

[image: frn_fig_001]




SONGWRITING SECRETS

Bruce Springsteen





SONGWRITING SECRETS

Bruce Springsteen



Learn from the greats and write better songs

SECOND EDITION: REVISED AND UPDATED

RIKKY ROOKSBY

[image: frn_fig_002]

Essex, Connecticut




[image: frn_fig_002]

An imprint of Globe Pequot, the trade division of

The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.

4501 Forbes Blvd., Ste. 200

Lanham, MD 20706

www.rowman.com

Distributed by NATIONAL BOOK NETWORK

Copyright © 2022 by Rikky Rooksby

Book design by Tom Seabrook

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information available

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data available

ISBN 978-1-4930-6526-4 (softcover)

ISBN 978-1-4930-6782-4 (e-book)

[image: frn_fig_003] The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992





Contents





	Cover

	Half Title

	Title

	Copyright

	Contents

	Dedication

	PREFACE

	HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

	INTRODUCTION

	SECTION 1  VERSES AND CHORUSES

	SECTION 2  CHORDS AND SEQUENCES

	SECTION 3  STUDIO AND STAGE

	SECTION 4  GUITAR TECHNIQUES

	SECTION 5  LYRICS

	AFTERWORD

	SELECT DISCOGRAPHY

	SONGWRITING THEORY: A BEGINNER’S GUIDE

	ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

	ABOUT THE AUTHOR





Guide


	Cover

	Half Title

	Title

	Copyright

	Contents

	Dedication

	PREFACE

	HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

	INTRODUCTION

	Start of Content

	AFTERWORD

	SELECT DISCOGRAPHY

	SONGWRITING THEORY: A BEGINNER’S GUIDE

	ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

	ABOUT THE AUTHOR






	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	167

	168







To Kevin Groves, and Alan and Steve Bennett





Preface




“In order to understand the song’s intent, you needed to invest a certain amount of time and effort to absorb both the music and the words. But that’s not the way a lot of people use pop music.”

Bruce Springsteen, Songs (1998)

“As much as it is the writer’s job to write well, it is the listener’s job to listen well.”

Bruce Springsteen, New York Times, October 18, 2020



Bruce Springsteen: Songwriting Secrets is a different kind of artist-focused music book. It was first published in 2005, when the Boss’s most recent albums were The Rising (2002) and the best-of compilation The Essential Bruce Springsteen (2003); this new edition is updated with references to the albums and numerous songs he has released in the sixteen years since.

This book does not contain instructions for playing any specific songs by Springsteen, and it has no transcriptions of his music or lyrics. For those, seek out accurate sheet music from the appropriate publishers, and consult the excellent illustrated edition of his lyrics, Bruce Springsteen Songs (Virgin/Avon, 2003), which hopefully will be updated. Instead, this book is for songwriters and listeners who want to understand the rock and folk formulas and other musical techniques Springsteen has used and that give his music its foundation.

This book takes the curious reader deeper into the music, X-raying its structures and revealing some of its architecture. Examining Springsteen’s songs in this way can provide a better understanding of both his music and the currency of common techniques from which it is made. This currency belongs to everyone who has ever written, or wanted to write, a song. Grasping what Springsteen has done with these traditional ideas illuminates his music-making and can suggest possibilities for your own songwriting.

Bruce Springsteen: Songwriting Secrets is, therefore, a book of opportunity and potential. Among the subjects covered are chords, progressions, structures for verses and choruses, twelve-bars, lyric themes and strategies, and band arrangements. It also includes an updated career overview and a select discography of Springsteen’s fifty-year recording history. Within these pages are many tips and ideas that can find new life in your own songwriting, even if your style and themes differ from those of this giant of American popular music. And, after exploring these pages, you’ll hear Springsteen’s music in a new way.

Rikky Rooksby

December 2021





How to use this book



Bruce Springsteen: Songwriting Secrets is a musical resource. It contains many welltried chord sequences that belong to everyone. It will fill gaps in your knowledge and suggest new techniques to shape your material and style. If you have a halfcomplete song that’s missing a section, look through these pages and find an idea. If you seem always to write the same kind of song with a similar progression or structure, it will give alternate approaches. If you’re stuck for inspiration, dip into this book at random and see what catches your eye.

Each technique is illustrated with citations of songs from the Springsteen catalogue. Listen to the song referred to, check out the technique as it appears in that song, and then use it yourself. There may be more than one citation for a given song, so survey the index for your favorites. The fact that such differentsounding songs use the same techniques or patterns proves the flexibility of many of these ideas.

The book has five main sections. Section 1 looks at common structures for songs Springsteen has used. This includes information about intros, verses, choruses, middle-eights, and the “long form” songs that were once a Springsteen hallmark and vital to the success of his live shows.

Extended songs don’t work without a feeling for how an audience responds to a composition’s twists and turns. Section 2’s focus is on harmony. It looks at the chord sequences that fill these structures, as well as covering the two-chord song, the I–VI change, the three-chord trick, displacing and withholding chords, the role of inversions, four-, five-, and six-chord songs, and so on. Section 3 looks at the business of making music in the studio and onstage, with observations about instrumentation and arrangement. Section 4 focuses on the guitar in Springsteen’s music. Section 5 tackles lyric writing and discusses examples of how Springsteen has reimagined some of his songs so that they achieve their best version. Finally, there is a select discography of Springsteen albums, an appendix explaining a few elements of music theory useful to songwriters, and an index of song titles.

To find out more about chord sequences, melody, lyrics, guitar chords, and guitar tunings, have a look at How to Write Songs on Guitar (2020), How to Write Lyrics (2021), The Songwriting Sourcebook (2011), Chord Master (2016), and Melody (2004). For writing riff-based songs, How to Write Guitar Riffs (2021) is the most encyclopedic study ever published about them. To learn more about songwriting, arrangements, and the elements that make a magic recording, try Inside Classic Rock Tracks (2001), where 100 songs from 1960 to the present day go under the microscope, and Arranging Songs (2007). Information about these titles can be found at www.backbeatbooks.com and www.rikkyrooksby.com.





Introduction



In the 1973 song “Rosalita (Come Out Tonight),” a twenty-four-year-old man from Freehold, New Jersey, declares ecstatically to his inamorata that his record company has just given him a big advance. For half a century since, Bruce Springsteen has recorded songs and thrilled audiences with impassioned concerts. When Letter to You came out in 2020 and reached the Top 5 all over the world, it meant he had achieved the feat of having such a high chart position for a new album in each of the past six decades. In that time, he has released approximately 350 songs and written hits for other artists; and, although about 80 previously unreleased numbers were gathered on the four-CD Tracks box set and The Essential Bruce Springsteen, further archival releases drawing on sessions for past albums such as Darkness on the Edge of Town and The River have been able to add still many more to his canon. And it isn’t over yet. There are rumors of further lost albums to come, including one that immediately predates Letter to You, and, as I write, hints of a possible sequel to Tracks. And in December 2021 came the news that he had sold his music catalogue for $500 million—a figure that outstrips even the sale of Bob Dylan’s. Behind that price is an expectation that his songs are valuable because they will continue to excite people for a long time into the future.

Springsteen is a rock legend who has forged an abiding connection through his music with the lives of millions, and he has sustained this rapport as both he and his original audience have grown older. YouTube comments beneath his songs reiterate this theme. To take one typical example, a fan named Betty Costa wrote under the video for “House of a Thousand Guitars”: “Bruce’s music has been with me since childhood, through the long days working at the farm in Portugal, through all the victories and defeats, broken marriages, relocations, and every album always matched my state of mind. Now, at 50, once again, perfect timing. Thank you for making my life’s soundtrack.” This relationship with his audience—and his fans’ sense of how his music has affected their lives—was the subject of a two-hour documentary film directed by Baillie Walsh, Springsteen and I (2013), painstakingly assembled from hundreds of hours of photos, videos, and reminiscences. It also formd the substance of Safraz Manzoor’s 2007 memoir Greetings from Bury Park: Race, Religion, and Rock ’n’ Roll and the film derived from it, Blinded by the Light (2019), which significantly demonstrates how Springsteen’s music has connected with non-American audiences.

There is much that aspiring songwriters can learn from Springsteen, on many levels. His art works on a big canvas. His music has responded to a number of political and social issues and significant historical events for many decades. Being able to follow the events of 9/11 with the album The Rising is one example, but there are earlier instances too. In his study Rocking the Wall: The Berlin Concert That Changed the World (2013), journalist Erik Kirschbaum claims that Springsteen’s concert before a massive audience in East Berlin in July 1988 contributed to the eventual bringing down of the Berlin Wall—a view also supported by Gerd Dietrich, professor of history at Humboldt University, who has argued that the concert made people more aware of social restrictions and more desirous of changing them. It is hard to think of another rock star with the stature, credibility, and articulacy to make a book out of conversations with a recent US president, as Springsteen did with Barack Obama in Renegades: Born in the USA (2021). His belief in the power of music also ran eloquently through the speech he gave in 2005 to induct U2 into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame.

Springsteen has spoken in broad terms about the themes of his lyrics. He published a commentary beside his lyrics in the book Bruce Springsteen Songs, and has discussed the links between the songs and his life onstage, first in his 2005 VH1 Storytellers performance and then in the hundreds of shows of Springsteen on Broadway. His interviews have occasionally touched on how his albums were recorded, but he has not said much about the nuts and bolts of songwriting—how he thinks about purely musical issues such as song structure, chord patterns, melody notes, and so on. Perhaps, like many creatives, he is wary of looking too deeply in that direction, lest he muddy the inspiration with too much
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