Mr President of the Executive Board,

Mr Director-General of UNESCO,

Mr Chairperson of the Committee,

Madam Assistant Director-General for Culture,

Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen,

At the time of taking leave, nothing is so becoming as silence. This has garnered general accord since time immemorial. Only silence is great, and able to convey emotion at the time of parting.


Today, the time has come for both my country and me to leave two highly honourable offices which we have both greatly appreciated: the presidency of the General Assembly of the States Parties to the Convention and membership of the Intergovernmental Committee for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage. What honour and what pleasure, too! I feel such great emotion at the present moment in bidding what, I hope, is merely “goodbye” and not “adieu”!


That said, however, should I now fall silent? A word halted while being uttered … A gesture frozen … I find myself dreaming of a memorable moment … I shall speak, therefore, and I shall point out that none of us here is genuinely reasonable. Is it indeed reasonable to store things sensory, to reconcile motion and stoppage, energy and rest, movement and immobility, what is and what will be? Yes, probably – because we are considered to be wise men.


This dichotomy integral to intangible heritage, informs our every endeavour and will be justifiably, and even hotly, debated, arousing emotion which, after all, is not appropriate at this moment. No one, after all, is being left behind and, as the train prepares to depart once more, let us take advantage of this moment of calm to ensure that all is on board, take stock of our reserves and contemplate this richness that we all have in store.


Since 2001, almost 100 Masterpieces have been proclaimed. Our institution, this unique place where we come together so happily in brotherhood with our differences, has been enriched by priceless properties from Africa, Asia, the Pacific, the Americas and Europe.


A Nôgaku theatre stage has been set up here, its interplay of shadows wholly at one with its neighbours, rag dolls moving lightly at the command of Sicilian puppeteers. A little further on, Afounkaha trumpets are displayed and Sanaa songs provide the overture for Garifuna dancers. To the rhythm of Iraqi maqam and Algerian Ahellil of Gourara, the masks fall on the carnivals of Binche, Oruro and Barranquilla.


What should we look at or listen to? So many horizons open up to view, as feet beat time to the rhythm and a hand strums a harp. These are fragments of the great mirror of the world. Here, there and everywhere under this roof I hear and see many people, all labouring in the common cause of humanity. While we may not know what we shall ultimately achieve, we at least know that our point of departure is this mysterious home where a thousand voices make our souls shine and gleam as crystals do, forever untarnished by any shard, and thus sparkling in never-ending brilliance.


The time to be emotional arrives when we realize the benefits of taking stock of ephemera, of all those properties that we possess which possess us to an even greater extent in this timeless world in which everything that has lived is still throbbing with life. Emotion knows no high or low season in the story of creation that mentions neither art nor its criteria. The intangible fluidity that freezes, preserves and transmits visible traces has only one criterion – absolute diversity.


We may thus take delight in the resources that we now hold in store and in the 100 masterpieces brought here from the four corners of the earth, and entrusted to be returned to their countries of origin. Now that acknowledgement by all has been secured, each and everyone must exercise paternal responsibility or lavish maternal care. The highs and lows that mark our great adventure are, to my mind, visibly and audibly, the breath of life – the breath of the world as a great open-air play unfolds. An unending season of fervour!
*        *

*

Ladies and gentlemen, 


Our Organization is keenly aware of the cultural challenges of the world today. It has endeavoured to show that it can take up the new demands at work deep within international society. It has devoted itself to meeting the challenges posed by current structural change, and has done so because it knows perfectly well that its fields of competence and predilection consist of areas of work that are being renewed continuously.


It is in this constantly open and changing context that we have come to the end of the first stage in which the fervent intelligence of the members of the Committee was harnessed in order to establish a strong basis for and give fresh impetus to the 2003 Convention.


As in the famous Greek legend of Ulysses returning from the odyssey, we have come to the end of a wonderful journey that began in the Mediterranean, on the shores of Algiers, the white city, where the regional conference was convened to  promote the ratification of the 2003 Convention, followed by the first meeting of the Committee that laid the groundwork for the implementation of this major legal instrument – the much-sought Golden Fleece, so to speak. The journey continued to China, which pointed us in the right direction, then to Japan, which breathed the spirit of Tokyo into us, terminating in Sofia, where a genuinely warm welcome softened the bleak midwinter! Today, our flagship has come to port in Lutetia. I shall, therefore, take this opportunity to mention the splendours of the heritage of the city in which we meet. The city now known as Paris can be renamed Paradise by adding only three letters. For centuries it has ceaselessly woven the fabric of an inexhaustive intangible heritage, which is further enriched through yearly contact with 70 million visitors, representing the diverse traditions and cultures of all regions of the world. Since the sixteenth century, Parisians have held numerous celebrations: carnivals or folk festivals, during which there were balls, feasts, weddings and all events through which popular traditions and beliefs survive. The celebrations bore such evocative names as “meat day”, “washerwoman’s day”, “outing on the commons” and the “fattened ox parade”. All these events, indicative of a rich intangible heritage, continue today and what better tribute can we pay to the creators and guardians of these practices and traditions than to mention them in a gathering such as ours!


The odyssey on which we embarked six years ago has ended well here on the banks of the Seine and on a stage on which such scenes have been performed celebrating success, as is done so well at the Comédie française, where the magic of the theatre is expressed par excellence and the world’s greatest productions of the intellect are on view. All that was yesterday, but we wished to protect the “poor relative” of culture. All that happened in yesteryear, but we continue to perform along the same lines the work already undertaken, having become aware of the opportunity for us to remain faithful to all of those human values and to this form of intangible heritage, which stands as the symbol of reconciliation and solidarity among the nations and peoples of our planet.


I remember perfectly the atmosphere of conviviality and consensus, but also – and above all – the solidarity that characterized the proceedings of the various sessions of our general assemblies and of the Committee’s four meetings. I also remember with pleasure the powerful and sometimes lively – or rather spirited – moments during debates rendered difficult by our divergent views and respective sensitivities, all of which attests to our commitment to the common endeavour to preserve and promote intangible cultural heritage, an inspiring endeavour for us all.


Through the Nara Declaration we are already aware of the originality and the value of the heritage that survives through usage, customs and oral traditions. The past, the present and the future are linked owing to each people’s and society’s attachment to their identity. Everywhere, humankind cherishes its intangible heritage that expresses its identity so fully, in an immortal symphony of notes that have resonated in harmony since time immemorial. This world of the intangible, the a-logical and the Kantian noumenon is subsumed in a universal language that straddles the lifespan of ephemerality and durability. The mandala teaches us, however, that “ephemeral” is not tantamount to “evanescent”. It continues to illustrate among the Buddhists the cycle of the ephemeral endowed with perpetual renewal.
*        *

*

Ladies and gentlemen, 


Our meeting today, while enabling us to assess the scale of our successes, shows us that there is still much ground to cover before universal influence and cross-fertilization of cultures can be achieved.


In our work to safeguard intangible heritage, we seek not only to highlight the capacity of this legacy to plumb the depths of the human soul and reveal its mysteries, but also to accomplish UNESCO’s mission of spreading quality education for all and promoting sustainable development in which culture – and intangible cultural heritage in particular – plays a full role as a vehicle for fostering the identity and humanity of peoples.


Now ratified by 94 States, our Convention remains a long-term undertaking of ongoing discussion, research and inventorying to raise awareness, especially among the younger generations. For it is vital to ensure greater visibility of intangible cultural heritage if we are to promote dialogue on cultural diversity. Article 16 of the Convention opportunely reminds us of that need.
*        *

*

Ladies and gentlemen,


In the constant dialectical relationship that it maintains between the past, the present and the future, intangible cultural heritage in truth makes the best of the only conservatism that can be proudly claimed by humankind in search of progress. This heritage consists of the trinity of nuance, subtlety and emotion, all distinctive features of intangibility. It subsists naturally in the minds of those, such as you, for whom its safeguarding is a vital issue in the consolidation of humankind’s identity.


The essence of the safeguarding of this heritage is that the intangible substance of life, with which we even build utopias, links each individual to the generations to continue the line of descent which, if broken, would be synonymous with loss of humanity. The alchemy that cements the temporal aspect of humanity, through the past, the present and future, imparts pure transparency and intangibility to humanity.


“Peoples who have no legends always end up dying of cold” according to a Creole saying that the West Indian poet Edouard Glissant may have coined.
*        *

*

Ladies and gentlemen,


I wish to highlight the particular nature of the fruitful introductory phase now ended, during which an unusually high number of States have signed or ratified the 2003 Convention, thus unquestionably conferring upon it an aura of sorts.


I did indeed have a pleasant surprise when, checking the word “aura” in an old dictionary, I found that it meant “an intangible atmosphere that surrounds certain beings or things”. We have been bathed in an extraordinary ethereal, almost unreal atmosphere for several years now and, above all, since the turn of the millennium, as we drafted this legal instrument and experienced the trials and tribulations of its entry into force.


Although the discussions, session after session, were gruelling, each of the Committee’s meetings seemed genuinely to break new ground and to be specific, for the groundswell of enthusiasm triggered by the 2003 Convention was so great and continues to grow.


Algeria, which was wholeheartedly involved in the complex process of drafting this diplomatic instrument, hosted in the same festive spirit the Committee’s first session. In view of the richness of their debates, the sessions held in Algiers, Chengdu, Tokyo and Sofia were primary key milestones on the path towards discovering and safeguarding intangible heritage.


While such heritage does indeed by nature possess a human dimension and is thus a fragile but changing whole, the outstanding quality of the Committee’s achievement and the innovative character of the conceptual debate on such a unique and taxing matter as the drafting of operational guidelines for the inception of inclusions of properties in the representative lists of intangible cultural heritage, are not surprising at all.


In drafting the guidelines, the Committee has understood correctly, but has not confined, the subtle complexity linked to the profound and changing character of the heritage in question as a phenomenon which requires both the safeguarding of its endangered foundations and the stimulation of its movement so that it may subsist both as the legacy of the past and as material for the future.


In the short term, the operational guidelines drafted by the Committee should now be adopted. It seems to me that attention should be paid in particular to those which relate to the participation of communities and their representatives, practitioners, experts, research centres and NGOs in the implementation of the Convention. I consider therefore that it is perfectly clear that there is a strong link between the experts, the research centres and the heritage-producing communities. Accordingly, a balance should always be respected regarding the place and role of each of these categories of stakeholders as consultative bodies.


The procedure for including the heritage proclaimed as masterpieces of the oral and intangible heritage of humanity in the representative list should be carried out in accordance with the spirit of Tokyo, as endorsed by the debates held in Sofia. Our Assembly is warmly invited today to examine and adopt the Committee’s recommendation on this point, though it goes without saying that the guidelines can still be improved in the light of actual practice on the ground. They can be perfected in a manner consistent with the spirit of the Convention to meet the concerns of the State Parties and all stakeholders in the endeavour to safeguard the intangible heritage.  


At present, as we embark on the crucial stage of implementation of the Convention, allow me to stress the urgent need to preserve the fragile but strong enduring fabric that we weave daily on this abused but generously indulgent earth.


One of the best means of making a success of the Convention – we meet today as its highest policy-making organ – lies in the need to build synergy with other major instruments such as the 2001 Convention, which aims to protect underwater heritage that is seemingly inaccessible yet intimately linked to intangible heritage, as it constitutes milestones along many maritime routes that have led to the discovery of treasures of intangible cultural heritage in all regions of the world.


In addition, the long experience gained from implementing the 1972 Convention must be turned to advantage in an exemplary implementation of the 2003 Convention, while bearing in mind the distinctive features of each form of heritage concerned and avoiding any broad but potentially damaging or inapposite generalization.


One consideration warranting this close relationship between the two conventions is that many of the primary sites of intangible heritage are mere landscapes or places of little apparent interest. Yet they arouse strong emotion that has no connection with the environment, for it is the historical context, memory of the events that took place there, which draws or even fascinates very large numbers of people.


We must therefore inventory and preserve such rich treasure! Accordingly, the focus of cooperation promoted by our Convention should be on training specialists to conduct the inventory in order to enhance and safeguard such treasure.


We must give consideration to safeguarding the imaginary, which accounts for much of the intangible, because it is immortal. To quote one Japanese author, “we can kill what we can see and whatever has form, but a demon that is intangible can never be slain”. This quotation calls to mind an author from El Andalous, whose source of inspiration was the beautiful landscapes of the southern shores of the Mediterranean. His name was Cervantes and his main character, Don Quixote, tilted at windmills that a fertile imagination had transformed allegorically into evil demons. Some believe that, “if the demon is intangible, it can be destroyed by reciting a shingon mantra”. These two examples show clearly the apparent contradiction in the interpretation of the concomitantly simple and complex intangible heritage.


In addition, let us join our efforts more closely to implement the 2005 Convention on the Protection and Promotion of the Diversity of Cultural Expressions. 


These raise promising prospects for judiciously complementing the mechanism in place for the protection and the promotion of cultural heritage in all its forms and would strengthen the safeguarding of each form of heritage.
*        *

*

Ladies and gentlemen,


Having brought the Convention to the baptismal font and having had the honour to preside over the first General Assembly of the States Parties to the Convention, Algeria today hands over that office, while remaining fully involved in the long-term protection and safeguarding endeavour. You will always find Algeria, tomorrow as yesterday, happy and proud to share the passion of working constructively with all those who wish to ensure that the world’s cultural diversity takes root sustainably and lastingly.


I now wish to announce that Algeria – aware of the importance of ensuring that linkages subsist between the tools used to protect its heritage – has just completed the procedure for ratifying the 2001 and 2005 Conventions, the Convention for the Protection of Cultural Property in the event of Armed Conflict and the Conventions on property at risk of theft or illicit export.


Lastly, my country’s Ministry of Culture has begun to restore the Hassan Pacha palace, situated in the protected sector of the Kasbah of Algiers, a site on the World Heritage List. This historic building will house the category 2 regional centre, dedicated to the intangible cultural heritage and hosted by our country. You will recall that the project has already been favourably received by the Director-General, the Executive Board and the General Conference of UNESCO. I take this opportunity to thank them pending the forthcoming completion of administrative procedures.
*        *

*

Dear colleagues and friends,


Allow me to thank you for your keen interest in these musings that have no other aim than to assure you that I shall always be near you, ready to contribute as best I can to the tremendous political, legal and cultural work accomplished and yet to be accomplished by  – above all – the ambassadors, permanent delegates, experts, practitioners and representatives of groups, communities and NGOs.


Allow me to also share with you my belief that, as with any human endeavour – a fortiori one in the formative stage – our Convention can only be implemented through settlements and by capitalizing on the ideas and experience of all contributing stakeholders.


At every stage, there will be a lingering aftertaste of things undone. Certainly, there are and there will always be insufficiently-developed features, prompting us to review our accomplishments time and again. Such a prospect is encouraging because it makes us look constantly to the future and forces us to continue our work, perfect it and perhaps complete it. What could be more natural than to try and adapt to the demands of live, and therefore evolving, matter par excellence?


Adopted only two years ago now, our Convention has its whole future before it to mature and to provide appropriate responses to the questions that will arise throughout its long existence.


I congratulate all States Parties, the Secretariat and the experts on the work already accomplished and I wholeheartedly wish them good speed and every success in the years ahead.


Special thanks go to Mounir Bouchenaki and Françoise Rivière, and to all the members of the Secretariat who work tirelessly on the inventories, the safeguarding plans and the various technical files meticulously prepared for the members of the Committee and the General Conference.


Lastly, I pay special tribute most solemnly to the person at the root of this wonderful success, our illustrious Director-General, Mr Koïchiro Matsuura. After serving as my country’s Permanent Delegate to UNESCO for nine years in the 1970s, I thought that I knew this great and engaging institute well. I must admit, however, that it was rather through Koïchiro Matsuura that I have learnt most about this international organization, the mysteries of the Directorate-General and the art of overcoming all obstacles and of remaining calm. “Be Zen”, they say in Japan. Zen he has always been.
*        *

*

Friends,


At the next stop, beautiful and fascinating Istanbul, where East meets West in constantly renewed wedlock, the new Committee will have the opportunity to discuss all issues with the utmost authority. I am fully convinced that it will do so with the same shared fervour as its predecessor. For we all know the high price of the glorious ambition of safeguarding heritage expressed in such a wealth of forms.


If there are no longer any closed economies, then there should not be any closed civilizations or closed imaginations either. We should give ourselves more room to breathe, as Paul Claudel has said. We must “add reality to enrich our vital treasury of dreams”.


The train that has arrived today is simply waiting to leave again, the engine eager to be on the move. I am well aware that our treasure, our living human treasure, is mortal. I also know, however, as you all do, that it must not die.


Moreover, as no one can vanquish time, I feel it is more sensible to come to terms with it. According to Heraclitus, time is a child. Both time and children are capricious, sulky, sometimes cruel and always unpredictable.


Let us lull time to sleep as we would a child. It will thus feel reassured and calm. It will sense that it is being heeded, for we do not wish it to slip by in vain. It will know that, by placing our objects beyond its tyrannical grasp, we are acting on its behalf, striking a fair balance between memory and oblivion. An eyebrow rises archingly or a dancer leaves a bare footprint, and our “foolish” passion becomes wholly meaningful.


Harness time. Rise above our human condition.


On that rational advisory note, I end my address to you today.

Thank you
