hence, Shosoin 
is considered to mark the end of the Silk Road. The Shosoin website operated by the Imperial Household 
Agency (https://shosoin.kunaicho.go.jp/) offers images and information on 1,111 treasures, including 143 
musical instruments, masks, and stage garments, which are directly related to performing arts. Among 
these, 94 masks (91 Gigaku masks of carved wood, 3 cloth masks) comprise the largest group of items, 
followed by 32 musical instruments and parts thereof, and 17 garments for stage use. The next section 
further examines the musical instruments in detail.   

II. Rich internationality of the musical instruments of Shosoin 

The musical instruments that have found their way to Shosoin display rich internationality. For example, 
the ceramic drum is believed to be a variation of the waisted drum that originated in India. The Genkan 
lute is related to the East Asian lute, and several Shiragi-goto zithers are believed to have roots in the 
Korean Peninsula. Above all, the Biwa lute is exceptional in its abundance of variations. Six Biwa lutes are 
known to be safeguarded in Shosoin. They are all relatively large but vary by about 10 centimeters in 
length or width and are made by combining multiple numbers of different types of wood in various 
combinations (materials of the body of the lutes are diverse and used for their decorative parts). Below is 
an overview of the Biwa lutes excerpted from the abovementioned Shosoin website of the Imperial 
Household Agency.  

[Material 1] Overview of the six Biwa lutes among the Shosoin Treasures 

1. Biwa lute of shitan with mother-of-pearl inlay 

Dimensions: Overall length 99.6 cm, maximum width 41.5 cm 

Main materials: Shitan (red sandalwood), yachidamo (Fraxinus mandshurica) or shioji (Fraxinus 
spaethiana), tsuge (boxwood) 

Other: Four-stringed Biwa lute with a bent neck said to have originated in ancient Persia. Decorated with 
mother-of-pearl, amber, and tortoiseshell inlay, gold leaf, and tsuge (boxwood). 

 
2. Five-stringed Biwa lute of shitan with mother-of-pearl inlay 
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IV. The crafting of the Biwa lute today as seen from the perspective of conservation techniques 
for cultural properties 

I. System for selected conservation techniques 

Japan’s Law for the Protection of Cultural Properties provides a system for selected conservation 
techniques and defines “conservation techniques for cultural properties” as traditional techniques that 
are indispensable for the conservation of cultural properties. Among these conservation techniques, 
those that require measures for preservation are selected as “selected conservation techniques,” and 
holders and holding organizations of these techniques are officially recognized. The safeguarding of 
conservation techniques for cultural properties by this system of selection and recognition has continued 
for more than 45 years since the amendment to the Law for the Protection of Cultural Properties in 1975. 
The scope of safeguarding under the system for selected conservation techniques includes not only 
techniques for the crafting of implements needed for inheriting cultural properties (musical instruments, 
costumes, stage props, etc. in the case of performing arts), but also the techniques for collecting and 
manufacturing the materials used to make the implements. Thus, the largest feature of the system is its 
aim to safeguard all the necessary supporting techniques for the existence of cultural properties. 

II. The present state of conservation techniques for the Biwa lute 

Today, the Biwa lute has been designated as an Important Intangible Cultural Property, and a Chikuzen-
biwa lute performer has been recognized as a holder (individual) of Important Intangible Cultural 
Property. The technique for crafting and restoring the Biwa lute has also been selected as a selected 
conservation technique, and an individual has been recognized as a holder of the technique. For 1,200 
years since its introduction to Japan, the tradition of the Biwa lute has been inherited while producing 
several different genres, but there is practically only one shop specializing in the crafting and sales of the 
Biwa lute in Japan today. The present owner of the shop is the holder of the selected conservation 
technique (ISHIDA Fushiki 4th). He has a son (ISHIDA Katsuyoshi) who will succeed him, and with his 
cooperation, I have been engaging in an interview survey, the production of a documentary film on the 
crafting process, a survey summary report (Maehara & Hashimoto 2018, 47-49), and the publication of a 
booklet (Tokyo National Institute for Cultural Properties, 2018) for the past four years. The body of the 
Biwa lute is wooden. As different types of wood are used in line with the genre or the different parts of 
the lute, the knowledge needed to use the right materials in the right places and skills of using the tools 
masterfully are wide-ranging. Inheriting this knowledge and skills is an important component in 
transmitting Biwa lute music in Japan. Thereupon, there is a significant need to conduct surveys to study 
and record them. 

Regarding the performing arts, emphasis must be provided on the actual performance and performers. 
However, when the concentration is on conservation techniques, the diversity within the framework of 
each performing art becomes clearer through the materials and tools that are needed to make the 
implements—including musical instruments—that are essential to performing arts. 

For example, the shitan (red sandalwood) that is utilized abundantly in the Biwa lutes of the Shosoin 
Treasures was imported from countries such as Myanmar, Cambodia, Laos, Thailand, Malaysia, and India. 
Though, it was not readily obtainable. Therefore, it could be surmised that the Biwa lute became popular 
within Japan, and its demand has increased as well as it was more diversified. Domestically produced 
kuwa (mulberry), which has the same properties as heavy shitan, came to be used more and more. 
Additionally, when the Chikuzen-biwa lute emerged as the latest type of Biwa lute, kiri (paulownia) was 
probably used for the soundboard to produce a slightly softer sound quality to differentiate it from the 
Biwa lutes that have already existed. 

 80 

The Biwa lutes of the Shosoin Treasures provide proof that the Biwa lute existed as a common musical 
instrument in countries along the Silk Road around the 8th century. Simultaneously, they also suggest 
diversity in their size and materials used to make them (this diversity is further apparent when also 
including the materials and design of the decorative parts). In effect, this diversity of the Biwa lute is 
directly associated with the diversity of its music. 

In the next section, we will examine how the framework of similarities and the expansion of diversity of 
musical instruments have changed over time up until today, with a focus on the Biwa lute in Japan.  

III. Development of the Biwa lute in Japan 

Biwa lute music in Japan today is roughly divided into two groups. One is Gaku-biwa lute music for Gagaku. 
As a component of Gagaku, the Gaku-biwa lute music is performed in Imperial court events by the 
Shikibushoku Gakubu music department of the Imperial Household Agency, as ceremonial music in 
temples and shrines, and public performances given by Gagaku musicians. The other genre comprises 
Moso-biwa lute music, which is mainly popularized by blind priests in Kyushu, Heike-biwa lute music, 
featuring the singing of the Heike Monogatari (The Tale of the Heike) while playing the lute, and Satsuma-
biwa lute music, and Chikuzen-biwa lute music which emerged within this genre and became popular in 
more modern times. 

The types of Biwa lute used in these two groups of music differ slightly from each other in shape and 
materials according to the aforementioned genres; the Gaku-biwa lute is the largest. Conversely, the 
Moso-biwa lute is the smallest as it is utilized to accompany the recitation of the sutra in religious services 
held at the homes of parishioners, and needs to be easily portable for convenience. The Heike-biwa lute 
was made to deliver lute music to the audience exclusively, but it tends to be relatively small as it was 
played by traveling biwa players who performed inside the entrance to people’s homes. The Satsuma-
biwa and Chikuzen-biwa lutes, which became popular thereafter, are relatively large as they were made 
with even greater emphasis on having people appreciate the music of the lute; it became common for the 
audience to gather at the place of performance instead of the lute player visiting people’s homes (not 
only the size, but the positions and shapes of the neck and body of the lutes also differ, but these will be 
omitted here due to space constraints). In this way, the size of an instrument is closely linked to the style 
in which the music is performed. 

Regarding the primary materials used to make the Biwa lute, hard materials are fundamentally considered 
to have higher quality as it is played using a plectrum in Japan. For the soundboard, sawakuri (chestnut 
wood) is preferred for the Gaku-biwa lute and kuwa (mulberry) for the Satsuma-biwa lute, while kiri 
(paulownia), which is softer than kuwa, is frequently used for the Chikuzen-biwa lute. Since the difference 
in materials directly influences the sound quality, it defines the relationship between the instrument's 
materials and desired sound properties. The back of the lute is crafted using kuwa (mulberry) or other 
materials such as karin (Burmese rosewood), shitan (red sandalwood), sakura (cheery tree), and keyaki 
(zelkova), and also using tsuge (boxwood), kokutan (ebony wood) and byakudan (sandalwood) in part. As 
a side note, Biwa lutes that are handed down in Japan are all played using a plectrum. The shape of the 
plectrum differs according to the genre of the lute, but most are made of tsuge (boxwood). 

As indicated above, the Biwa lute in Japan has changed shape and materials in response to the 
diversification of Biwa lute music. In the next section, we will focus on the crafting techniques used to 
create Biwa lutes of diverse shapes and materials that support the respective characteristics of Biwa lute 
music. 
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IV. The crafting of the Biwa lute today as seen from the perspective of conservation techniques 
for cultural properties 

I. System for selected conservation techniques 

Japan’s Law for the Protection of Cultural Properties provides a system for selected conservation 
techniques and defines “conservation techniques for cultural properties” as traditional techniques that 
are indispensable for the conservation of cultural properties. Among these conservation techniques, 
those that require measures for preservation are selected as “selected conservation techniques,” and 
holders and holding organizations of these techniques are officially recognized. The safeguarding of 
conservation techniques for cultural properties by this system of selection and recognition has continued 
for more than 45 years since the amendment to the Law for the Protection of Cultural Properties in 1975. 
The scope of safeguarding under the system for selected conservation techniques includes not only 
techniques for the crafting of implements needed for inheriting cultural properties (musical instruments, 
costumes, stage props, etc. in the case of performing arts), but also the techniques for collecting and 
manufacturing the materials used to make the implements. Thus, the largest feature of the system is its 
aim to safeguard all the necessary supporting techniques for the existence of cultural properties. 

II. The present state of conservation techniques for the Biwa lute 

Today, the Biwa lute has been designated as an Important Intangible Cultural Property, and a Chikuzen-
biwa lute performer has been recognized as a holder (individual) of Important Intangible Cultural 
Property. The technique for crafting and restoring the Biwa lute has also been selected as a selected 
conservation technique, and an individual has been recognized as a holder of the technique. For 1,200 
years since its introduction to Japan, the tradition of the Biwa lute has been inherited while producing 
several different genres, but there is practically only one shop specializing in the crafting and sales of the 
Biwa lute in Japan today. The present owner of the shop is the holder of the selected conservation 
technique (ISHIDA Fushiki 4th). He has a son (ISHIDA Katsuyoshi) who will succeed him, and with his 
cooperation, I have been engaging in an interview survey, the production of a documentary film on the 
crafting process, a survey summary report (Maehara & Hashimoto 2018, 47-49), and the publication of a 
booklet (Tokyo National Institute for Cultural Properties, 2018) for the past four years. The body of the 
Biwa lute is wooden. As different types of wood are used in line with the genre or the different parts of 
the lute, the knowledge needed to use the right materials in the right places and skills of using the tools 
masterfully are wide-ranging. Inheriting this knowledge and skills is an important component in 
transmitting Biwa lute music in Japan. Thereupon, there is a significant need to conduct surveys to study 
and record them. 

Regarding the performing arts, emphasis must be provided on the actual performance and performers. 
However, when the concentration is on conservation techniques, the diversity within the framework of 
each performing art becomes clearer through the materials and tools that are needed to make the 
implements—including musical instruments—that are essential to performing arts. 

For example, the shitan (red sandalwood) that is utilized abundantly in the Biwa lutes of the Shosoin 
Treasures was imported from countries such as Myanmar, Cambodia, Laos, Thailand, Malaysia, and India. 
Though, it was not readily obtainable. Therefore, it could be surmised that the Biwa lute became popular 
within Japan, and its demand has increased as well as it was more diversified. Domestically produced 
kuwa (mulberry), which has the same properties as heavy shitan, came to be used more and more. 
Additionally, when the Chikuzen-biwa lute emerged as the latest type of Biwa lute, kiri (paulownia) was 
probably used for the soundboard to produce a slightly softer sound quality to differentiate it from the 
Biwa lutes that have already existed. 
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The Biwa lutes of the Shosoin Treasures provide proof that the Biwa lute existed as a common musical 
instrument in countries along the Silk Road around the 8th century. Simultaneously, they also suggest 
diversity in their size and materials used to make them (this diversity is further apparent when also 
including the materials and design of the decorative parts). In effect, this diversity of the Biwa lute is 
directly associated with the diversity of its music. 

In the next section, we will examine how the framework of similarities and the expansion of diversity of 
musical instruments have changed over time up until today, with a focus on the Biwa lute in Japan.  

III. Development of the Biwa lute in Japan 

Biwa lute music in Japan today is roughly divided into two groups. One is Gaku-biwa lute music for Gagaku. 
As a component of Gagaku, the Gaku-biwa lute music is performed in Imperial court events by the 
Shikibushoku Gakubu music department of the Imperial Household Agency, as ceremonial music in 
temples and shrines, and public performances given by Gagaku musicians. The other genre comprises 
Moso-biwa lute music, which is mainly popularized by blind priests in Kyushu, Heike-biwa lute music, 
featuring the singing of the Heike Monogatari (The Tale of the Heike) while playing the lute, and Satsuma-
biwa lute music, and Chikuzen-biwa lute music which emerged within this genre and became popular in 
more modern times. 

The types of Biwa lute used in these two groups of music differ slightly from each other in shape and 
materials according to the aforementioned genres; the Gaku-biwa lute is the largest. Conversely, the 
Moso-biwa lute is the smallest as it is utilized to accompany the recitation of the sutra in religious services 
held at the homes of parishioners, and needs to be easily portable for convenience. The Heike-biwa lute 
was made to deliver lute music to the audience exclusively, but it tends to be relatively small as it was 
played by traveling biwa players who performed inside the entrance to people’s homes. The Satsuma-
biwa and Chikuzen-biwa lutes, which became popular thereafter, are relatively large as they were made 
with even greater emphasis on having people appreciate the music of the lute; it became common for the 
audience to gather at the place of performance instead of the lute player visiting people’s homes (not 
only the size, but the positions and shapes of the neck and body of the lutes also differ, but these will be 
omitted here due to space constraints). In this way, the size of an instrument is closely linked to the style 
in which the music is performed. 

Regarding the primary materials used to make the Biwa lute, hard materials are fundamentally considered 
to have higher quality as it is played using a plectrum in Japan. For the soundboard, sawakuri (chestnut 
wood) is preferred for the Gaku-biwa lute and kuwa (mulberry) for the Satsuma-biwa lute, while kiri 
(paulownia), which is softer than kuwa, is frequently used for the Chikuzen-biwa lute. Since the difference 
in materials directly influences the sound quality, it defines the relationship between the instrument's 
materials and desired sound properties. The back of the lute is crafted using kuwa (mulberry) or other 
materials such as karin (Burmese rosewood), shitan (red sandalwood), sakura (cheery tree), and keyaki 
(zelkova), and also using tsuge (boxwood), kokutan (ebony wood) and byakudan (sandalwood) in part. As 
a side note, Biwa lutes that are handed down in Japan are all played using a plectrum. The shape of the 
plectrum differs according to the genre of the lute, but most are made of tsuge (boxwood). 

As indicated above, the Biwa lute in Japan has changed shape and materials in response to the 
diversification of Biwa lute music. In the next section, we will focus on the crafting techniques used to 
create Biwa lutes of diverse shapes and materials that support the respective characteristics of Biwa lute 
music. 
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IV. The crafting of the Biwa lute today as seen from the perspective of conservation techniques 
for cultural properties 

I. System for selected conservation techniques 

Japan’s Law for the Protection of Cultural Properties provides a system for selected conservation 
techniques and defines “conservation techniques for cultural properties” as traditional techniques that 
are indispensable for the conservation of cultural properties. Among these conservation techniques, 
those that require measures for preservation are selected as “selected conservation techniques,” and 
holders and holding organizations of these techniques are officially recognized. The safeguarding of 
conservation techniques for cultural properties by this system of selection and recognition has continued 
for more than 45 years since the amendment to the Law for the Protection of Cultural Properties in 1975. 
The scope of safeguarding under the system for selected conservation techniques includes not only 
techniques for the crafting of implements needed for inheriting cultural properties (musical instruments, 
costumes, stage props, etc. in the case of performing arts), but also the techniques for collecting and 
manufacturing the materials used to make the implements. Thus, the largest feature of the system is its 
aim to safeguard all the necessary supporting techniques for the existence of cultural properties. 

II. The present state of conservation techniques for the Biwa lute 

Today, the Biwa lute has been designated as an Important Intangible Cultural Property, and a Chikuzen-
biwa lute performer has been recognized as a holder (individual) of Important Intangible Cultural 
Property. The technique for crafting and restoring the Biwa lute has also been selected as a selected 
conservation technique, and an individual has been recognized as a holder of the technique. For 1,200 
years since its introduction to Japan, the tradition of the Biwa lute has been inherited while producing 
several different genres, but there is practically only one shop specializing in the crafting and sales of the 
Biwa lute in Japan today. The present owner of the shop is the holder of the selected conservation 
technique (ISHIDA Fushiki 4th). He has a son (ISHIDA Katsuyoshi) who will succeed him, and with his 
cooperation, I have been engaging in an interview survey, the production of a documentary film on the 
crafting process, a survey summary report (Maehara & Hashimoto 2018, 47-49), and the publication of a 
booklet (Tokyo National Institute for Cultural Properties, 2018) for the past four years. The body of the 
Biwa lute is wooden. As different types of wood are used in line with the genre or the different parts of 
the lute, the knowledge needed to use the right materials in the right places and skills of using the tools 
masterfully are wide-ranging. Inheriting this knowledge and skills is an important component in 
transmitting Biwa lute music in Japan. Thereupon, there is a significant need to conduct surveys to study 
and record them. 

Regarding the performing arts, emphasis must be provided on the actual performance and performers. 
However, when the concentration is on conservation techniques, the diversity within the framework of 
each performing art becomes clearer through the materials and tools that are needed to make the 
implements—including musical instruments—that are essential to performing arts. 

For example, the shitan (red sandalwood) that is utilized abundantly in the Biwa lutes of the Shosoin 
Treasures was imported from countries such as Myanmar, Cambodia, Laos, Thailand, Malaysia, and India. 
Though, it was not readily obtainable. Therefore, it could be surmised that the Biwa lute became popular 
within Japan, and its demand has increased as well as it was more diversified. Domestically produced 
kuwa (mulberry), which has the same properties as heavy shitan, came to be used more and more. 
Additionally, when the Chikuzen-biwa lute emerged as the latest type of Biwa lute, kiri (paulownia) was 
probably used for the soundboard to produce a slightly softer sound quality to differentiate it from the 
Biwa lutes that have already existed. 
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The Biwa lutes of the Shosoin Treasures provide proof that the Biwa lute existed as a common musical 
instrument in countries along the Silk Road around the 8th century. Simultaneously, they also suggest 
diversity in their size and materials used to make them (this diversity is further apparent when also 
including the materials and design of the decorative parts). In effect, this diversity of the Biwa lute is 
directly associated with the diversity of its music. 

In the next section, we will examine how the framework of similarities and the expansion of diversity of 
musical instruments have changed over time up until today, with a focus on the Biwa lute in Japan.  

III. Development of the Biwa lute in Japan 

Biwa lute music in Japan today is roughly divided into two groups. One is Gaku-biwa lute music for Gagaku. 
As a component of Gagaku, the Gaku-biwa lute music is performed in Imperial court events by the 
Shikibushoku Gakubu music department of the Imperial Household Agency, as ceremonial music in 
temples and shrines, and public performances given by Gagaku musicians. The other genre comprises 
Moso-biwa lute music, which is mainly popularized by blind priests in Kyushu, Heike-biwa lute music, 
featuring the singing of the Heike Monogatari (The Tale of the Heike) while playing the lute, and Satsuma-
biwa lute music, and Chikuzen-biwa lute music which emerged within this genre and became popular in 
more modern times. 

The types of Biwa lute used in these two groups of music differ slightly from each other in shape and 
materials according to the aforementioned genres; the Gaku-biwa lute is the largest. Conversely, the 
Moso-biwa lute is the smallest as it is utilized to accompany the recitation of the sutra in religious services 
held at the homes of parishioners, and needs to be easily portable for convenience. The Heike-biwa lute 
was made to deliver lute music to the audience exclusively, but it tends to be relatively small as it was 
played by traveling biwa players who performed inside the entrance to people’s homes. The Satsuma-
biwa and Chikuzen-biwa lutes, which became popular thereafter, are relatively large as they were made 
with even greater emphasis on having people appreciate the music of the lute; it became common for the 
audience to gather at the place of performance instead of the lute player visiting people’s homes (not 
only the size, but the positions and shapes of the neck and body of the lutes also differ, but these will be 
omitted here due to space constraints). In this way, the size of an instrument is closely linked to the style 
in which the music is performed. 

Regarding the primary materials used to make the Biwa lute, hard materials are fundamentally considered 
to have higher quality as it is played using a plectrum in Japan. For the soundboard, sawakuri (chestnut 
wood) is preferred for the Gaku-biwa lute and kuwa (mulberry) for the Satsuma-biwa lute, while kiri 
(paulownia), which is softer than kuwa, is frequently used for the Chikuzen-biwa lute. Since the difference 
in materials directly influences the sound quality, it defines the relationship between the instrument's 
materials and desired sound properties. The back of the lute is crafted using kuwa (mulberry) or other 
materials such as karin (Burmese rosewood), shitan (red sandalwood), sakura (cheery tree), and keyaki 
(zelkova), and also using tsuge (boxwood), kokutan (ebony wood) and byakudan (sandalwood) in part. As 
a side note, Biwa lutes that are handed down in Japan are all played using a plectrum. The shape of the 
plectrum differs according to the genre of the lute, but most are made of tsuge (boxwood). 

As indicated above, the Biwa lute in Japan has changed shape and materials in response to the 
diversification of Biwa lute music. In the next section, we will focus on the crafting techniques used to 
create Biwa lutes of diverse shapes and materials that support the respective characteristics of Biwa lute 
music. 
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IV. The crafting of the Biwa lute today as seen from the perspective of conservation techniques 
for cultural properties 

I. System for selected conservation techniques 

Japan’s Law for the Protection of Cultural Properties provides a system for selected conservation 
techniques and defines “conservation techniques for cultural properties” as traditional techniques that 
are indispensable for the conservation of cultural properties. Among these conservation techniques, 
those that require measures for preservation are selected as “selected conservation techniques,” and 
holders and holding organizations of these techniques are officially recognized. The safeguarding of 
conservation techniques for cultural properties by this system of selection and recognition has continued 
for more than 45 years since the amendment to the Law for the Protection of Cultural Properties in 1975. 
The scope of safeguarding under the system for selected conservation techniques includes not only 
techniques for the crafting of implements needed for inheriting cultural properties (musical instruments, 
costumes, stage props, etc. in the case of performing arts), but also the techniques for collecting and 
manufacturing the materials used to make the implements. Thus, the largest feature of the system is its 
aim to safeguard all the necessary supporting techniques for the existence of cultural properties. 

II. The present state of conservation techniques for the Biwa lute 

Today, the Biwa lute has been designated as an Important Intangible Cultural Property, and a Chikuzen-
biwa lute performer has been recognized as a holder (individual) of Important Intangible Cultural 
Property. The technique for crafting and restoring the Biwa lute has also been selected as a selected 
conservation technique, and an individual has been recognized as a holder of the technique. For 1,200 
years since its introduction to Japan, the tradition of the Biwa lute has been inherited while producing 
several different genres, but there is practically only one shop specializing in the crafting and sales of the 
Biwa lute in Japan today. The present owner of the shop is the holder of the selected conservation 
technique (ISHIDA Fushiki 4th). He has a son (ISHIDA Katsuyoshi) who will succeed him, and with his 
cooperation, I have been engaging in an interview survey, the production of a documentary film on the 
crafting process, a survey summary report (Maehara & Hashimoto 2018, 47-49), and the publication of a 
booklet (Tokyo National Institute for Cultural Properties, 2018) for the past four years. The body of the 
Biwa lute is wooden. As different types of wood are used in line with the genre or the different parts of 
the lute, the knowledge needed to use the right materials in the right places and skills of using the tools 
masterfully are wide-ranging. Inheriting this knowledge and skills is an important component in 
transmitting Biwa lute music in Japan. Thereupon, there is a significant need to conduct surveys to study 
and record them. 

Regarding the performing arts, emphasis must be provided on the actual performance and performers. 
However, when the concentration is on conservation techniques, the diversity within the framework of 
each performing art becomes clearer through the materials and tools that are needed to make the 
implements—including musical instruments—that are essential to performing arts. 

For example, the shitan (red sandalwood) that is utilized abundantly in the Biwa lutes of the Shosoin 
Treasures was imported from countries such as Myanmar, Cambodia, Laos, Thailand, Malaysia, and India. 
Though, it was not readily obtainable. Therefore, it could be surmised that the Biwa lute became popular 
within Japan, and its demand has increased as well as it was more diversified. Domestically produced 
kuwa (mulberry), which has the same properties as heavy shitan, came to be used more and more. 
Additionally, when the Chikuzen-biwa lute emerged as the latest type of Biwa lute, kiri (paulownia) was 
probably used for the soundboard to produce a slightly softer sound quality to differentiate it from the 
Biwa lutes that have already existed. 
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materials, crafting and manufacturing techniques, and the necessary tools. This would contribute to 
safeguarding cultural properties through the development of a stable environment for the inheritance of 
performing arts. 
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In this way, by expanding the scope of studies of musical instruments to include their crafting techniques 
(which are also considered conservation techniques for cultural properties in Japan) and sharing 
information in cooperation among Asian countries, I believe new aspects of diversity, such as its 
association with the natural environment, traditional wisdom, and response to the times specific to each 
country, could be further discovered within the framework of musical instruments that are grouped as 
one. 

 

 
Figure 1. ISHIDA Katsuyoshi crafting the Biwa lute 

 
V. A “story” of diversity existing in similar musical instruments 

In this chapter, the plectrum– a necessary part to play the Biwa lute in Japan– was not discussed due to 
space constraints. However, I would like to mention that in China, for example, the plectrum was originally 
used to play the lute, but artificial nails gradually came to be worn instead. Playing the Biwa lute using a 
plectrum diversified and became popular in Japan, but playing the Biwa lute wearing artificial nails was 
not transmitted to Japan. Concerning this transition of performance method, new aspects might be 
revealed if a series of joint studies could be made hereafter. 

The Biwa lute was examined in this chapter as an example, but many musical instruments in Asia could be 
grouped within the same framework, including the So zither, Koto zither, and Shakuhachi flute. If musical 
instruments– as an artistic expression of performing arts– are seen from a different angle based on their 
materials, crafting techniques, and purpose, it is highly possible that a new interconnection of performing 
arts might come into view. As Japan has not yet made a multinational nomination to Representative List, 
the process of doing so remains obscure. As a first step, I propose to pursue the “story” of diversity that 
exists in similar musical instruments by expanding the scope of safeguarding conservation techniques for 
cultural properties in Japan, that was defined more than 45 years ago and turning our eyes toward raw 
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