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◆Lecture Summary
Intangible cultural heritage is safeguarded in various ways in Japan. In this
lecture, Mr. Shigeyuki Miyata showcases the broad range of initiatives that have been
implemented at the national and local level to document, transmit and revitalize
intangible cultural heritage. Under the Law for the Protection of Cultural Properties,
valuable intangible cultural heritage are designated as “intangible cultural properties” or
“intangible folk-cultural properties”, while traditional skills and crafts that are essential
for maintaining cultural properties are selected as “traditional techniques for
conservation of cultural properties”.
This lecture outlines the Japanese system for protecting the intangible cultural
heritage. Mr. Miyata also provides historical background about the enactment and
amendments to the Law for the Protection of Cultural Properties, including designation,
recognition, and selection procedures, as well as safeguarding measures. He concludes
that the revitalization and respect for cultural heritage are vital for Japanese culture in
the future.
1. Cultural Properties Protection System1
Historically, the Meiji government took action and registered the “Ancient
Temples and Shrines Preservation Law (1897)” and “National Treasures Preservation
Law (1929)” for the protection of tangible cultural properties. During World War II,
many heritage sites were destroyed, resulting in additional government legislation,
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including the Law for the Protection of Cultural Properties, promulgated in 1950. As a
result of this longstanding legislation, the term “bunka-zai (cultural properties)” has
become a widely known and frequently used term in Japan today. The enactment of the
Law for the Protection of Cultural Properties signaled recognition of the need to
safeguard “intangible cultural properties” such as Japan’s arts and crafts, particularly in
the face of Westernization and modernization since the Meiji Period.
Protection of cultural properties through designation is a distinctive characteristic
of Japan’s Law for the Protection of Cultural Properties, which covers both tangible and
intangible cultural properties. In 1954, the law was amended to introduce the
designation of “Important Intangible Cultural Properties” and the recognition of persons
skilled in such arts and crafts. In addition, traditional customs and practices have also
been recognized as “intangible folk-cultural materials” to be preserved in part through
documentation of said properties. Intangible folk-cultural properties in this category
include folk performance arts. In the amendment of 1975, “folk-cultural properties” and
“traditional conservation techniques for cultural properties” were added.
1.1. Important Intangible Cultural Properties
The Law was initially designed to protect intangible cultural properties of
significant value by subsidizing persons and groups recognized as qualified for
preserving such properties, and who are referred to as Living National Treasures. In
terms of individual recognition, this category is comprised of 81 properties (39 for
performing arts, 42 for traditional craft techniques). Furthermore, within this category,
there are 116 holders, consisting of 58 performing arts and 58 traditional craft
techniques. As for the category of collective or organizational recognition, there are a
total of 26 properties, comprised of 12 performing arts and 14 traditional craft
techniques, and there are 26 group holders (12 for performing arts and 14 for traditional
craft techniques).2
1.2. Intangible Folk-Cultural Properties
Intangible folk-cultural properties refers to customs and practices, including
manufacturing and livelihood, formal ceremonies, entertainment and competition, social
life, annual observances, festive ceremonies, folk-performing arts and folk-techniques.
Overall there are 278 properties: 156 performing arts, 111 manners and customs, and 11
folk-techniques.
1.3. Conservation techniques for cultural properties
Traditional conservation techniques employed in the repair and maintenance of
cultural properties requires both accuracy and authenticity. Thus, conservation
techniques for cultural properties have been recognized as separate from intangible
cultural properties. There is also an effort to preserve these skills.
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All intangible cultural properties within these categories have been preserved and
transmitted intergenerationally with the support of the legislation and initiatives.
2. Administration System for Protection of Intangible Cultural Assets
For the protection of intangible cultural heritage, experts in the traditional
performing arts, crafts and techniques, and folk-cultural properties are assigned to the
Cultural Properties Department for designation and subsidization for Important
Intangible Cultural Properties and Important Intangible Folk-Cultural Properties. The
designations in these categories are reviewed by the expert panels of the Council for
Cultural Affairs that consist of experts in cultural properties.
Independent administrative institutions, such as the National Research Institute
for Cultural Properties, Tokyo, has a Department of Performing Arts as a research body
responsible for protecting intangible cultural heritage to engage in research in relevant
areas and to produce records and documents (Saito 2005) .
3. Safeguarding Measures
Cultural practices which are categorized as intangible cultural properties and
conservation techniques for cultural properties are eligible for national subsidies.
Furthermore, the Institute will organize successor training programs, and produce
documentary films to preserve and disseminate the intangible cultural properties to the
public. Moreover, for those cultural practices which are classified as intangible folk
cultural properties, the individual cultural bearers or the groups of holders will gain
national financial support for preservation programs to train successors. The production
and repair of instruments and facilities are also part of conservation measures. The
affiliated heritage institutions provide support through the production of pamphlets or
videos and by conducting the workshops on traditions aimed at the wider public. The
aim of such activities is to document the traditions from the expert practitioner’s
perspective.
Summarized by Chewasit Boonyakiet / Edited by Alexandra Denes
Citation: Boonyakiet, Chewasit. “The safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage in Japan? Lessons from National Research
Institute for Cultural Properties by Shigeyuki Miyata), Director of Department of Intangible Cultural Heritage, National Research
Institute for Cultural Properties, Japan” Intangible Cultural Heritage and Museums Learning Resources. November 2012.
Princess Maha Chakri Sirindhorn Anthropology Centre.
<http://www.sac.or.th/databases/ichlearningresources/images/Lecture%2021-EngSummary_AD.pdf>
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