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The Fading of an Electronic Monument:
Visual Productions of Mao Zedong’s Funeral and
Shifting Memory Regimes in Contemporary China

Hongtao LI

Abstract

Media events are a “live broadcasting of history,” but not all media events
etch themselves into the collective memory and become “electronic monuments.”
Mao Zedong died on 9 September 1976. Nine days later, a grand state memorial
involving one million people was held in Tiananmen Square, which was
broadcast live across the country. This national mourning ceremony, however,
gradually faded in the following decades. By conceptualizing the life cycle of
the media event as collective remembering, this paper analyzes the (re)
production and circulation of images associated with Mao Zedong’s death to
explore shifting memory regimes in contemporary China and their effects on the
making and fading of an electronic monument. We contend that the memory
regime in the 1970s centered on the allegiance to a supreme leader, which
shaped the performance of the media event and led to the suppressive erasure of
the images of the Gang of Four after they were removed from power. In the
reform era, a new dominant memory regime was formed based on the historical
achievements of the Communist Party of China and its current concern regarding
legitimacy. In the process of rewriting the historical script of the recent past,
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Hua Guofeng vanished, and the iconic images of “taking oath” and the
underlying script of “continuous revolution” also collapsed. Since then, the
unprecedented state ceremony has been reconfigured as a historical turning point
in recent Chinese history, and a decisive event in the past has also been rewritten
as having occurred in a “foreign country.”

Keywords: Mao Zedong’s funeral, media events, visual reproduction, visual
memory, memory regime
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