How to open up our intangible cultural heritage in a digital age?
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Abstract:Before reflecting on possible ways to preserve our intangible heritage for the future it useful to frame the subject. Once defined, this lecture looks at the current possibilities offered by the Information Society as well as the challenges that will be met when opening up this heritage towards the wider community and saving it for the future. 
Defining culture is difficult. There are a multitude of answers that can be given to the question of what culture is. The word is derived from the Latin words, “cultura”, “cultum”, “colere” and it was linked with nature, the cultivation of the earth (Williams 1976:87). Cicero added “animus” to the word to ”cultura” and this gave it a whole new dimension.  “Cultura animi” (development of the soul) a metaphor that associates cultivation with knowledge, science, education and art. 
A quite restricted way of defining culture compared to the all-inclusive definition of UNESCO. When 130 governments had to recognise what culture was in 1982, they broadened this base. To them culture in its widest sense being:
“the whole complex of distinctive spiritual, material, intellectual and emotional features that characterize a society or social group. It includes not only the arts and letters, but also modes of life, the fundamental rights of the human being, value systems, traditions and beliefs; that it is culture that gives man the ability to reflect upon himself. It is culture that makes us specifically human, rational beings, endowed with a critical judgement and a sense of moral commitment. It is through culture that we discern values and make choices. It is through culture that man expresses himself, becomes aware of himself, recognizes his incompleteness, questions his own achievements, seeks untiringly for new meanings and creates works through which he transcends his limitations.”(UNESCO1982)

This view of culture gives room for reflection, expression and creation. It sees culture as a broad territory of values, habits, symbols, thoughts and artefacts, linked to a group of people, helping them to give sense to their lives. It reaches tools for daily social interaction between individuals and the group. The culture of a group can find its expression in daily rituals, games, verbal communication, dress code, relation patterns, media and art objects. It is dynamic and diverse. It is inseparable from everyday life and it is strongly defined by the contrast between groups and subgroups in society. 

Culture can thus be seen as a given community’s whole way of life, and it also refers to the components used to express oneself in that community. 

Folk music and folk dance are such components, intangible and thus not easy to grasp, but inherently part of the way of life of a group. 

Intangible cultural heritage could be explained as a custom, a living art form (such as dance or music) or quality, which is passed down over many years within a nation, social group or family and is thought of as something valuable and important which belongs to all its members.

It passed on from generation to generation and stays alive within these groups and subgroups to preserve it for the future. Whilst parts of the ‘knowledge’ of this cultural heritage in a specific form (photo, book, recording) once was locked into particular places (archives, museums, libraries) and embodied in peoples minds, it can now, through current changes in society be appreciated by anyone through the ephemeral, mobile and interchangeable ‘desktop’ of a computer (Urry 2003:64). 

Recent developments in Information Technology (broader bandwidth, faster and more stable connections, low access costs, wireless access possibilities, advanced mobile connections) made the Internet more accessible to everyone and thus become the ideal information and communication tool for a broad group of the population worldwide.

In a society where certain voices become louder and everything tends to become more uniform, there is a need for alternative and inclusive voices (Rottenberg 2002:26). The opening up of cultural heritage could make a difference here. The current communication tools offer the possibility to celebrate and cherish the richness of our cultural diversity but the way we manage and disseminate digital information will make the difference. 

For cultural institutions traditionally assigned with the collection and preservation of cultural heritage, these new trends challenges them in questioning which aspects of their materials should be kept for future generations and how they should be preserved (Abid et al. 2002:69). 

Future generations of online digital collections should thus work with emerging groups of users in the development of concepts and content (Cameron 2002:311) in order to be able to create intelligent user interfaces and to give meaningful information. 

A part from what one wants to keep for the future and open up to the wider community using the latest trends in information technology a few technical problems can be highlighted and need to be discuss when preserving:

· The first one is concentrated on the way content is digitalized. While information on art and heritage are produced around the world on traditional media (printed paper, tape, photo, film) one should choose the best digital layer to preserve them for the future, keeping in mind that computer software and hardware are constantly upgraded to more powerful generations, which might result in the fact that they become incompatible with earlier versions and thus the digitalized material becomes inaccessible.

· The second one focuses on the conceptualisation of the database, which hosts the digitalized material. Before getting started it is worthwhile to consider how the material should be archived. Current technologies will enable the creation of multilinked spatial relationships involving social, historical, technological, geographical, artistic, cultural and disciplinary contexts. Diverse narrative structures between the same elements could be generated, but then one has to be clear from the start how the content should be arranged and which fields should be included in order to facilitate the user when searching for specific information or when looking for at a specific story.

· Since access to the information becomes universal by using the Internet, one could also pose the question of language. What has been posted here today can be read, listened to and observed by anyone around the world. Taking this into account one should realise that when preserving our intangible cultural heritage in a digital way the aspect of multilingualism becomes crucial. Of course one wants to list as many languages as possible to provide an easy access to the preserved material. Though again one has to make choices and one has to think carefully about the words used to name keywords enabling the user to finds his way through the available online content, because the subtle differences in understanding might create complex problems.

· And finally one should reflect upon the problem of ‘copyright’. Putting photography’s and films online, makes them accessible worldwide. Everyone can download them and use them to use in a publication or a presentation. The material provided online should thus be freed from copyright before this happens

These are five (on based on the choice of content and four based on technological aspects) challenges one might encounter when wanting to bring cultural heritage online, but they are worth reflecting upon, because once found a solution for these aspects it opens up a rich and divers part of our ‘living’ culture towards the wider community worldwide.
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