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Issues on Intangible Cultural Heritage and Visual Recording
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As one of the approaches to conserve intangible cultural heritage, we produce records. Since
intangible cultural heritage is “human activities” that keep “changing with the times,” it is important
to record this change in such activities from time to time.

Due to its feature of recording the elements of motion, sound, and passage of time, visual
recording can be one of the effective conservation method for intangible cultural heritage. Especially
for dancing in a certain performing art, it is easier to show videos rather than describing in words
when conveying what kind of music is used, how the dancers move their bodies, or how they keep
pace with the tempo of the music, to those who have not seen the dance.

However, visual recoding is not perfect. Images are effective in conveying concrete or realistic
visual information, such as “what is happening” or “how people are moving,” by catching the
movements, sound and time of the object. On the other hand, they are not useful in recording
abstract or conceptual matters such as “local characteristics,” “history,” and “spiritual nature
of the performing art,” that involves the people who perform intangible cultural heritage but not
reflected in the video pictures.

Therefore, it is also very important to keep written and illustrated records in addition to visual
ones. This is because the advantages of images differ from those of writing and illustrations. To
produce records, instead of a unidimensional approach, multidimensional recording by overlapping
several recording approaches is favorable.

Although the possibility and significance of visual recording is recognized, the kind of visual
records that should be produced has not been discussed actively so far. This may be because it
is not easy for researchers to be involved in video production that requires specialized skills, and
written papers are emphasized in academic evaluation.

We need to spend a lot of time discussing which elements of the object should be recorded. The
Department of Performing Arts of Tokyo National Research Institute for Cultural Properties (changed
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to the current Department of Intangible Cultural Heritage in April 1st, 2006) organized the “Sub-
conference on Video Recording of Intangible Fork Cultural Properties” from FY 2003 to FY 2007.
In response to the outcomes of its discussions, the Conference on the Study of Intangible Fork
Culture Properties was held and reports such as ‘Guidance on the production of recorded videos
for intangible fork cultural properties’ (published on March 31st, 2008 http://www.tobunken.
go.jp/ich/wp-content/uploads/tebiki_report.pdf) have been published. This guide has been
prepared as a guideline that shows the procedures to be used for visual records produced by local
governments. During that time, due to the organizational feature of the Department of Performing
Arts, discussions were made focusing on the records of “Folk Performing Arts.”

Now, we need to expand the discussion on production of visual records to include the entire
scope of intangible cultural heritage. Since intangible cultural heritage covers a large variety of
wide-ranging subjects, it is necessary to take account of the differences according to each field and
the issues in producing records. “Folk Performing Arts” is cultural heritage that is rooted in the local
area and performed by local people while much effort is being made for the conservation (including
recording and its use) of “Classical Performing Arts” such as Noh, Kabuki and Bunraku performed
at specialized theaters. On the other hand, surrounding environments are different between “Folk
Techniques,” for which the conservation framework has just been established, and “Technical
Arts Skills,” which are not demonstrated in the public but are partially hidden as corporate secrets,
even though both are regarded as traditional techniques. Thus, each intangible cultural property
faces various situations and has its own background, and hence, flexible response and vision are
required for each property.

In addition, it is indispensable to consider the use of innovative digital technology for visual
recording. Long-duration recording with high definition image such as 4K and 8K has been realized,
while high-resolution photos and videos can be taken easily thanks to downsized and lightweight
cameras, along with the utilization of digital photography techniques in smartphones. Shooting
methods have been diversified, simplified, and cost-cut in line with the progress in technology,
such as 360° omnidirectional videography, aerial photography with a drone, and photographing
equipment using a stabilizer created from vibration-proof technology. The realization of long-hours
recording at a lower cost has enabled us to record performing arts, festive events, and traditional
techniques, beginning from their preparation to the final stage. Simultaneous filming using multiple
cameras has also been facilitated. Although shooting with multiple cameras does not always result
in a good final product, shooting without budget and time constraints has provided more options
for production of better visual recording.

Apart from visual record production programs by video production professionals, recording
methods and publication approaches have been popularized by videos shot by general citizens
and uploaded on internet video websites. A variety of options are proposed about how to transmit
and publish visual records, including how to release integrated records stored for hours in different
places on the HDD, how to upload and publish records on internet video websites, and how to
produce records as digital books by combining writing with images.

Due to these changes in digital technology, new issues have emerged in the methodology for
producing visual records. It is necessary to flexibly consider the advantages of digital equipment
and introduce them in recording processes after clarifying the objectives of producing visual
records as well as its effects on the subject, without being attracted by the characteristic of novelty.
At the same time, we also need to pay attention on how to release and store visual records for
dissemination and research.

At the study meeting for production of visual records to be held in the future, we need to have a
series of discussions with a focus on new and emerging issues, situations surrounding intangible
cultural heritage, and new digital equipment.

Masaki SANO - Department of Intagible Cultural Heritage
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