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Imperial Book Collection in the Song Dynasty: The Cabin for Imperial Works Only
Fang Jianxin Wang Qing
(Research Institute of Ancient Books, Zhejiang University, Hangzhou 310028, China)
Abstract: Since the reign of Emperor Zhenzong in the Song Dynasty, cabins had been constructed
especially for the collection of past emperors’ laws, works, poetry, painting and calligraphy, in
the nature of today’s archives. This, as a system, continued until the time of Emperor Duzong in
the Southern Song Dynasty. These cabins had an immense collection of classical works, historical
works, philosophical works and belles-lettres, etc. They were significant institutions or places of
imperial book collection, as well as cultural assembly places for emperors and cabinet ministers
reading books, holding banquets, writing poems and essays. Among them, Longtu Cabin was
the first one with the collection of Emperor Taizong’ s articles and works, which is most
importance for the largest collection of books. Tianzhang Cabin was the only one that was
personally built and named by Emperor Zhenzong. Besides the articles, works, and other
painting or calligraphy of Emperor Zhenzong, Tianzhang Cabin also had those of past emperors,
from Emperor Taizu and Emperor Taizong to the following emperors and queens. Thus, this
cabin held a quite distinctive political position. After the reign of Emperor Renzong, Tianzhang

Cabin became a place where emperors interviewed cabinet ministers, enquiring national defensive
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strategies and military or political issues, which was regarded as the highest-ranking treatment
for ministers.

This system in the Song Dynasty was an unprecedented one in the Chinese history of ancient
book collection and file management. It showed that emperors in the Song Dynasty attached great
importance to culture and education. They earnestly practiced what they advocated as improving
personal perfection through reading, studying and diligently writing. Generally they had good
self-cultivation. In this case, a strong cultural atmosphere was produced in the bureaucracy and
ruling class and even the whole society. The situation that “everybody, from emperors to common
people, had habits of reading and writing everyday” was ”“unrivalled in all former dynasties’,
which improved the flourishing cultural development in the Song Dynasty.

Key words: Song Dynasty; imperial; cabin; book collection
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