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How museum represents “History”:
the History Collections and Exhibitions in the Govner’s Palace Museum

Tzu-ning Li
Collection Management Department, National Taiwan Museum

Abstract

By definition, museum is an institution of collecting and displaying objects. Yet,
the ways of museum collect and display objects are also products of history. Drawing
on the materials from the Taiwan Governor’s Palace Museum(TGPM), the most
important museum during Japanese colonial period (1895-1945) of Taiwan, the
present paper trace the history of development of major collection and exhibitions in
the TGPM in order to explain how and why they changed at different times.

During its 36 years’ history, the number of collection from different sectors of the
TGPM fluctuated at different period, reflecting the changing role of the museum at
different times. From 1908 to 1915, the natural specimen and industrial products
prevailed, stressing the uniqueness and preciousness of natural resources of Taiwan,
and their potential of being domestication. From 1915 to 1920, the concern was
transformed into commodity, emphasizing their exchange value. Since 1920, the
concern about nature and commaodity was replaced by the cultural techniques of rule.

After 1920, collection and exhibition on history and aborigines has become two
major focuses in the TGPM. While the two utilizing different strategies of displaying,
in the end they served the same purpose: to justify Japanese colonial rule. In the
aborigine’s exhibition, artifacts were displayed according to the classification systems
developed by the colonial anthropology. The exhibiting strategy is thus exoticizing:
stressing the differences between aborigines and other ethnic groups. The history
exhibition, on the other hand, utilized assimilating strategy: emphasizing the historic
connection between Japan and Taiwan, while excluding the role of the Chinese and
aborigines, and finally resulted in the removal of Han folk artifacts from the history
exhibition to the folk section. In conclude, the history of collection and exhibition of
the TGPN show not so much what Taiwan really was, but an example of how the
others were constructed by our group, and how the past was created by the present.
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