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Preface

Over 50 years ago the English composer Benjamin Britten composed a piece of music called The
Young Person's Guide to the Orchestra, Variations and Fugue on a Theme of Purcell, designed to
introduce children to the wonders of the orchestra. In a similar vein and with a hint of homage
to Britten, composer Julian Yu has written this book, titled Variations on the Theme of Twinkle
Twinkle Little Star for Piano — The Young Person's Guide to Composition.

Dr Yu uses the universally known nursery rhyme tune Twinkle Twinkle Little Star, as the basis
for his set of variations that seek to explore, explain and encourage the creativity of the young
composer and the young pianist. However, the book is not just for the 'young' in years, it is also
for those who hunger after greater insight and appreciation of the compositional process.

Composition is often seen as a mysterious art form, composers sitting at their desks plucking
inspired tunes and harmonies from some unfathomable source and creating wonderful and
exciting music. But Dr Yu's book goes a long way to de-mystifying the process by using the
simplicity of Twinkle Twinkle Little Star to create a clever and pedagogically sound series of
exercises that show young composers how to compose. The basis for this process comes from
Dr Yu's own compositional education that nurtured composition through the embellishment and
variation — the reinventing — of a pre-existing masterpiece.

Dr Yu's guide to composition takes the young composer through harmony and counterpoint,
through a broad range of styles and genres, elucidating the use of structure, pitch and rhythm
in a way that is insightful, convincing, authoritative and enjoyable — there is always a hint of
humour in Dr Yu's method!

To bring so many diverse elements together in one book is a considerable achievement and will
provide a fertile source of material for anyone who seeks to develop their compositional craft or
just wishes to enjoy the wonder of music.

Professor Brenton Broadstock
Honorary Research Professor
University of Tasmania

and

former Head of Composition
University of Melbourne 1982 — 2007
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Foreword

In China | once heard a joke about a leader who, after giving a speech, led the crowd in sing-
ing a song — except that, in his nervousness, he sang the right words and rhythm to the
wrong melody, causing general hilarity. This mishap, interchanging the words and melody of
two different songs, gave me the idea that in composition one could interchange the rhythm
and melody, or melody and harmony, texture and so on, of two or more different pieces.

When teaching composition, | often demonstrate different ways of varying a given theme. Stu-
dents frequently ask me questions such as, “How many harmonic and contrapuntal treatments
of this theme are possible?”; “How might a Romantic composer have treated this theme?"; or
"How can | create an atonal piece of music out of a tonal theme?" Although the themes they
ask about are all different, | thought that it might be helpful to use just one theme to illustrate
many different compositional techniques and styles and show the myriad ways in which one can
modify a theme, that is, to show how unity can beget diversity. The result is this piano album,
and the theme that | chose is a song of utmost simplicity which is well known in many countries:
Twinkle Twinkle Little Star.

The following pages contain over one hundred variations on this theme, each of which aims to
demonstrate as succinctly as possible a specific technique or style of composition. Most of the
variations are interesting and unique little pieces in their own right. Some are imitations of a
general musical style, while others are created from pre-existing works by a process of substitut-
ing, merging, piecing together or superimposing the notes of Twinkle Twinkle Little Star.

The sub title of this album is ‘The Young Person's Guide to Composition'. However by ‘young' |
mean ‘new to composition’ rather than 'young in age'. The album is intended as a light-hearted
and accessible introduction to a range of composition skills for anyone who can play the piano
and read music.

This album is deliberately popular in its approach, and aims to be humorous and interesting, in
order to convey the feeling that ‘classical music’ need not be serious, highbrow or unreachable.
The variations are all based on the same popular tune (Twinkle Twinkle Little Star), and present
a wide range of familiar musical styles, highlighting the differences between them. Many of the
variations are deliberately reminiscent of wellknown works, making them easy to relate to. Some
famous pieces that are difficult to play in their original form have been simplified during the pro-
cess of imitation, in order to make these variations accessible to pianists with a medium level of

proficiency.

Much thought was given to how to organize this book, since the variations could be arranged
in chronological order of musical style, or by category of the style or technique used, or by the
birth date of the composer of the imitated work. Each of these methods had its merits, but there



was a lot of overlapping and none was ideal on its own. In the end | settled for a compromise:
the book begins with strict exercises in counterpoint and harmony from the simple to the com-
plex, and then introduces the styles of some wellknown composers from the Baroque period
to the present day. The composers' birth dates are not followed too strictly, since these do not
always reflect the style of the piece. In the contemporary section, several main topics are com-
bined. The album is intended mainly as an introduction to classical music styles, but at the end
there are also some variations based on popular and folk music genres from different countries.

This album can be used in a variety of ways: as a reference for young composers, to introduce
basic techniques and compositional styles; as a guide to assist young pianists in understanding
the music they play; as a source of teaching material for piano teachers; as a source of music for
sight reading and enjoyment for anyone who has moderate proficiency on the piano; and for
concert performance. The pieces may be played singly or in combination to form a suite based
on a theme; or the whole set of variations may be performed in one long sitting. Each example
or variation carries a short introduction.

It is hoped that this book will provide prolonged enjoyment for many 'young' composers and

pianists, and stimulate their interest in creative music-making.

Julian Yu, D.Mus.
30 March 2009, Melbourne
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Author's Notes

1. The numbered figures throughout this book are referred to as either “Examples” or
“Variations". This differentiation is deliberate: the word “Example" refers to a brief representation
of a technique or concept, for example harmony or counterpoint, whereas the word “Variation”
denotes an independent piece which can stand on its own and which usually has its own title.

2. Titles of variations linked to specific composers sometimes appear in inverted commas, for
example “The Soldier's March". This is to indicate that the title is made up, that is, it is not the

composer's original title.

3. Since this guide aims to enable users to learn about composition through piano playing,
technical explanations about composition have been kept to a minimum. Readers should refer to
other reference books for further information.
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Preface to the Chinese Edition

< Variations on the Theme of Twinkle Twinkle Little Star for Piano — The Young Person's Guide to
Composition > by celebrated composer Julian Yu, uses the well-known theme of Twinkle Twinkle
Little Star to illustrate the finer points of composition technique and different musical styles and
musical language. Intuitive and concise, it provides a constructive conceptual method for learning
composition. The universality of the Twinkle Twinkle Little Star theme ensures that the compositional
information contained in the variations is easy to identify and understand, rendering it particularly
helpful to students learning specific points of knowledge in the course of their studies, as well as
providing an efficient and enjoyable learning experience.

The publication of this book gives us the opportunity to partake of the essence of the composer's
many years of rich personal experience as a composer and teacher of composition, which are
condensed in the music and text contained herein. | deeply believe that this richly creative scholarly
work will provide an extremely valuable reference for students of composition and for our friends
who have an interest in and a love of composition.

| would like to offer my thanks Professor Qin LUO for supporting my suggestion to publish the Chinese
edition of this work; to the Shanghai Conservatory of Music Press, who spared no effort during its
publication; and lastly, very special thanks for the support of the Shanghai Conservatory of Music and
two of its projects, namely, the “Practice of and Research into the Creation of Contemporary Music in
China" project, and the “Twelfth Five-Year Plan Content Construction — Shanghai Conservatory of Music
International First Class Composition Professional Specialty Group Construction” project.

Guohui YE

Head of the Composition Department
Shanghai Conservatory of Music

15 November 2012
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This album aims to introduce some basic composition techniques. Example 1 shows the well-
known tune Ah! Vous Dirai-Je, Maman, which Mozart used in his famous piano variations and
which is usually known today as Twinkle Twinkle Little Star (referred to hereafter as 77LS). In this

book the tune will be used as the theme for many different variations, each illustrating a different

topic.
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Below is the complete tune of 77LS. Some variations include the second half of the melody.
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In 1725 the Austrian musicologist Johann Fux (1660 — 1741) wrote Gradus ad Parnassum, an
attempt to codify the art of counterpoint found in the music practice of the 15th and 16th
centuries. The principles that he outlined are still important today. The main theme, in fixed note
values, is called the cantus firmus (‘fixed melody'), and against it can be written five different
kinds of counterpoint known as species. Examples 3 — 7 illustrate Fux's five species of counterpoint

using a simplified form of TTLS as cantus firmus (marked C.F).
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(1) F—%:

(1) First species: note against note. Only consonant intervals (thirds, sixths, octave and unison) are

permitted.
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(2) Second species: two notes against one. The first note must be consonant; the second may be
consonant or dissonant. If dissonant (x), it must be approached and quitted by step (second).
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(3) Third species: four notes against one. The first note must be consonant, while one of the
other three notes may be dissonant if by step. This rule is relaxed in the case of idioms such as the

double neighbour figure (marked).
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(4) Fourth species: two notes to one with the note on the weak beat (which must be consonant)
tied to the next note across the bar line. If it forms a dissonance, it must resolve by step down to
a consonance on the next weak beat (forming a suspension). Occasional breaks in the chain of

suspensions are allowed. (C = consonance, D = dissonance)
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(5) Fifth species: a combination of species 1 to 4, plus occasional use of shorter note values. Also

known as florid counterpoint.
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There are two basic types of contrapuntal procedure: imitative and non-imitative. The examples
above are all non-imitative counterpoint, using contrasting melodic shapes. In Example 8 the
second voice enters after the first and imitates it exactly in melody and rhythm, forming a canon.

(Note: Examples 8 to 11 are not based on the cantus firmus.)
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Some canons are invertible, meaning that the relative registers of the voices can be interchanged.
This inverts all the intervals: sixths become thirds, thirds become sixths, while octaves and unisons
are unchanged. In invertible canon the interval of a fifth must be avoided as its inversion would

produce a fourth, which is considered dissonant.
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Non-imitative counterpoint can also be invertible. Here 77LS is combined with a contrasting part
in the left hand.
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Example 10 can be inverted as follows.
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