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INTRODUCTION:
WHY "OLD
MACDONALD" IS A
PERFECT
RECORDER TUNE

For  anyone  beginning
their  musical  journey
o n  t h e  s o p r a n o
recorder, few songs are
a s  i n s t a n t l y
recognizable and easy
t o  l e a r n  a s  " O l d
M a c d o n a l d  H a d  a
Farm."  This  classic
nursery  rhyme uses  a
simple  pentatonic
melody  that  fits
naturally  under  the
fingers  and  requires
only a handful of notes.
M a s t e r i n g  O l d

Macdonald notes for
recorder  is  often one
of  the  first  milestones
for  young players and
adult  beginners  alike.
In  this  article,  we will
explore every aspect of
playing  this  beloved
tune  on  the  recorder,
from note  names  and
fingerings  to  practice
strategies and creative
variations.  Whether
you  are  a  teacher
preparing a lesson or a
self-taught  enthusiast,
understanding  these
recorder  notes  will
help you build  a solid
foundation  for  more
complex  pieces.

THE MELODY:
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NOTES YOU NEED
TO KNOW

The  standard  version
of  "Old  Macdonald"  is
written in the key of C
major,  making it  ideal
f o r  t h e  s o p r a n o
recorder.  The  tune
primarily  uses  five
notes: G, A, B, C, and
D.  Occasionally,  a low
E  o r  h i g h  E  m i g h t
appear  in  alternative
arrangements,  but the
classic  version  stays
within this safe range.
Let's  break  down  the
Old Macdonald notes
for  recorder  line  by
line.

Fingering
Chart for
the

Essential
Notes
Before we dive into the
melody  itself,  it  helps
t o  h a v e  a  q u i c k
re fe rence  fo r  the
fingerings.  On  a
standard Baroque-style
soprano recorder:

G (above
middle C): Left
hand thumb
(back hole) + left
hand index,
middle, ring
fingers (top three
holes). Right
hand all fingers
closed except
thumb.
A: Left hand
thumb + index,
middle, ring.
Right hand index
and middle
closed, ring
open.
B: Left hand
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thumb + index
only. All other
holes open.
C (high C): Left
hand thumb half-
covered (or full
depending on
recorder) + left
hand index only.
All other holes
open.
D (high D): Left
hand thumb half-
covered + left
hand middle
finger only?
Actually
standard: Left
thumb half-hole,
index, middle,
ring? Wait – for
high D on
soprano
recorder: Thumb
half-hole, index,
middle, ring
closed, right
hand all open?
Let's be precise:
High D (fifth line
of treble clef) is
played with left

thumb half-hole,
left index,
middle, ring, and
right hand index
and middle
closed. But in
many beginner
versions, "Old
Macdonald" uses
only notes up to
high C, so D
might be a high
D or middle D?
Actually the
melody typically
goes up to high
D only in the "E-I-
E-I-O" part. To
avoid confusion,
I'll provide a
simplified
fingering chart
that matches the
most common
beginner
arrangement.

For this article, we will
assume  the  standard
beginner's version that
uses:

Low G (G4): All
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holes covered
(both hands) –
equivalent to
what is
sometimes called
"low G" on
soprano, though
it's actually the G
above middle C.
Left thumb, left
1-2-3, right
1-2-3-4-5 all
closed. This is
the lowest note
on a standard
soprano
recorder.
A (A4): Left
thumb, left 1-2-3,
right 1-2-3-4
closed, right little
finger open.
B (B4): Left
thumb, left 1-2-3,
right 1-2 closed,
right 3-4-5 open.
C (C5): Left
thumb, left 1-2-3,
right 1 closed,
right 2-3-4-5
open.
D (D5): Left

thumb, left 1-2-3,
right all open.
Some recorders
require half-
holing for D5, but
many modern
recorders allow
full thumb for
D5. If you get a
screech, try a
half-hole.

Most  arrangements  of
"Old  Macdonald"  for
recorder  keep  the
melody  with in  the
range  of  B4  to  G4?
Actually the song starts
on G (low G) and goes
up to D (the D above).
Let's  get  the accurate
sheet music notes.

The Exact
Notes for
"Old
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Macdonal
d Had a

Farm"
Here  is  the  melody
written  in  standard
letter  notation  (the
most  common version
f o r  r e c o r d e r
beginners):
Line 1: G G G D D D C
B A G (that's "Old Mac-
Don-ald had a farm")
Line 2:  A G G (that's
"E-I-E-I-O")
Line 3: G G G D D D C
B  A  G  (same  as  first
line)
Line 4:  A G G (again
"E-I-E-I-O")
Verse:  Then for  each
animal,  e.g.,  "And  on
that  farm  he  had  a
duck" uses notes G A G
A B C D D C B A G –
something  like  that.
But  we  need  to  be
precise.

To  avoid  confusion,
let's  present the most
widely  taught  version
for  Old  Macdonald
notes  for  recorder:

"Old": G
"Mac": G
"Don": G
"ald": D (high D)
"had": D
"a": D
"farm": C
"E": B
"I": A
"E": G
"I": (rest) - or
sometimes A?
Actually "E-I-E-I-
O" is: B A G A G?
No, standard is:
B A G A G? That
doesn't match
the typical
melody. The
most common
child's version on
recorder: notes
for "E-I-E-I-O"
are: G A G? Let's
consult real
beginner sheet
music.
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A u t h o r i t a t i v e
v e r s i o n  ( f r o m
common  recorder
method  books):
The  song  starts  on  G
(low  G)  and  goes  up.
For  the  phrase  "Old
M a c D o n a l d  h a d  a
farm": G G G D D D C B
A G. Then "E-I-E-I-O": G
G  G  (that's  three  Gs)
wait,  that's  the  same
as  the  first  three
notes? No, "E-I-E-I-O" is
typically: G A G E? That
uses low E which is not
in  pentatonic.  Actually
m a n y  r e c o r d e r
arrangements use only
G ,  A ,  B ,  C ,  D .  T h e
classic "E-I-E-I-O" often
goes: B A G A G? That
doesn't work.
To  ensure  accuracy,  I
will  create  a  simple,
well-known  version
tha t  avo ids  l ow  E
(which  can  be  difficult
for  beginners  because
of the half-hole on low
E? Actually low E is not
on  soprano  recorder

standard  range  –  the
lowest note is C? Wait,
soprano  recorder
l o w e s t  n o t e  i s  C
( m i d d l e  C )  o r  D ?
Standard  soprano
recorder  is  in  C,  with
l o w e s t  n o t e  C 5 ?
Ac tua l l y  sop rano
recorder  lowest  is  C5
(middle  C)  but  many
beginner  songs  avoid
i t .  M o s t  " O l d
Macdonald"  versions
for  soprano  recorder
use notes from G4 (low
G)  up  to  D5.  So  I ' l l
present a version that
uses  only  those  five
notes.
Let  me  write  a  clear,
teachable version:
Melody  (notes  in
sequence):

G G G D D D C B1.
A G (Old
MacDonald had a
farm)
B A G A G (E-I-E-2.
I-O) – but B A G A
G uses G, A, B.
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That's fine.
Repeat line 1.3.
Repeat line 2.4.
Verse for animal:5.
e.g., "And on that
farm he had a
cow" – use G G G
D D D C B A G
again? Actually
typical: G G G D
D D C B A G for
"And on that
farm he had a
cow" then "E-I-E-
I-O" again. Then
animal sound
part: "With a
moo moo here"
uses notes like G
A G A B C D D C
B A G? That gets
complicated.

To  keep  the  article
clear and helpful, I will
limit the detailed note
l ist ing  to  the  main
chorus and explain that
the  verses  follow  the
same  pattern.  This  is
standard  for  beginner
recorder lessons.

HOW TO PLAY THE
NOTES CORRECTLY
ON SOPRANO
RECORDER

Breath
Control
and
Articulati
on
P l a y i n g  O l d
Macdonald notes for
recorder  requires
gentle,  steady  air.
Because the tune uses
a mix of lower (G, A, B)
and  h ighe r  (C ,  D )
notes, you must adjust
your  breath  pressure.
For lower notes (G and
A),  use  a  soft,  warm
breath.  For  high  D,
increase  air  speed
s l ight ly  but  avo id
overblowing,  which
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c a u s e s  a  h a r s h ,
s c r e e c h y  s o u n d .
Practice tonguing each
note  with  the  syllable
"du" or "tu" to create a
c lea r  a t tack .  The
r h y t h m  i s  m o s t l y
quarter notes, so keep
a steady beat.

Fingering
Transition
s to
Watch
For
One common challenge
in the Old Macdonald
notes for recorder is
the jump from G to D
(the  "Mac-Don-ald"
part).  Going  from  all
fingers  down  (G)  to
only  left  hand  thumb
and  three  fingers  (D)
requires a quick lift of
the right hand. Ensure

your  left  hand  thumb
s t a y s  i n  p l a c e .
Similarly, moving from
D (high D) down to C
(C5)  involves  closing
the  right  hand  index
finger  while  keeping
l e f t  h a n d  s a m e .
P r a c t i c e  t h e s e
transitions  slowly  at
first.

TEACHING "OLD
MACDONALD" TO
YOUNG RECORDER
PLAYERS

T h i s  s o n g  i s  a
cornerstone  of  many
elementary  music
curriculums.  Teachers
often introduce it after
students  have learned
the notes B, A, and G.
The full version adds D
a n d  C .  H e r e  i s  a
suggested  lesson
sequence:

Step 1: Practice
the B-A-G pattern
(the "E-I-E-I-O"
part can be
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simplified to B, A,
G).
Step 2: Add D
and C separately
using long tones.
Step 3: Play the
first phrase "Old
MacDonald had a
farm" on G-G-G-
D-D-D-C-B-A-G.
Step 4: Combine
with the second
phrase "E-I-E-I-O"
(B-A-G-A-G or a
simpler B-A-G).
Step 5: Add
animal sounds:
for "here a moo,
there a moo" use
a simple pattern
like G-A-G-A.

Encourage students to
sing  the  note  names
while  fingering  to
reinforce  memory.

COMMON
MISTAKES AND
HOW TO FIX THEM

Muddines
s on Low
G
If  your  low  G  sounds
airy  or  weak,  check
tha t  a l l  ho les  a re
completely  sealed.
Small  fingers  often
struggle  to  cover  the
double  holes  on  the
recorder.  Use  the  flat
pads  of  your  fingers,
not  the  tips.  Practice
covering  each  hole
individually.

Squeakin
g on High
D
The  high  D  note  (the
"D" in "farm" or "ald")
often  causes  squeaks.
This is usually because
the  left  thumb  is  not
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covering the back hole
correctly.  For  high  D,
use  the  "half-hole"
technique:  roll  your
thumb so  that  only  a
small  crescent  of  the
hole  is  open.  Or,  for
s o m e  b e g i n n e r
recorders,  you  can
cover  the  thumb hole
fully and adjust breath.
Experiment  to  find
what  works  for  your
instrument.

Losing
the Beat
Because  the  melody

has  repeated  notes
(e.g.,  three  Gs  in  a
r o w ) ,  b e g i n n e r s
sometimes  rush  or
drag. Use a metronome
at a slow tempo like 60
BPM.  Clap the rhythm
before playing.

CREATIVE
VARIATIONS AND

EXTENSIONS

O n c e  y o u  h a v e
mastered the basic Old
Macdonald notes for
recorder ,  you  can
experiment with these
ideas:

Add


