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Summary

From the first establishment of a museum in 1905 to the early-21st-century drive to build 
local museums, Chinese elites and officials have recognized the role of exhibitions in 
shaping the modern nation. Across this long 20th century, China’s exhibitionary culture 
has reflected three themes: the deployment of antiquity and tradition to inculcate 
national consciousness, the creation of revolutionary narratives to model political 
participation, and the presentation of modernity to inspire a vision of national “wealth 
and power.” During the Republican period (1912–1949), the Nationalists protected the 
imperial collection and established revolutionary memorial halls, and elites built local 
museums while businessmen championed native goods in national product fairs. The 
Communist Party, which came to power in 1949, created a Museum of the Chinese 
Revolution while also developing a cultural bureaucracy to preserve cultural relics. 
During the Mao years (1949–1976), exhibitions were part of everyday life, from rural 
exhibits about agricultural production to propaganda displays that justified class 
struggle. Since China’s period of “reform and opening-up” in 1978, exhibitions have 
played a central role in cultural diplomacy while also serving national aims of domestic 
tourism and “patriotic education.” The enterprise of the Chinese museum has always had 
a dual aim: to make the modern nation and to serve the pedagogical state.
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Cultural and Historic Preservation in China

In 1948, Xiang Da (1900–1966), an historian from China’s Hunan Province, published an essay 
entitled “A Plea on Behalf of Cultural Relics.” Writing just after the end of World War II and 
during the Chinese Civil War between the Nationalists and the Communists, Xiang began his 
essay with a history lesson: humanity was capable of both creation and destruction, and 
during wartime it could destroy itself and its own culture. But the rules of warfare included 
protections for antiquities and historic sites, shielding them from battle. Xiang pointed to 
World War II for examples, explaining how the Allies had spared Rome, how the Americans 
had prepared maps marked with China’s cultural relics, and how even the Japanese army had 
entered Nanjing with an art historian in its ranks. Citing the writer Mao Dun’s accounts of 
Soviet museums and libraries, Xiang Da argued that the preservation of culture was not a 
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matter of ideology, it was a matter of the nation. Thus, he concluded, both the Nationalist 
Party and the Communist Party “should know to love and cherish the cultural heritage of our 
ancestors.”1

On the eve of a regime change from one revolutionary party to another, Xiang’s essay 
articulated a central concern for both: how to use China’s antiquity and historical traditions in 
the making of a modern nation. The terms he used were both old and new. Xiang spoke of 
ancient sites (guji) and antiquities (guwu), words that would have been familiar to literati and 
connoisseurs in imperial times. More frequently he used the phrase “cultural relic” (wenwu) 
and invoked the new institution of the museum (bowuguan).2 Indeed, during Xiang’s own 
lifetime the first Chinese museum was established in Nantong in 1905, the Palace Museum in 
Beijing opened in 1925, and the Chinese Museum Association was founded in 1935. These 
institutions joined a flourishing exhibitionary culture that began in the late 19th century: from 
world’s fairs to expositions of national products, from exhibitions of the latest technology to 
showcases of local manufactures, and from revolutionary memorial halls to grassroots 
propaganda displays.

Not all exhibits took place in a so-called museum, but a common practice of display was 
shared by the examples shown in this article: the use of art and artifacts, the development of a 
narrative, and the creation of a pedagogical space. Inspired by Western European examples, 
museums in China developed in similar ways. For example, elite collections were made open 
to a select audience for its edification, the imperial art collection was opened to the public in 
the Forbidden City, and the building of modern disciplines like art history enabled the 
articulation of a national canon. Yet the establishment of museums in modern China diverged 
from European precedents in at least two important ways. First, if museums in Europe had 
presented narratives of human development that privileged the imperial metropole, museums 
in China rejected colonial portrayals of China and asserted its place as a great human 
civilization. Second, Chinese museum boosters—influenced by the Soviet example—viewed the 
museum as a site for ideological propaganda. The enterprise of the Chinese museum had a 
twofold purpose: to make the modern nation and to serve the pedagogical state.

Xiang Da experienced all three regimes that governed China from the beginning of the 20th 
century to the present, and each sought to define the modern nation. At the turn of the 
century, China was still ruled by the Manchu Qing dynasty (1644–1911/12), until the 
revolution of 1911 ushered in a new republic in 1912. Though the subsequent years were 
marked by periods of warlordism, historians refer to the 1912–1949 period as the Republican 
era, during which time the Nationalist government of Chiang Kai-shek consolidated power at 
the end of the Northern Expedition in 1927. The Nationalists transferred the capital from 
Beijing to Nanjing, their center of power until Japanese invasion forced them to relocate to 
China’s interior in 1937. The Nationalists and the Communists formed a “united front” to fight 
the Japanese, but theirs was a fragile alliance, erupting in civil war after the conclusion of 
World War II and ending with the Communist victory in 1949. Xiang Da witnessed the 
establishment of the People’s Republic of China (PRC)—what the Chinese Communist Party 
(CCP) called “New China”—but he suffered under its political campaigns by being first labeled 
a rightist in 1957 and then persecuted during the Cultural Revolution in 1966.3 Only in 1978, 
two years after Mao Zedong’s death in 1976 marked the end of the “ten years of turmoil,” was 
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Xiang allowed a posthumous funeral in Beijing’s Babaoshan Cemetery. He did not live to see 
the restoration of China’s museums in the 1980s and perhaps would never have imagined 
their scale and scope in the 21st century.

Though Xiang’s 1948 essay was an explicit call to save cultural relics, his argument 
underscored the political tensions of preservation. There was a need to protect and champion 
antiquity, there was a conflict over which political party would inherit China’s revolution, and 
there was the imperative to engage in modern construction (jianshe), both literal and 
figurative. Indeed, antiquity, revolution, and modernity are interwoven strands in the 20th- 
century history of China’s museums. In what follows, each period of the 20th century—the 
Republican era, the socialist period, and the postsocialist era of “reform and opening up”—will 
reveal the dominance of nationalism, revolution, and modernization, respectively. Yet 
throughout periods of political transition, China’s museum culture included all three strands.

The Republican Period: Nationalism

The civic center of Greater Shanghai, a new municipal project once envisioned by modern 
China’s founding father Sun Yat-sen, was designed by a returned student of architecture 
called Dong Dayou. Winning a competition in 1930 and then carried out between 1933 and 

1937, his plan reflected the importance of culture to the new nation. The city hall was built in 
a style known as Chinese Renaissance, a concrete building in “palace style” (gongdianshi). It 
was flanked by two similarly monumental buildings with Chinese roofs: a library and a 
museum.4 As Chen Duanzhi, a promoter of the Shanghai Municipal Museum, wrote in a 
contemporary book of museology, libraries and museums were like the two wings of a bird or 
the two wheels of a cart: in the absence of one, national cultural construction (wenhua 
jianshe) could not go forward.5 During the Republican era, the primary purpose of museum 
culture was to create a sense of national identity. Building on an imperial past and local 
histories, modern manufactures and on a new concept of revolution and its martyrs, 
exhibitionary culture sought to create Chinese citizens out of what Sun Yat-sen had famously 
described as a “sheet of loose sand.”

Imperial Collection to National Collection

The idea of creating a national collection predated the establishment of the Republic in 1912. 
At the end of the 19th century, Chinese elites and officials travelled through Europe and 
visited art galleries and museums.6 In 1895 the Shanghai Strengthening Society of the 
reformer Kang Youwei advocated the opening of a museum that would include objects ancient 
and modern, Chinese and foreign, and all the newest machines for agriculture, commerce, 
industry, and the military.7 In the waning days of the Qing dynasty, another reformer called 
Zhang Jian submitted a proposal to make the imperial collection—long a symbol of dynastic 
legitimacy—open to the public for the cultivation of “national learning” (guoxue). But it was 
not until after the fall of the dynasty and the establishment of a new Republican government 
that the imperial collection of art and books, once considered the emperor’s private property, 
was made available to viewers first via an Institute for Exhibiting Antiquities in 1914 and then 
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as the Palace Museum in 1925. As intellectuals viewed the imperial collection, the art 
historian Cheng-hua Wang argues, the objects became identified as “national 
treasures” (guobao) and therefore worthy of heritage preservation.8

Indeed, the imperial collection continued to symbolize China’s cultural heritage, in both its 
strength and its vulnerability. As the Japanese took Manchuria in 1931, Palace Museum 
officials made plans to move the art objects southward, sending them to Shanghai and then to 
the Nationalist Government’s capital at Nanjing, packed into 20,000 crates and moved by rail 
under armed guard. When the war spread southward, the imperial collection’s journey 
continued: the “national treasures” escaped the Rape of Nanjing, went along the Yangzi River 
to Hankou, were sent to Changsha and then Guizhou, and finally spent the remainder of the 
war in caves in the far western province of Sichuan.9 With the Civil War between Nationalists 
and Communists, the Palace Museum’s collection was divided: the Nationalists took an 
estimated 20 percent of the “national treasures” with them to Taiwan, including many of the 
most highly regarded artworks; some of the staff of the Palace Museum remained in Beijing, 
preserving what remained of the collection for the Communists, who entered Beijing on 

January 31, 1949.10

The Local Museum: Public and Private

While the Palace Museum was the most iconic institution of the Republican period, it was but 
one of many national and local museums established at the time. Zhang Jian, who first made 
the suggestion for opening the imperial collection, is credited with being the founder of 
China’s first native museum. Inspired by his travels to Japan at the end of the Qing dynasty, in 

1914 Zhang opened a museum-garden (bowuyuan) in his hometown of Nantong, Jiangsu 
Province. Zhang’s Nantong Museum was built around a garden and included a zoo, consisting 
of three halls dedicated to metals, minerals, and stones; historical artifacts and natural 
history; and artwork. By including a variety of categories, the Nantong Museum was like other 
local museums in this period, operating as a center of education and encompassing traditional 
objects of connoisseurship like calligraphy and painting and scientific specimens with Latin 
names. Historian Qin Shao’s study of Nantong suggests that Zhang’s building of a museum 
was a form of “exhibitionary modernity.” The museum itself was a modern institution, and 
having a museum allowed Zhang to proclaim Nantong’s modernity to visitors, both domestic 
and foreign.11

Municipal governments, like Zhang Jian, established museums in their own localities. Some of 
these were built on existing sites, such as temples. For example, in the southwestern part of 
Shanghai’s old Chinese city, the Confucius Temple was converted into the Municipal Public 
Education Hall in 1931. Past an entrance gate inscribed with “Propagate National Essence,” 
its courtyards and walkways were made into a park with newspaper bulletin boards, and its 
buildings became exhibition halls and a public library. On view from August 1933 was an 
exhibition dedicated to the rituals of Confucius, including some 200 ceremonial vessels, pieces 
of clothing, and musical instruments.12 In fact, so politically potent were artifacts related to 
China’s ancient sage that with the launch of Nationalist leader Chiang Kai-shek’s New Life 
Movement in 1934, the ritual objects were taken out of their cases for use in commemorating 
a new official holiday, Confucius’ Birthday.13
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If exhibition halls in temple spaces blurred the boundaries between traditional rituals and 
modern education, new and stand-alone museums were blank slates on which to inscribe new 
visions of the nation. The Shanghai Municipal Museum was one such new museum that 
opened its doors to the public in January 1937. Its collections were both local and national; 
contemporary objects on display focused on Shanghai but the museum planned to collect 
cultural relics “of the nation.” Its exhibits also included local industries like cotton, shipping, 
transport, and finance; it showcased modern architecture ranging from Shanghai’s city 
planning to future construction.14 In this way, the Shanghai Municipal Museum, like the 
Nantong Museum and others, was comprehensive: the museum contained both antiquity and 
modernity as components of building the nation. The institution of the museum in the 
Republican period can perhaps be visualized in the new Chinese characters that were 
proposed: a character made up of the word wu (物object) enclosed in a box (口) or the 
character bo (博expansiveness) under a roof (宀) or a cover (冖).15

Figure 1. The Shanghai Municipal Museum.

Photograph by Denise Y. Ho.

14

15



Page 6 of 26

Printed from Oxford Research Encyclopedias, Asian History. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print 
out a single article for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice).
Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 25 February 2021

The Exposition and National Goods

The kind of exhibition put up in the Shanghai Municipal Museum in 1937, combining past, 
present, and future, echoed a longer tradition of exhibition: the international and domestic 
exposition. These expositions dated back to the late Qing dynasty, when officials and elites 
curated China’s participation in world’s fairs. Against a backdrop of rising nationalism, 
China’s exposition projects reflected organizers’ search for and visions of the nation. For 
example, at the Panama Pacific International Exposition of 1915, Zhang Jian—the Nantong 
Museum founder—compared China with the United States as the host country, both 
continental republics rich in resources and promising markets. As Susan Fernsebner argues, 
the China exhibits at such fairs promoted a kind of economic nationalism, displaying its 
growing commerce and industry. One delegate in 1915, engineer Xia Changchi, prepared an 
accompanying English book that described China’s railways, steamships, and 
communications, encouraging visitors to explore possibilities for trade and investment.16 In 
this way, exposition culture—which was reproduced locally at domestic fairs—provided a 
vehicle for both representing the nation and imagining the nation.

Another related genre of exhibition inaugurated in the Republican period was the national 
product exhibition. During these years, a widespread form of expressing nationalism was the 
boycott of foreign—especially Japanese—goods, and its corollary, the consumption of Chinese 
goods. Though in practice it was often difficult to determine what exactly constituted a 
“national product” (guohuo), business interests and political popularity led to a proliferation 
of exhibits. Karl Gerth, in a study of consumer culture in the Republican period, suggests that 
from local and grassroots national products exhibitions to those directed by the Nationalist 
government after 1928, the display of national goods was so common that it would be 
impossible to enumerate them.17 So powerful a marketing phrase was the term “national 
product” that even in colonial Hong Kong—whose manufactures were never officially 
recognized as “national”—the business community there organized seven national products 
exhibitions between 1938 and 1951.18

The Revolutionary Memorial Hall

Perhaps the most political of the Republican era’s exhibitionary spaces was the museum or 
exhibition hall devoted to the revolution. The Nationalist Party, eager to display its political 
legitimacy, depicted both the 1911 Revolution and its Northern Expedition as part of its 
revolutionary narrative. Combining exposition and memorial hall, the 1929 West Lake 
Exposition in Hangzhou not only included national goods like a world’s fair, but also featured 
a Revolutionary Memorial Hall (geming jinianguan). This museum was designed to be a 
commemorative and ritual space: the visitor was to bow three times before the image of Sun 
Yat-sen and walked a set path through eight rooms filled with relics from his life, the 
possessions of revolutionary martyrs, and documents showing how the Nationalist Party had 
promoted China’s modern revolution. Indeed, the writings and the ideology of the Nationalists 
permeated the exhibition, especially Sun Yat-sen’s Three Principles of the People: nationalism, 
democracy, and the people’s livelihood. As Kirk Denton argues, the rituals around the 
memorial hall—including its opening and closing ceremonies—“forged a connection between 
the revolutionary past and the present political leadership of the KMT [Nationalists], a 
connection that museums in the PRC would make frequently for the CCP after 1949.”19
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Temporary exhibits dedicated to the revolution spread Nationalist Party propaganda to other 
Chinese cities, and even to the British colony of Hong Kong. Hong Kong was the site for a 
Guangdong Historical Exhibition in 1940, directed by former Minister of Finance and 
Communications Ye Gongchuo, who also sat on the board of the Shanghai Municipal Museum. 
This exhibition came at a time when China was deep in its resistance against Japanese 
invasion, and the goal of the display was to link local Cantonese history with that of the 
nation, to draw inspiration from Sun Yat-sen to build wartime morale and to stimulate both 
national and revolutionary spirit.20 After the war concluded, part of the rebuilding of local 
museums included collecting wartime artifacts and commemorating the resistance. The 
Shanghai Municipal Museum, destroyed by bombing and the quartering of enemy troops, 
reopened in a new building in 1946. Its most popular exhibit was a three-day Sun Yat-sen 
exhibit, which boosted attendance for the month to 51,263 people, over half of the annual 
total. Another featured wartime Shanghai, including “evil remains (lieji) from the enemy and 
puppet regimes.”21 As municipal and district archives demonstrate, the Shanghai government 
was actively engaged in collecting revolutionary cultural relics (geming wenwu) for future 
display.22

Figure 2. Museum visitors at the Shanghai Municipal Museum. Shanghai Municipal 
Archives, SMA H1-1-31-723.

But the Nationalists were not the only ones preparing exhibitions of the revolution. The 
Chinese Communist Party, founded in 1921, began planning for its own museum as early as 

1930 and decided in 1933 to establish a central Museum of the Chinese Revolution.23 The CCP 
was quick to adopt the use of exhibitionary culture as mass propaganda, a medium that was 
suitable to its campaign in the countryside with a mostly illiterate population. In the base 
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areas under Communist control, for example, cadres put up displays for public education, 
most often on topics of war or agricultural production.24 While the CCP’s main concern was 
with its own revolution—including fighting the Nationalists—its leaders remained mindful of 
the role of antiquities in political legitimation. As it conducted land reform, cadres were 
ordered to preserve art and books confiscated from landlords, and as the People’s Liberation 
Army advanced, it took over art collections and established local commissions for the 
protection of cultural relics.25 In the days that preceded the surrender of Beijing to the 
People’s Liberation Army (PLA), an officer presented the architectural historian Liang Sicheng 
with a map, asking him to mark the city’s most important historic sites.26 The PLA generals 
were ordered to “insist on avoiding damage to the Forbidden City, universities, and other 
famous and valuable cultural historic sites (wenhua guji).”27 Four days after Beijing was 
liberated, Pu Jiangqing—a professor of Chinese literature—wrote in his diary that Communist 
officials “have the spirit of serving the people with frugality, [and] the central authorities 
emphasize the situation of cultural antiquities (wenhua guwu); in both [respects] they are 
genuinely authentic (qinqie zhenshi).”28 For the Communists, like the Nationalists, antiquity 
and revolution would both be part of the nation.

The Mao Years: Revolution

To many observers, the Communist revolution appeared to contradict the very premise of 
cultural preservation. Theirs was a project to install a revolutionary “new China,” the 
Communist Party’s experience was one of guerilla warfare and agrarian reform, and Mao 
Zedong’s vision for the imperial city of Beijing was to create an industrial landscape filled 
with smokestacks. In the socialist era, marked by the establishment of the PRC in 1949, the 
primary focus of museum culture was to serve the revolution. Museums and monuments to 
the revolution were established and used for propaganda, both domestic and foreign, and 
exhibits of agricultural and industrial production—including those about the economies of 
socialist allies—were meant to inspire peasants and workers to be revolutionary successors. 
The Mao years were also marked by frequent and tumultuous political campaigns, during 
which exhibitionary culture taught viewers how to participate in class struggle. Yet revolution 

—even during the Cultural Revolution—always allowed for the persistence of cultural 
nationalism.

The Museum of the Chinese Revolution

In 1959, to celebrate the tenth anniversary of the establishment of the PRC, architects in 
Beijing erected ten monumental buildings. One of the ten was a Museum of the Chinese 
Revolution on Tian’anmen Square. It was but one of many revolutionary sites, monuments, 
and memorial halls established all over China. Some became iconic sites of revolutionary 
pilgrimage, starting with the First Party Congress Site in Shanghai, where the Communist 
Party was established in 1921. But everywhere, grassroots party officials commemorated local 
martyrs and preserved sites of revolutionary significance. While the creation of “revolutionary 
relics” (geming wenwu) under the Communists continued many of the traditions of the 
Nationalists that preceded them, CCP propaganda officials were directly inspired by the 
Soviet example. Cultural officials traveled to the Soviet Union, toured museums, and wrote 
about them in a trade journal called Cultural Relics Reference Materials (Wenwu cankao 
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ziliao). In turn, museum curators borrowed many Soviet techniques, from the use of oil 
paintings that narrated revolutionary events to the use of charts and statistics to illustrate 
socialist construction. In the same way that Soviet historical museums were “living textbooks” 
whose rooms corresponded to chapters of Stalin’s Short Course History, China’s exhibitions 
followed Mao’s periodization of Chinese history from his essay, “On New Democracy.”29

The Museum of the Chinese Revolution officially opened its doors on July 1, 1961, with an 
exhibit titled “The History of the Chinese Revolution, 1840–1949.” Its historical narrative was 
divided, as Mao had prescribed, into “Old Democratic Revolution” and “New Democratic 
Revolution.” The former began with the Opium War, framing domestic rebellions and 
nationalist movements as precursors to the rise of the Communist Party. The latter began with 
the CCP founding in 1921 and ended with the establishment of the PRC. Like other 
propaganda texts in the socialist period, the exhibition placed Mao’s writings at the center. 
This was a technique described by curators as “following the Red Line,” and was both 
theoretical and literal. “Following the Red Line” meant interpreting Chinese history with 
Mao’s texts, as well as including Mao’s writings for visual effect. As Kirk Denton explains, 
Mao’s calligraphy was usually rendered in raised gold characters on a red background, which 
“lent the exhibition a canonical quality, grounding the narrative in the discursive authority of 
the revolutionary father’s words and creating a sense of shared ideological community for the 
spectator.”30

A photo spread in Cultural Relics featuring the Museum of the Chinese Revolution reveals the 
format of the display as well as the way officials intended its space to be used. As a “living 
textbook,” it was a classroom, and its visitors (described as an audience, guanzhong) came in 
organized groups led by a docent with a pointer stick. Photographs from the 1964 article 
depicted visitors such as Beijing People’s Militia, Communist Young Pioneers, ethnic 
minorities, People’s Liberation Army men, and foreign dignitaries from Albania, Congo- 
Brazzaville, and Indonesia. Revolutionary relics were to be viewed with great solemnity, as 
evidenced by the facial expressions around the scaffold where Communist Party founder Li 
Dazhao was executed. Ordinary people could use the pedagogical space to tell their own 
narratives, as in a photo of an old peasant teaching his child about “old society” in front of a 
vitrine with a deed of human sale and two wooden bins used to collect tax grain. Finally, the 
Museum of the Chinese Revolution was a ritual space: Communist Young Pioneers were 
shown pledging an oath to the first national flag while standing before the 1953 monumental 
painting by Dong Xiwen, The Founding Ceremony of the Nation (Kaiguo dadian).31
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Figure 3. Young Pioneers salute the Chinese national flag at the Museum of the Chinese 
Revolution. Wenwu, 1964.

Expositions and Agricultural Fairs

The exhibitionary culture that took place in permanent institutions, like the Museum of the 
Chinese Revolution or the Shanghai Museum, had as its primary visitors urban residents. Yet 
the vast majority of Chinese during the socialist period were peasants in the countryside—in 
what ways did they experience exhibitionary culture? In the same way that the Communists 
exercised greater social control than any preceding regime, propaganda—aided by modern 
technologies like loudspeakers, radios, and film projection—reached far more people than 
ever before. At the grassroots level, rural art workers were given handbooks to make all 
propaganda standard, from the design of local exhibit boards to the font on banners, from the 
depiction of leaders to the illustration of ethnic minorities.32 Indeed, a survey of a rural 
newspaper like Bao’an Peasant News (Bao’an nongmin bao) demonstrates how exhibits were a 
regular part of rural propaganda. This newspaper, published in the county in Guangdong 
Province that bordered Hong Kong, had frequent reports about exhibitions. Sometimes the 
articles were detailed descriptions of agricultural and products fairs held in the provincial 
capital of Guangzhou. Other times the reports included local activities, such as a 1956 exhibit 
on the county’s own socialist construction, mounted in the cultural palace in the market town 
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of Shenzhen. Introducing to viewers the county’s first five-year plan, Bao’an Peasant News 

reported its ideal reception: that peasants had higher confidence in production, and that 
soldiers came away with greater love for the motherland.33

As the Bao’an County cultural palace exhibitions suggest, local priorities were very much 
linked to national goals, with five-year plans in lockstep. In turn, national production goals 
were linked to China’s international aspirations vis-à-vis the socialist bloc. In the period of the 
early People’s Republic, as China “leaned to one side” and took the Soviet Union as a model, 
expositions from other socialist countries were held in China to inspire by example. Perhaps 
the most prominent one was the 1954 Soviet Exhibition in Beijing, which touted both 
economic and cultural development in the service of building communism.34 What its souvenir 
pamphlets and postcards do not depict is the crowds at a wildly popular exhibition. Internal 
documents express the consternation of Beijing organizers who were overwhelmed by crowds; 
in addition to daily 40,000 group visitors, an estimated additional 40,000 people came of their 
own accord, so numerous that vendors ran out of food and power and water outages 
prevented the “Moscow Cafe” from serving guests. In addition to such logistical issues, 
organizers also faced the problem of individuals who took advantage of the event to engage in 
petty theft or stage a public petition.35 While the vast majority of published sources include 
only the most politically correct visitor responses, internal documents reveal how a few might 
have voiced objections to what was on display. As an example, in a 1958 Beijing exhibition 
held at the beginning of the Great Leap Forward, one visitor challenged the docent to prove 
that students were capable of smelting steel.36

Exhibitions at the Grassroots

From the city to the countryside, exhibitions were a central part of Mao-era propaganda. 
Exhibits were easy to assemble and customize to a local place, docents could explain the 
content and purpose of a display to a largely illiterate audience, and the use of actual objects 

—artifacts sometimes even belonging to participants—drew attention and interest. In large 
municipalities like Shanghai, for example, neighborhood cadres were taught to put on exhibits 
on topics ranging from the protection of public property to the Korean War.37 Other frequent 
themes in both city and countryside included public health and, especially in the middle of 
political campaigns, what the Communist Party labeled “superstition,” which was sometimes 
shorthand for religion, especially local practices not identified as part of approved official 
religions. Such grassroots exhibits were explicitly didactic, directed at alleged 
misunderstandings and including extensive follow-up to check if the propaganda message was 
properly received.38

Grassroots exhibits were also pedagogical sites for ideological instruction, teaching 
individuals to participate in political campaigns. In 1962, Mao Zedong made a speech that is 
regarded as a turning point in class rhetoric, articulating two points that would become part 
of a so-called “class education.” First, although private property had been largely abolished in 
socialist China, Mao claimed that classes continued to exist; indeed, individuals were marked 
with good (workers, peasants) and bad (capitalists, landlords) class labels that conditioned 
one’s life chances, from the ability to go to college to the choice of a marriage partner. 
Second, class struggle persisted in New China and class enemies threatened to make a 
comeback. This revival of class rhetoric was made material in what became known as “class 
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education exhibitions” of the Socialist Education Movement. In such exhibits people came to 
be labeled through their personal possessions: documents of their former status, like 
identification cards and land deeds; luxury goods that symbolized their former exploitative 
power and their assumed capitalist yearnings, like gold jewelry and fur coats; and weapons 
like guns and knives that were allegedly hidden in hopes of taking part in a restoration.39

These “class education exhibitions,” ubiquitous in the early 1960s, took on greater political 
consequence with the outbreak of the Cultural Revolution in 1966. At the beginning of this 
movement, young people called Red Guards searched the homes of those who they accused of 
being class enemies. During the so-called “house search,” personal possessions like those 
recently displayed were confiscated as evidence of “counterrevolution.” Sometimes the Red 
Guards would hold an ad hoc display of confiscated goods outside the home of the accused, 
sometimes a work unit would exhibit items in a public space like a cafeteria, and sometimes 
items would appear laid out on tables, evidence during a show trial. Major cities like Beijing, 
Shanghai, Guangzhou, and Chongqing, among others, held elaborate exhibitions of “Red 
Guard Achievements” where confiscated possessions were displayed in large quantities. In 
this way, Red Guard exhibitions helped to make a political argument: that class enemies 
existed, and that the Red Guards had uncovered them; therefore, it was “right to rebel.” Thus 
through exhibition, certain material objects became strongly associated with class labels and 
their ownership was feared, as class struggle could begin with verbal criticism but end with 
physical violence.40

Figure 4. Land deeds (bottom left) and weapons (upper right) on display at Beijing’s Capital 
Red Guards Exhibition, 1967. Ephemera in the collection of Yale University Library.
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Antiquity in Revolution

While most of the Mao era’s exhibitionary culture featured revolution or socialist 
construction, art and antiquities still had their place in museums and exhibits. As the 
Communist Party took over Beijing, for example, the Palace Museum was immediately turned 
over to a newly established Ministry of Culture. Facing the Nationalists in Taiwan who also 
established a Palace Museum with the treasures taken in flight, the Beijing Palace Museum 
brought back other parts of the imperial collection that had been scattered during the war, 
acquired art through donation and purchase, and received the political patronage of central 
leaders like Mao Zedong and the premier, Zhou Enlai.41 Though exceptional in rank and 
symbolism, the Beijing Palace Museum was situated in a nationwide cultural bureaucracy, one 
that designated and preserved historic sites, produced and supported legislation to control 
the export and sale of antiquities, and engaged in archaeological exploration and historical 
research.

The existence of China’s cultural bureaucracy did not mean that cultural preservation was 
always a priority. For example, it often came into conflict with China’s agricultural and 
industrial development, as when expanding new socialist cities or opening undeveloped 
agricultural land prompted the removal of historic sites or graves. In addition, during 
campaigns like those against “superstition,” religious sites like churches or temples were 
criticized as relics of “old China,” inappropriate for revolutionary “new society.” And yet at the 
local level, cadres were highly conscious that sites of religion remained deeply popular among 
people of all ages and backgrounds, recording crowds at the Shanghai City God Temple in 

1956 when political conditions relaxed at the same time salaries rose.42 The work of a local 
cultural official involved mediating such political tensions. In the face of an anti-superstition 
campaign in Shanghai’s Nanshi District in 1964, for instance, the district’s People’s 
Committee obscured the City God Temple’s entrance and boarded or bricked up two gates, 
removed a few bodhisattvas to storage, and provided “thought reform” for temple workers 
and religious leaders.43

It was during China’s Cultural Revolution, which began in 1966, that cultural preservation 
faced its greatest challenge. One of its most prominent campaigns was the Attack on the Four 
Olds, a movement to destroy what was perceived to represent “old thinking, old culture, old 
customs, and old habits.” In the late summer of 1966, Red Guards took to the streets to attack 
items designated “four olds,” interpreting the charge broadly: historic buildings and street 
signs were defaced and changed, libraries and museums came under attack, and during house 
searches art collectors were targeted for their ownership of antiquities. Threatened by Red 
Guard attacks, museums were primarily shuttered in the early years of the Cultural 
Revolution; at the Palace Museum People’s Liberation Army soldiers sealed off the Forbidden 
City and remained garrisoned there. While museums were closed, however, its workers 
conducted behind-the-scenes work. Archival evidence and oral histories demonstrate that 
museum staff in major cities were deployed to sort through confiscated cultural relics and 
books, salvaging the most valuable and preventing the export of items with the greatest 
historical significance. One ironic outcome of the Cultural Revolution’s “ten years of turmoil” 
is that museum collections grew as a result of the Attack on the Four Olds, and that museum 
workers gained an art historical expertise that has been unmatched since.44
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The Reform Era: Modernization and Globalization

Even before Mao’s death in 1976 marked the end of the Cultural Revolution, news coverage of 
archaeological finds began to reappear in Chinese newspapers. In September 1970, Premier 
Zhou Enlai paid a visit to the Palace Museum to order staff to prepare for re-opening the 
following year. In Shanghai, former directors of the Shanghai Museum were recalled from the 
countryside in 1973 to restore the museum. Some of the impetus may be linked to the end of 
the most openly chaotic years of the Cultural Revolution. Yet another explanation is that 
officials anticipated that museums would have a role to play in China’s opening to the world. 
As it turned out, the Palace Museum was prepared in anticipation of Henry Kissinger’s secret 
visit in 1971, to be followed by Richard Nixon’s 1972 trip to China. Both men would tour the 
museum. In China’s postsocialist era, museums and exhibitions have played a role in “opening 
up,” in cultivating new nationalism, and—once again—in modernization.

Museums in Reform and Opening

In the same way that Republican-era officials used exhibitions to promote China at home and 
abroad, and following the museums of Mao’s China in hosting foreign delegations, cultural 
officials in the reform era recognized the use of museums in cultural diplomacy. Newspaper 
articles about cultural relics were released during Kissinger’s visit and again on Nixon’s last 
day in China; at the same time Peking Foreign Languages Press published English editions of 
a two-volume book entitled New Archaeological Finds in China: Discoveries During the 
Cultural Revolution.45 After museum officials were called back from the countryside, they 
began to prepare traveling exhibits to go overseas. To help Chinese curators update their 
understandings of global museology, cultural officials were sent overseas on study tours. Ma 
Chengyuan of the Shanghai Museum describes going to America in 1980 and having mixed 
feelings about seeing Chinese antiquities on display: joy that cultural relics were preserved so 
carefully, and sorrow that they were overseas. Ma made a quiet pledge to himself, to build a 
similarly world-class museum for Shanghai.46

Along with museums, historic sites in China became important for the development of tourism 
and the reception of foreign visitors. In 1978, Shanghai’s Liberation Daily explained to its 
readers that such tourism was a way to carry out Mao’s revolutionary line in foreign relations. 
In the same year in June, a special train brought 500 foreign guests—including overseas 
Chinese and Hong Kong/Macau compatriots—to visit historic places along the railway in 
Shanghai, Ningpo, and Hangzhou.47 Local religious leaders could also use the rhetoric of 
international standards to argue for the restoration of temples. In one example, arguing 
against a Liberation Daily editorial for condemning the City God Temple for having no value, 
Shanghai Daoists pointed to a remark made by Queen Elizabeth on her 1986 visit, about “a 
temple without gods.”48 In the face of such a critique, the Liberation Daily was forced to 
retract its words and the City God Temple was eventually restored.

Tourism was not only for foreign visitors. Cultural officials also used the rhetoric of the reform 
era and its “four modernizations” to argue that exhibits could be used to raise levels of 
scientific understanding, that as individuals had more money they would seek cultural 
entertainment, and that museums would develop in parallel to the economy. In 1979, Beijing’s 

Guangming Daily summarized its letters to the editor, saying that “cultural relics and historic 
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sites . . . will be beneficial for raising the cultural level of the Chinese nation.”49 A few years 
later, in 1985, the Shanghai Museum’s Shen Zhiyu explained that museums “develop 
according to society’s needs,” and that “the scope and quality of the museum industry is one 
of the standards by which to measure a country’s level of scientific culture.”50 Thus across the 
museum world, directors and curators expected culture not only to reflect the economic 
reforms, but to actively contribute to China’s modernization.

Museums and Patriotic Education

A central task for the reform-era museum remained the cultivation of a national identity. In 

1990, Beijing’s Museum of the Chinese Revolution was the site on which then-President Jiang 
Zemin decided to call for “patriotic education.” Coming one year after the Tiananmen student 
movement had unfolded just beyond the museum’s doors, Jiang suggested that young people 
had no understanding of history, and therefore the task of the museum was to “strengthen 
education about the national condition (guoqing jiaoyu) and strengthen patriotic and socialist 
education.”51 Museums and historic sites became designed as places of “patriotic education,” 
including not only revolutionary sites of importance to the history of the Communist Party, but 
also historic sites recognized as significant in the making of the nation. Not unlike “class 
education” in the socialist era, “patriotic education” is for all ages, mandated in the classroom 
and presented as Red Tourism for adults.

In the reform era, narratives of Chinese history were updated. The Museum of the Chinese 
Revolution, for example, rejected its Mao-era adherence to the “Red Line.” Its curators 
explained that “cultural relics, documents, and photographs that reflect historical reality 
cannot be purposely edited,” and one could not write history according to Mao Zedong 
Thought.52 Following these directives, the First Party Congress Site in Shanghai revised its 
exhibition in 1980 and included the names and histories of people who had been elided for 
political reasons.53 However, such revisions do not mean that exhibitions have become 
apolitical, or that its contents are not ideological. Chinese museums remain under the 
supervision of the Chinese Communist Party’s propaganda officials, who approve all exhibit 
texts. In an examination of Beijing’s War of Resistance Museum in the 1990s, for example, 
Rana Mitter shows how the narrative of World War II incorporated Nationalist history and 
introduced transnational communities. But while it downplayed CCP–Nationalist conflict, it 
continued to present the Communists as the defender of the nation.54 Similarly, while the First 
Party Congress Site rejected the “Red Line,” to this day it marks the beginning of each 
historical section with Mao Zedong quotations.

Perhaps another signal that nationalism has displaced revolution is the transformation of what 
was Beijing’s Museum of the Chinese Revolution into the National Museum of China. While it 
has kept its original facade, the National Museum of China was completely renovated within, 
re-opening to the public in the spring of 2011. Road to Revival is the name of its permanent 
exhibition, emphasizing the revival (fuxing) of China’s past glory. The title is also a nod to a 

2009 song-and-dance epic that marked the sixtieth anniversary of the PRC’s founding, in 
contrast to its 1960s predecessor, The East is Red. As Kirk Denton observes, though Road to 
Revival departs from previous narratives—including a revisionist history of the Republican era 
and a contemporary history describing the “socialist market economy”—“national pride is 
central to the exhibit’s meaning.”55 Museums in China remain important sites of inculcating 
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the nation, and the state continues to pursue the repatriation of art. The role of museums in 
“patriotic education” extends into the Special Administrative Region of Hong Kong, where a 
Hong Kong Palace Museum is slated to open in 2022.

Shanghai World Expo

Two major events marked China’s entrance onto the world stage: the Beijing Olympics in 2008 

and the Shanghai Expo in 2010. After over a century of participating in expositions overseas, 
China had its first opportunity to host an official world’s fair. The Shanghai Expo was heavily 
advertised to China’s domestic audience, both through traditional media and online. 
Television screens—including those in public places like buses—played an endless loop of 
publicity about the Shanghai Expo, introducing the various pavilions featuring different 
countries. Not unlike the Shanghai Municipal Museum in 1937, the 2010 Shanghai Expo 
featured the technologies of present and future. Playing on the theme of “Better City, Better 
Life,” curators presented technological innovations and environmental practices that situated 
China at the cutting edge of the future city.56

While the thematic pavilions, and indeed, many of the national ones, focused on the expo’s 
futuristic theme, the China Pavilion remained a central site to display national pride. Standing 
230 ft tall, the China Pavilion towered over the other countries,’ designed to look both ancient 
(a traditional architectural crossbeam, painted in red) and modern (angled concrete beams 
that support a massive inverted pyramid). Visitors queued for hours to enter the building via a 
series of escalators and then an elevator resembling the interior of China’s high-speed 
railway. Throughout the visit, Chinese tradition was presented with the aid of modern 
technology. For example, the Song dynasty painting Along the River During Qingming Festival 
was presented as a larger than life digital scroll, complete with animated figures. Perhaps in a 
nod to Shanghai’s hosting of the first exhibition of Chinese architecture in 1936, one of the 
attractions in the China Pavilion was an amusement park ride where visitors were carried 
through a neon landscape adorned with Chinese architectural components from antiquity: 
columns, brackets, and bridges.
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Figure 5. The China Pavilion at the Shanghai World Expo, 2010.

Photograph by Denise Y. Ho.

Yet while the Shanghai World Expo celebrated the ancient past, complete with the exhibition 
of “national treasures” (guo zhi guibao), it elided much of China’s 20th-century history. 
Indeed, when visitors stepped out of the elevator to begin their tour of the China Pavilion, 
they were greeted with a series of dioramas that began with 1978, two years after the end of 
the Cultural Revolution and at the beginning of the era of “reform and opening-up.” For each 
decade from 1978 to 2008, a “typical” living space was depicted: in 1978 the room included a 
dining table, enamel mugs, and metal thermoses; in 1988 a prized refrigerator was added to 
the scene; in 1998 a separate living room featured a television and stereo system, and in 2008 

the living room expanded and was filled with antique replicas, books, and contemporary art. 
Not unlike grassroots exhibitions in the socialist period that juxtaposed past hardships with 
present fortunes (yiku sitian), the China Pavilion presented a depoliticized and nostalgic 
montage of the recent past.

Museums of Reform and Opening

Exhibitions of reform-era history remain few and far between; the new National Museum of 
China, which ends with the “socialist market economy,” is one exception. In November 2019 it 
opened an exhibit entitled “The Great Transformation,” which presented the leadership of 
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each administration since Deng Xiaoping, with more than half of the display focused on Xi 
Jinping.57 However, in China’s Special Economic Zone of Shenzhen—widely seen as a symbol 
of China’s “reform and opening-up”—exhibitionary culture centers on its history. Bordering 
Hong Kong and the site of many experimental policies, the megacity of almost 13 million 
includes a modern city center marked by several monumental museums. The Shenzhen 
Museum features an extensive permanent exhibition entitled “History of Shenzhen’s Reform 
and Opening-Up,” installed in 2008 to celebrate the thirtieth anniversary of reform. The 
exhibit reads as a comprehensive and celebratory narrative of the reform, incorporating 
artifacts that have long been part of Chinese museology, such as important documents and 
items associated with central leaders, like the cars and furniture used during Deng Xiaoping’s 
Southern Tour. Much of the latter part of the display presents Shenzhen as a center for 
manufacturing and for technology, exhibiting early electronics and the latest drones.58

Within the Shenzhen Special Economic Zone lies another zone, the Shekou Industrial Zone. 
Not unlike Zhang Jian’s Nantong Museum over 100 years ago, officials of the China 
Merchants Group created the Shekou Reform and Opening Museum, forming a committee to 
collect objects in 2016. At the end of 2017, the museum opened in a sprawling modern 
cultural center overlooking the sea, behind a bronze statue of Shekou’s founding father Yuan 
Geng. Detailed and comprehensive, the collection included blueprints and plans, artifacts 
from generations of workers, and documents from the China Merchants’ own archives. But 
after the exhibition was renovated once in the summer of 2018, western media reported that 
the latest revision excised Deng in favor of Xi Jinping and caused the museum to be closed 
altogether. No trace of a reform history exhibit was left in the space—named the Design 
Society, in collaboration with London’s Victoria and Albert Museum—except for an outdoor 
light installation of the years 1978–2018 under the Communist Party flag with its hammer and 
sickle.59

The average tourist to Shenzhen on the fortieth anniversary of “reform and opening-up” 
probably never knew about the quiet closure of the Shekou exhibition. In the central business 
district—where the Shenzhen Museum is also located—party officials created a “Shenzhen 
Reform and Opening-Up Exhibition Hall,” with an exhibit entitled Great Tides Surge Along the 
Pearl River: 40 Years of Reform and Opening Up in Guangdong. Devoted to the reform-era 
history of South China, the display condensed and updated the Shenzhen Museum’s, 
beginning with wooden farming implements and ending with the latest in robotics. In one of 
its final sections, visitors can stand before a circular screen and take flight over Shenzhen’s 
hyper-modern landscape. An additional area touts the “Greater Bay Area,” bringing Hong 
Kong and Macau into the fold of South China. But unlike the Shenzhen Museum’s permanent 
exhibition, Great Tides Surge Along the Pearl River bears the marking of present-day party 
propaganda. It is presented entirely in Chinese; it begins and ends with President Xi Jinping’s 
quotations; and it includes a space designed for groups to take a mass oath to the Communist 
Party. While the exhibition’s content is modern and global, it remains a national story, 
“socialism with Chinese characteristics for a new era.”
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Figure 6. “Great Tides Surge Along the Pearl River” at the Shenzhen Reform and Opening- 
Up Exhibition Hall.

Photograph by Denise Y. Ho

China’s Exhibitionary Culture

Building museums and holding exhibitions in 20th-century China was primarily a project of 
the party state and therefore the purpose of a museum and its display was to serve the state’s 
narratives of nation, revolution, and modernization. To be certain, there were exceptions 
during the Republican era, when local elites organized museums and business leaders 
mounted national product fairs. But especially since 1949, museums, memorial halls, and 
historic sites have all been under central control. Their narratives had to accord with official 
history and propaganda, be standardized, and serve the Chinese propaganda state. Even 
grassroots exhibitions in the socialist period, including those of Red Guards purportedly 
“making revolution,” had to be approved from the top down. In these ways, exhibitionary 
culture in China differs from that of more open and democratic societies, precluding the 
display of alternate narratives or even counternarratives. Museums in China at the beginning 
of the 21st century engaged with their communities by providing “patriotic education,” public 
programs for the young and old, and free admission days—but the idea of “shared authority” 
remained foreign to China.6060
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However, since 2010 efforts to create private museums have accelerated. Often these 
museums are initiated by private collectors who curate an exhibition at their own expenses. 
One prominent example of this is the Shanghai Propaganda Poster Art Centre, a collection of 
over 6,000 Chinese propaganda artworks, including ephemera, posters, and even big- 
character posters; it was opened in 2002 by Yang Peiming, a retired professor, and operated 
for a decade before obtaining local government recognition. Perhaps the largest private 
museum in China is the Jianchuan Museum Cluster in Sichuan Province, a Smithsonian-like 
complex with twenty-nine freestanding exhibit halls on themes including local folk culture, 
World War II, and the “Red Age,” or the Mao era. Still, these private museums exist only with 
approval of the state, and hence steer clear of politically sensitive topics and narratives.61 

They remain a far cry from the Cultural Revolution museum that the Chinese writer Ba Jin 
called for in 1986, “one in which concrete and real things could be collected, emblems of the 
terrifying events of the Cultural Revolution displayed so that people can see what actually 
happened here in China.”62

But the idea of a museum retains so much purchase that unofficial history projects are often 
referred to as such, even if they are virtual museums and have no material footprint. For 
example, books are published with the title: Cultural Revolution Museum.63 Along the same 
vein, the journalist Yang Jisheng’s history of China’s Great Famine is entitled Tombstone as a 
literary memorial to its victims, including his father.64 From the early 2000, numerous 
websites devoted to the Cultural Revolution sprung up, including some that called themselves 
museums or “virtual museums.”65 While websites in China have been forced to close, others 
have flourished overseas.66 Recent efforts to record oral histories have captured the 
testimonies of those who lived through the socialist era, including some grassroots efforts in 
China as well as academic projects abroad.67 In the realm of publishing, some unofficial 
academic journals continue to collect histories of the recent past.68 However, with the 
exception of an occasional exhibit outside China, such unofficial histories and private 
memories await a brick-and-mortar presence—narratives in search of a museum. While the 
CCP claims authority over China’s national history, it remains the sole arbiter of what is 
present in its museums.

Discussion of the Literature

The scholarship on Chinese museums is spread among a variety of disciplines. Art and 
architectural historians, for example, have written on the transformation of individual 
connoisseurship into institutional collecting, the preservation of historic sites, and the 
architecture of museums and monuments.69 Historians, situating the building and 
development of museums against the backdrop of 20th-century history, have addressed the 
role of individuals in museology, the design and reception of particular museums and 
exhibitions, and the role of museum culture in spreading propaganda messages.70 In 
anthropology and sociology, scholars engage in participant observation, writing studies of how 
localities build museums, how communities such as the sent-down youth memorialize their 
historical experience, and how private museums in China operate vis-à-vis the state.71 Also 
focusing on contemporary museums, scholars in cultural studies examine museums as texts to 
understand how China grapples with its past.72 Finally, in the field of museum studies, experts 
and practitioners study exhibitionary culture and train the curators and museum professionals 
of the future. Thus, a thorough consideration of the history of museums in China requires 
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thinking beyond one discipline. For an extensive bibliography that focuses on museology as a 
profession in particular, see Tracey L-D Lu’s “Museums <https://  

www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-9780199920082/ 
obo-9780199920082-0081.xml>” in Oxford Bibliographies.

Primary Sources
Locating primary source material on the history of Chinese museums depends on the locality. As a place to start, some 
larger municipalities have gazetteers that cover museums and cultural relics as a sphere of cultural work. For example, 
the Shanghai Academy of Social Sciences published a volume entitled Shanghai wenwu bowuguan zhi 
[Gazeteer of Shanghai cultural relics and museums]. An official history is fully available on the Shanghai Municipal 
Government <http://www.shtong.gov.cn/newsite/node2/node2245/node4467/index.html> website. 
At the local level, it is also worth finding out if there are collections of writings by eminent museum directors, 
sometimes published posthumously. For example, in the case of the Shanghai Museum there is Shen Zhiyu wenbo 
lunji [The collected writings of Shen Zhiyu on cultural relics and museums]. Another avenue to pursue is the writings 
of journalists who have or had the “museum beat” for their city. Also in Shanghai, the journalist Zheng Zhong 
published numerous books after his retirement from the Wenhui Daily, which are based on archival materials 
within the Shanghai Museum. Finally, if a locality has a university with a museum studies program, their graduates 
may have engaged in published or unpublished oral history projects with museum officials and workers. See, for 
example, Duan Lian, Song Shijuan, and Chen Ling’s Wangshi yu jiyi: Shanghai diqu bowuguan, jinianguan 
koushu fangtan lu [Past and memory: a record of oral histories and interviews from Shanghai local museums and 
memorial halls]. In addition to more recent works, searching local newspapers for official reportage on museums— 
particularly exhibition openings—can be fruitful. Relevant material may also be found in local archives, typically under 
the categories of culture (i.e., in the Bureau of Culture) or of propaganda (i.e., the Department of Propaganda). 
Archival material is particularly useful because it allows the researcher to view multiple drafts of an exhibition text 
(i.e., what changed over time), lists of questions-and-answers (prepared for docents), and visitor reception (official or 
“problematic”).

Another category that is fairly specific to the study of museums in China is ephemera. Typically docent guidebooks 
(jiangjieci), souvenir books, postcards, and tickets are not collected in archives or libraries. However, many such 
objects and texts are available in secondhand markets in China and online (see, for example, 
Kongfz.com <https://www.kongfz.com/>). These materials will allow the researcher to access more ad hoc 
and local exhibitions, including those held during the Cultural Revolution. Finally, the most low-budget kind of 
exhibition was the circulation of either postcards or posters in sets (guatu, “posters for hanging”) to be displayed in a 
classroom or a public space. Some such examples can be found on the website Thomas H. Hahn Docu- 
Images <https://hahn.zenfolio.com/f320124069>, under “Images from the Cultural Revolution.”

Digital Materials

Most of the resources for the study of museums are not digitized, but in cases of museums still extant, their websites 
can be useful for brief museum histories and descriptions of exhibitions currently on display. Some gazetteers may be 
digitized on the websites of local governments. Otherwise, some periodicals, such as the People’s Daily, are 
digitized in an online database, and some have been digitized by private companies. To search newspaper content, a 
researcher can consult Quanguo baokan suoyin (National periodicals index), but full text is not available for 
material after 1949. Sometimes material about museums is included in official “Literary and Historical 
Materials” (wenshi ziliao), but such recording was not systematic. Around the world, some of China’s participation 
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in World’s Fairs can be found in digitized materials such as the catalogues from the World’s Columbian Exposition in 
1893 and the Louisiana Purchase Exposition in 1904 (Hathi Trust Digital Library), or the Chinese Exhibition Hall at 
Leipzig in 1951 (Thomas H. Hahn Docu-Images).
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