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Introduction

The establishment of every museum comes with its own set of historical and constitutive circumstances. These are the deciding factors of the collections of these museums, and the collections in turn form the characteristics of the museum.

The collection of the National Palace Museum comes mostly from the storehouses of the Qing Court, with part of the collection being purchased from or donated by private individuals or collectors during the post-Qin Dynasty, Chinese republic. The collection gives real, tangible form to the eight thousand years of civilization in China, and it is not only a treasure of the ancient Hua Xia culture, but is more importantly a cultural asset for all humanity.

Brief History of the National Palace Museum

The year after the Xinhai Revolution of 1911, the Xuantong Emperor announced the retreat of his troops and the Republic of China was founded. The interregnum government of the Republic in Nanjing discussed the terms of the surrender, which they summed up in the “Articles of Preferential Treatment for the Royal House of Qing”; eight terms were included after the relinquishing of the throne, among the eight: 
Term 3. After the Qing throne is relinquished, the Emperor will reside temporarily in the Imperial Palace, after which he will move to the Summer Palace. His attendants and cadre will move with him and remain available for his personal use.

Term 6. The existing clerks of the court may remain for employment, but no new clerks may be hired.

Term 7. After the resignation of the Qing Emperor, the Emperor’s personal estate will be held under the special protection of the Republic.

Thereafter, Emperor Puyi (the personal name of the Xuantong Emperor) and his family were moved to a court within the Forbidden Palace, where they were held under house arrest. The art and cultural collections of the old court that were originally held in the Mukden Palace and the Rehe Province Xing Palace were opened for public viewing—but only after paying the hefty entrance fee. Ordinary common folk were only able to gaze upon their cultural heritage from a distance.

Although Puyi was allowed to stay in the Forbidden Palace temporarily, he knew that he would not be able to stay for long. So, he decided to covertly move the books, paintings, and other cultural artifacts out of the palace. Theft ran rampant among the palace eunuchs. Puyi decided to orderly remove the objects from the palace. While taking an inventory of all the cultural assets, a fire broke out overnight in the storehouse for countless of the courts treasures, Jianfu palace. The pavilion inside, along with a huge secret reserve of book and precious items, were all reduced to ashes.  

When the Beiyang Government caught wind that many of these treasured objects were mysteriously disappearing from the palace, General Feng Yu-Xiang instated the “Beijing Coup” and drove Puyi out of the palace. After the coup, they established a “Qing Court Reification Committee” and theretofore took control of the Forbidden Palace, took stock of the treasures held therein, and on October 10, 1925, established the National Palace Museum. 

After the preliminary inventory check, they catalogued over 1.17 million objects, including: ancient jade objects; three-kingdoms-era sacrificial vessels; calligraphy from famous Tang, Song, Yuan, and Ming artists; Song, Yuan, Ming, and Qing pottery; porcelain enamel; lacquer ware; silver and gold vessels; exquisite carvings from bamboo, wood, ivory, horn, and gourd; gold and bronze religious objects; empress and concubine dress; and dress materials and household objects. One might say it was a collection of the culture’s most precious, most unique, and most valuable objects, all gathered in one place. Among the glittering treasures, there were also many equally valuable books and documents.

To continue sorting through the huge amount of books and documents, the National Palace Museum formed the Antiques Museum, the National Library, and the Document Library. They also opened the palace for exhibition, distributed, published, and declassified information. Their efforts were impressive, and men of letters came from all over to see the collection. It truly was a momentous time. What was once privy to the emperor alone was now for the eyes of even the commonest commoner. Power was changing hands indeed!

On September 18, 1931, Japan occupied Northeast China and marched slowly, and with ever increasing threat, into Northern China. To protect the treasured artifacts from the fires of war, and more importantly from the hands of the Japanese occupiers, the museum decided to move the collection south. From February to May of 1933 the museum moved 13,427 crates and 64 bags of artifacts in five separate trips to Shanghai; then, from Shanghai, to Nanjing, where they founded a southern, Nanjing branch of the museum.

On the 7th of July, 1937, the  Lugou bridge fire occurred. Anti-Japanese forces mounted an offense against the intruders. The precious artifacts were moved yet again over three separate routes, this time to Ba County, Emei and Yao Shan in Yunnan and Sichuan provinces. After their success over the Japanese, the Chinese forces returned the objects to Nanjing.  

The years between 1945 and 1949 saw inner turmoil in China, as the communists and KMT fought in a brutal civil war. In September of the year before the end of the war, the KMT was forced to retreat, effectively deciding the winners and the losers of the war. It was at this point in the battle that the losing forces decided to move the objects to Taiwan. From the end of 1948 to the beginning of 1949, the KMT selected 2,972 boxes of the more precious artifacts and transported them to the island, where, at Wai Shuang River in the Shilin district of Taipei, they founded the new National Palace Museum and opened it for public viewing.

More than 10,000 boxes of what remained in Nanjing after 1949 was moved back north to the museum in Beijing, though 2,221 boxes were left in the care of the Nanjing branch. 

t year, the KMT made three separate shipments of cultural artifacts to Keelung, after which they were warehoused for safe-keeping in a sugar plant in Taichung. Wufeng County in Taichung founded the Beigou Repository in May of 1950 for the keeping of the objects that had been moved to Taiwan. The objects remained there for 15 years. In 1957, a small exhibition room was designed for the objects, where a small number of them were on display to the public.

1965 saw the new National Museum established in the Shilin District of Taipei, which was built and christened in celebration of the 100th anniversary of the birth of Dr. Sun Yat-sen: it was named the “Yat-sen Museum.” The National Museum opened to the public on the 12th of November of the same year.

The National Palace Museum is an ancient-styled, but still modern building, nestled in the mountains by the Wai Shuang River. The style of its structure takes more than a few cues from the traditional palatial styles of China. The sky-blue tiled roof, the brown-rice-yellow walls, and a white stone balustrade all set atop a green stone platform—the style is crisply fresh, yet silently elegant. The inside of the building is equipped with facilities that keep the indoor temperature constant and protects against the potential damage resulting from fires, floods, and earthquakes. Also, 24-hour security and surveillance keep the building and its treasures safe from any foreseeable threat.

Over 600,000 pieces are held within the walls of the National Palace Museum. Within this large number are included 50,000 vessels, paintings and calligraphic pieces; 160,000 classical editions of books; 380,000 Qing Court documents. When the cultural artifacts moved after the KMT’s repositioning to Taiwan were counted, the museum boasted over 650,000 pieces. This number falls far short of that of the museum in Beijing, though many of the pieces in the Taiwan museum are cultural objects with absolutely no equal in the entire world. 

The “Curators” of the National Palace Museum— Song Hui-zong and Qing Gao-zong

1. Song Hui-zong (Imperial Name, Zhao Ji) — An Artist among Emperors

Zhao Ji (1082-1135), the 8th emperor of the Song Dynasty, took the throne at the age of 19 and retained imperial power for 25 years. He was ill-equipped to rule, employed many “yes-men” ministers in his corrupt court, and lived a luxurious lifestyle. The ruler was content to spend large amounts of public finances, which greatly roused the anger the populace. “Water Margin,” the classical Chinese novel, chronicled this dark time in China’s dynastic history. In 1127, Zhao Ji and his son, Qinzhong, along with his 32 other sons, 22 daughters, and a number of concubines (altogether 3,000 people) were captured. After 8 years, Zhao Ji finally met his end in Northern Manchuria (now Heilongjiang Province, Yilan County); he was 54.

Zhao Ji was not a particularly good emperor, though he was an superb painter of birds and flowers. He founded the first imperially-sponsored painting house, and formed the entrance exam by which its prospective students were chosen or eliminated. The academic study of painting in China began with him, and he molded many young painters into great artistic talents. Through his efforts, the Song dynasty was a dynasty rich in the visual arts. The maxim of the entrance exam he drafted was to be “in possession of both a good brushstroke, as well as a depth of poetic feeling.”

Emperor Zhao Ji was an avid collector and chronicler of the contemporary art of his period. He compiled the catalogs listing the painting, calligraphy, and artifacts of the Northern Song, the contribution of which to later artists and the history of Chinese painting was rather large.

2. Qing Gao-zong — The Cultural Patron, Qianlong
Qing Gao-zong (Imperial Name, Qianlong) was in power for 60 years, during which time his prosperous empire began to wane—in the words of many historians. In cultural matters, he spared no efforts in his unprecedented level of planning; in military work, he was heads above all others. Hence, he was known as the “Complete Man.”

Qianlong stressed the importance of organizing and supporting academia and the arts. His court summoned learned scholars and men of letters from all over China who came together to organize the products of 5,000 years of traditional Chinese culture. They also collected “10,000 Li, East to West,” which contained information about civilization from around the world, and developed new artistic modes in culture and art. It was a period of rebirth for art and culture in China.

In 1773 (the 38th year of Qianlong’s reign), he began collecting and collating the widely acclaimed “Complete Library in Four Branches of Literature.” In it, the greatest artists of the time (among them, Yu Min-zhong, Dai Zhen, Ji Yun, and Wang Nian-sun; altogether there were 6,000 artists) collected and copied the greatest of Chinese books and records and separated them into four branches and forty subcategories; they spent over 20 years completing the project. The work was broad and inclusive, indeed earning the title of being the first such compilation in China as well as the greatest literary achievement of the 18th Century.
Under Qianlong’s reign, antiquities were put into order and under a critical light. Artifacts, books, painting, and calligraphic works were all collected and catalogued by the emperor’s large group of scholars and compiled in the “Midian Zhulin,” “Shiqu Baoji,” “Xiqing Gujian,” “Xiqing Yanpu,” “Tianlu Linlang Storehouse Catalogue” and other art and cultural product records. Qianlong’s own appreciation for, and his achievements in, the antiquities were virtually unseen before his time. His love for antiquities became a boon and the foundation for his empire and its later incarnations; his critical eye became merely a starting point in a long line of Chinese art and antiquities research and appreciation. The scholars surrounding the great patron of arts— both classic and contemporary—helped him to support all types of art; his ministers sang in harmonies, viewed and criticized works of art, and allowed Qianlong to fully immerse himself in the joys of the aesthetic life.
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