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If the theme was this…

What would be a variation?
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Name:  

Class: 

Teacher: 

  
   

  

Theme & Variations started with this fellow:  

 
 
Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart. He was a brilliant musician but 
also a ‘bit of a pain’. He was very inappropriate and would be 
very rude to people.  
When he was younger, even as young as 6, however he would 
ask people to give him a theme (Tune) and he would compose 
variations to it on the spot! We call this Theme and Variations. 
The proper term for composing on the spot is called 
Improvisation .  

 
 

 

Theme and Variations  
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Variations

This would be the variations! In other words, it is all about 
taking the musical material and changing it each time! 

Variation Form
L.O: To develop an understanding about different types of variation 

What can you 
do to change 
the theme?

Success Criteria:
To learn to play the theme fluently using at least 2 types of variation.

Extension: to learn 3 or more variations / to play 2 at the same time.

inversion

retrograde

minor

ornamentationecho effect

drone

round/canon

ostinato

counter-
melody
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Resources required- There is no reason for you 
not to be able to have a go at playing this to get a 
Music Award. Here are some solutions: 
 

• Keyboard or musical instrument.  
• Virtual keyboard/ piano on Mac or PC 

https://www.onlinepianist.com/virtual-
piano 

• MusicStudio App on smart phone  
• Digital Trends free music software 

https://www.digitaltrends.com/computing
/best-free-recording-software/ 

 

Start at the beginning!  

Starting on the note C learn to play the tune 
(theme) Frere Jacques:  
 
If you want to work it out by ear then brilliant, if 
not here, the notes are on the next page. 

 

 

https://www.onlinepianist.com/virtual-piano
https://www.onlinepianist.com/virtual-piano
https://www.digitaltrends.com/computing/best-free-recording-software/
https://www.digitaltrends.com/computing/best-free-recording-software/
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Here it is in music

 
  

 

Variation 1 
Once you have learnt how to play Frere Jacques on 
the piano, virtual keyboard, phone app, then try 
and play our first variation which is a round.  
 
Listen to this strange one: Mundwerk - a cappella - 
Frère Jacques 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Pa2_oWshsRM 
 
 

So, how do we do it? We start playing the 
theme in our right hand and then when we 

get to the arrow mark we start from the 
beginning with the left hand whilst the right 

hand continues. 

  
It is really tricky but you can do it. If you are 
finding it difficult then practice it with each 

hand on its own.  

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Pa2_oWshsRM
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Remember to record this on Garageband if you have an 
Ipad or MusicStudio if you have a phone.  
 
 

Variation 2 –  
Playing the theme with a Drone. A drone is 
just a held or repeated note so we are 
going to use the two most important notes 
of the C scale, C & G. I actually think this is 
easier than the Round, what do you think? 
Watch it on YouTube:  
 Frere Jacques (with Drone) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GIw7Q1
c4u8g 
 
Now you have a go. Remember to play the 
C&G notes in the left hand. You could either 
just hold the notes down or play the rhythm 
Long-short-shot, Long-Short-Short.  
 
Remember to record this on Garageband if 
you have an Ipad or MusicStudio if you 
have a phone.  

 
 
 

Variation 3 – Minor – hopefully 
we remember that minor just means 
sad. A famous composer called 
Gustav Mahler put Frere Jacques in 
one of his symphonies but he 
wanted it to sound sad. He did this 
by playing it in a minor key, playing 
it slowly, playing it low and in a low 
pitch instrument. Have a listen:  
Christoph Eschenbach - Mahler - 
Symphony No.1 [3/5]   
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U5A5t
FyXQio 
 
You only need to listen to the first two –
three minutes.  
 

 
 
 

You will never 
guess who 
Mahler’s 8th 
cousin is? Go on, 
have a try! 
Answer at the end! 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GIw7Q1c4u8g
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GIw7Q1c4u8g
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U5A5tFyXQio
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U5A5tFyXQio
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If you want, you can draw of a picture of what you think the music is trying to convey: 
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Ok, so this is the last variation that 
you need to do. You need to be 
able to play the Theme and at least 
two variations. So far we have 
looked at the Theme and 3 
variations. How well do you think 
you have done. Have you recorded 
it?  
 
 

 

 
 
 
 

Remember: For the minor you have to play E flat 
every time you see the E note and A flat every 
time you see the A note.  
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Assessment :  
 
To achieve the Bronze Award:  
• Play Frere Jacques with the 

Drone.  
• Compose the Theme and 

two Variations to a good 
standard. 

To achieve the Silver Award: 
• Play Frere Jacques as a 

Round. 
• Compose the Theme and 

three variations.  
To achieve the Gold Award: 
• Be able to play the Theme 

and 3 Variations.  
• Compose a 4th Variation of 

your own choice.  
 

 
 
 

The Big Task 
– Ok, everyone this is the big task – 

working towards one of these :  
 

 

Practise, Practise, Practise and do your best! 
 

Good Luck!   
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Remember : Pop into the 
Music Drop-In sessions If 
you are confused, need 
help or just want to check 
that you are doing it 
correct.  

 
 

 
 
Extended further listening:  
Listen to Variations on Hedwig’s theme 
from Harry Potter on YouTube.  
Harry Potter Theme and Variations 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=N2yr
ptmBem8 
 

Useless fact:  
When Mr McMullan taught at Sexey’s in 
2002, one of his students was in the Harry 
Potter Movie! 
Oh, nearly forgot, Mahler’s 8th cousin is 
 Beyoncé!!! 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=N2yrptmBem8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=N2yrptmBem8
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