
 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

APPROVED: 
 
Joseph Banowetz, Major Professor 
Adam Wodnicki, Committee Member 
Steven Harlos, Committee Member and Chair 

of the Division of Keyboard Studies 
Felix Olschofka, Interim Director of Graduate 

Studies in the College of Music 
John Richmond, Dean of the College of Music 
Victor Prybutok, Dean of the Toulouse 

Graduate School 

A COMPARATIVE STUDY OF POLYPHONIC TECHNIQUES IN CHANG-LEI ZHU’S 

BALLADE FOR SOLO PIANO  

Xing Rong, B.A., M.M., P.S. 

Dissertation Prepared for the Degree of 

DOCTOR OF MUSICAL ARTS 

UNIVERSITY OF NORTH TEXAS 

August 2019 



Rong, Xing. A Comparative Study of Polyphonic Techniques in Chang-Lei Zhu’s 

“Ballade for Solo Piano.” Doctor of Musical Arts (Performance), August 2019, 70 pp., 23 

musical examples, 1 appendix, bibliography, 27 titles.     

In Chinese contemporary piano music, large-scale piano compositions featuring 

innovative polyphonic musical languages are rarely found. Chang-Lei Zhu's Ballade for Solo 

Piano represents his development of contrapuntal techniques passed on from J. S. Bach and 

Dmitri Shostakovich in their polyphonic works for solo keyboard or piano. This study focuses on 

an analysis of Zhu's Ballade as an idiosyncratic composition that makes a significant 

contribution to the Chinese contemporary piano music repertory. Comparative analysis is made 

of Zhu's Ballade and J.S. Bach's Well-Tempered Clavier Books 1 and 2, as well as Dmitri 

Shostakovich's 24 Preludes and Fugues for Solo Piano, Op. 87. Zhu, a living Chinese composer 

born in 1976, uniquely writes the twenty variations of his Ballade based on the opening theme, a 

single melody in ten subphrases. This research lays out the close relationship of the opening 

theme with twenty variations in the Ballade. This study also illustrates how Zhu is an innovative 

voice in Chinese contemporary piano music literature. This comparative study constitutes the 

first scholarly study of Zhu's Ballade. Chapter 1 is an introduction to my comparative study. In 

chapter 2, comparisons on selected excerpts are conducted between Zhu's Ballade and J.S. 

Bach's WTC, Books 1 and 2, as well as Dmitri Shostakovich's Op. 87. Taking into consideration 

the pedagogical function of the Ballade, this study includes how the work can be used in Zhu's 

Ballade in piano pedagogy as an addition in chapter 3. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Purpose of Study 

Since the middle of the twentieth century, Chinese composers have been inspired by 

Western music in their compositions. Contrapuntal techniques from European music of the 

eighteenth-twentieth centuries have been employed by Chinese composers in their piano works. 

These works include piano suites, small-scale solo piano pieces, and piano transcriptions. 

Among the Chinese composers born from the 1970s onwards, large-scale works composed for 

solo piano featuring innovative polyphonic development techniques are rare. My study analyzes 

the solo piano composition entitled Ballade for Solo Piano by Chang-Lei Zhu in order to identify 

innovations in his contrapuntal techniques. In his use of imitative counterpoint, Zhu absorbed the 

tradition of J. S. Bach as developed by Dmitri Shostakovich in the twentieth century while he 

was composing the work.  J. S. Bach’s Well Tempered Clavier (WTC), Books 1 and 2, are 

masterpieces of polyphonic keyboard writing. Dmitri Shostakovich’s 24 Preludes and Fugues 

for Solo Piano, Op. 87, are works inspired by Bach’s WTC Books 1 and 2. Therefore, I compare 

and contrast the polyphonic development techniques used by Zhu with the techniques employed 

by Bach and Shostakovich. In particular, this study looks at the different contrapuntal devices 

Zhu used in his development of the opening theme of his Ballade to create twenty variations. 

Alongside the in-depth analysis of Zhu’s Ballade, this dissertation explores the related 

pedagogical function of this work. Ballade for Solo Piano was composed by Zhu in 2000 on the 

advice of Alexander Krasotov (1936-2007), an internationally recognized Ukrainian composer 

who mentored Zhu in his composition studies. Zhu wrote that: “My goal for the composition of 
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this Ballade is to have a concise and refined subject with its different innovative variations 

throughout the work.”1  

This dissertation argues that Zhu’s Ballade represents the evolution of polyphonic 

development techniques in a twenty-first- century pitch context. Devices characteristic of Zhu’s 

style include combinations of different fugal devices--retrograde, inversion, stretto, and 

retrograde-inversion in three upper voices accompanied by bass ostinato and his mixed uses of 

displacement dissonance with stretto. As a work composed for solo piano, Zhu’s Ballade offers 

musicians an unusually helpful case study in polyphony. First, each individual voice and its 

interaction with the other voices can be heard and read more clearly than in his symphonies and 

ensemble works. Second, this Ballade shows the further development of the polyphonic tradition 

he inherited from Bach and Dmitri Shostakovich—an especially significant achievement for a 

Chinese contemporary composer of the twenty-first century. Zhu’s contrapuntal innovations are 

present throughout the twenty variations of the Ballade, bringing challenges in pianism and 

memorization for pianists who perform it. In chapter 3 of this study, I provide possible solutions 

for the performance challenges of this work.  

Introduction to Chang-Lei Zhu and his Ballade  

Ballade for Solo Piano was composed in 2000 by Chang-Lei Zhu. Zhu is a living Chinese 

contemporary composer born in 1976. He received a bachelor’s degree in composition from the 

Tianjin Conservatory of Music in 2002, a master’s degree in composition in 2004, and a PhD in 

composition in 2008 from the Tchaikovsky National Music Academy of Ukraine in 2008.             

                                                 
1 Chang-Lei Zhu, “Characteristics in Composing Variations of Music Teaching with Russian Musical School,’’ 
Stagecraft (Music and Dancing), 6, no.6 (June 2017): 66-70.  
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Zhu has composed his music in various genres. He has incorporated twentieth-century 

compositional techniques such as pantonality and atonality in his works, creating unique musical 

languages. His compositions have been well received by audiences, and his Symphony 

No.1 received an award at the annual compositional competition of the Tianjin Conservatory of 

Music. His compositions include Symphonies No. 1 and No. 2, Ballade for Solo Piano, Overture 

for Chinese Instrumental Orchestra, art-song settings of Chinese poems, and chamber music 

works. 

When Zhu composed his Ballade in 2000, he was under the tutelage of Alexander 

Krasotov, a world-renowned Ukrainian composer and a laureate of many international 

composition prizes who taught composition at the Tianjin Conservatory of Music from 1999 

until his death in 2007. Therefore, Zhu absorbed the flavors of Russian music into his writing 

of this Ballade. However, Zhu went beyond his mentor in applying innovative contrapuntal 

techniques unique to his style in the Ballade.  

In this Ballade, Zhu shows his advanced polyphonic compositional techniques. For 

instance, he combines different fugal devices such as retrograde, inversion, stretto, and 

retrograde-inversion in three upper voices accompanied by bass ostinato in Variation 18. The 

other example is his mixed usage of displacement dissonance with stretto in Variation 2. My 

dissertation aims to reveal Zhu’s advancements in his use of polyphonic development techniques 

in his Ballade, comparing and contrasting the techniques employed by his predecessors in their 

polyphonic solo piano works. Since this study involves the terms “fugue “and “counterpoint,” it 

is worth defining them now. According to Paul M. Walker, “fugue” refers to a genre based on 
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canonic imitation and the name of a compositional technique applied to a piece of music.2 

According to Klaus-Jürgen Sachs and Carl Dahlhaus, the term “counterpoint” indicates the 

combination of simultaneously sounding musical lines following a series of rules.3 The term also 

indicates a voice or an entire musical work based on contrapuntal principles. Fugal devices 

feature stretto, inversion, retrograde, retrograde- inversion, augmentation, and diminution. 4 In 

his Ballade, Zhu advanced these fugal devices in an innovative manner. In addition, he  

creatively wrote the opening theme into a single melody line of ten sub-phrases, which serves as 

the foundation of the Ballade. The close relationship between the theme and the twenty 

variations will be further discussed in this study. By the use of contrapuntal devices with 

innovations, Zhu wrote each individual variation with a different character, as discussed in detail 

in the section on the formal organization of the work in chapter 1.   

Significance and State of Research 

The significance of Zhu’s Ballade lies in it being an original large-scale solo piece of 

polyphonic writing by a modern Chinese composer. Although several fugal works by a Chinese 

composer exist, they are largely transcriptions, originally written for organ or cello ensembles. 

Relevant examples are the four piano transcriptions, Op. 68, by An-lun Huang (b.1949-).5 Huang 

combines Chinese musical elements with Western contrapuntal techniques in three pieces of this 

                                                 
2  Grove Music Online, s.v. “Fugue,” by Paul M. Walker;  http://doi.org/10. 

1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.51678; accessed November 15, 2018.  
3 Grove Music Online, s.v. Counterpoint,” by Klaus-Jürgen Sachs and Carl Dahlhaus 
http://doi.org/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.06690; accessed November 16, 2018.  
4  “Fugue: Systematized Polyphony,” SFCM Theory, https://sfcmtheory.com/analysis_lectures/22_fugue/fugue.pdf; 
accessed January 19, 2019  
5 An-lun Huang, Piano Music, performed by Xing Rong (Tocc 0425, 2017, CD).  

http://doi.org/10.%201093/gmo/9781561592630.article.51678
http://doi.org/10.%201093/gmo/9781561592630.article.51678
http://doi.org/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.06690
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set, Op. 68, Nos. 1, 3, and 4. Unlike Zhu’s contrapuntal innovations in his Ballade, Huang writes 

his transcriptions by simply following  the Bach tradition in his use of imitative techniques.  

Most published writings about contemporary Chinese music focus on works written by  

Chinese composers before 1970, exploring Chinese musical elements, particularly the modes and 

compositional techniques employed in Chinese traditional and folk music. However, these 

studies overlook the progress in the use of compositional techniques made by the composers of 

the generation since 1970, including Zhu’s Ballade.  

The article, The Development of Chinese Piano Music, by Le Kang is a study that focuses 

on the evolution of Chinese piano music. 6 This article situates Zhu as a post-revolutionary 

composer. 7  Kang discusses the combinations of modern compositional techniques with Chinese 

cultural or folk elements in the compositions by the post-1970 composers, ignoring the 

contrapuntal innovations in polyphonic piano writings by these composers.  

Ellen Thompson’s book Teaching and Understanding Contemporary Piano Music 

discusses dissonant counterpoint and contrapuntal forms, including the contrapuntal techniques 

employed by contemporary Chinese composers. 8 Scholarship has overlooked the innovative 

solo piano music by post-1970 Chinese composers. The present study builds on Thompson’s 

work by analyzing Zhu’s Ballade as an unusually contrapuntal non-Western solo piano 

composition.   

Zhu wrote an article himself discussing his Ballade entitled “Characteristics in 

Composing Variations of Music Teaching with Russian Musical School.” 9  In this article, he 

                                                 
6 Le Kang, “The Development of Chinese Piano Music,” Asian Culture and History 2, no.2, (2009): 18-33. 

http://doi.org/10.5539/ach.v1n2p18.  
7  Kang, “The Development,” 18.  
8 Thompson, Teaching and Understanding, 135-66. . 
9 Zhu, “Characteristics in Composing,” 66-70.  

http://doi.org/10.5539/ach.v1n2p18
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illustrates the connections between his Ballade and the variations by Russian composers’ 

variations. His ideas are expressed with the use of some musical examples. Zhu also introduces 

the opening of his Ballade and how it is developed by his innovative imitative contrapuntal 

techniques. However, Zhu did not conduct any in-depth analysis or did he refer to any scholarly 

studies. The present study attempts to fill this gap. First, my study analyzes how the ten 

subphrases of the theme are developed in varied ways as the music progresses. Second, my study 

analyzes how Zhu further develops imitative counterpoint techniques after Bach and 

Shostakovich through compositional innovations.  

Formal Organization of Zhu’s Ballade  

Zhu composed his Ballade as a theme and twenty variations. As a composer deeply 

interested in Russian music, he wrote the work following the ideals of composing variations by 

composers of the Russian school. He believes that the theme has the primary significance in a 

composition written in a theme and variations form.10 According to Zhu, a theme should be 

composed as a single lyrical melody. Each individual motive of the theme needs to be well 

written to facilitate its further development into variations. 11 Individual variations have to be 

written with different characteristics from each other. In this Ballade, for his theme Zhu created a 

fifteen-measure unaccompanied melody in the bass register at the opening of the work. The 

theme consists of ten subphrases, which Zhu develops into multiple voices with his polyphonic 

development techniques in the twenty variations.  

I regard Variations 1- 9 as the first half of the Ballade with a slower tempo and 

Variations 10- 20 as the second half with a faster tempo. Variation 20 is composed in a largo 

                                                 
10 Zhu, “Characteristics in Composing,” 66-67.  
11 Ibid. 
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tempo as a coda, featuring the theme in retrograde. Zhu wrote each individual variation with a 

different character. Variation 1 has a lyrical nature, with two voices alternately producing the ten 

subphrases. The music in Variation 2 becomes more expressive, with the upper voice 

overlapping the bottom in a canon. Variation 3 has the most expressive music in the first half of 

the Ballade. In Variation 4, the melodies in the upper voice accompany the bottom voice 

pianissimo, and the bottom voice features inversions of the ten subphrases. Variation 5 is filled 

with chordal texture, the ten subphrases of the theme being produced by the two upper voices 

one after the other forte in the low register.  

A four-measure link leads to the scherzo-like Variation 6, which features a brand new 

accompanying figure of staccato eighth-note patterns based on the theme. The melody of this 

variation consists of the ten subphrases in retrograde. One of the sentimental moments in Zhu’s 

Ballade comes in Variation 7, in which the upper voice of the subphrase is in inversion 

accompanied by chords in chromatic progressions. Following five transitional measures to 

Variation 8, there is a section full of humor containing sharp contrasts in dynamics. Zhu employs 

four fugal devices in this variation: retrograde, retrograde-inversion, inversion, and diminution. 

Beat four of m. 193 serves as a link to Variation 9, in which the ten subphrases of the theme 

return in a four-voiced chordal texture. The sustained chords in the alto and bass voices serve as 

harmonic foundations for each individual subphrase. Although the theme returns in Variation 9, 

such a chordal texture varies the lyrical opening on its episodic reappearance.  

There follows a two-measure link to Variation 10, which begins the second half of the  

Ballade. This toccata-like variation is one of the virtuoso sections in the work. Zhu employs 

diminution in Variation 10; the opening theme returns a second time with a completely different 

dark and agitated character. Variation 11 also features a reappearance of the opening theme. Zhu 
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keeps using diminution in this variation but with a singing melody. A large crescendo prepares 

the arrival of the brilliant fortissimo in Variation 12, the other virtuosic section, in which the 

upper voice features rapid sixteenth notes accompanying the melody in octaves in the lower 

voice. Particular to his style, in this variation Zhu composes both voices with subphrases of the 

opening theme. Accompaniments in the upper voice are subphrases in diminution, and the 

melody in the lower voice has subphrases in retrograde. The last measure of Variation 12 is a 

link to Variation 13, which Zhu writes with two different textures--chords and rapid sixteenth- 

note arpeggios for the retrograded opening theme. The rapid arpeggios serve as the link among 

the retrograded subphrases of the opening theme. 

Variation 14 has two varied types of textures, chords and triplet passages. Here Zhu 

employs retrograde and diminution of the subphrases of the opening theme. The passage in mm. 

290-97 consists of retrograded choral progressions in subphrases 8-10. The triplet phrase from 

mm. 298-99 features the subphrases 7-10 in retrograde and diminution. Variations 15 and 16 are 

composed with one type of texture. Variation 15 features triplet progressions, in which Zhu 

employs diminution and retrograde. These triplets here are the subphrases of the opening theme. 

In Variation 15, an agitated character comes from the frequent changes in dynamics and 

dissonances in harmonies. Measure 362 serves as the link to Variation 16, in which Zhu employs 

the opening theme in diminution, turning the single melody theme into alternating intervals. The 

character of the theme in this variation is more passionate than the lyricism of the original. 

Variation 17 is the other sentimental section in the Ballade, contrasting sharply with the more 

agitated Variations 16 and 18. In Variation 17, Zhu creates a melody with an inversion of the 

subphrases from mm. 1-6 accompanied by chords in chromatic progressions.  
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Following a two-measure link in mm. 392-93, the virtuosic Variation 18 begins. This 

variation includes a contrapuntal innovation in the use of five fugal devices (retrograde-

inversion, inversion, retrograde, augmentation, and stretto) in the three upper voices with an 

ostinato bass as the accompaniments.  I discuss this variation further in the next chapter.  A 

sixteenth-note arpeggio in mm. 420-21 unifies the two parts of Variation 18. The section from 

mm. 447 through the first beat of m. 453 is a toccata-like bridge that prepares the final return of 

the opening theme. As Zhu stated in his article, Variation 19 serves as the climax in the Ballade 

because the arrival of this variation comes at the point of a golden ratio (0.618). 12 Zhu 

composed Variation 19 by using the subphrases with two different types of textures—chords and 

fast-running thirty-second notes. This variation is grandiose in character. A link (m. 470) of a 

tied whole-note chord prepares Variation 20 harmonically. In this last variation of the Ballade, 

calmness prevails. The upper voice consists of the subphrases in retrograde, accompanied by the 

ostinato bass. 

  

                                                 
12 Zhu, “Characteristics in Composing,” 70.  
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CHAPTER 2 

COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS OF CHANG-LEI ZHU’S BALLADE FOR SOLO PIANO WITH 

J. S. BACH’S WELL-TEMPERED CLAVIER AND DMITRI SHOSTAKOVICH’S 24 

PRELUDES AND FUGUES, OP. 87 

This chapter conducts a comparative analysis of Zhu’s Ballade for Solo Piano13  and 

relevant excerpts from Bach’s Well-Tempered Clavier (WTC) Books 1 and 2 and Shostakovich’s 

24 Preludes and Fugues for Solo Piano, Op. 87. 14 Both books of Bach’s WTC are masterpieces 

that display his highly refined craftsmanship in polyphony. Each of the two books contains a 

prelude and fugue in each of the twenty-four major and minor keys arranged in a parallel 

chromatic progression, an enormous achievement in his day. Shostakovich composed his Op. 87 

cycle inspired by Bach’s WTC, but with relative major and minor keys in the cycle of fifths.  

Figure 1: Opening theme of Zhu, Ballade (numbers 1-10 mark subphrases 1-10)15 

13 Copy of score obtained from the composer, Chang-Lei Zhu.  Excerpts and complete score (in dissertation 
appendix) are reproduced with permission from Chang-Lei Zhu.  
14 Johann Sebastian Bach, The Well-Tempered Clavier, BWV 846-893 (1772-42), 2 vols, ed. Willard A. Palmer, 
Alfred Masterwork Edition, (USA: Alfred Music, 2013), 2-221 and Dmitry Shostakovich, Twenty-Four Preludes 
and Fugues, Op. 87 (1950-51), (New York: Dover Publications, 1991).  
15  Zhu, “Ballade,” reproduced with permission from the composer. 
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I endeavor to show the fugal and contrapuntal techniques that Zhu developed in his work. 

Although these include primarily devices of fugue, Zhu extended the boundaries of contrapuntal 

language through his combinations of them with ostinato and other techniques. Figure 1 shows 

the opening of Zhu’s Ballade. Here he uniquely composed his fugal subject by subdividing it 

into ten subphrases, which serve as the foundation for the following twenty variations using 

innovative imitative counterpoint.  I use the analytical techniques of displacement dissonance 

and imitative counterpoint to show Zhu’s contrapuntal innovations.  

Zhu’s Ballade, Variation 1 Compared with J. S. Bach’s No. 16 in G minor  
from WTC, Book 1 (mm. 1-8)  

 
Zhu often enlarges the stretto technique used by Bach in his works. The opening eight 

measures of the Fugue No. 16 in G minor from WTC, Book 1 contain two stretti. Figure 2 

contains these eight measures (mm.1-8) of Bach’s Fugue No. 16. The first stretto takes place on 

the second eighth note of beat three in m. 2, where the tonal answer comes in overlapping the 

alto subject in m.1.  In m. 6, the tenor subject comes on the second eighth note of beat three, 

overlapping the upbeat bass subject in m. 5. Figure 3 shows Variation 1 of Zhu’s Ballade. In 

Variation 1 of his Ballade, although Zhu also employs stretti between two voices, he makes more 

sophisticated use of stretto than Bach by using stretto on a single melody theme split between 

two voices. Subphrase 3 of the opening theme overlaps subphrase 2, coming on the third beat of 

m. 18. In m. 19, subphrase 4 arrives on the second eighth note of beat two, overlapping 

subphrase 3. In Variation 1, subphrases 2-9 of the opening theme overlap with each other.   
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Figure 2: Bach’s Fugue No. 16 in G minor from WTC, Book 1 (mm.1-9) 16 

      

 
Figure 3: Zhu, Ballade, Variation 117 

 

                                                 
16  Bach, Well-Tempered Clavier I, 146.  
17  Zhu, “Ballade,” reproduced with permission from the composer.  
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Zhu’s Ballade, Variation 2 (mm. 25-40) Compared with Dmitri Shostakovich, Op. 87, Book 1, 
Fugue No. 7 in A Major (mm. 65-75)  

 
Shostakovich’s 24 Preludes and Fugues for Solo Piano, Op. 87 serves as the Russian-

flavored model for Zhu’s contrapuntal writing. 18 Figure 4 shows the opening of Shostakovich’s 

Fugue No. 7, where the first entries of the subject, answer, and first countersubject take place.  

 
Figure 4: Opening of Shostakovich’s Fugue No. 7 in A Major 19 

 
Shostakovich applies stretto twice to the subject among the three voices through mm. 70-

73. Figure 5 contains mm. 65-75 of Shostakovich’s Fugue No. 7. The first stretto features the 

subject melody in the bottom voice overlapping that of the middle voice on its arrival on the 

third beat in m. 70. The second stretto is presented by the top-voice subject melody on the first 

beat of m. 72, overlapping that of the bottom voice on the third beat of m. 70. Preceding the 

stretto section, there is a four-measure section of episodic materials in mm. 66-69. In this section, 

a pedal-point low E in the bottom voice supports the melody of the syncopated middle voice.    

                                                 
18 Zhu, Characteristics in Composing,” 66-70. 
19  Shostakovich, Twenty-Four Preludes and Fugues, 107.  
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Figure 5: Shostakovich’s Fugue No. 7 in A major (mm.59-75) 20 

 
Zhu also composes the subphrased theme with stretti in Variation 2 of his Ballade. Figure 

6 shows mm. 25-29 of Zhu’s Ballade Variation 2. Through these measures, the top voice’s 

melodies overlap those of the bottom voice. Figure 7 shows the section from mm. 30-40 of this 

variation. In this section, Zhu creatively applies stretto with displacement dissonance, which 

contrasts with the metrically stable use of stretto between voices used by Shostakovich in his 

Fugue No. 7. Zhu makes the stretto available in the fourth and fifth subphrases of the theme 

between the top and bottom voices in mm. 30-33. As innovatively composed by Zhu, this four-

measured section is characterized by displacement dissonance, D4+1 and D4+2, one type of the 

metric dissonances invoked by Harald Krebs in relation to Robert Schumann’s compositions. In 

Figure 7, the formula D4+1 refers to the extra beat added to the meter’s metrical grouping of four 

in this section of Variation 2, where five beats can be  counted from the bottom voice on the third 

                                                 
20  Shostakovich, Twenty-Four Preludes and Fugues, 110.  
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beat of m. 30 to the third beat of m. 31, thus displacing the bar line (metrical accent) by one beat. 

Figure 7 also shows how D4+2 functions in this section, consisting of two extra beats within a 

metrical cardinality of four, counting from the bottom voice of subphrase six, which comes in on 

the fourth beat of m. 32 to the first beat of the top voice on m. 34. In this section, Zhu combines 

the fugal device of stretto with metric displacement dissonance, developing further the 

contrapuntal techniques used by Shostakovich in his Fugue No. 7.  

 
Figure 6: Zhu, Ballade, Variation 2 (mm. 25-29) 21 

 

 
Figure 7: Zhu, Ballade, Variation 2 (mm. 30-40) 22 

                                                 
21 Zhu, “Ballade,” reproduced with permission from the composer. 
22 Ibid.  
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As the music continues in Variation 2, Zhu evolves the combination of displacement 

dissonance into sophisticated imitations among the subphrases, unique to his style of polyphonic 

piano compositions. Figure 7 contains the section from mm. 33-39. From the fourth beat of m. 33 

to the second beat of m. 35, there are six beats between the bottom voice’s subject melody of 

subphrase seven, coming in on the fourth beat of m. 33, and the top voice on the second beat of 

m. 35, which produce a displacement dissonance of D4+2. Consequently, two extra beats come 

out of this dissonance. Zhu kept this D4+ 2 in composing the subject melody of subphrase eight 

in the following two measures. In m. 37, the top voice’s melody arrives on the fourth beat and 

overlaps the bottom voice on the second beat of m. 36, which is a stretto six beats apart from the 

melodies of the top and bottom voices. Through mm. 32-37, the stretti produce three  

displacement dissonances of D4+ 2 between the bottom and top voices, which create two extra 

beats than the meter’s  cardinality of four. From the second eighth note of the downbeat of m. 38 

to the upbeat of m. 39, the overlapping of the bottom and top voices features a displacement 

dissonance of D4+1.  

Zhu’s Ballade, Variation 3 (mm. 41- 46) Compared with J. S. Bach’s Fugue No. 5  
in D Major from WTC, Book 2 (mm. 1-21) 

 
Variation 3 of Zhu’s Ballade serves as a section introducing his use of stretto with 

contrapuntal innovation. Bach employed stretto three times in mm. 1-21 of his Fugue No. 5. 

Figures 8 and 9 include the section from mm. 1-21 of Bach’s Fugue No. 5. In m. 2, the alto 

answer overlaps the subject(mm.1-2) on the second eighth note of beat three. In m. 6, the bass 

answer overlaps the soprano subject on the second eighth note of beat one. In m. 14, the soprano 

subject overlaps the alto answer on the second eighth note of beat three. The rest of this section 

features two codettas (mm.4-5 and 13-14) and one episode (mm.16-21), in which the second 

codetta (mm. 13-14) and the episode (mm.16-21) function as modulating passages. In his 
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Variation 3, Zhu also uses stretto as a contrapuntal development technique. In mm. 1-21 of his 

Fugue No. 5, Bach employed stretti twice between subjects and answers, and two codettas plus 

one episode. But unlike Bach’s use of stretti between subjects and answers in a section with 

various elements, Zhu writes Variation 3 merely with stretti among the opening theme in three 

voices.  

 
Figure 8: Bach’s Fugue No. 5 in D Major from WTC, Book 2 (mm. 1-15) 23 

                                                 
23  Bach, Well-Tempered Clavier II, 66.  
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Figure 9: Bach’s Fugue No. 5 in D Major from WTC, Book 2 (mm. 16-23) 24 

 

 
Figure 10: Zhu, Ballade, Variation 3 (mm. 41-46) 25 

 
Figure 10 shows mm. 41-46 of Zhu’s Ballade Variation 3. In mm. 41-42, three stretti take 

place. The bottom voice overlaps the middle voice on the fourth beat of m. 41. In m. 42, the 

                                                 
24  Bach, Well-Tempered Clavier II, 67.  
25  Zhu, “Ballade,” reproduced with permission from the composer.  
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middle voice overlaps the bottom voice on the second beat and the upper voice overlaps the 

middle voice on the fourth beat. Without supplying additional elements, Zhu composes the entire 

variation with the overlapping of the single-melody opening theme in three voices. Such use of 

overlapping the same single melodic theme in three voices is an evolution of the traditional 

method of employing two melodies of subject and answer at different pitches, as in Bach and 

Shostakovich’s works.  

Zhu’s Ballade, Variation 7 (mm. 128-31; mm. 140-47) Compared with J. S. Bach’s  
Fugue No. 8 in D-sharp Minor from WTC, Book 1 (mm. 30-49) 

 
In the Ballade, Zhu further develops contrapuntal techniques used by Bach in his WTC. 

Figure 11 shows mm. 30-35 of Bach’s Fugue No. 8. In mm. 30-49, Bach applied inversion to the 

soprano, alto, and bass voices. Three measures, mm.30-32, feature an inverted answer to the 

subject in upper voice. Bach wrote the middle and bottom voices with materials from the 

exposition. Figure 12 shows mm. 36-51 of Bach’s Fugue No. 8. Episodic measures, mm. 33-35, 

serve as a link to the passage in mm. 36-38 with an inverted answer in the middle voice. The 

passage from m. 39 to beat two of m. 44 is the other episode. Bach made the inversion available 

to the answer in the bottom voice from the third beat of m. 44 to the second beat of m. 47. From 

beat three of m. 47 to beat four of m. 49, the answer shifting to the middle voice is kept inverted.  

The melodies of the upper two voices, from the third beat of m. 44 to the second beat of m. 47, 

are composed with material from the exposition. (The same with the upper and bottom voices 

from the third beat of m. 47 to the fourth beat of m. 49.)  

In a similar manner to Bach in this fugue, Zhu employs inversion in Variation 7 of the 

Ballade. Figure 13 shows mm. 128-31 of Zhu’s Ballade, Variation 7. In this section, Zhu inverts 

each individual subphrase of the opening theme with accompaniments of chords in chromatic 

progressions.  
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Figure 11: Bach’s Fugue No. 8 in D-sharp Minor from WTC, Book 1 (mm. 28-35) 26 

 

 
Figure 12: Bach’s Fugue No. 8 in D-sharp Minor from WTC, Book 1 (mm.36-51) 27 

                                                 
26 Bach, Well-Tempered Clavier I, 93.  
27  Ibid., 94.  
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Figure 13: Zhu, Ballade, Variation 7 (mm. 128-31) and the Five-Bars Link (mm. 140-47) 28 

 
In contrast with Bach’s inversion of the short answer of the subject keeping the 

polyphonic texture throughout, in Variation 7 Zhu combines inversion with homophonic 

accompanying textures, differentiating the sentimental theme in inversion from the lyrical 

opening theme. In mm. 143-47, Zhu writes a five-bar link with retrograde and diminution of 

subphrases 8-10 for the arrival of Variation 8 (see Figure 10).  

Zhu’s Ballade, Variation 13 (mm. 261-68) Compared with Dmitri Shostakovich’s  
Fugue No. 4 in E minor, Op. 87 (mm. 47-75)  

 
Zhu expands the tradition regarding development of the subject (theme) in Variation 13 

                                                 
28  Zhu, “Ballade,” reproduced with permission from the composer.  
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of his Ballade. Figure 14 contains mm. 47-75 of Shostakovich’s Fugue No. 4.  In this section, 

Shostakovich wrote the secondary subject alternating with its answer and an episode between the 

measures with subjects. The four-measure secondary subject in the soprano voice (second eighth 

note of mm. 47-49) overlaps with its alto answer on the second eighth note of beat three of mm. 

50-54. Again, mm. 55-62 contains the tenor secondary subject overlapping with its bass answer.  

In mm. 63-69, an episode modulates to C major. Measures 70-74 feature the arrival in the 

soprano of the secondary subject in C major. Both sections by Zhu and Shostakovich are marked 

as Più mosso with the development of the subject (theme). However, Zhu is more complex than 

Shostakovich in his use of developmental techniques. Similarly to Shostakovich, Zhu marks Più 

mosso for further development of the theme with a faster tempo, but in addition he uses primary 

devices in Variation 13. Figure 15 contains mm. 261-68 of Variation 13. In contrast with 

Shostakovich’s Più mosso section within the traditional structure of a fugue, Zhu composes 

Variation 13 with varied thematic materials. In mm. 263-66, octaves in the bass have the 

inversion of subphrases 1 and 2 of the opening theme. The passage of chords (mm. 261-62) 

functions in contrast to the measures with inverted subphrases of the theme accompanied by 

chords. Zhu writes the link of the sixteenth-note arpeggio (mm. 266-68) with thematic materials 

in diminution.  
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Figure 14: Shostakovich’s Fugue No. 4 in E minor, Op. 87 (mm. 47-75) 29 

 

                                                 
29  Shostakovich, Twenty-Four Preludes and Fugues, 80-82. 
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Figure 15: Zhu, Ballade, Variation 13 30 

 

Zhu’s Ballade, Variation 15 (mm. 334-39) Compared with J. S. Bach’s Fugue No. 20 in  
A minor from WTC, Book 1 (mm. 14-19)  

 
Variation 15 of Zhu’s Ballade illustrates his further development of fugal devices used by 

Bach. Figure 16 shows the opening of Bach’s Fugue No. 20. In this fugue Bach also employed 

inversion twice in both soprano and alto subjects in mm. 14-19. Figure 17 includes mm. 14-19 of 

                                                 
30  Zhu, “Ballade,” reproduced with permission from the composer.   
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Bach’s Fugue No. 20. On the second eighth-note beat of m. 14, Bach used inversion in the 

soprano subject. He also employed inversion in the tenor subject, starting on the second eighth 

note of m. 18. Episodic measures extend from the second eighth-note beat of m. 16 to the 

downbeat of m. 18.  

 
Figure 16: Opening of Bach’s Fugue No. 20 in A Minor from WTC, Book 1 31 

 

 
Figure 17: Bach’s Fugue No. 20 in A Minor from WTC, Book 1 (mm. 13-20) 32 

                                                 
31  Bach, Well-Tempered Clavier I, 172.  
32  Ibid., 173.  



26 

Zhu similarly used inversion in his Variation 15 of the Ballade. In mm. 334-39, the 

triplets in the bottom voice on the second and fourth beats are inversions of the triplets in the top 

voice (see Figure 18). Unlike Bach’s inversion in his Fugue No. 20, Zhu combined diminution 

and retrograde with inversion in this section.  

 
Figure 18: Zhu’s Ballade, Variation 15 (mm. 334-39) 33 

 

Zhu’s Ballade, Variation 18 (mm. 394-419) Compared with J. S. Bach’s Fugue No. 8 in  
D-sharp minor from WTC, Book 1 (mm. 61-87)   

 
Zhu’s advancements in his polyphonic development techniques are well illustrated in 

Variation 18, mm. 394-419, of his Ballade. In this section, Zhu composed the bass voice in 

ostinato, a compositional device that has been used for centuries. This technique was also used, 

for example, in the twentieth century by Igor Stravinsky in movements 2, 3, 5, and 7 of Les Cinq 

Doigts (The Five Fingers). Figure 19 contains mm. 394-419 of Zhu’s Ballade, Variation 18. In 

                                                 
33  Zhu, “Ballade,” reproduced with permission from the composer.  
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this section, Zhu applies retrograde-inversion to the augmented tenor subject and writes 

retrograde to the augmented alto subject. He inverts the subject in the soprano voice. He also 

uses stretto in the three upper voices. Although Zhu combines five fugal devices in the melodies 

of the three upper voices, those melodies flow in the order of their sub-phrases’ numbers. 

Towards the end of this section, voice-crossing takes place between the alto and tenor voices 

(mm. 418-19).  

 

 
Figure 19: Zhu’s Ballade, Variation 18 (394-419) 34 

                                                 
34  Zhu, “Ballade,” reproduced with permission from the composer.  
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Fugue No. 8 in D-sharp minor of WTC, Book 1 serves as a good example of Bach’s 

craftsmanship in his combined use of fugal devices. Figures 20 and 21 include mm. 61-87 of 

Bach’s Fugue No. 8. Bach combined the fugal devices of stretto, augmentation, and inversion 

among the three voices in mm. 61-66. In mm. 67-87, the melodies of three voices are kept 

flowing, with combinations of augmentations and stretti among them in mm. 67-77. In contrast, 

in Variation 18 of his Ballade, Zhu innovatively composed the bass voice in ostinato, 

accompanying the three upper voices, which combine five different fugal devices. 

 
Figure 20: Bach’s Fugue No. 8 in D-sharp minor from WTC, Book 1 (mm. 60-71) 35 

                                                 
35  Bach, Well-Tempered Clavier I, 95.  
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Figure 21: Bach’s Fugue No. 8 in D-sharp minor from WTC, Book 1 (mm. 72-87) 36 

 

Zhu’s Ballade, Variation 18 (mm. 425-29) Compared with Dmitri Shostakovich’s  
Fugue No. 7 in A Major, Op. 87 (mm. 62-69)  

 
Zhu’s contrapuntal innovations are evident throughout the entire Variation 18 of his 

Ballade. Let us now compare it with Figure 22, which includes mm. 62-69 of Shostakovich’s 

                                                 
36  Bach, Well-Tempered Clavier II, 95.  
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Fugue No. 7. In mm. 62 -65, Shostakovich wrote a statement of the subject in the top voice, with 

the countersubject in the middle voice, and the bottom voice featuring a repeated pedal- point 

low E. The section in mm. 66-69 has episodic materials accompanied by the pedal-point low E.  

 
Figure 22: Shostakovich’s Fugue No. 7 in A Major (mm. 59-70), Op. 87 37 

 
Zhu also uses a repeated accompanying figure, the ostinato bass, in mm. 425-29, as 

shown in Figure 23. The ostinato bass starts two measures earlier at m. 422, ahead of the tenor 

subject on the downbeat of m. 425. Zhu combines five fugal devices among the three upper 

voices in this section. From m. 425 to the first beat of m. 428, he employs retrograde-inversion in 

the augmented tenor subject of subphrase 5. From m. 427 to the third beat of m. 429, Zhu uses 

retrograde in the augmented alto voice of subphrase 5. From the fourth beat of m. 428 to m. 429, 

the top voice’s melody of subphrase 7 is inverted without augmentation.  

  

                                                 
37  Shostakovich, Twenty-Four Preludes and Fugues, 110.  
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Figure 23: Zhu’s Ballade, Variation 18 (mm. 421-29) 38 
 
Three stretti take place in this section. The first stretto features the overlapping of the alto 

(m. 427) with the tenor (m. 425).  The second stretto also takes place between the alto and tenor 

voices: the tenor on the second beat of m. 428 overlaps the alto on the first beat of m. 427. The 

third stretto occurs between the soprano and the alto. From m. 428, the soprano on the fourth 

beat of m. 428 overlaps the tenor on the first beat of m. 427 (see Figure 23).  

In his Fugue No. 7 (mm. 62-69), Shostakovich wrote a single statement of the subject in 

the top voice, with the countersubject in the middle followed by an episodic four-measure 

section. The repeated pedal-point low E serves as the accompanying figure throughout this 

                                                 
38  Zhu, “Ballade,” reproduced with permission from the composer.  
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section. In contrast, Zhu complicates his use of the four voices in mm. 425-29 of the Ballade by 

his creative mixing of the five fugal devices with an ostinato bass.  
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CHAPTER 3 

THE USE OF ZHU’S BALLADE FOR SOLO PIANO IN PIANO PEDAGOGY 

Chang-Lei Zhu’s Ballade for Solo Piano serves as a valuable large-scale composition 

adding to the contemporary Chinese solo piano repertoire. As I mentioned in chapter 1, few 

Chinese compositions for solo piano have been written using extensive Western contrapuntal 

techniques. Three examples are Huang’s Op. 68, Nos 1, 3, and 4. These works are transcriptions 

for solo piano in a tonal system with major and minor keys: Toccata, Chorale and Fugue in D 

minor as No. 1, a Prelude and Fugue in F minor as No. 3, and a Prelude and Fugue in D Major 

as No. 4. In these works, Huang follows the tradition of Bach in the use of contrapuntal devices. 

As piano transcriptions, Huang’s pieces are useful in piano pedagogy of tonal music language.  

Zhu’s Ballade is composed using pantonality, a term coined by Rudolph Réti indicating a 

piece of music written in “movable tonics.” 39  In addition to his contrapuntal mastery in the 

Ballade, Zhu’s synthesis of pantonality with the flavor of Russian music creates an especially 

innovative musical language.  

Exploration of Zhu’s Ballade as a Pedagogical Tool in Piano Teaching 

In piano teaching, there is a deep interest in virtuosic polyphonic compositions. In the 

piano repertoire, only a small number of compositions fall into this category. Bach’s Toccatas 

BWV 911-916, and the Fugue from Johannes Brahms’s Variations and Fugue on a Theme by 

Handel, Op. 24, which followed the tradition from Bach in polyphony. Zhu’s Ballade is 

therefore an especially helpful as well as an innovative work.  

39  Grove Music Online, s.v. “Pantonality,” by William Drabkin; https:// 
doi.org/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.20835 2001, accessed February 19, 2019. 
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Challenges and Suggestions for Piano Pedagogues in Teaching of Zhu’s Ballade 

Virtuoso passages in musical works create challenges for performers to overcome. Zhu’s 

Ballade for Solo Piano contains both virtuoso passages and musical complexities. Therefore, it is 

challenging for performers and pedagogues. Since the twenty variations of Zhu’s Ballade were 

composed on the ten subphrases of the opening theme, it requires teachers to analyze how these 

subphrases were developed in each variation. Since each variation has a different character, how 

can students be sensitive with each change of character?  And how can such a complex 

composition be memorized? The complex Variation 18 serves as an especially challenging 

example for memorization. These are the questions for piano pedagogues to think about ahead of 

working with their students on the Ballade. 

First, it is helpful for both pedagogues and pianists to sight read through the music and do 

a certain amount of analysis ahead of teaching it to students or presenting it in public.  The ten 

subphrases in the opening theme should be recognized and numbered from 1 to 10 on the music. 

Having the ten subphrases in mind prepares for the next steps in learning the music. Second, 

analyzing each variation helps to figure out how the ten subphrases are developed in the 

variation. Third, it is useful to memorize this work while mentally singing the music as you play. 

When pedagogues and pianists learn a complicated section, Variation 2 for instance, they might 

learn each individual voice clearly in their minds by mentally singing ahead of playing the music 

on the keyboard. Fifth, the demanding sections of the Ballade can usefully be practiced with 

alterations of slower and faster tempos. If a section is challenging at a rapid tempo, practice the 

section with a slower tempo at the first. After becoming familiar with the music, gradually speed 

up to the faster tempo shown by the metronome markings in the score. In the virtuosic Variation 
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12, for example, the technical problem with smoothness in playing might be solved by practicing 

while gradually increasing the tempo.  
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CHAPTER 4 

CONCLUSION 

In the middle of the twentieth century, Western music began to make an impact on 

Chinese composers. One important Western compositional technique, counterpoint, has been 

widely employed in the works of contemporary Chinese composers for instrumental ensembles, 

works for orchestra, small-scale solo piano works, and piano transcriptions, but rarely in large-

scale works for solo piano. In his Ballade for Solo Piano, Chang-Lei Zhu (b. 1976) a post-1970 

living Chinese composer, develops the contrapuntal techniques used by J. S. Bach and brought 

into the twentieth century by Dmitri Shostakovich. Under the further inspiration of Russian 

music, Zhu’s contrapuntal innovations make his pantonal Ballade a valuable large-scale work 

that adds to the contemporary Chinese piano repertoire. My study spells out the innovations in 

Zhu’s Ballade through a comparative analysis of his Ballade with relevant passages from Bach 

and Shostakovich, showing Zhu to be an innovative voice in Chinese contemporary music. 
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APPENDIX 

BALLADE FOR SOLO PIANO BY CHANG-LEI ZHU (2000) 

Score obtained from composer. Reproduced with permission.
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