
Using Methods in Documenting 

Intangible Heritage to Build 

Databases for Art and Objects   
 
 

Ana Maria Theresa P. Labrador 
 

Assistant Director 
National Museum 

START 2012 Conference, 3 September 

2012 



My Background 

 Social Anthropology and History of Art 
 Museology and Material Culture Studies 
 UNESCO programme on Intangible 

Cultural Heritage 
 Discussions over ownership of objects 

and heritage 
 Shifts in museum practices as well as 

my own 
 Involvement in CollAsia 2010 (jointly 

run by SEAMEO-SPAFA and ICCROM) 



Anthropological Fieldwork 



Case Studies 

 Textile weaving 
in the Philippine 
cordilleras:  
mental template 
of weavers in 
which designs 
are created, 
processed 
translated and 
transformed 



 Weavers process 
designs in their 
heads in which they 
think of their 
technical possibilities 
and aesthetic 
criteria (e.g. 
requested them to 
copy a design that 
was printed on the 
textile) 



Museum Contexts 



Orto Botanico, Naples 



Cagayan Provincial Museum 











Filipiniana in Madrid 







Representing themselves 





This is a contrast to the manner they 
were displayed in 1904: to tame the wild 
inhabitants of the Philippines 

At the St. 

Louis World’s 

Fair (USA) in 

1904, the 

Bontok were 

not only 

displayed, 

they were also 

made to show 

to the 

fairgoers how 

they slaughter 

and cook dog.   





History of Art 
 In the context of the Philippines and 

Southeast Asia, few details are published on 
art’s history 

Fernando Amorsolo 

Bombing of Intendencia 

1942 
Courtesy UP Vargas Museum 



History of Art and Intangible 
Heritage 

 Lore, oral history and storytelling are 
some of the devices to gather 
information on materials that will 
give us clues for making 
representation and collection 
decisions. 



 This goes beyond ethnographic collections 
as I am presently applying these devices 
to paintings made before World War II in 
the Philippines to fill gaps where few 
published and archival references are 
available. 

 Paint materials, technique and style data 
may be traced through word-of-mouth, 
painting practices passed on in ateliers or 
within kin groups (in the case of inheriting 
a form of trade) as well as the more 
tangible personal papers (e.g. letters and 
diaries).  
 



 These are markers that give us clues 
of communities’ system of valuing 
particular types of objects and may 
have collection practices attached to 
them.  

 

 Such a study could further our 
understanding of other methods of 
selecting things to stand for 
identities beyond those that we have 
learned through conventional means. 



What if this framework was 
applied to fine art objects such as 

paintings? 



A More Familiar Scene for 
Conservators: The Scientific Approach 
to Understanding Paintings 



Visual Examination 



According to Tse, Labrador and 
Slogett in Paintings Practice in the 
Philippines: Two Institutionalised 
Practices and their Materials and 
Techniques (2007)… 



 Oil painting practice, with its origins in 
Western Europe, spread to the 
Philippines amid an era of religious 
conversion, colonialism, global trade 
and exchange. 

 
 As the materials and techniques of oil 
paintings crossed cultural borders, 
however they did not remain mere 
reproductions of 'Western' pictorial 
practices but instead became 
representative of the culture and region 
in which they were assimilated into.  



 Results will show that although the 
identification of their materials and 
techniques reflect ‘Western’ practice, they 
varied according to choice, the location in 
which they were assimilated, the local 
training opportunities, availability of local 
or imported materials, and more widely 
the surrounding social and cultural issues.
  



More specifically, we 
asserted that… 



In the case of paintings by National 
Artist Fernando C. Amorsolo 

 Many stretchers identified in the 
Philippines were locally-made as used by 
Amorsolo (1892-1972), which was unlike 
practices identified in Malaysia and 
Thailand, a coinciding study. 

 
 Filipino knowledge of painting materials 

and techniques was well developed. They 
sought local materials and construction 
methods at a time when imported Artists 
Colourman Materials were marketed and 
available. 



Perhaps this is due to their early 
introduction of local art training 
and the development of a local art 
supplier as early as 1882 known 
an El 82. 
 

As demonstrated by the Bohol 
panel painting study by Tse (2004), 
an assimilated practice has already 
emerged and by the early 1900s, 
it will be argued that it had 
become instituted in the Filipino 
art academies.  



This coincided with my study on 
the history of transmission of 

knowledge in local art teaching 



Fabian de la Rosa y Cueto  
(1869 – 1938)  



Fernando Amorsolo y Cueto 
(1892 – 1972) 



Both taught at the University of the 
Philippines’ School of Fine Arts (ca. 
1930) 







How does this contribute to my 
research on traditional approaches to 
preserving objects in Southeast Asia? 



Tradition: Good v. Bad? 

 History 

 Custom 

 Practice 

 Culture 

 Way of life 

 Unquestioned 
ways of doing 
things 

 Inflexible 
 Constant 
 Unchanging 
 Old 
 Irrational 
 Opposite of 

modern 
 Anti-new ways of 

doing things 



In our part of the world, we’re 
big on Tradition 



 Reinvention of tradition 

 It is constantly practiced, hence why 
certain practices continue to be 
observed 

 Past and present occur simultaneously 
and in cycles 

 Concepts of duality and tripartitioning 
are found in practices and beliefs 

In Southeast Asia, tradition 
is not the past 



Tradition in Collecting Data and 
Objects 
 Processes of what is taught, learned and 

transmitted 
 Existence of indigenous methods of 

preserving objects 
 Practices that have become a tradition 
 Interventions and acceptance of new 

techniques because of their relevance 
 Enchantment of the new that subsequently 

becomes a tradition 



Integrating Intangible Heritage 
in the process of collecting  

 Inspired by the UNESCO declaration on 
intangible heritage as well as published 
studies on material culture studies, such as 
that of Arjun Appadurai’s The Social Life 
of Things and Janet Hoskins’ 
Biographical Objects, I have been 
exploring processes of representation and 
collection of objects practiced locally and 
traditionally. 



Intangible Heritage 

 Definition: those related to language, 
traditional music, ‘non-physical heritage’ 
and intellectual property rights. 

 UNESCO’s programme in 1997, given one 
of the highest priorities in the cultural 
field and a new project entitled 
Proclamation of Masterpieces of the Oral 
and Intangible Heritage of Humanity 

 It also included the anthropological 
concept of ‘cultural space’ 



Predecessors of UNESCO’s 
programme on Intangible Heritage 

 1992 United Nations Convention on 
Biological Diversity, in particular its Article 
J which refers to the significance of the 
respect and preservation of traditional 
knowledge and practices of indigenous 
and local communities which have 
relevance for the conservation and the 
sustained use of biodiversity 



Predecessors of UNESCO’s 
programme on Intangible Heritage 

 The subsequent setting-up of the United 
Nations decade for indigenous and 
minority people (1995-2004) generated a 
number of significant events in favour of 
the safeguarding of the intangible 
heritage of indigenous people 



Challenges to Intangible 
Heritage 

 Fragility 
 Loss in 

documentation 
through structuring 
or fixing an aspect 
of a knowledge 
system 

 Intellectual 
property ownership 

 Romantic notions 
vs. scientific 
inquiry 



What does this awareness 
of ICH imply in terms of 

material collections? 



Begin investigating local 
practices that may have not 
been recorded 

Taking more seriously traditional 
knowledge 

Negotiating with owners of the 
knowledge to allow us to use 
them in our research  

Sharing credit and 
acknowledging their contribution 



Examples 
 Exhibiting a living 

culture 



Initiated by the 
mayor of Tayabas 
town, Faustino 
Silang 

Examples 



Case study 
Working across disciplines 

Research on the natural and 
cultural resources of Tayabas 



Museum practices as sites for 
investigation 



A Project  in a Museum 









A 2003-2005 project that 
inspired on-going researches 

Mechanical Behaviour of Western 
Painting Materials in Tropical 

Conditions 



Some conclusions to a work in 
progress 

 More field research and involvement with local 
communities 

 Negotiations on representations that inform collecting 
decisions 

 Integrating intangible heritage in furthering our 
knowledge on objects and non object concerns (i.e. 
life stories) 

 Involving archivists in the collecting process and 
allowing the possibility of dialogues with traditional 
owners 

 Sharing responsibilities with those outside museums 
and curators’ circle  

 Creating more stakeholders who will have the power 
to  collect and choose which data to make public 



Archivists with specialisation 
in art would be helpful in our 

work? 



‘Progress is often made by freeing ourselves 
from past practices, but without them, 
orderly archival institutions would hardly 
have been possible in the first place. The art 
of progress is to preserve order and 
changes and to promote change amid order. 
The real challenge is to accept, adopt, and 
adapt the positive aspects of the past for 
use in the present and the future.’ 

James Gregory Bradsher 

Managing Archives and Archival Institutions, 1988 
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Thank you 


