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From a Design to a Works of Art:

Changes in Books and Exhibitions on Miao’s Ethnic Costumes in China
from 1949 to 1980

Wakana SATO*

The purpose of this study is to determine how the material culture of ethnic minorities was
treated in China from the establishment of New China to 1980, focusing on books and exhibitions
on Miao’s ethnic costumes. From 1949 to 1957, ethnic costumes of ethnic minorities were required
to be better understood in the new ethnic policy. After 1958, ethnic characteristics became less
important in the face of the growing socialist trend. By the 1980s, inappropriate images of ethnic
costumes had disappeared, and they had become consumable. This paper examines how ethnic
costumes of the Miao were represented in books and exhibitions in the context of these changes
related to the ethnic culture, focusing on the period from 1949 to 1980.

In the conclusion, I indicate that the understanding and disdain for ethnic culture seen from 1949
to 1957 was practiced in the form of collecting and organizing costume designs and publishing
collections of designs in the Miao’s ethnic costumes. The focus on the designs also stemmed from
an aversion to showing the costume as a whole. After 1958, as the socialist climate intensified,
there was an increase in the number of art exhibitions and “folk craft art” and “ethnic folk art”
themed exhibitions, in which designs, patterns, and works of art reflecting ethnic culture were
displayed. These exhibits developed on the basis of the collection and organization of designs until
1957. Today, it is customary to exhibit or photograph entire ethnic costumes and compile them into
books. However, since the establishment of New China, books and exhibitions on ethnic costumes

in China show a shift in emphasis from designs to works of art.

Keywords

ethnic costumes, exhibitions, designs, Miao, China

* Kyoto Women’s University
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