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Museum Narratives in Zraces of Brush and Ink

Chen, Yi-an*

Abstract

This article examines a touring exhibition launched in 2019 by the National Museum
of History (NMH) entitled Traces of Brush and Ink: Celebrated Artists Works of Calligraphy
and Ink Wash Painting in the NMH Collection. The discussion focuses on the history behind
the artwork in the collection and their acquisitions, with an aim to explore the symbolism
projected onto Taiwanese literati art-including calligraphy and ink-wash painting-through
narrative changes in how the museum collects and exhibits the work.

Through acquisition and exhibition, a museum constructs narratives that extend
beyond the objects themselves. The NMH was established in 1955 under the Republic of
China government and was deeply influenced by USAID and Cold War political tensions
to serve as a symbol of national culture for international propaganda. Calligraphy and ink-
wash paintings collected by the museum were thus the center of a series of orchestrated
cultural narratives. The renowned NMH literati arts collection established before the
1980s is therefore a significant mediator in the examination of modern Taiwanese cultural
development. Items selected for Traces of Brush and Ink extend from Taiwan's Japanese
colonial era to the period after martial law, presenting polyphonic meaning-making under
different governing philosophies. They demonstrate multiple levels of symbolic transition,
from a hobby exclusive to the literati, to a representation of approved orthodox culture,
and finally as a public cultural resource. By examining symbolic transitions transcribed
onto literati art, a glimpse is afforded into a century of narrative transformations in

Taiwanese culture.
Keywords

Literati art, Traces of Brush and Ink, National Museum of History, Museum collection,

Cultural narrative.
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