
The National Palace Museum has generally been considered as representing the 
culture of China and, for many years, the collection of the National Palace Museum was 
considered representative of traditional Chinese art.  It has also been used by the 
Nationalist government in Taiwan as a symbol of legitimacy for the Republic of China.  
However, the society and politics of Taiwan have changed recently leading to an 
introspection for the foregoing opinions.  The current director of the National Palace 
Museum, Tu Cheng-sheng, has questioned the transformation of the institution from the 
prototype of an imperial museum into a national art museum.  Because attitudes about 
nations and cultures have changed, we can rethink why and how the National Palace 
Museum took on its role as representation of Chinese culture and the significance of its 
role in the history of modern China. 

Museums are important in shaping knowledge, in defining identities, and in 
representing culture.  Since the late eighteenth-century in Europe, the modern museum 
has been a powerful apparatus for supporting the idea of the nation-state by exhibiting 
culture.  Many recent studies on the establishment of the Louvre and other European 
national museums have demonstrated how these museums and their collection represent 
culture and establish canons through exhibitions.  But in the past research, there has 
not been much discussion about how the National Palace Museum practices 
representation of culture through the images of art works displayed or exhibited in the 
museum. 

In 1961 The Chinese Art Treasures exhibition toured five major cities, Washington 
D.C., New York, Boston, Chicago and San Francisco.  This exhibition of works from 
the National Palace Museum was organized on the invitation of the United States 
government for the purpose of instilling cultural understanding.  At the same time, the 
exhibition was organized with a clear political agenda—to counter the threat from the 
Communist government who wanted to take back the collection.  This paper will 
discuss how the exhibition The Chinese Art Treasures was used to define the Republic 
of China’s national sovereignty and to represent Chinese culture.  The exhibition was 
held during the period when the conflict between the Republic of China under the 
Nationalist (the KMT) and the People's Republic of China over political legitimacy was 
the most heated and tense.  This paper hopes to illustrate how the KMT employed the 
exhibition to proclaim the Republic of China’s firm stance in its claim of sovereignty 
over China and to demonstrate how the exhibition solidified the National Palace 
Museum’s role as the representation of the five thousand-year cultural legacy of China. 
 


