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Kindling Remains While Firewood Is Burned Out.
———Chuang Tzu




Preface

Song Zhaoling

Cultural heritage protection work has been underway in China
for more than five years, attaining great achievements and valuable
experiences, particularly in the classification and categorization of
intangible cultural heritage and the development of cultures. However,
some problems remain, like the absence of comprehensive and thorough
research methods. Often, too much emphasis is put on application for
preservation, while actual protection is ignored. Nonetheless, a great deal
of work has been done to protect intangible cultural heritage, especially
in Shanghai’s Xuhui District, which has been ranked as having one of the
best records for cultural heritage preservation.

In order to gather, share and pass down the results of this work, the
Xuhui District Culture Bureau selects important examples of intangible
culture and compiles the findings into a book that can be used as a
reference for future generations as well as a permanent record of cultural
history in Xuhui District. There are many categories that pertain to
intangible cultural heritage, which can range from the national level, the
municipal level and the district level. At first glance, it may seem like the
most valuable thing is the information gathered, but behind this is always
hard work by people that lead to important questions: What is intangible
urban culture? What can we do to protect it? The Xuhui District Culture
Bureau has answered these questions by creating a published document
in which these findings can be referenced.

It has been found that changes in intangible urban cultures and social
transition are far more rapid and diverse than those in rural communities.

Currently, China is working to transform itself from an agricultural-
to an industrial-based economy, which has made it difficult for many

traditional cultures to survive as aging cultural heritage is seen as having
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little or no relevance in this new era. Faced with influence from modern
and Western cultures, the traditional cultures are in a precarious position
and becoming weaker by the day. Unfortunately, some have already
disappeared, while others are in danger of or close to being lost. Today,
it’s hard to find original Shanghai longtang (Shanghai alleyways) and
the Longhua Temple Fair as it used to be. The street stands are gone and
old stores now sell brand names and tea houses have been replaced by
skyscrapers. History shows that cities have always played a catalytic role
in social change in China. The faster new cultures replace the old, the
quicker non-material culture disappears, so it is important that we take on
the difficult and urgent task of carrying out the protection of intangible
urban and rural cultures.

The harsh truth is that there are very few “living”forms of intangible
culture left, but those that are left have distinct urban characteristics.

There is also a great deal of “living” culture that is preserved in
rural areas, such as festivals, rituals and customs, hand-crafts, local arts
and religion, where people continue to congregate, work and continue
traditions. The concern is that not enough attention is paid to non-rural
dwellers and there are few that carry on the traditions; many urban
residents also lack the drive to preserve cultural traditions. Nonetheless,
many examples of intangible cultural remain - a collection of match
boxes, letters and old editions of books, old home appliances and kitchen
equipment. Shanghai is a major area where examples of old recordings
and everyday items can be found in flea markets. Effort must be put on
searching for items that simply can’t be found in rural areas.

We must also recognize and feel lucky that there are well-educated
people in cities that can pass down cultural heritage on to the next
generation.

While intangible culture disappears very quickly and there are few
in their “living” form, there is a great deal of cultural awareness in urban
areas, which is good for preservation. There are many images in books,
magazines and official records. These include magazines published at the
end of the Qing Dynasty and a book called “A Collection of Paintings
by Wu Youru”, which contains many images of old Shanghai while old
magazines have old reports on all aspects of life at the time. There is also
a long scroll painting that depicts life and fairs at a temple at Beijing’s
Miaofeng Shan as well as the painting “The Tianjin Royal Fair”, which
vividly records what flower fairs looked like in the past in Tianjin and

Northeast China. I was once asked if it was possible to find information
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like this about Shanghai. Fortunately, there is a lot of information about
old Shanghai stored in the Shanghai Museum’s library and archives as
well as several thousand business records that are held in the archives of
the Shanghai Construction Committee.

There are several areas that require special attention in the
preservation of intangible culture as mentioned above.

First, research should be carried out in a larger scale with visit being
made to individual streets by people on the ground who will be able to
find clues to the historical timeline of /ongtang (Shanghai alleyways),
stores and festivals.

The development in cities and the surrounding rural areas is closely
linked. All sorts of stores, stands and performance arts come from
other areas, like the popular Zhongshan suit and the Chinese traditional
medicine industry, both of which originated in the Ningbo area. The
former spurred the development of Shanghai’s textile industry, while the
latter even went further, opening Beijing’s famous Tong Ren Tang. These
two examples show that a cultural timeline is very important. Shanghai is
a centre that incorporates different types of culture from both China and
areas abroad, while also having global influence, so a global perspective
is necessary for this work.

Second, oral histories that have been transcribed from older people
need to be protected as well.

While it may be troubling to know that intangible urban culture
are endangered, the fact is that space for them is shrinking and related
activities are all but gone. However, we should feel lucky that those
who are a part of these cultural activities are still with us and have clear
memories, skills and even objects that are very culturally important.
These people are the key to protection, including aging scholars, artists,
actors and actresses, artisans, and shop assistants. There is a high
concentration of these people living in Tushanwan and the Xuhui District
Culture Bureau will work to take down oral histories and publish in
books. This is vital to ensure the success of protection work.

The third measure is to collect objects of cultural importance and, if
possible, establish museums for them.

Sadly, many feel that protection work done for intangible culture
should focus on artistic skills, not objects, but this is not the case. As
defined in the convention on safeguarding intangible cultural heritage,
“intangible cultural heritage practices, representations, expressions,

knowledge, skills, as well as the instruments, objects, artifacts and
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cultural spaces associated with communities, groups and, in some cases,
individuals recognize as part of their cultural heritage.” This definition
includes tangible objects and even specifically notes the close connection
between intangible and tangible culture, which are intrinsically linked
parts of a holistic concept of culture. In this sense, these two concepts
cannot be separated. Interviews, oral histories, videos, and vast numbers
of related objects should be collected and compiled throughout the course
of protection work.

There are some themed museums have been opened, including those
for live-plate printing, watermarks, cameras, textiles, “red women”, and
traditional Chinese medicine. This has proven to be an effective approach
for protecting and passing down intangible cultural heritage. As such,
these museums will play leading roles in preserving intangible urban
culture and traditional architecture provides the perfect environment
to display them. Some people believe that the Shanghai’s traditional
Western architecture is an “import”, and should not be protected, but this
is not generally accepted as the West does not regard these buildings as
purely Western. In fact, they are very much a combination of Chinese and
Western culture, reflecting the characteristics of modern Chinese urban
culture.

The founding of themed museums and galleries, regardless of their
size should be encouraged. There is no need to compete with the massive
scale of national level museums, but integration and cooperation in terms
of collection, research, exhibition, and development with other institutions
is an important consideration. In this spirit, an exhibit on Xuhui’s Huang
Daopo would be an important step and could be developed as a center for
Chinese textiles, promoting collection, exhibition of objects as well as
demonstration of printing and dyeing techniques, just as the Tushanwan
Museum has done. This is very important for the passing on and
promoting of traditional Chinese culture.

The work done in Xuhui District is at the forefront of cultural
protection and its success can be attributed to the visionary leadership
and the tireless efforts of local people. Currently, efforts have shifted
from applying for the protection of heritage to passing on and protecting
that heritage. We hope that the Xuhui District Culture Bureau will initiate
a proactive protection program that will become a model of success for

other cities in China.



