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Preface

In the late 1990s UNESCO initiated a programme to safeguard Intangible Cultural
Heritage, a move that aroused great interest around the world. Many countries submitted
nominations, and, since 2001 and until 2011, 250 ‘Representative List of the Intangible
Cultural Heritage of Humanity,” were named, of which fifty-two were from China and
Japan, over one fifth of the total number. This prominence attests to the seriousness
with which these two countries regard their own intangible cultural heritage, and to their
enthusiastic participation in UNESCO's initiatives.

UNESCO's vision and hard work deservedly attracted global attention. However, when
actually carried out, the process of selecting items for these lists may give rise to many
problems at all levels, ranging from the fact that individual countries themselves submit
nominations, to the formation of the committee to evaluate and select the submissions,
to the principles and methods of evaluation and selection. The enormous number of
countries and traditions involved has created artistic and linguistic misunderstandings
and political complications. A detailed critique of the process has been published by
Anthony Seeger (see footnote 24 in the essay by Helen Rees in this volume, p.201).

Zuni's work on intangible cultural heritage (ICH) has been realised in several
workshops and conferences organised over the past few years. Its approach differs from
that of UNESCO. First, it avoids large-scale comparisons and competition but focuses on
a small number of genres by examining and analysing what they are. Secondly, it reduces

Preface iii

its scope mainly to Asia, and further limits itself to only China and Japan, two countries
that have long historical and close cultural ties, and to two of their theatrical genres,
Kungu and noh, for the purpose of comparison. Thirdly, it sets out to ask challenging
and practical questions about how to safeguard these genres, with the goal of proposing
to policy-makers recommendations on how to do so. Fourthly, it aims to formulate
recommendations for future actions that will be meaningful, effective, and practical; in
doing so, it taps into the experience of professional performers, supplemented by input
from those involved in administration, education, policy-making and research.

Towards those goals, Zuni organised a symposium in November 2011 entitled
‘Asia ICH Performing Arts Forum: In Search of the Future of Intangible Cultural Heritage
(Performing Arts)’ to create a platform for sharing of experiences and exploring ideas on
how to move forward. Speakers from twelve Asian cities and the U.S. were invited to
participate. This volume compiles their symposium reports and afterthoughts, along with
four invited/selected essays by distinguished writers Helen Rees, Fu Jin, Danny Yung and
Yu Siu-wah, as well as a dialogue between Zhou Long and Jessica Yeung.

Bell Yung
January 2013
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