On Scientific Researches by Museums
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Any museum has three inseparable and mutually reinforcing missions to accomplish, namely to collect, to display and to study cultural relics. Museums may differ in size, collections and type but all of them need to undertake research work for improving the quality of exhibitions.
The primary purpose of research work is to explore the rich implications and value of cultural relics. One manifestation of a museum’s vigor and vitality is how much it values research work and how well such work is done.
Research work is to be done by people and research findings emerge from a process of accumulation. The research findings and academic profile of a museum say something about its talent, expertise, academic tradition and history as well as its strength, status and prospects.
The research work undertaken by a museum falls into three categories, i.e. academic researches, education-oriented researches and service-oriented researches (publications and updates on academia)
Currently, museums in China are showing a closed-door mentality in conducting researches, which can be seen two aspects. One is that collections are not open to studies; the other is that the research topics are confined to a narrow scope. Therefore, the museums should open up, sharing resources with academia and participating in exchanges, particularly those about frontier studies. Only in this way can they be more efficient and effective in doing research work.
Established in 1925, the Palace Museum is located in the imperial palace of the Ming and Qing dynasties, which is also known as the Forbidden City – a treasure house of imperial collections. Such a dual identity means that the Palace Museum itself is a showcase for imperial residence, ancient architecture, ancient arts and books of the Qing dynasty. It is also a cultural heritage site protected and displayed as it is, an internationally recognized practice.
The Forbidden City is a museum and also an academic institution. It has produced a large number of scholars and academic works over the past 90 years, based on which the Palace Museum proposed the idea of gugong (Forbidden City) studies in the early 21st century. The history of the Palace Museum and Gugong studies were listed as research topics in the 2013 Guide to Research Projects Supported by National Social Science Foundation. In recent years, the Palace Museum has sought to consolidate the academic element, pushing its research work to a new level.
In light of what has been done in the past 90 years, recent years in particular, the Palace Museum should pay special attention to the following in the effort to advance research work.
I. Understanding the Features of Research Work Undertaken by the Palace Museum
1. Academic tradition of the Palace Museum
The Palace Museum has been an academic institution from the very beginning. An ad hoc committee was established to check a multitude of Qing court articles and verify their authenticity. This calls for masterly skills, which are a basic requirement for work in the museum. Recognizing such efforts as academic work marks a breakthrough and a profound understanding of what being academic means. The ad hoc committee was later on divided into nine specialized committees, including one on the preservation of buildings – another step forward in defining Gugong studies. Due to the abundance and complexity of the former Qing Palace collection, since the founding of the Palace Museum, the cultural relics in its collection have been cleared five times. Not until the end of 2010 had a clear picture been formed of the collection of the Palace Museum. The Palace Museum has also gradually developed its characteristic of valuing textual research and appraisal in academic research. 
Its fine academic tradition has lasted for nine decades and the research topics are wide-ranging. A large number of scholars have emerged to make abundant academic achievements, forming good academic traditions, including academic achievements, academic thoughts, academic styles, research approaches and methods, coordination between experts of different academic lineages, etc. This is a precious legacy. For instance,  the school of gugong studies has gradually captured the attention of academic circles. The school of gugong studies refers to the fairly characteristic academic school researchers with the Palace Museum have formed as they conduct disciplinary theoretic construction and cultural heritage research of gugong studies. Their common practice is to proceed from cultural relics and leverage related literature and research methods to put the cultural relics into perspective. Maestros like Xu Bangda have established their reputation in the evaluation of paintings and calligraphic works. Connoisseurs like Chen Wanli and Feng Xianming are well known for their research into ceramic pieces unearthed at kiln sites while experts like Shan Shiyuan focus on palace architecture. 
2. Studying the Forbidden City as a Whole
The research work of the Palace Museum involves a wide range of aspects, including not only ancient architecture, collections of artifacts, history and culture of the palace, etc. but also the protection of cultural heritage. However, these aspects are not sporadic, fragmental or unrelated, but have a close innate connection. They have made up a cultural whole. The Forbidden City should be treated as a cultural whole in research. That is, it is not simply a treasure trove. Every piece of cultural relics and every building here, which are not independent existence, tell about the stories of someone or something that happened. Interconnected in one way or another, they together depict the long history and rich culture of the palace. Culturally, the Forbidden City should be considered a whole. The cultural wholeness mainly manifests itself in the richness and integrity of the history and culture of the court. Without a holistic approach, the research into the Forbidden City may be fragmented; the significance of cultural relics and the value of the Forbidden City will not be fully understood. Therefore, the Forbidden City should be studied as a whole. The value and cultural meaning of artefacts in the Palace Museum should be evaluated from the perspective of cultural wholeness. Meanwhile, gugong studies should also perceive and understand the profound meaning of all its areas (such as ancient architecture, collected artefacts, history and culture of the court, and history of the Palace Museum), as well as the close ties between all the areas. 
3. Combining research with practical work
Academic research of the Palace Museum is not nitty-gritty scholastic demonstration, nor a book-to-book process; it faces artefacts, ancient architecture, archives and literature of the Palace Museum and conducts objective analysis and comparison to answer numerous questions concerning historic figures & events in the court, the authenticity, artistic value and cultural connections of artefacts of different periods. Gugong studies are inseparable from the collection, protection and exhibition of cultural relics. Therefore, in addition publications, substantial research results of the Palace Museum involve the archiving, display and conservation of cultural relics. This is to combine research with practical work.
For example, the Palace Museum offers a special exhibition in which the palace is displayed as it was originally furnished to give the audience a direct and accurate picture of what ritual activities were like in the palace. This helps to clear up misunderstandings caused by playful interpretation of history. However, the three halls of the outer court, the three palaces of the inner court, the Hall of Mental Cultivation, the Six Western Palaces, etc. have all undergone refurnishing and reconstruction, which should be considered activities that have extended the scope and depth of research work. A case in point is the restoration of the Palace of Earthly Tranquility.
The Palace of Earthly Tranquility, or Kunning Palace, was where the empress of the Ming Dynasty lived and, in the Qing Dynasty, was transformed into the bridal chamber for the emperor’s marriage and a place for Shaman sacrifice. In 1959, the palace was restored to its original state and put on display. The restoration was made after research on written materials, including official documents such as the Report on the Count of Objects in the Forbidden City issued by the Qing Court Handling Commission on March 15, 1925, archives on the furnishings of Kunning Palace stored by the Storage Division of the Imperial Household Department, the Ceremony of Sacrifice to Heaven and Deities in Manchu compiled in the years of Qianlong, the Great Qing’s Illustrations of the Collection of Codes and Regulations and Rules for the Conduct of the Imperial Household Department, and some photos of the site taken during the Qing Court Handling Commission; Mr. Heng Liang of the Central Research Institute of Culture and History was invited to give his opinions (Mr. Heng had been imperial guard and commander-in-chief successively, on duty at the Gate of Moon Corona every few days, and had meat at the Palace of Earthly Tranquility). Based on these materials, the palace was restored and re-furnished after a thorough research of the things collected therein. If the written materials are congruous with each other and all the things are there, then the work was easy; sometimes, some materials are incongruous with each other, repeated research needs to be conducted. 
Another important effort to combine research with practical work is to ensure that ancient architecture studies go along with the preservation and renovation of the Forbidden City. Since 2003, the Palace Museum has been working with the U.S. Architectural Heritage Foundation on the preservation of the Studio of Exhaustion from Diligent Service. Chinese and America specialists involved in this project have worked closely from initial historical, artistic, technical and technological surveying, pest record analysis, air environment analysis, lighting analysis, original state restoration research, traditional technique & material restoration analysis to full implementation of conservation. They have risen to one challenge after another, combining research with preservation, making beneficial exploration and experiments for future conservation of interior eave decoration in the Forbidden City, and accumulating valuable experience in theory and practice. An outcome of their efforts is the book Research and Preservation of the Studio of Exhaustion from Diligent Service, which involves more than 400,000 characters.
What is especially worth mentioning is that the renovation of the Forbidden City is to be completed in 2020, after 18 years of hard work. The last project is the Hall of Mental Cultivation. Given its importance, influence and architectural complexity, the leadership of the Palace Museum paid great attention and defined it as “investigative conservation project”, highlighting the “scientificness” of the repair project. Strenuous effort was made to ensure that every step and every aspect were well-grounded in science and perfectly tenable. The research program “Preservation and Research of the Hall of Mental Cultivation” involves research efforts in 35 areas, including related history and culture, display of artifacts, protection of artifacts (including precautions against earthquakes), ancient architectural techniques, engineering, etc. Basically, it covers every aspect of the renovation endeavor. According to statistics, the project involves 234 researchers and seven departments of the Palace Museum, namely Department of Objects and Decorative Arts, Department of Palace Life and Imperial Ritual, Department of Heritage Architectural Technologies, Department of Ming and Qing Dynasty Architecture, Conservation Department, Research Administration Department, and Archaeology Institute. The research program was set forth out of the practical needs of the repair project and is a perfect example of how the preservation of the Forbidden City is integrated with the research work of the Palace Museum. There were previous repair projects in the Palace Museum that had been executed in similar ways; however, the Hall of Mental Cultivation Project was unprecedented in terms of the number of disciplines covered, the strengths engaged and the large scale. It will exert significant impact on future academic research (including subject selection, organizational form, result appraisal, etc.).
The protection and passing down of intangible cultural heritage in the Forbidden City. In the conservation efforts, it is very important to protect traditional craftsmanship – artifact conservation and reproduction techniques, which are also an essential part of the palace heritage. The techniques listed as China’s National Intangible Cultural Heritage are: “construction techniques of ancient official buildings”, “mounting and conservation techniques of ancient paintings and calligraphic works”, “bronzeware conservation techniques”, “reproduction techniques of ancient paintings and calligraphic works” and “ancient clock and watch repair techniques”. All these traditional techniques have been well passed on one generation after another. For example, the clock making and restoration technology in the Forbidden City took shape in the late 18th century. It has lasted 300 years, originating at the Clock Making Workshop of the Qing Palace Workshops, which made clocks by imperial order and repaired clocks in the court. The main technology integrated Guangzhou clock making, Western clock repair and Qing palace clock making. Mainly repairing clocks in the palace, the technology has been passed down coherently. Up to the late Qing Dynasty, the Clock Making Division of the Qing Palace Workshops remained responsible for making, repairing and maintaining clocks in the palace. After the 1911 Revolution, artisans of the Clock Making Division stayed in the Forbidden City, doing their old job. In 1925, the Palace Museum was founded. They were asked to stay in the palace, repairing clocks. After the founding of the People’s Republic of China, these craftsmen continued to repair ancient clocks in the Palace Museum and passed down their techniques, training some highly skilled clock-repairing experts. The Palace Museum are preparing for inscribing on the list of intangible cultural heritage a series of crafts including  “bronze and stone inscription rubbing”, “ancient wooden furniture repair”, “cultural relic case and sack making”, “lacquer ware repair and replication”, “inlaying repair”, etc.  
II. Sorting out and Publishing Academic Works
The Palace Museum considers it very important to carry on the academic tradition and to accumulate resources and sort out and publish important works. Since 2005, the Museum has been working to compile the writings of renowned scholars into a series called Works of Experts on the Forbidden City. The works of Xu Bangda, Shan Shiyuan, Luo Fuyi and Tang Lan have come out. There are also other series, such as Research Papers of the Palace Museum, On the Forbidden City, Research on the Ming Court, and Perspectives of Gugong Studies.
In recent years, the Palace Museum has organized the compilation and publication of large series and reference books. Besides those on ancient architecture—such as Important Events in Ming Dynasty Architectural History and Important Events in Qing Dynasty Architectural History and Records on the Preservation of Ancient Buildings in the Forbidden City—there are also more important publications such as Palace Museum Collections Series, Full Catalogue of Palace Museum Collections, Palace Museum’s Essential Collections (10 volumes, in English), etc. The Full Catalogue and the Palace Museum Collections Series are compiled and published to enable the public to understand the Palace Museum better, convenience the appreciation and research of the collection of the Palace Museum in Beijing, and put the museum under the supervision of all social circles. The Palace Museum’s Essential Collections condenses the results of evaluation and research by experts and scholars of three generations in the Palace Museum. It is the first large illustrated collection of cultural relics in English published by the Palace Museum, as well as in the Chinese history of publication. 
III. Staying Open to Diverse Cooperation and Exchanges
Openness has been a defining feature of the Palace Museum. Because gugong studies is an emerging comprehensive discipline, with distinctive interdisciplinary traits, and the reality that a large number of cultural relics of the Qing Palace have been lost or scattered at home and abroad has provided conditions for the participation of more institutions and individuals, gugong studies has stressed its openness and inclusiveness since its birth. It is always intended to convey the message that the Forbidden City in Beijing should be studied by academia in China and the world. 
In recent years, the Palace Museum has intensified efforts to boost exchanges and cooperation with prestigious museums, institutions of higher learning, research institutes and other academic institutions in China and other countries. Notable results have been produced in this regard. In particular, the cooperation with institutions of higher learning makes it possible for both sides to draw upon each other’s strengths in terms of academic resource and talents; the inclusion of gugong studies into the postgraduate education system is of great significance to the future development of gugong studies as an academic discipline. For instance, it has collaborated with China Academy of Art to jointly train masters and doctors, assisted Zhejiang University to establish the Research Center of Gugong Studies, cooperated with Nankai University to establish the Research Center of Gugong Studies and Ming and Qing Court, supported the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences and Northeast China Normal University to enroll master’s degree candidates in gugong studies, and worked together with Beijing University of Technology in the technology of cultural heritage protection. Meanwhile, the Palace Museum has sought to collaborate with universities of other countries and regions including the United States, France, Japan and Hong Kong in ceramic studies, Tibetan Buddhism research and research in cultural heritage protection technology, achieving significant results. 
Being open means not only encouraging others to visit the Museum but also encouraging researchers to communicate with the outside world. For example, to study the artifacts associated with Tibetan Buddhism, the researchers should not confine themselves to the imperial palace but put it in a broader context and perspective, such as the origins of Tibetan Buddhism, the relationship between Gelug and other schools, the relationship between the Qing and Ming dynasties, the relationship between the imperial court and local areas, the spread of Tibetan Buddhism in different areas, etc. With that in mind, the Palace Museum has made active efforts over the years to work with universities, research institutes, archaeology institutes and other institutions on fieldwork, archaeological excavations, protection of cultural relics, sorting out of materials, etc. In this way, it has broadened horizons, extended the scope of research, and produced impressive results. For instance, it participated in the repair and conservation project of Tibetan key cultural heritage properties including Potala Palace and Norbulingka; worked with American Foundation to repair Shalu Temple and with multiple other departments to study its murals; and jointly built the Research Center of Chinese and Tibetan Buddhism with the School of Fine Arts, Capital Normal University. What is especially worth mentioning is its ten-year-long collaboration with Sichuan Provincial Institute of Cultural Heritage and Archaeology. After conducting archaeological and ethnological surveys of Tibetan-inhabited areas in Ganzi and Aba, Sichuan, we have jointly published three treatises in succession, namely, Crossing the Hengduan Mountains: A Comprehensive Ethnological and Archaeological Survey of Mountainous Kangba (Sichuan Publishing Group, 2007), Ming Dynasty Sutra Hall and Stone Wall Murals of Tibetan Buddhism in Muya (Palace Museum Press, 2012), and Crossing the Hengduan Mountains in 2013: A Comprehensive Archaeological Survey of Aba Tibetan-Qiang Cultural Corridor (Sichuan University Press, 2013). The project “Archaeological Survey of Stone Carvings between 629-877 in Shiqu, Sichuan” provides new evidence for the ancient Tang-Tibetan route or the route along which Princess Wencheng entered Tibet, filling the gap of research on the route of the Tang-Tibetan Old Road in the east of the Tibetan Plateau. Because of its great significance to studies on the history of Tibetan Empire, the history of Buddhism, Buddhist art and the history of Tang-Tibetan relations, it was inscribed on the national list of Top 10 Archaeological New Discoveries in 2013.
IV. Establishing Institutions to Develop Talents
The Palace Museum considers it very important to establish institutions as necessary to develop talents for driving related research work. In 2004, it established the Research Administration Department to take charge of all the research work. In 2010, the Institute of Gugong Studies was established. During 2005-2009, the Research Center of Ancient Calligraphy and Paintings, Research Center of Ancient Ceramics (alongside the Laboratory for Testing Ancient Ceramics), Research Center of Ancient Architecture Protection, Research Center of Ming and Qing Court History and Research Center of Cultural Heritage of Tibetan Buddhism were established in succession. 
In 2012, Shan Jixiang became curator of the Palace Museum. While making vigorous efforts in “Peaceful Palace Museum” construction, he also paid great attention to research in the Palace Museum. In October 2013, the Palace Museum Research Institute was established on the initiative of Curator Shan. It is a significant move in the effort to build an “academically-sound Palace Museum”, leading gugong studies to the new stage and marking a milestone in the academic history of the Palace Museum.
With the purpose to become an academic facility, guided by the principle of serving the Peaceful Palace Museum initiative, the Palace Museum Institute has led in academic developments, made research plans and appraise academic achievements, realizing sustainable development in academic research on the Forbidden City, talent development, academic publication and international exchange. On the basis of research projects, it has innovated management patterns and strived to become an academic research base for national key research projects and the center of gugong studies.  
As of July 2016, there are one office and 15 institutes under the Palace Museum Research Institute. The above-mentioned five research centers are renamed Institute for the Study of Paintings and Calligraphy, Institute for the Study of Ceramics, Institute for the Study of Ancient Architecture, Institute for the Research of Tibetan Buddhist Heritage, and Institute for the Study of Ming and Qing Craftsmanship. Newly established institutes include the Archaeology Institute, Institute for the Research of Ancient Texts and Manuscripts, Institute of Ming and Qing Archival Research, Institute for the Study of Traditional Court Opera, Institute of Museum Law, Institute for the Study of International Cultural Exchange, Institute for the Study of Traditional Chinese Painting, Institute for the Study of Palace Gardening, and Institute for the Study of Calligraphy. Now the Palace Museum has a contingent of academics covering a full range of distinctive areas.
For example, the Institute of Gugong Studies is mainly responsible for: planning disciplinary construction of gugong studies and building the disciplinary system of gugong studies; planning and implementing projects of gudong studies and constantly publishing research results; organizing various academic activities and discussing major subjects of gugong studies in the form of themed workshops; and liaising with academic organizations and research institutions in and out of the Palace Institute, at home and abroad, and carrying out academic exchange and collaboration.  
The Archaeology Institute focuses on archaeological studies on imperial family relics and ancient ceramics and kilns, studying ancient Chinese civilization and cultural relics in the Palace Museum collection based on unearthed artifacts. It takes the archaeological study of the Forbidden City as a big project. In parallel with the renovation efforts in the Palace Museum, the Institute has established proper work procedures, research path and preservation scheme for archaeological excavation and gradually mapped out the cultural relics under the Forbidden City. From June-November, 2014, when the Palace Museum improved infrastructure, with the approval of the State Administration of Cultural Heritage, rescue archaeological excavation was carried out at the three historic sites discovered at Nansansuo, Nandaku and the Garden of Compassion and Tranquility (Cining Garden), leading to a series of important findings and a new understanding of the Forbidden City in the Ming and Qing dynasties. 
The Institute for the Research of Ancient Texts and Manuscripts focuses on the organization and study of excavated texts, including items such as oracle bones, bronze inscriptions, stone inscriptions, and Turpan texts from Dunhuang that are part of the Palace Museum collection as well as oracle bones, bronze inscriptions, bamboo and wooden slips (jiandu), newly-excavated epitaphs, and Turpan texts from Dunhuang that are in the collection of other institutions both in China and overseas. It has gradually gained an edge in this field domestically and internationally. Based on research projects, adopting the “go-out-and-invite-in” strategy, the Palace Museum utilizes projects to train and attract talent and set the pace of academic research. In 2012, the second-phase project, “A Study of Epitaphs Unearthed after 1949”, was successfully inscribed as a national key project funded by the National Social Science Foundation. It is planned that in the next ten years, 10 more volumes in 20 books will be published. In 2014, the key project funded by the National Social Science Foundation, “A Study of Oracle Bone Inscriptions in the Collection of the Palace Museum”, jointly implemented by the Research Institute of Ancient Literature and multiple other Palace Museum functional departments, with Curator Shan Jixiang as the archaeologist-in-chief, was officially approved. It is expected that in the next 8-10 years, sixty volumes of Oracle Bone Inscriptions in the Collection of the Palace Museum will be published. In 1996, Wu bamboo slips of the Three Kingdoms period were unearthed at Zoumalou, Changsha.  As planned, 11 volumes in 32 books will be published. The Institute of Ancient Literature, in a collaborative relationship with Changsha Bamboo Slips Museum, is responsible for sorting out and publishing the last 4 volumes and 12 books. 
In August 2013, the Palace Museum launched a postdoctoral program, one of the first such programs in China. This makes the Palace Museum a cradle of top academics in China.
Through concerted efforts, the recent years have seen remarkable achievements made in studies on the value and cultural heritage of the Forbidden City and in its overall protection. Great strides have been made in the construction of “Academic Palace Museum”.  
� President of the Forbidden City Academy, former curator of the Palace Museum
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