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History vs. Poetry:
Fact and Fantasy of Shen Guangwen (1612-1688)
in Exile

Ang, Kaim

Abstract

Considered the first literatus of Taiwan, Shén Guangwén (1612-1688) is a
prominent but mysterious figure in the history of Taiwan. Historians took his poems
and essays to annotate the historical landscape of the seventeenth century Taiwan.
However, this approach soon encounters a critical question: when year did Shén
Guangwén arrive at Taiwan? 1649, 1652, or 1662? This question has not yet fully
settled. Although Shén’s works straightforwardly stated the year of his arrival, many
historians projected their ideal images to Shén’s life and ignored the obvious facts in
Shén’s own accounts. This historiography eventually distorted Shén’s biography and
established a fantasy about his life. In this paper I examined the distortions in Shén’s
biographies and concluded two crucial points of time in Shén’s life. First, Shén arrival
in Taiwan was in 1662. Second, he took 1646, the year that he was forced to flee from
his homeland, as the year of “state ruin”. Based on these points of time, I found many
Shén’s poems were actually written in Kinmen, not in Taiwan. This clarification
suggests a critical chronology of Shén’s works is possible as long as we can correctly

interpret the historical text and identify historians’ distortions to Shén’s biographies.

Keywords: Shén Guangwén (1612-1688), Chronology of Shén Guangwén’s works,
textual criticism.
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