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A History of the World in 100 Objects, a fascinating introduction of 100
representative works among the 8 million objects in the British Museum’s
collection, has attracted millions of readers and been translated into different
languages (Chinese translation in 2012) since its publication in 2010. Originally
broadcasted on BBC Radio 4, its popularity in both the audio and print forms
reveals the Western public’s eagerness to learn about artefacts and Western
scholars’ efforts to introduce scholarly work to the public.

Yet to people living in Taiwan, this fantastic book is in lack of some sense of
familiarity. Besides a visible history of the world, we are more desperately in need
of a visible history of Taiwan, a visible history of China, and a visible history of
East Asia. Otherwise we can only “see” a history of the world at its surface.

Because of the recent boom of archeological excavations in China, the world
has seen a great deal of Chinese artefacts (many were never seen before), and bring
about some noticeable phenomena: the fever of archaeology among the public;
plenty of unidentifiable objects in the market because of illegal excavations; the
popularity of treasure-identifying TV shows; and the revival of interest in
museums.
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Under such a circumstance, historians should not leave the interpretation of
objects to archeologists, art historians, and connoisseurs, but should offer insights
about these objects from a historical perspective, thereby informing the public that
these objects are not just treasures or commercial goods, but also materials that can
bring the past to life. Through them we can learn about helpful wisdom from the
past, and ponder about restraints imposed by the time. Artefacts and objects from
the past are not only meaningful for aesthetic purpose, but also for its educational
value of learning from history.
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