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From August to October 2014 the project Community-Led Cultural Heritage Development: Extending Suzhou’s Cultural Heritage Tourism Successfully into the Future was conducted in Suzhou, Jiangsu Province, China. It consisted of interviews among Suzhou artists and culture workers and asked them about their art and the role the city of Suzhou plays in their creative processes. Based on the theory of community-led tourism, it approached and video-taped local artists and analysed artists and art administrator’s views on how such community-led interaction could attract the local public and tourists in Suzhou.

The first step in the project was the training of Research Assistants (RAs), who were mostly recruited from the ranks of XJLTU students and alums. Training consisted of questionnaire design, interviewing techniques and video camera and post-production skills. We were also fortunate in having the help of Hui Liu, a formidable artist in her own right, who gave insights into the relationship between artists and their art.  Afterwards, 25 interviews were shot at various locations throughout Suzhou. Post-production work included the editing of the videos and the writing of short summaries and transcripts. Also, English subtitles were added to interviews conducted in Chinese and Chinese subtitles were added to videos shot in English. The subtitling was done by volunteers recruited from XJTLU’s Translation Club. Lastly, a website was created to house the videos and all supplementary materials. 
The project sees itself as a pilot study and further research into the relationship artist - city will be conducted at a later stage. Furthermore, as the videos constitute a treasure trove of material spanning a number of disciplines (Oral History, Chines Studies, Art, Discourse Analysis, Visual Studies and Performance Studies to name just the more obvious ones), the public, the academy and interested individual researchers are invited to avail themselves of these documents and include them in their own research. 
The project can be deemed innovative on a number of levels:
· It updated older local interviews and displayed the thoughts of a new breed of artists for Suzhou

· It interviewed a wide cross-section of artists for the first time, from traditional painters and furniture makers to tattoo artists and rock musicians.
· It included international as well as local artists

· It not only included artists, but also sought the council of cultural and tourism officials from the city of Suzhou

· In the final analysis, it will allow for a genuine and far-reaching rapport between city officials, the public and local artists on a wide range of topics
Academically speaking, while this was a practical project, it nevertheless carried with it the application of several important theories. These theories included the understanding of new media as an empowering tool for its users and the idea of community-led tourism initiatives. 

When looking at the achieved results, the project demonstrated that almost all artists had been exposed to some media coverage of their work before and were quite well-versed in availing themselves of such opportunities. But it also evidenced the fact that artists were thankful for an opportunity not only to talk about their art, but also about what the city of Suzhou means to them (a lot) and how they would like to repay their debt via their art and community involvement. Here, new media truly played out its potential as a citizen medium, where 'ordinary' citizens can avail themselves of media and create beneficial content for all to access.  Intangible heritage, art and media thus come and work together in promoting worthwhile cultural endeavours with strong social impact, a fact not to be underestimated in today's society of specialists.

Also, the project bridged the chasm between art or at least some people's understanding of art, as a pure form and its application. It became clear that while artists did look to the past for inspiration, the present featured prominently in their work; foreign influences and local traditions met and together became responsible for the creation of new forms of art. Overall, this mixing of the old and the new is the kind of vibrancy in a city's cultural landscape which attracts locals and tourists alike. This is borne out by the fact that unlike tangible heritage, intangible heritage has to be recreated and revitalized time and again and for every generation anew. While tangible heritage has found its place in museums and other exhibitionary institutions, intangible heritage is always already located within cultural communities and their manifold practices. The city of Suzhou is exemplary in this respect. 
Most artists were very much in favour of community-led tourism projects and were eager to collaborate. They were excited to be involved in collaborations and co-creations of art and of giving back to their community. They acknowledged the need to further utilise new media (some in their art, some in advertisement strategies) and at the same time welcomed the opportunity to network with culture and also tourism officials in order to bring benefits to their audiences
The main results and recommendations from the interviews can be listed as follows: 

· The strengthening the bond between artists and the city departments of tourism and culture

· The application of and the concentration on more new media for artistic endeavours and for the advertising of cultural events by artists and cultural and touristic institutions alike 

· The possibility of having a series of open studio events
· The focussing on the strengths of Suzhou's art scene and the inclusion and cross-usage of older and newer kinds of art and artistic enquiries
· The appreciation and the utilisation of local artists working together with cultural and tourism institutions of Suzhou

While arguably successful, the project also demonstrated that further research into this area is still necessary. These research activities would include the shooting of additional video interviews to widen the base of local artists’ views and the in-depth analyses of the video interviews according to a variety of approaches sketched above.
Also, qualitative research needs to assess issues further than the spatial and temporal strictures of the project would allow for. For instance, the length of the interviews was dictated by the available storage space on computer servers and the researchers had the impression that artists wanted to share many more interesting facets of their work and how they would like to utilise it to attract larger audiences. Therefore, most edited videos only give a very small impression of the breadth and width of artists’ views and are far removed from detailing these comprehensively. However, the full-length videos are available upon request.  
The project was a truly collaborative effort and our thanks go out to the many institutions and individuals who helped make this project a resounding success:

The Suzhou Social Science Fund who kindly agreed to fund this project

Xi’an Jiaotong Liverpool University which allowed us to use its facilities

The Communication Programme at XJTLU which permitted us to use its cameras and computers

The Research Office at XJTLU which provided us with all the help we needed in administering the project

Professor Zongjie Wu from Hangzhou, whose international reputation as cultural researcher and  tremendous knowledge of setting up and conducting such cultural projects helped us make the most of our own contribution

Dr Hui Yin who advised us on the proper format of the project outline

The Research Assistants without whom the project would not even have gotten off the ground and whose willingness to work beyond all reasonable hours led to the success of the project: 

Xianyun Li (Sharine)

Xuan He (Maggie)

Shinyun Mo (Rita)

Shiyang Chen (Amelie)

Hui Liu, whose insights into the artist’s soul helped us to better understand the way artists tick!

Dr Nick Cope whose kind help with the more technical issues of the project saved us on many occasions.

XJTLU’s Translation Club which did a wonderful job of translating and subtitling the videos

And last but certainly not least all the artists and other interviewees who were willing to share their thoughts on art, Suzhou and the world!
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	Gu Zhiqiang
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	Wang Lijian
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	Jin Lisheng
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	Hu Jinbiao

	Xie Zhen

	Huang Boyun

	Lu Feng

	Yin Jianguo

	Wu Meifang

	Jian Dao 

	Surging Waves

	Pan Yufeng

	Jiang Yiqiu

	Ding Yanqi (Keith)
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