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Old Forms, New Voices:

Bao Zhao’ s Inheritance and Innovation in Yuefu Poetry

Kock Si Jie
Department of Chinese Literature, National Tsing Hua University

Abstract

Bao Zhao (CE 414-466) is best known for his imitative (Ni) and persona (Dai) yuefu poems,
with scholarly attention primarily focused on the Ni Xinglu Nan (Imitation of “The Lament of the
Road”). These poems retain traditional yuefu titles while adopting poetic forms—such as seven-
syllable and mixed-meter lines—often seen by contemporaries as “minor” or “vulgar.” Bao Zhao’s
use of alternate-line rhyming, instead of rhyming every line, introduced a new style of heightened
lyrical tension. These innovations significantly advanced the development of literary form in early
medieval China. Although the Dai yuefu poems make up the bulk of Bao Zhao’s extant yuefu, they
have received relatively little scholarly attention. Existing scholarship largely centers on their lyrical
features or on readings of dai (persona) as a mode of “speaking on behalf of another,” often
emphasizing inherited Han and Wei motifs such as the absent traveler, the longing woman, and the
fragrant beauty. Yet viewed through the lens of literary form, these poems reveal a dynamic interplay
of continuity and innovation within the yuefu tradition. This article examines the full corpus of Bao
Zhao’s yuefu through the dual lens of inheritance and innovation, tracing his engagement with
traditional forms, themes, and styles, and his transformation of them into a distinct yuefu mode. In

doing so, it sheds light on his role in reshaping the formal horizons of the yuefu poetry tradition.
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