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Cultural heritage institutions and the safeguarding of tangible and intangible heritage in a changing world: Kathmandu, Nepal

It is said that in the Kathmandu Valley (Nepal) there are more temples than houses and more gods than men.  The cities and towns in the valley are studded with numerous temples, shrines, monasteries, priest houses and grand townhouses built by the Newars, the original inhabitants of the Valley. The Newari town layout is also determined by the balance between social, cultural, economic and ecological aspects, which interlinked contribute towards the sustainability of the towns and cities.  While the universal value of the heritage of the Valley is recognised in its inscription as a World Heritage Site consisting of five Monument Zones, its conservation focuses on the built heritage. Furthermore, the rate of urbanization has created many problems in Nepal – physical, social and cultural.  This paper argues that if the cities and their unique urban form and character are to be preserved, the socio-cultural landscape must be conserved.

In the past, conservation of cultural heritage, tangible and intangible, was carried out by local people through the Guthi, socio-cultural organizations established in local areas for different purposes, such as the organisation of festivals and management of urban services. One of the main vehicles for conservation of tangible and intangible heritage is the festival.  By focussing on a traditional festival, this paper examines how the decay of the Guthi system threatens the tangible and intangible heritage and calls for the strengthening of this traditional means of community self-determination.

