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A Study of Canonic Variation in Chinese Multipart Folk Songs
ZHAI Weijing

Abstract: Canon variation is a characteristic manifestation of indigenous Chinese polyphonic thinking and a
key structural principle underlying Chinese multipart folk songs. Widely found in representative multipart singing
traditions across China,it constitutes a distinctive polyphonic practice shaped through long—term oral transmission
rather than conscious compositional design. Its musical organization reveals an inherent logic of imitation, voice
interaction, and continuous variation, in which recognizable canon relationships are preserved while flexible
transformations emerge through collective performance and improvisation. The present study examines the
organizational principles of canon variation from the perspectives of imitative procedure, voice—leading, and
structural development. It demonstrates that this polyphonic practice exhibits a dynamic balance between stability
and flexibility,giving rise to a variety of presentation modes,including leading—entry presentation,interpolated—entry
presentation, and pointillistic antiphonal presentation. It further identifies several characteristic structural types,
including bitonality,double counterpoint,heterophony,cantus—firmus textures,and aggregative structures,all of which
reflect distinctive approaches to polyphonic organization within the Chinese folk music tradition. Rather than
representing isolated compositional devices,these techniques collectively embody an indigenous mode of polyphonic
thinking developed through centuries of musical practice. By elucidating the structural logic of canon variation,this
study contributes to a deeper understanding of the organizational principles of Chinese multipart music, enriches
theoretical discourse on indigenous polyphony, and provides an analytical framework for the documentation,
interpretation,and transmission of China’s multipart folk—song traditions.

Keywords: chinese multipart folk songs; canon variation; polyphonic structure; chinese folk music; linear

polyphonic thinking



