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As a country with an ancient civilization, China has millions of historical and art relics from different historical periods, and has a long-standing (3,000 years before and after B.C.) tradition of collecting them. Emperor Qian Long was no doubt the biggest art collector in ancient China. By inheriting from previous dynasties, accepting contributions, confiscating from high-ranking officials and issuing orders for creation, he gathered an unprecedented number of ancient art works which evolved and became the state and private treasures in the Palace Museum today.
However, the state and private collections in ancient China did not develop into public museums. The history of China’s modern museum can be traced back to the Xujiahui Museum established by French missionaries in Shanghai in 1868. In 1905, Zhang Jian, a Chinese, established the Nantong Museum, which is still there now and has become a proof of China’s museum development history. The theme of Chinese museums in the early stage was mainly natural science. They were mostly privately owned and were defined as “non-state-owned museums”, meaning that they were established and registered at related government department with mainly non-state-owned assets.
After the founding of the People’s Republic of China, art collections by people such as Zhang Boju and Pang Laichen either turned into collections of state-owned museums or got lost overseas. Non-state-owned museums almost disappeared throughout the mainland of China (only one named Zhiren Meseum existed in Beijing from 1958 to 1966). Since the reform and opening up in the 1980s, private collection have become popular again and non-state-owned museums have also come to a rise. In 1992, Sihai Kettle Museum, taking the lead, was registered in Shanghai. In 1996, Guanfu Museum, Antique Pottery Museum and He-Yang-Wu Qian Art Museum were registered and established in Beijing. Since then, private museums have begun to blossom all over the country.
In January 2010, the State Bureau of Cultural Relics, the Ministry of Civil Affairs, the Ministry of Finance, the Ministry of Land and Resources, the Ministry of Housing and Urban-Rural Development, the Ministry of Culture and the State Administration of Taxation jointly issued Opinions on Promoting Development of Private Museums. Following this, cities including Ningbo, Chengdu, Xi’an, Shaoxing, Shanghai, Beijing, Suzhou, Haikou and Wuhan successively adopted policies and measures encouraging the development of non-state-owned museums by providing support in different aspects, such as land use, venues, funds, operation subsidies, assessment and rewards, professional training and protection of collected items, etc. All these put China’s non-state-owned museums into a rapid development period. By the end of 2015, the number of registered non-state-owned museums had reached 1,110 making up 23.7 percent of the total, 4,692, museums in China. Besides, there are at least more than 1,000 private collections that are named with “museum” but not registered yet. 
Looking at the distribution, non-state-owned museums are mainly in economically advanced areas (such as Zhejiang, Jiangsu and Guangdong provinces) and areas where there are rich historical resources (such as Sichuan and Shaanxi provinces and Inner Mongolia Autonomous Region). The number of non-state-owned museums in the abovementioned provinces and region makes up 46 percent of the total of the same kind in the country. 
In categories, they are mostly, nearly one-third, art museums collecting modern and contemporary artistic pieces. Some of them collect modern and contemporary art works from foreign countries. More than one-fourth of them collect historical relics. But there are problems with the collected pieces by many of these museums. Others focus on ethnic and folk customs, professional subjects, in memory of people, natural sciences, etc. They are mostly established by private collectors and privately-owned businesses. 
China’s requirements for establishing a non-state-owned museum are minimum collection of 300 pieces, 400 square meters of venue in area, 500,000 yuan of operation funds and six full-time staff. According to surveys a few years ago, the average venue area of non-state-owned museums was 4,896 square meters with averagely 15 staff, 21,394 collected pieces and 31.87 million yuan as financial assets each. This shows that compared with state-owned museums, most non-state-owned museums are medium- and small-sized. However, there are exceptions. For example, Jianchuan Museum in Sichuan, the biggest one, is more than 100,000 square meters in area and has more than two million collected objects. It is not only a great jumbo of its kind but also in the leading position in the whole museum industry throughout China.  
In the past, state-owned museums mainly focused on historical relics and archaeologically excavated objects. In addition, they have ideological scruple in collecting modern art pieces. Thus, their collection is restricted in range. At the same time, the state prohibits private ownership and purchase of excavated historical relics. Due to these, the rising non-state-owned museums have been focusing on modern and contemporary art pieces, folk-custom relics, folk art and crafts, animal specimens, furniture, old cameras, microscopic carvings and rare stones, greatly enriching the concept of museum collection. On the other hand, this also fills in many blanks of traditional museums. If there have been no non-state-owned museums and private collectors, China will suffer faultages in collection and inheritance of contemporary and modern relics, ethnic and folk-custom relics as well as contemporary and modern art works. 
Now, a number of non-state-owned museums have become brand-name with their unique collections, such as porcelain and furniture of the Guanfu Museum in Beijing, relics of the war against Japanese invasion and the Cultural Revolution of the Jianchuan Museum in Sichuan Province, and famous paintings in Collections of Precious Painting and Handwritings from the royal collection of the Qing Dynasty. The social influence of non-state-owned museums is also expanding. The Jianchuan Museum in Sichuan and the Guanzhong Folk-Custom Art Museum in Xi’an have been named as national cultural demonstration bases. The Guanfu Museum of Beijing is awarded as a national model organization of museum cultural products. Books compiled by the Huaxi Insect Museum of Chengdu have been listed among the 100 excellent readings recommended to youths by the Ministry of Education. 
However, there are some museums that used to be famous for some time but were unworthy of the name or just a flash in the pan. From professional point of view, non-state-owned museums tend to polarize. On the one hand, 12 non-state-owned museums are defined as above Level 3 of state-owned ones, indicating that their overall strengths are better than most of the state-owned museums. On the other hand, compared with state-owned museums, most of the non-state-owned museums shared some common problems, which are mainly improper internal management, weak professional basis, lacking professional staff, illegal trade of excavated relics, stressing venue building but ignoring operations, etc. For example, one-third of non-state-owned museums have not set up collection registration and management system. They have higher proportions of fake relics and art works in their collection, and less displays and exhibits that also inferior in quality. And 30 percent of non-state-owned museums cannot make ends meet and are even near closing down.
Due to bad social practices, varying quality of collectors and imperfect supervising and assessing mechanism, non-state-owned museums and private collectors in China now, focusing on ancient relics and art works, have many illegally excavated relics and art pieces on the one hand. On the other hand, they have a huge quantity of fakes in their collections. The former puts government supervision and management department in a dilemma while the latter makes non-state-owned museums and private collectors themselves laughingstock in the society when disclosed. 
Besides, the legal-person property right of three-fourths of non-state-owned museums is not separated from the private property right. That is, they haven’t finished the change from private collections into non-state-owned museums. This is mainly because the state law about tax reduction and exemption on charitable donations is not put into practice in reality. Private collectors are not willing to donate their collections to museums in general. They would rather take the advantage of the preferential policies of the state and relevant loopholes and set up their private museums to wander between public museums and private collections. A few of them are very prosperous while most of the others are just surviving. Some are even at the edge of closing down. 
More and more rich Chinese people are involved in art collection. Believing in “the expensive is the good”, they like to go high end. Some of them have already started testing the water. And some are already experienced and have done some big deals. Most of them focus on Chinese art works, bidding for cover-page auction goods in domestic and overseas markets. A few of them are especially interested in the works of famous foreign artists and collect them regardless of how much money it costs. But in general, there are only a few private collections today which are big and good enough. Most of them are still small in size, varied in categories, low in quality and more in fakes. It is said that there are fake-making, authenticating and selling teams or gangs (“State-treasure gangs” named by the press), aiming specially at rich Chinese. Lots of collectors and amateurs have been tricked.
In the current situation where the economy is growing rapidly, there are huge “bubbles” in the prosperity of non-state-owned museums and private art collections. Some researchers think that the prices of China’s contemporary artistic works and celebrities’ paintings and calligraphies are 100 times higher than they should be, that the market operation of those is like a “Ponzi scheme”, and that the “bubble” will surely burst after the turn of the economic development (capital chain break). In recent two years, the Longsheng Museum in Shenzhen and the Cifangzi in Tianjin have closed down. And a large number of Cultural businesses dealing with contemporary art works have gone bankruptcy. It is said that “big galleries and art institutions established since 2007 are basically suffering great losses or have gone bankruptcy without even a single successful example”. Even the press is reviewing in shock, “Why do high-end art galleries of the rich go bankruptcy overnight?” Overseas media also doubted, “Is the rise of private art museums in China a wonder or just a flashy show?”
It is noteworthy that the similar dilemma is not just for non-state-owned museums in China. The Metropolitan Museum of Art in the United States also suffered a budget deficit of US$10 million this year due to expansion of contemporary artistic collection and exhibition and has laid off more than 100 employees.
Gold appears only when sands are blown away. Museums and private collections that survive the “disasters” will show great vitality. Based on successful experiences in the world, mutual support and benefit between healthy private collections and museums that turn private into public are the way of protecting and inheriting arts as well as the way of sustainable development.
No doubt, private collectors are protectors and owners of cultural and artistic treasures that cannot be ignored. They are also significant sponsors and strong backup of non-state-owned museums. They are represented by cultural-celebrity-turned collector Ma Weidu, billionaire collector Liu Yiqian and national memory collector Fan Jianchuan. To certain extent, these people will guide the development of the private collections and non-state-owned museums in the future.
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