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The Shifting Concept of the Term Wenwu
LIU Yi

(Nankai University, Tianjin, 300071)

Abstract: The formation of the modern concept of the term wenwu has gone through a long history.
Drastically different from its present definition, the term wenwu in ancient Chinese referred to the ritual and
musical traditions of the Huaxia nationality and their corresponding norms and institutions. It was also used
in some contexts to connote the material forms of such norms and regulations, or in other cases “civilization”
or “culture”. The modern concept of wenwu (cultural relics) was expressed as gugiwu (ancient artifacts), gu-
wu (ancient objects), gudong (antiquity) or guwan (curio) in ancient literature; In the Republican period, the
official documents used guwu to refer to all the objects of cultural valued surviving from ancient times. The
usage of the term wenwu in the Republican period, which shared some common meanings of its present—day
use, laid a foundation to its modern concept. Since 1950, wenwu became a formal expression and rendered in
legal documents to refer to all the valuable material cultural remains, movable or immovable, surviving from
ancient or modern and even contemporary times.

Key words: wenwu (cultural relics); gugiwu (ancient artifacts); guwu (ancient objects); gudong (antiqui-

ty); guwan (curio); material cultural remains





