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Seven Questions on the Tang Poem “Zhezhi”: Signifer and the Signified
in Historical Structure
LIU Xiaowei

Abstract: This study adopts a historical-structural perspective to reinterpret the cultural positioning of
the Zhezhi dance through a systematic analysis of 28 Zhezhi-related poems from the Complete Tang
Poems.Unlike the explicitly labeled “Hu” (foreign) dances such as Huteng and Huxuan, the Zhezhi
dance was not prefixed with “Hu,” a distinction tied to its social function and political context.Zhezhi
performers, as professional dancers disciplined by the imperial music registry system, held identities
distinct from urban Hu (foreign) courtesans.The southern cultural symbolism embedded in the
“barbarian drum” (mangu) and the Central Plains aesthetic ideals reflected in the “phoenix-like rotations”
(luanxing zhuan) jointly constructed a sinicized paradigm for the Zhezhi dance.The dancers’ “light, soft,
and delicate” physicality became its unique hallmark.This research offers a typical case for the
sinicization process of foreign music in the Tang Dynasty, unveiling the ritual-music system’s adaptive
mechanisms toward exotic art forms.

Key words: Tang Poetry; Zhezhi Dance; the Relationship between the Signifier and the Signified
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