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Recollections of The National Museum of History, Taipei

by Dr Robert Anderson, Director of the British Museum, London

I was delighted to be asked by Dr Huang Kuang-naon to make a contribution to

the publication commemorating the 40th anniversary of the founding of the
National Museum of History. It gives me great pleasure to record the close co-oper-
ation which our two Museums have enjoyed in the past and to set out here some of

our plans for exciting new projects for the future.

The British Museum was the very first national museum open to the public,
founded in 1753. It is a universal museum and contains material relating to almost
every country in the world. The Museum employs over one thousand members of
staff including experts in the restoration of objects, scientists and specialists in the
material culture of Burope, Asia, America, the Middle East and Africa.

1 was most fortunate to visit Taipei for the first time in 1994, shortly after my
appointemnt to the Directorship of the British Museum. 1 was interested to learn that
museums there focus on the collection and preservation of China’s cultural heritage
from the Neolithic period to the present. Important Chinese objects and paintings are

curated and exhibited for a local and international audience.

When | first visited the National Museum of History, I was instantly struck by
the Museum'’s attractive gardens and by the traditional architectural style of its
buildings. Here was a quiet cultural oasis set apart from the bustling streets of one of
the fastest growing cities in Asia. The botanical gardens Jooked particularly hand-
some in early Summer. The small ponds were filled with dense pink lotus buds and
groups of visitors sat in the shade of the willow trees and I enjoyed the splendid view

of the Museum buildings across the gardens.

Inside the Museum I was impressed by the broad and lively exhibition pro-
gramme which was undertaken by a small team of dedicated curators. Within the
National Museum of History there had been temporary displays of material on a

wide range of subjects from Tang dynasty (AD 618-906) ceramics to Modern studio




pottery made by artists through out the Republic of China. There were also import-
ant displays of paintings by great masters and innovative shows of contemporary new

year prints depicting popular gods and suspicious symbols.

1 was also excited by the National Muscum of History’s active acquisition policy
and noted on my second visit a wide variety ol Neolithic Pottery Which had recently
been purchased by the Museum. the British Museum shares this desire to expand the
collections and reach out to new visitors through new materials and information. The

National History Museum’s collections are greatly enhanced by these purchases.

In the Summer of 1994, I had arrived at the Museum to take part in the
preparations for the exhibition of Chinese trade ceramics on loan from the British
Museum. This exhibition was initially suggested by the former Director of the
National Museum of History Dr cheng Kang-shuen when he visited the British Mu-

seum in 1993,

Staff from the British Museum and the National Museum of History had already
worked together on a previous occasion to display and catalogue selected Chinese ex-
port ceramics. Initially in 1992, the British Museum contributed to a display of trade
ceramics assembled from the collections of eight different international museums.
In this exhibition some of our best known i8th century trade porcelains were sent to

the National History Museum.

Between 20 May and 24 July 1994, an entire show of two hundred fine
porcelains made between the 16th and 19th centuries were sent from the British Mu-
seum to the National Museum of History for a special exhibition. This exhibition
was such a success in Taipei that it was revived afterwards at the British Museum and

later toured to the Royal Museum of Art and History in Brussels.

The ceramics included in this display were made to order for European
merchants and aristocrats during the late Ming and Qing dynasties. They were
specially produced for export to Europe in Western taste and all were decorated with
European pictorial designs or with heraldic motifs. They were manufactured largely
at Jingdezhen in china and were popular in Europe where porcelain was not available

on a commercial scale until the 18th century.




The porcelains were the private and commercial cargo of the merchants and sea-
captains who risked the dangerous high seas to seek exotic products from the Far
East and who brought them back to Europe where they were admired for their
translucency and fine quality. Many of the orders for these porcelains still exist as

well as the original drawings which were copied by the porcelain painters in China.

In conjunction with this fascinating exhibition, staff from the British Museam
wrote full catalogue entries for the entire show and colour photographs were taken
of one hundred and sixty-one grouped and single items. Summaries of this text were
translated into Chinese by staff at the National Museum of History - an extremely

difficult task which required a considerable amount of specialist knowledge.

The catalogue was then beautifully produced in Taiwan. The quality of the repro-
duction of the photographs is extremely high. The academic community and
interested members of the public from all over the world have enjoyed this catalogue
which was researched and produced to u high standard. This publication has proved

extremely popular with visitors from all over the world.

Staff from the British Museum also participated in the International symposium
on Ancient Chinese Trade Ceramics in June 1994. This conference brought together
eighteen experts from Europe, Africa and Asia to discuss chinese export ceramics.
The papers were published by the National Museum of History in a book entitled
International Symposium on Ancient Chinese Trade Ceramics: Collected Papers.
This publication makes a significant contribution to research in the field. This con-
ference focused on ceramics which were traded between China and Japan, the
Philippines, Africa and Europe from the 12th to 19th century.

These evens mark increasingly close co-operation between the British Museum
and Museums in the Far East. T am currently looking forward to our next joint proj-
ect with the National Museum of History. This will be the exhibition Britain’s First
View of china and it will take place at the National Muscum of History in May 1996.
This exhibition is a delightful display of watercolours, furniture, porcelain, lacquer
and scientific instruments.

Lord Macartney travelled to Peking over tow hundred years ago on a diplomatic

mission from the King of Great Britain to the Emperor of China. The purpose of the

12




voyage was to improve conditions of trade between the two great empires and to es-

tablish a personal rapport with the emperor of China.

Macartney brought back with him impressions of the country recorded in
sketches and watercolours by the artist William Alexander and by other members of
his party. These sketches and paintings had a dramatic effect on the way that British
people perceived China. For the first time they were seeing a first hand account of
daily life - fishing. harvesting, trading goods. They were introduced to writing
Chinesc characters, to acupuncture, Toot binding, sitk production and rich courtly

customs.

One of the group, a small boy called George Satunton learned to speak a little
Chinese and the Qianlong emperor was so impressed with his skills that he rewarded
the child by giving him his own silk purse from his belt. At that time very few
foreigners spoke Chinese and the little boy’s sentences must have formed a bridge be-

tween the two cultures.

In the preparation of the exhibition, the British Museum, British Library and
National Museum of History will work closely together to display a wide range of
fascinating material which will then be pubiished in a bilingual exhibition catalogu-
e. The exhibition catalogne will be fully illustrated in colour. The National Museum
of History have already established a fine catalogue prototype and this model will be
followed for the new exhibition catalogue. In this publication both English and
Chinese will be used to inform visitors and scholars of the Macartney mission to
china.

1 hope that in the years to come we will have further opportunities Lo pursue aca-
demic projects with the National Museum of History. These projects are the first of
many successful joint ventures in the realms of scholarship and the display of
objects. It is important that academic institutions throughout the world ,whether
newly of anciently founded should work together for research purposes and to stage
cultural events.

On behalf of the British Museum I congratulate you on your 40th anniversary. |
wish you every success with your celebrations and very much hope to see your Mu-

seum and staff in the Summer of next year.
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