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A Brief Introduction to the Intangible Cultural Heritage

The intangible cultural heritage refers to practices, performances, representations, expressions,
knowledge and skills recognized by groups, communities and in some cases, individuals as part
of their cultural heritage, including the related tools, objects, crafts and cultural places. Having
been orally handed down from generation to generation, they are deeply rooted among the people,
represented as their lifestyle and mode of production, thereby known as the living fossil of history
and culture. The intangible cultural heritage carries the cultural characteristics and collective
memories of different ethnicities and groups and reflects the diversity of cultures and the creativity
of humankind.

The worldwide protection of the intangible cultural heritage has undergone a continuous
development. Back in 1989, UNESCO adopted the Recommendation on the Safeguarding of
Traditional Culture and Folklore, advocating the protec.tion of literary works, music, dances,
rites, customs, handicraft products and architecture among many other arts which have been
handed down orally through imitation as well as via various other methods. The year 1998 saw the
formulation of the UNESCO Proclamation of Masterpieces of the Oral and Intangible Heritage of
Humanity, which made clear the selection criteria and protection scheme of the intangible cultural
heritage. In 2003, the 32nd UNESCO general conference was held in Paris, on which the Convention
for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage was approved, promoting the protection
of cultural heritages from oblivion or a small range of spontaneous safeguarding activities to a
worldwide collaboration and making it cover both “tangible” and “intangible” cultural heritages. As
can be clearly seen, more and more respect is being paid to the cultural creations of our ancestors of
previous generations.

As said in the Convention, “the processes of globalization and social transformation, alongside
the conditions they create for renewed dialogue among communities, also give rise to grave
threats of deterioration, disappearance and destruction of the intangible cultural heritage”. Since
to safeguard the intangible cultural heritage is a “universal will” and a “common concern”, it is

for people, especially young people, to enhance their awareness of the significance of

ible cultural he n national society to make collaborative



(b) performing arts;

(c) social practices, rituals and festive events;

(d) knowledge and practices concerning nature and the universe;

(e) traditional craftsmanship.

According to the Proclamation of Masterpieces of the Oral and Intangible Heritage of Humanity,
a proclaimed masterpiece “will need to demonstrate either a high concentration of outstanding
intangible cultural heritage or a popular and traditional cultural expression with outstanding value
from a historical, artistic, ethnological, sociological, anthropological, linguistic or literary point of
view”. In specific terms, it will need to demonstrate:

(a) its outstanding value as a masterpiece of the human creative genius;

(b) its roots in a cultural tradition or the cultural history of the community concerned;

(c) its role as a means of affirming the cultural identity of the peoples and cultural
communities concerned, its importance as a source of inspiration and intercultural exchanges and
as a means of bringing peoples and communities closer together, and its contemporary cultural and
social role in the community concerned;

(d) excellence in the application of the skill and technical qualities displayed;

(e) its value as a unique testimony of a living cultural tradition;

(f) the risk of its disappearing, due either to the lack of means for safeguarding and protecting
it or to processes of rapid change, or to urbanization, or to acculturation.

Since 2001, UNESCO organizes a selection every once in a while and encourages multinational
joint declarations. So far, there are altogether 213 items from nearly 100 countries and regions that
have been proclaimed UNESCO “masterpieces of the intangible cultural heritage of humanity”.
Moreover, another 16 items have been inscribed on the List of Intangible Cultural Heritage in Need
of Urgent Safeguarding in view of their endangered conditions despite of the efforts made by the
communities and organizations concerned, making them eligible for the financial assistance from
special funds so that more concrete and effective safeguarding plans can be put into action.

On the list of the proclaimed world masterpieces of the intangible cultural heritage, 28 China’s
items are included, such as Kunqu opera, the music of gugin, Muqam art of the Xinjiang Uygur
ethnic group, Chinese calligraphy, paper cutting, Mazu belief and customs and so on. In addition,
another six items, including traditional craftsmanship of the Li ethnic group and movable-type
printing, are inscribed on the List of Intangible Cultural Heritage in Need of Urgent Safeguarding.

has become the country with the largest number of world-ranking intangible




As one of the world’s four ancient civilizations, China has a long history and a rich repertoire
of multiethnic cultures. The intangible cultural heritage is an important component of the cultural
heritage. As the witness of the Chinese history and an important vehicle for the Chinese culture, it
embodies Chinese people’s unique spiritual values, ways of thinking, imaginative faculty and cultural
awareness, highlighting the vitality of the Chinese nation. Out of an urgent will to safeguard, inherit
and develop the heritage, China made a prompt and positive response to the Convention, placing
itself among the first few countries in signing it. Besides the formulation of a series of relevant laws
and regulations, China has embarked on the selection of its national intangible cultural heritages,
exploring, collecting and protecting the living cultural traditions which display distinctive regional
features, outstanding traditional craftsmanship and cultural creativity and identity characteristic
of the Chinese nation so as to prevent them from extinction due to social transformation or lack of
protection. .

In 2006, China released its first national intangible cultural heritage list, with a total of 518
items inscribed on it, including the legend of the white snake, Beijing opera, Shaolin kung fu, clay
sculpture and the traditional firing technology of Longquan celadon. In 2008, the legend of the
cow herder and the weaver girl, Chinese crosstalk, Beijing storytelling, temple fair and other 506
items were incorporated into the second list, with another 147 items forming up the extension of
the first list of the national intangible cultural heritage. In 2010, a third list of 349 items had been
submitted. The items, still growing in number, can be classified into ten categories, namely folk
literature, folk music, folk dances, traditional operas, folk vocal art forms, acrobatics and folk sports,
folk arts, traditional craftsmanship, traditional medicine, and folk customs.

In this book, 60 influential masterpieces are carefully selected from China’s over a thousand
world and national intangible cultural heritage items and illustrated by beautiful pictures, reflecting

the unique spiritual glamour of China’s intangible cultural heritage from different aspects.

Note: After the Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage was announced, all the previous UNESCO
Masterpieces of the Oral and Intangible Heritage of Humanity were put on the Representative List of the Intangible Cultural
Heritage of Humanity.
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The legend of the cow herder and the weaver
girl is the earliest star tale in China.

On clear summer nights, two bright stars can
be seen shining in Aquila and Lyra on the banks of
the Milky Way. They are the Altair and Vega, which
seem like a pair of lovers separated by a river.

Legend has it that Altair was originally a boy
called Niu Lang, the cow herder, who lost his parents
at a very young age and lived with his elder brother
and sister-in-law. When he grew up, his brother
separated him from the family and gave him nothing
but an old, sick cow. The cow herder and the cow
had only each other to depend on. Then one day, the
cow suddenly opened its mouth and told the cow
herder that some fairy maidens were going to bathe
in the lake nearby and one of them, who was named
Zhi Nu, the weaver girl, would become his wife.
Following the cow’s directions, the cow herder found
the weaver girl by the lake, who fell in love with him
and was later married to him.

The weaver girl was a beautiful, smart and
neat-handed fairy in charge of weaving brocade and
making clothes in Heaven. After their marriage, she
lived a quiet rural life with the cow herder and gave
birth to a son and a daughter.

However, the marriage between a fairy maiden
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and a mortal man was not allowed by the Queen of
Heaven, who flew into a rage at the news and ordered
the heavenly soldiers to take the weaver girl back to
Heaven.

When the cow herder arrived home, the weaver
girl was not there any more, and the old cow, his close
companion, was dying. The cow told him that the

weaver girl had been taken back to Heaven and that he

could run after her if only dressed in its skin. Crying

bitterly, the cow herder took off the cow’s skin, put it

mEORFLS, WS4, WAL LT

on and flew up to Heaven carrying his two children in

FERNBHLARERE, HET LK. baskets.
X ERENZEREE EBREARTEX v Just as the cow herder was about to catch up with

Ml SRARE, hEMTER, B8 the weaver girl, the Queen conjured the roaring Milky
TaRERE THRER TR,
e S EIEIP /ot

Way between them, separating the two lovers forever.

However, the cow herder and the weaver girl didn’'t

give in to fate. Day after day, they stayed there looking

BURA. LG, AR | at each other across the river and never thought of
A E - A ‘ giving up on each otHer. Moved by their persistence to
*. ERBZR, & ‘ love, the Queen finally allowed them to meet each other
85 S BB R LR N

= | once a year on the seventh day of the seventh lunar

b, EER N EN TS | month. Every year on this day, hundreds of thousands
WBES b, Al FRiEEs of magpies gather together and make up a bridge for the
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s «@ magpie bridge” fo talk %
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Fi%, MEEREE, RER%, Xfxg | With one’s spouse
BANE, ATBHTESRE, Bray | O oV
el R R EH YL —KE, SEX—

i cow herder and the weaver girl to cross the Milky Way.
‘ Today, Chinese people

long separation.

Because of the legend of

TIPS Lunar calendar The lunar calendar, or Nongli (in Chinese, nong means farming and /i means calendar), is the traditional Chinese
calendar, which is said to be created in the Xia Dynasty and named so because of its close relation to agriculture.
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x*, LG T H HESERETEE ARG, ibd the cow herder and the weaver girl, the seventh day
R E FEIFHES, HEISK, dEABSH of the seventh lunar month has gradually evolved
IS R EERE AN EE, KF into a traditional Chinese festival—the Double

- E Bt 2 A R O BT R B A Seventh Festival, or what is commonly known as

F Chinese Valentine’s Day.

FEREETH—EY 1. In 2008, the legend of the cow herder and the

20085, 4-BRALfEaE I NP EERFRIE
MR

weaver girl was added to the list of China’s National

Intangible Cultural Heritage.

TIPS Double Seventh Festival The Double Seventh Festival, originating in the Han Dynasty, is the most romantic traditional festival in China.
Legend has it that it is the day for the cow herder and the weaver girl to meet each other. On the evening, young girls offer melons
and other fruit to the moon, make small and exquisite needle works and pray to the weaver girl for wisdom, ingeniousness and a happy
marriage. Therefore, the festival is also called the “Girls’ Festival” or the “Festival to Plead for Ingeniousness” . (See also Traditional
Festivals)




