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As a Poetic Critics and Loyalist of the Song:
On the History of Poetics Shown in Cai
Zhengsun’s Shilin guangji

LING, Chung Wing

In the early Yuan, Cai Zhengsun (1239-?) published three books about poetics,
including Shilin guangji , which focused on the poets and poems from the Jin, Tang, and
Song dynasties. Many people have paid attention to this book because of its unique format
as a combination of anthology (zongji) and commentaries on poetry (shihua). However,
besides its format, the publication time of this book was also worth further studies. Cai
published Shilin guangji ten years after the fall of the Southern Song. At that time, Cai,
who had witnessed the collapse of the empire, refused to serve the Mongolian rulers and
returned to his homeland as a loyalist (yimin) of the Song. Thus, Shilin guangji was not
only a discussion of poetics but also carries a sense of loyalty and cultural memories of
the Song. Equally affected by his both identities (as a poetry critic and a loyalist), Cai had
a special point of view about the history of Chinese poetics: he set Jin as the starting point
but actually only concentrated on the poems of Tao Qian. Tao Qian, according to Cai,
embodies two threads. One was about the development of poetics including the content
and the writing skills. The other was about how the idea of reclusion and loyalty evolved
over time. In this way, Cai hoped to commemorate the fallen dynasty and reaffirm his
own faith.
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