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While historians obsess over texts, in truth, much of the past comes to us not in words
but in objects displayed in exhibits and museums. In this meticulously researched new
study, Denise Y. Ho highlights the importance of the exhibition of the material past in
Maoist China. With careful attention to the role of narrative and the difficulty of
gauging audience reception, Curating Revolution uncovers the thick connections
between China’s material and cultural histories.

Ho compiled an impressive array of sources for this study: handbooks, museum jour-
nals, internal party documents, and interviews with those who took part in China’s exhi-
bitions. Above all, materials culled from Shanghai’s archives provide unparalleled access
to the lives of museum employees who were charged with curating an increasingly con-
tested historical record. The Communists, as Ho explains, were far from the first to put
China’s past on display. Early museums were opened by foreigners, and the Nationalists
also demanded the preservation of Chinese cultural relics. The Communists’ attention to
preserving and glorifying China’s past, however, ran counter to calls to destroy the “Four
Olds.” As this book makes clear, the world owes great thanks to the overworked and
underpaid museum employees who found ways to preserve some of the art and artifacts
targeted by Red Guards.

This is a wide-ranging book that explores a multiplicity of exhibitions over decades of
Maoist rule. Chapter 1 examines the creation of a museum commemorating the First
Party Congress of 1921. Given that this event serves as a milestone in the Chinese Rev-
olution, I suspect many specialists will enjoy Ho’s discussion of the museum’s creation, a
process greatly hindered by the conflicting stories told about the initial meeting of Com-
munist leaders. Specialists will also feel sympathy for museum researchers, who were
asked to create a narrative of the First Party Congress while being denied access to archi-
val materials. In the creation of an exhibit of Fanghua Lane, the subject of chapter 2, nar-
rative once again emerges as a central issue. By connecting the transformation of a
notorious shantytown into a model society after the Liberation of China, exhibitors
helped justify Communist rule. Foreign visitors, meeting with carefully curated
Fangua Lane residents, helped make this a global narrative.

Chapter 3 considers exhibits combating superstition and promoting science. While
on a much smaller scale than the exhibits in previous chapters, these displays were all
connected by their shared use of the Maoist narrative of liberation from feudal oppres-
sion, in this instance into an embrace of modern scientific life. Ho’s archival documents
uncover rich grassroots details, most notably in a remarkable set of superstitious ques-
tions submitted by Shanghai schoolchildren, including queries about the nefarious activ-
ities of ghosts and water goblins. Contemporary interviews, meanwhile, offer insight into
how exhibit patrons received their Maoist lessons. Chapter 4, on class education exhibits
during the Socialist Education Movement, also highlights the problems of reception.
Drawing on her archival sources, Ho notes that not everyone got the intended
message: some visitors were bored.

The book’s final two chapters cover the most contentious era of museum work in
China: the Cultural Revolution. Exhibits of Red Guard achievements provided instant
histories of Red Guard activities while at the same time pushed visitors to engage in
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further political action. With docents getting into the act by providing narration, these
exhibits provide the strongest evidence for Ho’s central thesis that these displays made
revolution just as much as they reflected revolution. The book’s final chapter, on the self-
less work of the employees of Shanghai Museum, reveals how they protected artifacts
from Red Guard attacks. By smartly transforming the preservation of antiquity into a rev-
olutionary act, museum employees worked around the clock, collecting artwork from ran-
sacked homes.

This book is highly recommended for specialists and should be discussed in graduate
seminars for years to come. Ho’s attention to narrative, reception, and material culture
are all instructive to current and future historians of China. Readers, furthermore, will
find the book’s prose highly engaging. The book is packed with captivating stories,
from the jailed widow released from prison to help track down the birthplace of the Com-
munist Party to the capitalist who stayed in Shanghai to help build New China, only to
face savage persecution at the hands of Red Guards. Fittingly, readers will also encounter
dozens of high-quality photographs, which help capture the very materiality of this study.
Many of these images are stamped by the official seal of the Shanghai Municipal Archive,
which further marks them as physical objects, reminding readers of the essential materi-
ality of the history of the Chinese Revolution.
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This vivid anthropological monograph is about the life stories of the authors’ friends,
which illustrate the transitional social changes taking place in the urban settlements of
Mongolia (Ulaanbaatar, Darkhan, and Erdenet cities) between 1995 and 2010. Lars
Højer and Morten Axel Pedersen theorize “urban hunting” as a sui generis social practice
that does not fit into preexisting theories of human agency and social practice. They argue
that the concept of the “urban hunter” discussed in the book differs from conventional
forms of hunting and previous descriptions of urban hustling because, for them, it
gives purpose and meaning to the action of “waiting.” In their view, to be an urban
hunter in Mongolia requires concentration, endurance, and patience, instead of just
being practical in an anticipatory, pessimistic, and risk-averse way. Højer and Pedersen
ground their argument in Rane Willerslev’s notion of huntsmanship,1 in which “the
dreaming self, far from taking a break from the demand of coping with reality, sets out
in search of meanings that will help it to accomplish concrete objectives in waking life”
(p. 29).

Chapter 1 describes the precarious social life of residents of Ulaanbaatar right after
the Soviet Union collapsed in 1990. The immediate departure of Soviet experts and Red

1Rane Willersev, Soul Hunters: Hunting. Animism and Personhood among the Siberian Yukahirs
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2007).
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