
Front. Lit. Stud. China 2010, 4(3): 442–461 
DOI 10.1007/s11702-010-0107-5 
 
 
 

Received January 25, 2010 

XUE Tianwei ( ) 
College of Humanities, Xinjiang Normal University, Urumuqi 830054, China 
E-mail: xuetianwei@sina.com 
 
WANG Quan 
International School, University of International Business and Economics, Beijing 100029, 
China 
E-mail: wangquan77@gmail.com 

RESEARCH ARTICLE 

XUE Tianwei, WANG Quan 

An Explanation of Gexing 

© Higher Education Press and Springer-Verlag 2010 

Abstract Gexing 歌行 is a historical and robust prosodic style that flourished 
(not originated) in the Tang dynasty. Since ancient times, the understanding of 
the prosody of gexing has remained in debate, which focuses on the relationship 
between gexing and yuefu 乐府 (collection of ballad songs of the music bureau). 
The points-of-view held by all sides can be summarized as a “grand gexing” 
perspective (defining gexing in a broad sense) and four major “small gexing” 
perspectives (defining gexing in a narrow sense). The former is namely what Hu 
Yinglin 胡应麟  from Ming dynasty said, “gexing is a general term for 
seven-character ancient poems.” The first “small gexing” perspective 
distinguishes gexing from guti yuefu 古体乐府 (tradition yuefu); the second 
distinguishes it from xinti yuefu 新 体 乐 府  (new yuefu poems with 
non-conventional themes); the third takes “the lyric title” as the requisite 
condition of gexing; and the fourth perspective adopts the criterion of 
“metricality” in distinguishing gexing from ancient poems. The “grand gexing” 
perspective is the only one that is able to reveal the core prosodic features of 
gexing and give specification to the intension and extension of gexing as a 
prosodic style. 
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The “Grand Gexing” Perspective and “Small Gexing” 
Perspective 

Gexing, namely the seven-character (both unified seven-character lines and 
mixed lines containing seven character ones) gexing, occupies an equal position 
with rhythm poems in Tang dynasty and even after that in the poetic world. 
Rhythm poems were born in Tang dynasty while gexing poems dated back much 
earlier, by some scholars, even to “Jirang ge” 击壤歌 (The song of hitting the 
ground) in primeval times. After Han and Wei dynasties, it underwent a 
lengthened process of growth and finally blossomed in Tang dynasty. It is a 
historical and vigorous prosodic style that flourished (not originated) in Tang 
dynasty. Its sustaining power makes it one of the two most frequent styles in 
modern poetry writing (the other being the rhyme poem). 

Nevertheless, gexing poems do not have as clear a prosodic concept rhyme 
poems. The knowledge of the prosody of gexing appears to a great extent 
ambiguous and uncertain for the following reasons. First, gexing is an incoming 
concept. Gexing as a prosodic term did not come into existence when gexing 
poems were born before Tang dynasty, even when gexing reached its culmination 
in Tang dynasty. Now gexing is part of the prosodic nomenclature but has no 
definite and stable intensions. Until now it is still a changing concept on whose 
extensions and intensions scholars from different times form different ideas. For 
example, in Zhongguo wenxue shi 中国文学史 (A history of Chinese literature), 
one of the series “21st century course textbooks,” edited by Yuan Xingpei 袁行

霈 and Luo Zongqiang 罗宗强 admitted that “no consensus has been reached on 
this matter in the academia.”1 

Seven-character ancient poems are the essential prosodic character of gexing. 
This is an agreement by both ancient and modern scholars after Tang dynasty. 
But is the proposition grounded vice versa? Are all seven-character ancient 
poems gexing poems? The controversy over the prosodic concept of gexing 
begins here and split into the “grand gexing” perspective and four “small gexing” 
perspectives at present. 

Hu Yinglin, a typical believer of “grand gexing” perspective in Ming dynasty, 
made a well-known claim, “gexing is a general term for seven-character ancient 
poems,” 2  which is obviously a universal judgment. In other words, the 
seven-character ancient poem is synonymous to gexing. Hu Zhenheng 胡震亨, 
another poetry critic in Ming dynasty gave similar comment in a discussion of 
the prosody of Tang dynasty, saying, “the seven-character ancient poem made an 

                                                   
1 Yuan Xingpei, Luo Zongqiang (eds.), 2005, p. 229. 
2 Hu Yinglin,1958, p. 41. 
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extra category of the ancient styles and it was also known as gexing.”3 
The “small gexing” perspectives do not think all the seven-character ancient 

poems can be categorized under gexing. They have to fulfill a few conditions to 
become gexing poems. There are four typical “small gexing” perspectives. 

The first “small gexing” perspective distinguishes gexing from guti yuefu. As 
was said by Qian Liangze 钱良择, a Qing dynasty scholar, “gexing poems took 
roots in yuefu but differ from the latter in forsaking traditional themes in 
referring and singing of incidents and objects.” This perspective was inherited 
from Wenyuan yinghua 文苑英华 (essence from the literary world). 

The second perspective distinguishes gexing from xinti yuefu or xin yuefu 新
乐府 (new yuefu poems with non-conventional themes). It took one step further 
from the first “small gexing” perspective, though with difficulty. Tomohisa 
Matsuura, a deceased Japanese scholar of poetry in Tang dynasty set a section of 
“yuefu, xin yuefu, on gexing” in Zhongguo shige yuanli 中国诗歌原理 
(Principles of Chinese poetry). There he made distinction between the three kinds 
of poems in terms of their functions of representation. According to him, the 
function of representations in xin yuefu is basically the same as that in yuefu 
poems: “third-person point-of-view and objectifying the scene”; whereas xin 
yuefu poems are not uniform as works of traditional yuefu. On the other hand, the 
function of representation in gexing poems “mostly took the author’s first-person 
point-of-view and the scene itself is directly related to the subjective experience 
of the author (anecdotes) and is represented in immediate connection with the 
daily life of the author.” Tomohisa did not think he found a universal criterion in 
distinguishing between gexing and xin yuefu in terms of the function of 
representation, but at least an operational standard that most xin yuefu poems 
objectify the point-of-view into a third-person one while gexing poems make the 
subjective point-of-view into a first-person one. 

The third perspective takes “the lyric title” as the requisite condition of gexing 
(namely their titles containing the characters as “ge” or “xing”). For example, Li 
Taibai wenji 李太白文集 (Selection of Li Taibai’s works) compiled by Song 
Minqiu 宋敏求 in Song dynasty contained a series of poems under the heading 
of “Geyin” 歌吟 (meaning gexing). “Geyin shiliu shou” 歌吟十六首 (Sixteen 
songs) in the seven-character ancient poems by Li Bai in Tangshi pinhui 唐诗品

汇 (A graded collection of poems in Tang dynasty) seems to be inherited from 
Song Minqiu. 

The fourth perspective adopts the criterion of “metricality” in distinguishing 
gexing from ancient poems. Ma Maoyuan 马茂元, a modern scholar, said,  

 
The seven-character gexing in Tang dynasty is a new form of lengthened poem 

                                                   
3 Hu Zhenheng, 1981, p. 1. 
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combining “ancient” and “contemporary” styles on the basis of rhymes and 
rhythms. The most typical examples are “Chang’an guyi” 长安古意 (The 
ancient meaning of Chang’an) and “Chunjiang huayue ye” (Spring, river, 
flower, moon, and night), the latter written by Zhang Ruoxu 张若虚, with 
fluent and circumlocutory words, harmonious and clangorous syllables, 
flexible antitheses, regular change of rhymes, etc. Li Qi 李颀, Gao Shi 高适 
and other poets followed this line and moulded gexing into a more majestic 
style. “Xi bingma” 洗兵马 by Du Fu 杜甫 contained huge and wide waves in 
uniform structures. Even “Changhen ge” 长恨歌 (Everlasting regret) and 
“Pipa xing” 琵琶行  (Song of a Chinese lute) by Bai Juyi 白居易  and 
“Lianchang gongci” 连昌宫词 (Song of Lianchang palace) by Yuan Zhen 元
稹, as the most popular poems at the Yuanhe 元和 period, were still bound in 
the same institution. They developed in parallel with the ancient poems that 
fall in mixed lines.4 
 

The above pointed about features of gexing, such as language, syllables, rhymes, 
change of rhythms, etc. It emphasized on the adoption of rhyming lines in gexing 
and thought gexing must possess the formal feature of metricality. 

This article plans to take a macro-retrospect upon the real situation of gexing 
writing and its development before and in Tang dynasty. Based on “aufhebening 
(German 扬弃) (elevate and dismiss)” and integrating the perspectives of gexing 
in different dynasties, it sets out to distinguish “grand gexing” perspective from 
“small gexing” perspective and thus comes down to an integrated, 
comprehensive, and prosodic definition of gexing. It is hoped that this definition 
can to some extent wind up the controversy upon the prosodic understanding of 
gexing. 

Gexing and Yuefu Poems 

Now we start out discussion of the relationship between gexing and yuefu 
(meaning guti yuefu), which is key cause of the prosodic concept of gexing 
poems. 

Qian Liangze holds the view that gexing sprang from yuefu, which was agreed 
upon by scholars of different dynasties. Nevertheless, the origin of gexing dated 
back much earlier than yuefu. Yuefu, the music bureau, was established at the 
time of Emperor Han Wu with the function of collecting poems and folk ballads, 
setting them in tunes, and putting them on performance during religious 
ceremonies and royal banquets. These poems were collectively known as yuefu 

                                                   
4 Ma Maoyuan (ed.), 1999, p. 853. 
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poems by later generations.5 Yuefu, as a poetic genre came into existence at the 
time of Emperor Han Wu, but the folk seven-character ancient poems came 
about in primeval times, with “Jirang ge” as an example. The original gexing 
poems are the seven-character ballads sung by the folk people.6 The two earliest 
original gexing poems that have definite authorship, “Gaixia ge” 垓下歌 by 
Xiang Yu 项羽 and “Dafeng ge” 大风歌 by Liu Bang 刘邦, came about before 
yuefu poems, although poems likewise later entered yuefu. Therefore, when 
people say gexing sprang from yuefu, they may ignore that some pre-yuefu period 
gexing were included in yuefu. 

Another layer of meaning in the statement that gexing sprang from yuefu is 
that the term of gexing came from yuefu. In other words, yuefu was originally 
called gexing, a combination of ge (a song) and xing (lines), reflecting the title 
feature of yuefu poems. Yuefu poems were lyrics that can be put on performance 
and they were titled in two different ways. One was the sold theme, like 
“Moshang sang” 陌上桑 (The mulberry up in the field) and “Zhan chengnan” 
战城南 (A battle in the south of the city). The other was a title of the theme 
followed by characters like ge and xing, for example, “Jiming ge” 鸡鸣歌 (The 
song of the crow of a rooster) and “Menghu xing” 猛虎行 (The poem of a strong 
tiger). Gu Zhenheng made a summary: They were titled as ge or xing, or ge and 
xing at the same time. Other variations include yin 引, qu 曲, yao 谣, ci 辞, 
pian 篇, yong 咏, yin 吟, tan 叹, chang 唱, nong 弄, si 思, yuan 怨, bei 悲, ai 
哀, etc. Most of them belonged to yuefu poems.7 Those yuefu poems with titles 
containing ge and xing better displayed the performance feature of yuefu poems. 
Moreover, the sole thematic titles can be transformed into titles containing ge 
and xing and the like characters. For example “Moshang sang” was also known 
as “Yange Luo Fu xing” 艳歌罗敷行 (A beautiful song of Luo Fu). Yuefu shiji 
乐府诗集 (Collection of yuefu poems) estimated that ge and xing are the two 
most frequent characters to appear in the titles of yuefu poems in Han dynasty, 
more than 50 of which containing ge and over 20 containing xing. As the two 
most representative characters in the titles of yuefu poems, ge and xing stood out 
and were known consecutively as gexing referring to yuefu poems. Feng Ban 冯
班, a scholar in Qing dynasty once noted, “It is unknown when the term gexing 
                                                   
5 Xiao Difei , 1984, p. 5. 
6 The primeval state of Gexing is the seven-character ballads circulating and sung among the 
folks. This tradition has been handed down from primeval times as a “living fossil” of Gexing. 
Liu Yuxi wrote “With fair willows on the east and west of bridge, people singing walked to 
and fro.” in “Zhu Zhi Ci”(Nine Songs of Bamboo Branches), and Du Mu wrote “Emperor 
Xuan strived for peace,/ and all over the sea and land folksongs spread.” in “Yong Ge Sheng 
De Yuan Huai Tian Bao Yin Ti Guan Ting Chang Ju Si Yun” (Singing the Virtuous Emperor 
and in Memory of the time of Tianbao: four long-line verses inscribed at Guan Pavilion). The 
Gexing mentioned in the above poems is close to its original meaning. 
7 Hu Zhenheng, 1981, p. 2. 
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began to be used.”8 However, by retrieving in the existent literature, we have the 
definite answer: The word gexing appeared in “Yuezhi” 乐志 (A record of 
music) in Songshu 宋书 (The history of Song dynasty) by Shen Yue 沈约 at the 
turning of Qi and Liang in the Southern dynasty. The word gexing appeared five 
times in total there and were synonymous and interchangeable with ge 歌 and 
geshi 歌诗 in referring to yuefu poems. 

It can be inferred that yuefu poems were called gexing in Han, Wei, Jin, and 
Southern and Northern dynasties. This is the earliest definition of gexing, 
identifying gexing with yuefu. So, the pre-Tang dynasty perspective of gexing is 
yuefu poems are gexing, different from the prosodic definition of seven-character 
poems by later periods. Yuefu as a poetic genre contains both seven-character and 
non-seven-character prosodic styles. Just as Hu Yinglin said, “Now we consider 
gexing as seven-character mixed poems. But in Han and Wei dynasties it was not 
this case.” He also pointed out that gexing in Han and Wei dynasties (actually he 
meant yuefu poems at that time) include three-character, four-character, 
five-character, six-character, and pure seven-character poems, and after Tang 
dynasty when mixed seven-character poems were referred to as gexing others 
were considered non-gexing yuefu poems.9 Those gexing poems contained solely 
five-character or four-character poems and also mixed poems with a typical 
meter of three-three-seven character line style. In this sense, before Tang dynasty, 
gexing in prosodic style is a broader concept than seven-character gexing poems. 
The latter can be called seven-character yuefu gexing which included works that 
occupied an important status in the development of gexing. For example, “Yan 
ge xing” 燕歌行 (A song of swallows) by Cao Pi 曹丕 is one of the earliest 
non-sao 骚 style (namely Chuci 楚辞 style) seven-character gexing written by 
literary people. For another, “Ni xinglu nan shiba shou” 拟行路难十八首 
(Eighteen poems of hiking) is not only a set of poems with a gigantic structure 
but also transformed the line-by-line rhyme into every-two-lines rhyme, which 
made a significant contribution to the blossoming of seven-character gexing 
poems. 

However, before Tang dynasty, there were also non-yuefu seven-character 
gexing, for example, “Sichou shi” 四愁诗 (A poem of four kinds of melancholy) 
by Zhang Heng 张衡 and “Beifen shi Di’er zhang” 悲愤诗第二章 (The second 
stanza of the poem of sadness and indignation) by Cai Yan 蔡琰, both written by 
literary people. In the Wei and Jin dynasties, this type of poetry gained further 
development. A typical example is “Biege” 别歌 (A song of departure) by 
Xiong Fu 熊甫 who was assistant to Wang Dun and with his advice declined 
went back home writing this poem:  

                                                   
8 Feng Ban, 1978, p. 42. 
9 Hu Yinglin,1958，p. 41. 
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The wind blowing hard covered the mountains, 
And the surrounding mist blinded the sun and stones were burnt up as well as 
jade. 
The past is worth lamenting; 
And the departure is made so by the difficulty of future reunion. 
 
徂风飚起盖山陵，氛雾蔽日玉石焚。 

往事既去可长叹，念别惆怅复会难。 
 
The only four lines were kindled by the incident and expressed the individual 

emotions. By changing the rhyme once the poem seemed to unconsciously start a 
tradition of rhyme changing in seven-character gexing poems. “Bainian ge 
shishou” 百年歌十首 (Ten poems singing of the century) by Lu Ji 陆机 was put 
in a gigantic structure. Except the three-character subtitles in the initial line, all 
the poems are written in seven-characters. This set of poems describes the 
process of life starting from youth to maturity and hence declining in the lapse of 
a century. A universally meaningful emotion is expressed through the lines, 
especially in the ending line: “How can we carry the joy of waiting for the wine 
to be warmed?” It can be imagined that it was intended for singing and thus 
belonged to the original gexing. In the Liang and Chen period of Southern 
dynasty, the non-seven-character yuefu gexing made a further development than 
ever. Xiao Gang 萧纲, Emperor Jianwen of Liang kingdom, Xiao Yi 萧绎, 
Emperor Yuan of Liang Kingdom, Xiao Zixian 萧子显, a royal poet, Wen 
Zisheng 温子升, Yang Jin 阳缙, Jiang Zong 江总, etc all wrote this kind of 
poems. Xiao Zong 萧综, the second son of Emperor Liang Wu, also known as 
Emperor Yuzhang, during his sojourn in Northern Wei wrote mixed gexing 
poems “Ting zhong ge” 听钟歌 (A song of listening to the bell) and “Bei luoye” 
悲落叶 (Lamenting on the fallen leaves), both expressed feelings kindled by 
objects and events and were regarded as the most precious masterpieces of 
non-yuefu seven-character gexing poems. Given the general tendency of the 
development of seven-character gexing poems, the non-yuefu seven-character 
poems were on the gradual rise and occupied a more and more important position. 
It went in a parallel path with yuefu style seven-character poems. The two lines 
drove the seven-character gexing forward. 

Tang dynasty is the golden period of seven-character gexing. We will follow 
the mentioned two paths in investigating the actual development of gexing 
writing and the prosodic understanding of gexing. 

“Yuefu seven-character gexing” underwent transformation and innovation in 
Tang dynasty. The titles of yuefu poems in Han and Wei dynasties were inherited 
in Tang dynasty as guti yuefu and were systematically organized, for example, in 
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Yuefu guti yaojie 乐府古题要解 (Explanation of the gest of yuefu guti) which 
were handed down to the present. Guti yuefu consolidated into a kind of tradition 
and in Tang dynasty many poems still followed the traditional titles and were 
known as Ni guti yuefu 拟古题乐府 (Imitation of guti yuefu). Yuefu guti xu 乐府

古题序 (Preface to yuefu guti) by Yuan Zhen said that one kind of writing 
followed the traditional titles in a repetitive way, which is the real imitation; 
while the other kind borrowed the titles under which the poet expressed their 
own meanings, which is actually innovation, for example, “Chunjiang huayue 
ye”, the latter written by Zhang Ruoxu. Yuan Xingpei and Luo Zongqiang in the 
2nd volume of Zhongguo wenxue shi pointed out that Zhang’s poem adopted the 
traditional yuefu title but was given a wholly new content melting the landscape, 
feeling and insight of the mystic universe and philosophy of life and creating a 
poetic atmosphere where the scene and emotion were intertwined. Li Bai is the 
master of ni guti yuefu poems among all the poets in Tang dynasty. The existent 
poems which belong to this kind amounts to 53 titles or 60 poems, accounting for 
the one fifth of the total of the same kind in Tang dynasty. Moreover, all the 
representative poems are works of innovation. Hu Zhenheng commented on Li 
Bai’s innovation as “new meanings based on shedding fresh light on the closed 
cases.”10 For example, “Shudao nan” 蜀道难 (The difficult road of Sichuan) the 
title of which was a traditional one meaning the steep road in Tongliang and 
Yulei mountains.11 Li Bai’s poem laid emphasis on the danger and horror of the 
road in Sichuan province. Without using the first-person narration, the existence 
of the speaker of the poem is tangible. At present, people have come to a 
consensus in the interpretation of this poem. It is agreed that the poem was 
written when Li Bai first came to Chang’an. The dangerous road of Sichuan was 
a metaphor of the official career. Other renowned poems like “Xinglu nan” 行路

难 (The difficulty of the road), “Liangfu yin,” 梁甫吟, “Qiang jinjiu” 将进酒 
(Please go on drinking), “Chang xiangsi” 长相思 (A long thought of someone), 
and “Menghu xing” all express the actual situations the poet encountered. In 
summary, Li Bai’s “Ni yuefu seven-character gexing” retained a shell of the 
traditional yuefu and by expressing his own feelings he completed the 
transformation and innovation of ni guti yuefu” which was written as a kind of 
self-expressing sentiment gexing poems. 

Meanwhile, the “non-yuefu seven-character gexing” with fuller development 
took the mainstream of the writing of gexing, splitting into two major paths: the 
first is xinti yuefu; the other is individual sentiment gexing. The former will be 
discussed in later sections. Now we focus on the latter. 

The individual sentiment gexing after the gradual progress in early Tang 

                                                   
10 Hu Zhenheng, 1981, p.87. 
11 Wu Jing, 1983, p. 53. 
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dynasty blossomed in mid-Tang dynasty. Li Bai and Du Fu, regarded as the 
ancestor of gexing, with Gao Shi, Cen Shen 岑参, Wang Wei 王维, Li Qi, the 
four great poets made great achievement in this kind of writing. Typical 
examples include “Shang Li Yong” 上李邕 (A letter to Li Yong) by Li Bai, “Le 
youyuan ge” 乐游原歌 (A song of a happy garden tour) by Du Fu, “Bie Wei 
Canjun” 别韦参军 (A farewell to Lieutenant Wei) by Gao Shi, “Baixue ge song 
Wu Panguan guijing” 白 雪 歌 送 武 判 官 归 京  (A white-snow song of 
accompanying official Wu to return to Beijing) by Cen Shen, “Buyu yong” 不遇

咏 (A song of missing the chances) by Wang Wei, to name just a few. All the 
above poems are the representative works of the poets and the masterpieces of 
Tang poems. 

With the rise of individual sentiment poem, people naturally wanted to give it 
a suitable name. As evidenced in materials of poems, changju 长句 (long lines) 
is the name comparatively popularly used by Tang poets. This name was first to 
be seen in “Su Ruixue fu yan Jian Xuehua zui ge” 苏端薛复筵简薛华醉歌 by Du 
Fu. In that poem a line runs, 

 
Recently among those who write in long lines, 
You and Li Bai are excellent. 
He, Liu, Shen, and Xie are not refined, 
While you are twice as talented as Bao Zhao and the melancholy carried me 
away. 
 
近来海内为长句，汝与山东李白好。 

何刘沈谢力未工，才兼鲍照愁绝倒。 

 
Qiu Zhao’ao 仇兆鳌 noted, 
 

Ji Dong 计东 said changju is called seven-character gexing, of which Li Bai 
was a master who inherited from Bao Zhao. That’s why Du Fu said the five 
poets can write five-character lines but they are not good at seven-character 
ones. He thinks the great poems are like “Xinglu nan” written by Bao Zhao 鲍
照 and he once praised the changju of Li Bai as more handsome than Bao 
Zhao.12 

 
This explanation is very convincing. Changju refers to the seven-character lines 
in gexing, two-character more than the five-character lines that were popular 
after Han and before early Tang dynasty. That is why it is called long lines. The 
basic line pattern in Chinese ancient poetry is no more than three kinds: 
                                                   
12 Qiu Zhao’ao, 1979, p. 294. 
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four-character, five-character, and seven-character. The seven-character line is 
the end of the development of the line pattern. The seven-character poems that 
began in Tang dynasty were classified into gexing and lüshi 律诗 (regulated 
poems). The former took an earlier root than the latter. Du Fu said “Recently 
among those who write in long lines, you and Li Bai are excellent,” which 
manifested the rise of seven-character poems in which Li Bai was the 
predecessor. Apart from that, “Jiangxia zeng Wei Nanling bing” 江夏赠韦南陵冰 
(Giving ice to Wei Nanling in Jiangxia) by Li Bai contains a line “My heart is in 
agony as unable to say in long lines.” Cen Shen also made similar remarks in 
poems. Until the mid-Tang period, titles of poems contained changju referring to 
gexing. Bai Juyi 白居易 said “So I made Changju and sent by singing it” in the 
preface to “Pipa xing.”13 

In the middle and late Tang dynasty when the achievement of non-yuefu 
seven-character gexing was on constant rise, the prosodic understanding of 
gexing made new progress. With inference to the limited materials, one fact is 
especially worth noticing, which is that some poets began to call the non-yuefu 
seven-character gexing as “gexing.” For example, Baishi Changqing ji 白氏长庆

集 (Selection of Bai Juyi’s works) edited by Bai Juyi himself has a separate 
volume called “Gexing quyin zati” 歌行曲引杂体 (Mixed styles containing 
gexing, songs, and introduction). Poems like “Changheng ge” and “Pipa xing” 
(Song of a Chinese lute) all belong to gexing. Besides, according to the record of 
Xin Tang shu 新唐书 (A new history of Tang dynasty), Zhang Bi 张碧, a poet in 
mid-Tang dynasty wrote two volumes of Gexing ji 歌行集 (Collection of gexing 
poems). Wu Yuanheng 武元衡, a contemporary of Bai Juyi, said “writing poems 
like gexing” in Liu Shanglang zhongji xu 刘商郎中集序  (Preface to the 
collection of Liu Shang). Guan Xiu 贯休, a monk poet in late-Tang dynasty 
mentioned gexing thrice in his works. Li Qunyu 李群玉, also a late-Tang poet, in 
Jin shi biao 进诗表 (On sending the poem) said, “cautiously carrying gexing, 
guti, seven-character jinti 今体 (contemporary style), and five-character jinti.” 
Gexing is referred to as seven-character ancient style, guti as five-character 
ancient style, the third as seven-character regulated verse, and the fourth as 
five-character regulated verse. With the above mentioning of gexing, it shows 
that based on the reality of poetry writing, they pointed out some poems as 
gexing. Though the definitions of gexing may vary, but from a large perspective, 
it contains xinti yuefu and individual sentiment gexing, both belonging to 
non-yuefu seven-character gexing. Simply put, the gexing perspective in the 
                                                   
13 The term “long-line” emphasizes the seven-character feature of verses. Consequently, after 
the full popularization of the seven-character verses in the mid- and late- Tang Dynasty, 
“long-line” verse became a synonym of seven-character verse in the circle of poetry. 
Numerous examples are seen in poems by Bai Juyi, Liu Yuxi, Du Mu, etc, which it is 
unnecessary to mention hereby. 
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middle and late Tang period is distinct from that before Tang dynasty in: (i) it no 
longer takes guti yuefu as gexing; and (ii) gexing must all be seven-character 
ancient style poems, which makes the prosodic feature eminent. From the history 
of gexing, we accept that gexing springs from yuefu mentioned above. But in the 
middle and late Tang dynasty, in people’s prosodic understanding of poetry, 
gexing has won independence from yuefu, its parent, though the concept is not 
provided with definite theoretical description. 

It was not until Song dynasty when people began to take a historical and 
retrospective look at the history of gexing that gexing became a distinct prosodic 
concept independent from yuefu in theoretic studies. It was first reflected in 
Wenyuan yinghua which made a separate section for gexing in parallel to poems, 
greatly raising its status. The gexing section covers 20 volumes of 414 poems, 
mostly from Tang dynasty except a few from Liang, Chen, and Sui dynasty. 
Seven-character ancient style poems amounts to 392, accounting for 95% of the 
total and the other 22 are five-character ancient style poems. These indicate that 
the editor of Wenyuan yinghua had in their mind a prosodic concept of gexing as 
the seven-character ancient style poem (though not pure yet). There, gexing 
includes two kinds: xinti yuefu and individual sentiment poems, both known as 
non-yuefu seven-character gexing as mentioned above. 

Meanwhile, Wenyuan yinghua spends 20 volumes especially for yuefu under 
the category of poetry. It stands in a sub-level to poetry which is at the same 
level with gexing. At that time, this arrangement has significant meaning for the 
independence of gexing as a prosodic concept. As is known to all, in the long 
periods before Tang dynasty, gexing is synonymous to yuefu which is the parent 
of seven-character gexing. That is why there is the saying that gexing springs 
from yuefu. In this sense, the parent and the daughter co-occur in Wenyuan 
yinghua, however, the former being one level lower than the latter. This can be 
seen as an emphasis and encouragement of gexing, the sprouting style. From then 
on, people’s understanding of poetry prosody entered a new stage where gexing 
set apart from yuefu (guti yuefu) won an independent status in prosody. 

While Wenyuan yinghua only confirmed the independent prosodic status of 
gexing from the classification of poetry, Canglang shihua 沧浪诗话 (Canglang 
notes of poetry) by Yan Yu 严羽 established the concept of gexing from a 
theoretical perspective. Right in the beginning of the chapter of prosody it goes: 
“Feng 风 , ya 雅 , song 颂  (three styles of Shijing 诗经 ) died and were 
transformed into Lisao 离骚 (Lament), which in turn became five-character in 
Western Han dynasty. The third stage was mixed style gexing, and the fourth 
regulated verse of Shen Song 沈宋.” This quote taking the change of line pattern 
as the point of view offered a generalized description of the history of 
transformation of the prosody from pre-Qin period to Tang dynasty. Gexing in 
Yan Yu’s eyes came following five-character poems and before regulated verse 



An Explanation of Gexing 453 

in the chain of the prosodic development. In his prosodic theory, gexing is the 
same as seven-character ancient poems. 

The distinction that Wenyuan yinghua made between gexing and yuefu defined 
gexing as seven-character ancient poems and its independent prosodic status. 
Despite its significance in the history of cognizing gexing, it excluded 
seven-character guti yuefu from the definition of gexing and caused a defect of 
the extension and in the prosodic understanding of gexing. Actually, yuefu is not 
a prosodic concept but a poetic genre. Yuefu contained numerous prosodic styles 
among which seven-character ancient style is one. So, in terms of prosody, both 
seven-character ancient style poem and seven-character guti yuefu should be 
included in gexing. In Ming dynasty, the “grand gexing” perspective with Hu 
Yinglin as the representative emerged. He said, “Gexing is a general term for 
seven-character ancient poems.” It was not until then that the prosodic 
understanding of gexing was completed. 

To flashback, the relationship between gexing and yuefu can be summarized as 
follows: yuefu (guti yuefu) is the name of a poetic genre rather than a prosodic 
style while gexing is the name of a prosodic style, in specific, the seven-character 
ancient style poems. They have no comparability except the yuefu qiyan 七言 
(seven-character) gexing as their common ground. Their relationship is shown 
below: 

 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In the above figure, yuefu is within the circle and the overlapped part signifies 

the seven-character gexing that takes traditional titles which can also be called 
yuefu according to the traditional taxonomy of poetry. The seven-character 
gexing can also be called gexing because it has the same prosody. Metaphorically 
speaking, yuefu is like the jewel-box containing gexing as the jewel. No doubt 
the jewel is more valuable than the box. So gexing has the more essential 
significance. 

 

yuefu 

qiyan      yuefu 

gexing 

gexing 
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Gexing and Xinti Yuefu 

Xinti yuefu, with variant names as xin yuefu 新乐府 and xin yuefu ci 新乐府辞, 
is formally characterized by “new songs in Tang dynasty.” New songs refer to 
those that inherit traditional yuefu titles. In terms of content, xinti yuefu is 
“satirical and implicitly comparative of the contemporary issues” quoted from 
Yuefu guti xu by Yuan Zhen who made such summary when discussing the 
tradition from feng, ya, to yuefu. He set Du Fu as an example, saying, “Du Fu is 
the only poet in recent times that name the verses without reference to things 
other than the subject matter, like in ‘Bei Chen Tao’ 悲陈陶 (Lament at Chen 
Tao), ‘Ai Jiangtou’ 哀江头 (Lament at the mouth of the river), ‘Bingche’ 兵车 
(A warrior chariot), ‘Li Ren’ 丽人 (A beauty).” These poems are typical xinti 
yuefu which were called gexing by Yuan Zhen. They are all seven-character 
ancient style. Although here Yuan Zhen did not use the concept “xinti yuefu,” he 
used it in “He Li Jiaoshu xinti yuefu shi’er shou” 和李校书新题乐府十二首 
(Twelve xinti yuefu poems for Li Jiaoshu) which uniformly belonged to 
seven-character ancient style. At about the same time, Bai Juyi composed “Xin 
yuefu wushi shou” 新乐府五十首 (Fifty new yuefu poems) where the concept of 
“xin yuefu” was used and the poems thereof were all seven-character ancient 
style. In his poem “Bianji zhuoshi cheng yishiwu juan yin ti juanmo xizeng Yuan 
Jiu Li Ershi” 编集拙诗成一十五卷因题卷末戏赠元九李二十 (A playful present 
for Yuan Jiu and Li Ershi in the fifteenth volume of the self-selection of poems), 
Bai Juyi said, “The rhymes are always stolen by Lao Yuan, and hard it was to let 
Li appreciate my gexing” with a note “Li Ershi always took pride in gexing but 
recently has been silently conquered by my 50 yuefu poems.” From this we can 
know that Bai Juyi referred to new yuefu as “gexing.” From a prosodic point of 
view, Yuan Zhen and Bai Juyi both took xinti yuefu as gexing. What’s more, these 
poems are all seven-character ancient style reflecting the prosodic feature of 
gexing. 

However, what Yuan Zhen called “xinti yuefu” were only the twelve poems 
for Li Jiaoshu, and “new yuefu” for Bai Juyi specifically referred to the fifty 
poems he wrote. In other words, for Yuan Zhen and Bai Juyi, “xinti yuefu” and 
“new yuefu” have special signification. So, there would be a great deal of 
uncertainty if “xinti yuefu” or “new yuefu” were to be used as a universal concept 
in referring to similar works. Consequently, there is no conclusive answer to how 
many poems were written in Tang dynasty that can be considered as xinti yuefu. 
Volume 90 to 100 of Yuefu shiji are named as xin yuefu ci which should be 
considered as the crystallization of xinti yuefu in Tang dynasty. But on the 
contrary, only five of Du Fu’s poems appeared there. It is quite dubious that Du 
Fu only wrote 5 xinti yuefu poems. Qian Liangze once pointed out, “There are 
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many similar poems. Du Fu’s new yuefu are not only those. I don’t know why 
only five poems appeared in Yuefu shiji.”14 As a result, readers in later dynasties 
cannot find a complete and reliable text that reflects the general picture of xinti 
yuefu in Tang dynasty. 

Since we do not have a clear picture of xinti yuefu, it would be more difficult 
to further distinguish gexing from xinti yuefu. The previously mentioned 
Tomohisa Matsuura in Zhongguo shige yuanli when discussing the expressive 
features of new yuefu provided the following example: “Works like “Bingche 
xing” 兵车行 (The parade of a warrior chariot) by Du Fu, though their scenes 
are objectified, take a strong first person point of view especially in describing 
the passers-by. Therefore, the third person point of view and objectification does 
not seem thorough in the atmosphere. Even in “Ai jiangtou” where the whole 
poem used first person subjective scene apparently belonged to non yuefu/gexing 
works.” Therefore, Tomohisa reminded us “to notice the common ground that 
new yuefu and gexing share and their close connections.” Actually, he partially 
gave up the efforts in distinguishing gexing from xinti yuefu. 

In terms of expressive function or expressive characteristics, the reason why it 
is difficult to distinguish gexing from xinti yuefu is that the writing of poems are 
not restricted by these distinctions. Take Du Fu for example, the basic expressive 
characteristics of his xinti yuefu are the poet taking an objective stand like an 
observer or critic making a real reflection of he political and social problem he 
witnessed. But this kind of reflection has no engagement of the subjective part of 
the poet. Generally speaking, it does not adopt direct way to express feelings like 
Li Bai saying to himself the emotion caused by his own experiences. These xinti 
yuefu are actually a mixed product of objective description and subjective 
emotions. Not only Du Fu’s, even Bai Juyi’s fifty new yuefu poems are the most 
typical examples of the third person point of view and objectification of the 
scene. However, these expressive characteristics are not thorough. The first poem 
“Qide wu” 七德舞 (The dance of seven morals) goes like, “a trivial official Bai 
Juyi in the time of Yuan He, watching dances, listening to the music, and knows 
the meaning of happiness; his happiness ended in kowtowing and stating the 
political issues.” The poet told of his own name and wanted to use the first 
person point of view to express his own feelings and views on politics. This is 
the expressive way of gexing. 

Since Yuan Zhen and Bai Juyi, xinti yuefu began to be called gexing and 
Wenyuan yinghua also categorized xinti yuefu under “gexing.” Therefore, we do 
not need to bother how to distinguish xinti yuefu from gexing; rather, we can put 
xinti yuefu under the grand gexing. 

                                                   
14 Qian Mu’an, 1978, p. 780. 
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About “the Lyric Title” 

The lyric title was originally the characteristics of titling yuefu, which reflects the 
primeval nature of singing of yuefu poems. Since “gexing originally sprang from 
yuefu,” this titling characteristic was inherited by gexing. Poets in Tang dynasty 
have the habit of using the lyric title in xinti yuefu or individual emotional gexing. 
Therefore this also becomes the signal of gexing. However, whether this kind of 
titles of poem is an indispensable characteristic of gexing still needs investigation 
on the reality of poetry writing.  

In the seven-character ancient poems of Tang dynasty we find such works as 
“Bie Wei Canjun” by Gao Shi: “As we play the bouncing chess the sun descends, 
in wild drinking and singing the willow of the spring comes.” His “Feng Qiu 
Zuo” 封丘作 (A poem of closing the mountain) has this line: “Suddenly I can 
begin singing wildly in the grass, how come I can bear being an official in the 
dust?” Li Bai in “Zi Hanyang bing jiu gui ji Wang Ming fu” 自汉阳病酒归寄王

明府 (Return to Wang Mingfu from Hanyang) says, “White clouds float over 
seven lakes at my shout, and the singing of River Lu shakes Sanxiang lakes.” 
Han Yu’s 韩愈 “Bayue shiwu ye zeng Zhang Gongcao” 八月十五夜赠张功曹 
(Dedicated to official Zhang at the night of August the fifteenth) has a line: “You 
do not listen to my song, which belongs to a different class to your song.” These 
lines explicitly mentioned songs and these poems should have been performed, 
and this is the original meaning of gexing but they do not have the lyric titles. If 
these works are excluded from gexing for the above reason, it is apparently 
unreasonable. In fact, whether these poems should be included into gexing is 
already answered by Wenyuan yinghua which admitted more than 50 poems with 
no lyric titles, which has an important significance in the prosodic understanding 
of gexing. We can of course imagine the state of writing in Tang dynasty: 
Sometimes, they simply use a “theme-lyric” combined title which is sufficient to 
express their meaning, just like guti yuefu, for example, Li Bai’s three poems, 
“Liangyuan yin” 梁园吟 (A song of Liangyuan garden), “Yuan Danqiu ge” 元
丹丘歌 (The song of Yuandan mountain), “Caoshu gexing” 草书歌行 (The song 
of Cao calligraphy style)，and Du Fu’s three poems, “Jinxi xing” 今夕行 (The 
song of today and yesterday), “Le youyuan ge”, “Zui shi ge” 醉时歌 (The song 
of being drunk). In some times, the simple lyric title cannot carry the meaning 
and emotion. Then the poets will add elements of specification in “the lyric title” 
like Li Bai’s three poems “Fen gexing shang Xinping Changshi xiong Can” 邠歌

行上新平长史兄粲 (A gexing for Can, brother of the official of Xinping), “Zhao 
Yan shaofu fentu shanshui ge” 赵炎少府粉图山水歌 (Song of mountains and 
rivers of Zhao Yan’s home), “Lushan yaoji Lu Shiyu xuzhou” 庐山谣寄卢侍御虚

舟 (A letter of song to Lu Xuzhou from Mount Lu), and Du Fu’s three poems, 
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“Xuandu tange ji Yuan Yiren” 玄都坛歌寄元逸人 (A song for Yuan Yiren from 
Xuandu tan), “Binghou guo Wang Yi yin zeng ge” 病后过王倚饮赠歌 (A song 
dedicated to Wang Yin after a drink), “Li Chao bafen xiaozhuan ge” 李潮八分小

篆歌 (A song of eight-fen small-seal style calligraphy by Li Chao). In others, 
poets do not deliberately use the lyric title and fill titles with more facts and 
social activities. Examples include Li Bai’s three poems, “Jiaqu wenquan gong 
hou zeng Yang Shanren” 驾去温泉宫后赠杨山人 (Sending a present for Yang 
Shanren after the emperor went to hot spring palace), “Da Wang Shi’er hanye 
duzhuo youhuai” 答王十二寒夜独酌有怀 (Sentiments from a lonely drink in a 
cold night in answer to Wang Shi’er), “Yi jiuyou ji Qiaojun Yuan Canjun” 忆旧

游寄谯郡元参军 (In memory of traveling and send to official Yuan in Qiao 
county), and Du Fu’s “Song Kong Chaofu xie bing gui you Jiangdong jiancheng 
Li Bai” 送孔巢父谢病归游江东兼呈李白 (See Kong Chaofu off to Jiangdong and 
send to Li Bai). There was no rule that writing a gexing requires a lyric title. The 
poets just habitually inherited from yuefu this ancient naming method, combining 
the need of writing and the cultural reserves. In spite of this, they were also likely 
to forsake the lyric title when necessary. In some sense, breaking away from the 
formal binding of the lyric title is the necessary tendency of the development of 
gexing writing. Whether the poets can break the habit and way to name by means 
of the lyric title has important practical significance for the free writing of gexing. 
Then when the authors in Tang dynasty had achieved the breakthrough in their 
writing practice, whether the critics admit this breakthrough and include those 
non-lyric title seven-character ancient poems into gexing has become an 
important issue. Wenyuan yinghua provided us a precursor example and without 
doubt offered us a significant reference for the just definition of gexing.  

How to set the lyric title as a criterion for gexing will also meet with some 
problems that cannot be explained now. For example, Li Bai’s “Xuanzhou Xie 
Tiao lou zhanbie jiaoshu Shu Yun” 宣州谢朓楼饯别校书叔云 (A farewell dinner 
with Shu Yun at Xie Tiao mansion in Xuanzhou) has a variant name in Wenyuan 
yinghua as “Pei Shiyu Shuhua denglou ge” 陪侍御叔华登楼歌 (A song of 
accompanying Shu Hua in ascending the mansion). According to the latter 
version, it should be a gexing but not in the former version of the title. A similar 
case is Du Fu’s “Bingche xing” and “Xi bingma”. Is this poem a gexing or not? 

On the Metricality of Gexing 

In opposition to metrical gexing is biediao 别调 (irregular rhyming), also known 
as ci. The theory of biediao can be seen in the discussion of Gushi xuan 古诗选 
(Selection of ancient poems) by Wang Shizhen 王 士 禛 : “In terms of 
seven-character gexing, only Bao Zhao first made biediao and various works in 
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the Six dynasties all make turns in rhyming. That’s why in early Tang dynasty, 
poets change the rhymes in a poem while after Li Bai poems began reaching Bao 
Zhao’s style, and at the end of Tang dynasty the two methods develop in 
parallel.” The representative works of Bao Zhao, “Ni Xinglu nan shiba shou” 
shows distinct characteristics in the rhyme. The change of the rhyme and the way 
to do it follows no rules but the ups and downs of emotions. This free style is 
seen by later critics as biediao. The other tendency in early Tang dynasty became 
metrical gexing, expediently called changdiao 常调 (regular rhyming), as it is 
the opposite side of biediao. Typical works of early Tang dynasty of metrical 
gexing are long poems of Lu Zhaolin 卢照邻 and Luo Binwang 骆宾王 whose 
formal feature can be summarized as “regular lines, change between level and 
oblique tone rhymes, and frequent regular-tone lines.” The two poets not only 
absolutely follow the level and oblique tones and rhymes but also imitate the 
eight-line poems in the cohesion between couplets. For example, 
 

Jade chariot turning around the corner passed the lord’s mansion (di 第); 
Under golden whips horses one after another galloped toward the aristocrat’s 
home (jia 家). 
The dragon biting the canopy seated the sun (ri 日); 
And the phoenix putting out tassels spread the sunset glow (xia 霞). 
In hundreds of meters the vines compete to wind on the tree (shu 树); 
A group of tiny birds together sing of the blossoms (hua 花). 

 
These formal features jointly resulted in the full and free rhyming swing of 
gexing. Changdiao is the major form of gexing in early Tang dynasty. 

In the peak period of Tang dynasty, changdiao as the major form of gexing has 
transcended the over-complicatedness in the form. Poets begin to enter a free 
state of rhyme. In general the metricality abated compared with early Tang 
dynasty. Shen Deqian 沈德潜 said, “Gao Shi, Cen Shen, Wang Wei, Li Qi, the 
four poets, make end rhymes and symmetric couplets to some extent and find 
regularity in a state of freedom.”15 Their gexing do not deliberately make lines 
into uniforms but let metrical lines and couplets walk out naturally in the process 
of free narration and expression of emotion. Cen Shen, Li Bai, and Du Fu even 
further created biediao gexing which fully transcended the metrical gexing. 
Biediao gexing not only adopted the free style of Bao Zhao, but also mixed long 
lines with short lines bringing out the characteristic peak Tang biediao, for 
example, Li Bai’s “Shudao nan” and “Mengyou Tianmu shan bie Donglu 
zhugong” 梦游天姥山别东鲁诸公 (A dream of traveling in Tianmu Mountain 
and farewell to lords from East Lu), Du Fu’s masterpieces “Maowu wei qiufeng 
                                                   
15 Shen Deqian, 1979, p. 209. 
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suo po ge” 茅屋为秋风所破歌 (A song on my cottage being broken by autumnal 
blasts) and “Taozhu zhang yin zeng Zhang Liuhou” 桃竹杖引赠张留后 (A short 
poem of peach and bamboo dedicated to Zhang Liuhou), Cen Shen’s masterpiece 
“You boluo hua ge” 优钵罗花歌 (A song of lotus). From peak Tang dynasty on, 
the lines and rhymes of gexing formed a situation of parallel of changdiao and 
biediao. In mid-Tang dynasty, Han Yu and Lu Tong 卢仝 who pursues the 
bizarre style started to write extreme biediao. Even Yuan Zhen, a lover of 
simplicity wrote extremely free biediao gexing. Can we still consider “Yueshi 
shi” 月蚀诗 (A poem of moon eclipse), one of the works of extreme biediao, as 
gexing? Since the author has no objective and quantitative definition to set the 
boundary of the liberated biediao gexing, we have to admit the diversity of the 
composition of poetry and that of the pursuits of poets. Hu Yinglin regarded 
“Yueshi shi,” “Changhen ge,” and “Pipa xing” as the well-known works of Tang 
dynasty which was astounding for a period.16 “Yue Shi Shi” by Lu Tong is a 
typical works of the utmost realization of freedom in gexing writing. 

Definition of Gexing 

The above discrimination and analysis of various small gexing perspectives each 
reasonably reveal part of the property of gexing but have limitation and loopholes 
in explanation failing to summarize the whole gexing works. Therefore we have 
to choose a more comprehensive “grand gexing perspective,” just like Hu 
Yinglin said, “Gexing is a general term for seven-character ancient poems.” 
According to the “grand gexing perspective,” a prosodic definition of gexing is 
provided as follows, “gexing is seven-character (including mixed lines) ancient 
style (free style) poem. The “grand gexing perspective” is the only one that can 
reveal the innermost prosodic characteristic of gexing and specifies the extension 
and intension of gexing. The history of poetry indicates that after Tang dynasty, 
gexing composition has largely been treading the grand gexing path in later times 
even in modern times and the contemporary period. The “grand gexing 
perspective” is theoretically significant in understanding gexing as a prosodic 
style. What’s more, it has practical significance in guiding gexing composition in 
later times even in modern times and the contemporary period. 

The seven-character line used in gexing is the most expressive and emotive 
line in Chinese poetry. Wang Shizhen in Gushi xuan made such a quote from 
Shishuo xinyu 世说新语 (New account of the tales of the world), “Mr Xie as the 
tutor asked Wang Ziyou 王子猷: ‘What is a seven-character poem?’ Ziyou 
answered: ‘High and proud as a fine steed, wide and deep as a mallard in the 

                                                   
16 Hu Yinglin,1958, p. 55. 
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river.’ The author sighed that this comment has already exhausted the beauty of 
gexing. At that time the seven-character poets just began to appear but Ziyou 
who was not known as a poet can make such remarks!” This shows that people 
understood the seven-character poems very early. In Tang dynasty, the golden 
times for poetry, the seven-character linguistic resource found a great 
opportunity for development. It was used in metrical poems and free style ones. 
The combination of the artificial metrics and the free style made the 
transcendental and unbounded gexing. It is absolutely distinct from the classical 
beauty of seven-line rhyme poems and naturally different from the weighty and 
tactile five-character ancient poems. Yang Zai 杨载 in Yuan dynasty made a 
comment in Shifa jiashu 诗法家数  (Private keys of composing poems), 
“Seven-character ancient poems spread narration, have openings and endings, 
and have a style of unfamiliarity, masculinity, and sonority. It hates mediocrity 
and clichés and must have wavering openings and endings like the waving rivers 
and seas with one wave after another. It is also like the troop array of military 
scientists which makes sudden and unpredictable change between the normal 
style and the surprising one. Li Bai and Du Fu are the only two poets who are 
equipped with this kind of technique.”17 The two poets reached the ultimate of 
art in gexing and made the best interpretation for the artistic characteristic of this 
prosodic style. 
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