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Abstract:
This study examines melodic imitation as a crucial 
tactic of cross-cultural musical interchange in Western 
and Chinese piano compositions. The study emphasizes 
how composers extract and adapt foreign melodic 
characteristics to negotiate between cultural traditions, 
using case analyses of works like John Adams’s China 
Gates, Ding Shande’s Song of the Dawn, Debussy’s 
Pagodes, and He Luting’s Shepherd’s Flute. In order to 
communicate Chinese imagery and aesthetics, Chinese 
composers frequently recreate Western melodic patterns 
within regional frameworks using ornamental figures 
and pentatonic scales. Conversely, Western composers 
frequently adopt pentatonic modes or folk-song motifs 
from China to construct exoticized ‘Oriental’ images within 
their own harmonic and formal systems. The investigation 
also highlights the differences in audience perception and 
emotional logic: Western techniques place more emphasis 
on projection and directness, whereas Chinese traditions 
prefer nuanced, restrained expression. Thus, melodic 
imitation is shown to be a process of cultural reinvention 
influenced by aesthetic orientation, emotional values, and 
interpretive frameworks rather than only being a form of 
borrowing. Despite its narrow focus, the study lays the 
groundwork for future multidisciplinary investigations 
of melody, harmony, texture, and timbre in international 
musical exchange contexts.
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piano works; Chinese and Western composers; cultural 
exchange

1. Introduction
Against the backdrop of globalization and the accel-

erated pace of cultural exchange in the twenty-first 
century, cross-cultural interaction has gradually 
become a central topic in the study of musical com-
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position. Due to its wide timbral range and expressive 
potential, the piano has functioned as a crucial medium in 
cross-cultural musical contexts. As a significant technique 
in cross-cultural creation, melodic imitation is not con-
fined to the borrowing of notes; rather, it embodies a pro-
cess of reconstruction and reinvention in terms of cultural 
understanding, aesthetic concepts, and modes of expres-
sion [1]. It reflects the composer’s absorption of heteroge-
neous cultural elements while simultaneously demonstrat-
ing the reproduction of local traditions within a globalized 
framework. For example, Chinese composer He Luting’s 
Shepherd’s Flute illustrates a typical approach to melodic 
imitation. While the thematic design draws on Western 
contrapuntal thinking, it also incorporates pentatonic 
scales and ornamental figures to simulate the timbre of the 
bamboo flute, thereby evoking a rural Chinese atmosphere 
and achieving a synthesis of ‘Western structural logic and 
Eastern imagery’ [2]. Correspondingly, Debussy’s Pa-
godes employs pentatonic scales and instrumental timbre 
imitation to construct an ‘Oriental style,’ yet its develop-
ment remains rooted in the harmonic language and phrase 
structure of Impressionism [3]. These cases suggest that 
melodic imitation is not merely the transfer of cultural 
symbols but, more importantly, a creative strategy through 
which composers engage in cultural reinvention within 
cross-cultural contexts.
This paper focuses on ‘melodic imitation in piano works’ 
and employs case analysis and comparative study to ex-
amine the strategies, cultural connotations, and aesthetic 
differences adopted by Chinese and Western composers in 
melodic imitation, while also uncovering their cross-cul-
tural structures.

2. Western Melodic Imitation in Chi-
nese Piano Works
Since the early twentieth century, Chinese piano composi-
tion has faced the challenge of integrating Western musi-
cal language with indigenous cultural traditions. Melodic 
imitation became an important approach: by absorbing the 
logic and developmental methods of Western melody and 
incorporating Chinese musical imagery and ornamental 
techniques, composers sought to achieve a synthesis of 
‘East and West.’
He Luting’s Shepherd’s Flute serves as a representative 
example. The work draws on Bach-style contrapuntal 
writing, and its thematic melody reflects the Western 
classical characteristics of balance and contrast. At the 
same time, the composer employs the pentatonic scale 
and ornamental trills to simulate the timbre of the bamboo 

flute, evoking a rustic Chinese atmosphere and realizing 
a fusion of Western structural logic with Eastern poetic 
imagery [2]. Similarly, Ding Shande’s Song of the Dawn 
from The Journey of Spring illustrates the Romantic style 
of melodic imitation. The thematic melody borrows the 
lyrical contour and harmonic underpinning of Chopin’s 
nocturnes while integrating Chinese folk techniques such 
as ‘falling notes’ (luoyin) and ‘sliding notes’ (huayin). 
These devices create a tender listening experience infused 
with national characteristics in performance, blending the 
lyricism of Western Romanticism with the subtle aesthet-
ics of Chinese tradition [4].
These works demonstrate that Chinese composers often 
transform imitation into creative expression through the 
strategy of ‘Western form + local cultural reconstruction.’

3. Chinese Melodic Imitation in West-
ern Piano Works
Since the nineteenth century, with the deepening of cul-
tural exchange between China and the West, elements of 
traditional Chinese music gradually entered the creative 
horizon of Western composers [5]. Melodic imitation be-
came an important means through which Western compos-
ers explored ‘Oriental music,’ expanded their musical vo-
cabulary, and broadened their aesthetic scope [6]. Unlike 
Chinese composers, who focus on ‘reconstructing Western 
melodies through local culture,’ Western composers often 
approached the practice from an Orientalist perspective. 
They extracted characteristic features of Chinese melody 
(such as the pentatonic scale and distinctive modes) and 
combined them with Western harmonic and orchestral 
techniques to create musical imagery imbued with Chi-
nese associations—however, in essence, these served as 
supplements and extensions of the Western musical lan-
guage [7].
Debussy’s Pagodes from Préludes, Book I is a representa-
tive example. Its thematic melody is directly built on the 
Chinese pentatonic scale, with stepwise motion predomi-
nating and chromatic inflections largely avoided, thereby 
producing a sense of stability and subtle beauty. The work 
also imitates the timbral qualities of Chinese instruments 
such as the guzheng and the pipa. However, in its devel-
opment, Debussy’s Impressionist techniques remain cen-
tral: blurred harmonies (e.g., whole-tone scales) weaken 
tonal centers and lend the melody a ‘hazy and dreamlike’ 
quality, while the phrase structure follows symmetrical 
Western patterns, standing in contrast to the freer phrasing 
of Chinese music [3]. In this way, Pagodes constructs a 
vivid ‘Oriental image’ upon a pentatonic foundation, but 
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its core aesthetic pursuit lies in Impressionist color, with 
Chinese melody functioning primarily as an assimilated 
foreign material.
John Adams’s China Gates demonstrates an alternative 
approach to cross-cultural imitation, one closely tied to 
the minimalist movement. Its thematic motif is directly 
derived from the Chinese folk song Jasmine Flower, with 
the recurring ‘sol–la–si–do’ motif serving as the central 
thread of the composition and establishing a clear ‘Chinese 
marker’ [8]. In its development, Adams incorporates min-
imalist techniques: persistent repetition of fixed rhythmic 
patterns and gradual layering of texture and dynamics 
highlight the minimalist principle of ‘repetition and varia-
tion.’ At the same time, the use of polytonal layering adds 
a modernist coloration to the Chinese melodic motif [9]. 
The work thus preserves the cultural imprint of the Chi-
nese folk song while reimagining it through the vocabu-
lary of Western modernism, illustrating how Western com-
posers creatively reinterpret Chinese melodic elements by 
combining cultural resonance with minimalist technique.

4. Cross-Cultural Mechanisms and 
Aesthetic Comparisons of Melodic Im-
itation
Melodic imitation in Chinese and Western piano works is 
not a simple ‘transplantation of notes,’ but rather a process 
of creative transformation within different cultural con-
texts [10]. It reflects not only composers’ understanding 
and reconstruction of ‘other’ cultures, but also the special 
mechanisms of music as a medium of cross-cultural com-
munication [11]. Based on the preceding case studies, the 
authors can analyze melodic imitation along five dimen-
sions—strategies of imitation, cultural connotations, au-
dience reception, emotional logic, and interpretive frame-
works—to reveal both the similarities and differences in 
the cross-cultural mechanisms and aesthetic expressions 
of Chinese and Western practices [12].
In both traditions, the first step of melodic imitation in-
volves ‘feature extraction.’ Chinese composers, when 
borrowing from Western melody, often extract structural 
features such as contrapuntal thinking or Romantic melod-
ic lines. By contrast, Western composers focus on modal 
characteristics of Chinese melody, such as pentatonic 
scales or folk-song motifs [13]. This strategy of ‘grasping 
the core elements’ represents a shared logic of cross-cul-
tural imitation, though the actual paths of realization di-
verge significantly. The key distinction lies in orientation: 
Chinese composers emphasize ‘local reconstruction,’ inte-
grating Western melodic forms and fusing them with Chi-

nese traditional elements (ornamentation, imagery, etc.) 
to achieve a localized transformation of Western musical 
language [14]. For example, Shepherd’s Flute borrows 
Bach’s contrapuntal structures, yet ultimately serves to 
convey a rustic pastoral imagery that reflects the Chinese 
aesthetic inclination toward nature and rural life [2]. West-
ern composers, by contrast, stress the ‘supplementation 
of foreign elements,’ embedding Chinese melodic traits 
into their own frameworks to enrich Western expression 
[6]. Debussy’s Pagodes, for instance, integrates pentatonic 
scales into Impressionist harmony in service of a pursuit 
of color, rather than Chinese musical logic [3]. This di-
vergence stems from cultural stance: Chinese composers 
absorb with the ‘self-culture’ at the center, while Western 
composers supplement with the ‘self-culture’ as the core 
[15].
Melodic imitation is thus not only a musical technique but 
also a mode of cultural transmission and construction [12]. 
In Chinese piano works, imitation of Western melodies 
often centers on ‘self-representation.’ Composers employ 
Western melodic forms to articulate Chinese imagery and 
emotion—for instance, Ding Shande’s Song of the Dawn 
conveys the literati sentiment of ‘restrained anticipation’ 
through a Romantic melodic idiom [4]. The intent is to 
borrow a familiar form that enables Western audiences 
to more readily grasp Chinese cultural connotations [14]. 
Conversely, in Western works, imitation of Chinese mel-
ody typically takes the form of ‘Other-construction’ [6]. 
Composers employ pentatonic scales or folk-song motives 
to evoke an ‘Oriental image,’ thus constructing a cultural 
imagination of China [7]. Debussy’s Pagodes does not re-
produce authentic Chinese musical logic, but rather proj-
ects an image of ‘mystery and antiquity’ from a Western 
perspective [3]. In this sense, Chinese melody functions 
more as a symbol of cultural alterity than as a faithful 
representation [11]. Broadly speaking, Chinese composers 
act as ‘cultural expressers,’ while Western composers act 
as ‘cultural observers,’ though overlaps and complemen-
tarities do occur in certain contexts [10].
Audience reception is shaped by cultural re-encoding [9]. 
For Chinese listeners, works such as Shepherd’s Flute 
present ‘familiar imagery + foreign form.’ They readily 
recognize the pastoral imagery and rural associations, and 
then decode the contrapuntal structure within a Chinese 
cultural framework [2]. Essentially, this is the assimi-
lation of Western form into a Chinese aesthetic system 
[14]. For Western listeners, works like Pagodes represent 
‘familiar form + foreign elements’ [3]. They first relate to 
the Impressionist harmonic language and then experience 
the pentatonic scale as an ‘Oriental style’ [6]. This pro-
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cess of re-encoding fuses Eastern elements with Western 
cognitive frameworks [11]. However, mismatches often 
occur in cross-cultural transmission: Chinese audiences 
may judge the Chinese melodies in Pagodes as inauthen-
tic, while Western audiences may overlook the Chinese 
imagery of Shepherd’s Flute, focusing instead on its con-
trapuntal technique [13]. In all cases, audience perception 
remains grounded in their own cultural reference points 
[12].
Melody serves as a primary medium of emotional expres-
sion, and differences in emotional logic reflect distinct 
cultural psychologies. In Chinese works, the emphasis 
is placed on ‘restraint and subtlety.’ For instance, Shep-
herd’s Flute borrows contrapuntal techniques but sustains 
a simple, peaceful affect; Song of the Dawn employs 
Romantic lyricism yet conveys ‘restrained anticipation’ 
through delicate ornamentation, aligning with the literati 
ethos of ‘sorrow without despair’ [2,4]. Western works, 
by contrast, highlight ‘directness and outward projection.’ 
Pagodes intensifies atmosphere through harmonic color, 
producing a clear and direct affect [3]; China Gates uses 
minimalist repetition to generate tension and emotional 
impact [16]. This divergence reflects broader cultural ori-
entations: Chinese culture values socialized and restrained 
emotion, while Western culture emphasizes individual 
distinctiveness and expressivity [15].
Cultural background thus shapes the aesthetic experience 
and cultural significance assigned to melody [11]. In Chi-
na, the pentatonic scale is regarded as a marker of cultural 
identity, linked to the philosophy of the Five Elements and 
to folk life; it is therefore not only an intervallic structure 
but also a cultural symbol. For Western listeners, howev-
er, the pentatonic scale is perceived primarily as a novel 
sonority, expanding auditory experience [6]. Similarly, 
contrapuntal structure is viewed by Chinese listeners as a 
‘formal borrowing’ that offers new structural possibilities, 
whereas Western audiences interpret it within their own 
tradition of balance and contrast, as a crucial vehicle of 
emotional expression. In other words, different cultural 
groups inevitably assign distinct meanings to melody by 
referencing their own cultural frameworks [12].

5. Conclusion
Through the case analysis of melodic imitation in Chinese 
and Western piano works, this study draws the following 
main conclusions: First, both Chinese and Western com-
posers take the extraction of essential features of foreign 
melodies as a starting point. However, Chinese composers 
tend to reconstruct these features within their own cultur-
al framework to achieve self-expression, while Western 

composers often treat them as supplementary materials to 
enrich their musical vocabulary. Second, melodic imita-
tion is not merely a technical practice, but also a medium 
for transmitting and constructing cultural meanings—Chi-
nese works emphasize cultural self-presentation, whereas 
Western works frequently create an exoticized Oriental 
image. Third, the cultural background of listeners plays a 
decisive role in interpretation and reception; differences 
in emotional perception and meaning attribution between 
Chinese and Western audiences essentially reflect diver-
gent cultural values such as ‘implicitness vs. directness,’ 
‘collectivity vs. individuality,’ and ‘self vs. other’.
Nevertheless, this study still has limitations, as the se-
lection of cases is relatively narrow, focusing mainly on 
twentieth-century art music; and the methodology relies 
heavily on textual analysis, lacking empirical validation. 
Future research may proceed in three directions: first, 
broadening the scope of study to include twenty-first-cen-
tury piano compositions, crossover popular works, and 
film music, so as to capture the evolving landscape of 
melodic imitation; second, deepening the research dimen-
sions by systematically examining not only melody but 
also harmony, texture, and timbre in cross-cultural imita-
tion; and third, integrating interdisciplinary approaches by 
combining auditory experiments, cognitive musicology, 
and AI-generated music, thereby exploring the empirical 
logic and creative models of cross-cultural melodic imita-
tion.

References
[1] Arxiv preprints. (2020–2024). Cross-cultural soundscape & 
melodic transformation studies.
[2] Song, J. (2022). ‘Quyun’-type new music hybrid forms 
and ethnic aesthetics analysis: Taking Shepherd’s Flute as an 
example. Music and Dance, 20(78), 75–83.
[3] Locke, R. (1991). Constructing the Oriental ‘Other’: Debussy 
and Pagodes. 19th-Century Music, 15(1), 23–37.
[4] Song, Z. (2009). On the existence of partial tones in the 
vocabulary of national piano music. Chinese Musicology, (3), 
124–127.
[5] Wu, J. (2017). Analysis of nationalized timbre in the piano 
work Sunset Drums and Flutes. Society and Culture, (1), 43–47.
[6] Fabbri, F. (2011). Orientalism in Western classical music. 
Ethnomusicology Review, 16(1), 1–18.
[7] Kuo, Y. (2015). Pentatonicism in cross-cultural piano works. 
Asian Music Journal, 8(2), 45–62.
[8] Subotnik, R. (1996). Deconstructive variations: Music and 
reason in Western society. University of Minnesota Press.
[9] Wang, J. (2022). References, imitation, and innovation: 
Western approaches to Chinese music. Atlantis Press.

4



Dean&Francis
ISSN 2959-6149

[10] Huang, C.-Z. A. (2008). Melodic variations: Toward cross-
cultural transformation (Master’s thesis). Massachusetts Institute 
of Technology, Cambridge, MA.
[11] Chen, G. (2017). Aesthetic differences and cultural 
interpretation of Chinese and Western music forms. Atlantis 
Press.
[12] Hao, W. (2023). A comparative study of Chinese and 
Western music. DRPress.
[13] Sheng, B. (2005). Cross-cultural idioms in piano works. 

Journal of Musicology, 23(3), 389–412.
[14] Chen, Y. (1993). Chinese musical language interpreted by 
Western idioms (Doctoral dissertation). Columbia University, 
New York, NY.
[15] Wu, Y. (2025). The influence of national elements on the 
creation of Chinese piano works. Art Panorama, (224), 83–85.
[16] Wong, I. (2004). Heterophony and Chinese piano music. 
Ethnomusicology, 48(2), 211–235.

5




