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Fig. 7.1: The Zheng
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There is folklore that credits the appearance of the zheng as a result of two
quarrelling sisters, who broke a se into two, producing two different zhengs – a 12-
stringed one and a 13-stringed one.

TUNING & STRUCTURE

The zheng is fitted with strings of different lengths and thickness that are drawn across
the long and boxed-like body of the instrument (Fig. 7.2). The end of the string is
wound and bound to axels found at the extreme right of the instrument (Fig. 7.3).

By adjusting the tension created by propping the strings using bridges,
different pitches result (Fig. 7.4). Thus, the bridge acts as a pivot for the string to be
tuned to a desired pitch. The desired pitch is created on the right of the string (found
at the right side of the pivot) by pushing the bridges toward the left or right of the
body of the instrument. As such, the string towards the right of the instrument and
past the bridge is pitched and plucked by the fingers of the right hand. The performer
wears artificial fingernails made of bone, shell or acrylic, which are bound by surgical
tape onto the flesh of his fingers (Fig. 7.5) to pluck at the instrument.

The left of the instrument (or the side left of the bridge) is un-tuned and
provides a space for a performer to press at using the fore, middle and ring fingers of
the left hand. Portamento effects are created by bending the left side of the instrument
while using the right hand to pluck at the pitched side of the string (Figs. 7.6 & 7.7).
Glissandos can also be achieved on the left side of the strings, producing eerie sweeping
sounds – a result of playing a series of unfixed pitches. Fingernails are also worn on
the left hand as they are sometimes used to aid the plucking of the pitched sides of the
strings. This is especially seen in arpeggios performed on the zheng.

The zheng’s role in the Chinese orchestra is debatable, with a 50-strong full
Chinese orchestra accommodating a maximum of two zheng players. The instrument
cannot shift between key changes effectively as it commands a fixed scale. Instead,
players must shift the bridges that prop up the strings in order to change the pitches
of the various strings, effectively re-tuning their instruments whenever there are
changes in keys.

In lieu of this restriction, composers seldom exploit the instrument to its full
potential in Chinese orchestras, often writing only arpeggios and the occasional glissando
for this instrument.

The number of strings, tuning structures, types of strings and playing
techniques vary from region to region in China. Among the more popular types of
zheng are:

i. The 13-stringed zheng that is mostly played in the Henan and Zhejiang
regions. This form of zheng usually uses strings made of silk and is usually
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Fig. 7.2 (Top-Left): The Zheng
Fig. 7.3 (Top-Right): End of the string is wound and bound to axels
Fig. 7.4 (Middle-Left): Bridges act as a pivot for the strings
Fig. 7.5 (Middle-Right): Artificial fingernails
Figs. 7.6 & 7.7 (Bottom): Bending the strings to produce portamento effects
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The Butterfly Zheng was developed based on the foundation of the
traditional zheng. It has 49 strings and a range between D to d³, including all
semitones.

The ranges of the various zhengs are:

i. 13 Stringed zheng: A – d²
ii. 16 Stringed zheng: A – a²
iii. 21 Stringed zheng: D – d³
iv. 25 Stringed zheng: Either A1 – g³ or D – b³

Common Range of the 21 Stringed Guzheng

The strings of a zheng correspond to the pentatonic scale. Each string
produces a single pitch when played. Due to the instrument’s pentatonic nature, a
player is required to use his left hand to press on the mi (mediant) and la (submediant)
strings respectively to obtain the fa (subdominant note) and si (leading note) of a scale,
bending the pitch of the string to obtain the required semitone. The bending of
pitches can be done on all other strings, allowing portamentos to result from any of the
fixed-pitched strings. The bending of pitches has since become an integral part of
zheng technique. Pitch bending / portamento techniques are epitomised in Shandong,
Henan and Hakka zheng pieces.

Today, progressive zheng pieces do not follow the zheng’s pentatonic scale
rigidly, with many scores altering the tuning structure of the instrument.

TECHNIQUES & TONAL COLOUR

On the 21-stringed guzheng, the lower ranges (D – a) produce sounds that have been
described as full of depth, while the middle ranges (a – d²) are bright, clear and
graceful; the middle ranges are the most commonly used. The higher note regions (d²
– d³) produce clear and crisp sounds.

The zheng mainly uses the right hand’s thumb, fore, middle and ring fingers
to play. When fitted with artificial fingernails, plucking at the instrument produces
solid, clear and crisp sounds.


