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preface 

When doing interviews, the inevitable question about how one goes about writing songs arrives in all its chain-letter glory. I have often invoked this line: “Talking about songwriting is like doing card tricks on the radio.” In truth, I owe this bit of wit to Emmylou Harris, who in her ever-the-indulgent-big-sister-ly way giggled the words to me in a show of solidarity for a rant I was on about some rookie journalist who posed the question, “Which comes first, the words or the lyrics?” At the time, Emmylou was relying on songwriters such as myself for the bulk of her recording material and, perhaps out of kindness—more than gratitude for the good songs—opted not to point out the fact that I should have been grateful the guy wanted to speak to me at all. (Apart from my desire to emulate Bob Dylan’s cool reticence to talk to journalists, I recognized the glaring truth that were I to button my lip on the subject of my songs, no one would care.)

In recent years Emmylou has proven what I long suspected… the soul of a poet, such as hers, would not long sit silent. As I’ve watched with heartfelt admiration my friend’s triumphant foray into the added dimension of singer/songwriter, I have—when it came to my attention—done quick readings of her press clippings for the sole purpose of gathering whether or not she herself had used the line I’d adopted. Truth be told, I felt a twinge of guilt every time I used the line without giving credit where it was due. Clear conscience notwithstanding, the line still holds true.

When I heard that a book of interviews on the process of songwriting was being compiled by American Songwriter magazine—and that the honor of my take on the subject was being included among so many artists whose work I wholeheartedly admire—I was strangely reticent. My thought process went something like this, “Damn, songwriting is so hard to talk about, and the interview I’ve given to American Songwriter was for the purpose of promoting a new record… and the absolute truth about songwriting, as I know it, is if there is an agenda such as style or genre—pop, folk, blues, rock or anything else—dictating the process, the cart is before the horse and the potential for a good song finding its way into this world is in serious jeopardy… no way could I have gotten to the core truths about songwriting, as I know them, with the purpose of selling a CD in the forefront of my tiny brain.” Luckily I got the mental hydrant turned off before the editors decided to withdraw the invitation to participate. 

Alas, as songwriting goes, I stand by the card trick analogy. Lucky for you, the reader, as fortune would have it, there is a wealth of artists contained herein who—also á la Emmylou Harris—are blessed with the souls of poets and are beautifully capable of articulating the mystery that is songwriting. 

I can’t wait to read the interviews.



Rodney Crowell 

Nashville, Tennessee 
July 2006 



introduction 

Clarity. I think most songwriters are just overgrown music fans first and foremost, striving for some sort of clarity in their musical creations. They’re always itching to unfold lyrics and melodies that haven’t yet been created—a new twist to an age-old theme, a crisp hook to a fresh theme, an innovative melody to a title that hasn’t been accessed. It’s just a natural progression for those who realize that they too have a gift to write songs.

Bob Dylan studied and internalized the language of Woody Guthrie and, over time, found out that he himself had some new things to say; he truly found his own voice. Merle Haggard imitated the vocal and writing styles of his heroes—Lefty Frizzell and Wynn Stewart to name a couple—and through this process of taking his fandom to another level, he has come to construct a classic repertoire of tunes that can easily be spotted as Hag’s.

Like other art forms, the craft of music involves a delicate balance of inspiration and perspiration—inking the muse with hard work. The songwriters in this book have all taken their love of music into another realm—by writing (and for many, recording) songs themselves—and they’ve all been able to etch out a living in this endeavor. You can be sure that those included in this volume don’t take their gift for granted. Songwriting is something they continually work at, and they view themselves as purely fortunate for the opportunity to do what they love as a profession.

There are literally tens or even hundreds of thousands of songwriters around the world today putting the pen to paper. There’s always something new to say, a new way of looking at life, a new melody that hasn’t been hatched. Songwriters—and other writers for that matter—thrive on observing, diagnosing, digging, discovering, uncovering, dwelling on, interpreting, and reflecting on ideas and music that is worth their time and their listeners’ time.

Just what does the year 2100 hold in store for us musically? Maybe a bit of folk electronica-meets-alt. African country, or vaquero balladry-meets-Native American chants, or even better, Tin Pan Alley-meets-Tin Pan South with a subtle touch of power pop. Who knows?

If you’ve bought this book, you’re probably hoping to stir some brain cells and be inspired… inspired to write your first song, or to write better songs (if you’re already on your way and want some fine-tuning with the masters), or maybe you just want to read about how the writers create the music that both you and they love.

In any case, this book provides some revealing insight into songwriters’ creative processes from the creators themselves. Those included run the gamut of musical styles, genres, approach, expectations, lifestyles, worldviews, inspirations, and more. There’s a lot of meat in here, so don’t consume it all at once or you’ll ruin your digestive system. Take it in little by little, here and there, and American Songwriter magazine will keep you updated in the meantime.

Like many a music enthusiast, I recently paid homage to the King of Rock ’n’ Roll in my first-ever visit to Graceland. While I was combing through a plethora of amazing photos and artifacts, Elvis’s voice of conviction drew everyone’s attention to the loudspeaker as he quoted songwriter Paul Whiteman’s classic, “Without a Song.” He began, “When I was a child, ladies and gentlemen, I was a dreamer. I read comic books, and I was the hero of the comic book. I saw movies, and I was the hero in the movie. So every dream I ever dreamed has come true a hundred times… I learned very early in life that: ‘Without a song, the day would never end; without a song, a man ain’t got a friend; without a song, the road would never bend—without a song.’ So I keep singing a song.”

And we keep on listening to the songs… 

J. Douglas Waterman 

Nashville, Tennessee 
July 2006 



Deborah Allen 

Interview by Lisa Wysocky 

HitWriters.com, 2005 

Deborah Allen was born with the gift of music coursing through her veins, cutting a path in her life as relentlessly as the Mississippi carves through Memphis, the place of her birth.

Her incredible voice, beauty, and always handy confidence quickly landed her a job at Opryland. As a regular cast member of the theme park’s Showboat, Allen was invited to join Tennessee Ernie Ford as a part of a cast production he was taking on tour to the Soviet Union. It proved to be an invaluable experience. When safely back home in the States, her career momentum picked up speed. Veteran songwriting genius Shel Silverstein took Allen under his wing, and considering the sea of pretty faces and new singers vying for their own star in the skies over Music Row, he had one important piece of advice for her: “Write songs!”

While establishing herself as a major recording artist during the eighties, Allen’s incredible string of successes as a songwriter were fast establishing her as one of the hottest young writers in town. In addition to becoming a major country hit, “Baby I Lied,” from her first RCA album, Cheat the Night (1984), achieved huge success on the pop charts as well. This tremendous recognition in both fields garnered Allen two Grammy nominations as a singer and songwriter. Her first recording project for Giant Records, Delta Dreamland (1993), included the hit singles “Rock Me (In the Cradle of Love)” and “If You’re Not Gonna Love Me,” spurring a welcomed re-emergence of Deborah Allen on the charts. Her CD All That I Am, on Giant Records, further displayed the passionate intensity of her singing and the lyrical beauty of her songwriting. Here was the heart of Deborah Allen. 

Now in the new millennium, with her talents culminating in international performances with world-renowned symphonies, Allen remains as current as tomorrow morning’s news. 

—LISA WYSOCKY



Tell us how your career began after moving to Nashville.

When I first moved to Nashville, I was like everybody else and had a day job—except my day job was a night job. Actually it was the graveyard shift at IHOP on Twenty-first Avenue. I felt like I had a family of friends there: the waitresses and cooks. Even when I quit working there, I would always go back because I knew that I could get some good breakfast. One morning, I was sitting there, trying to plot my strategy of how I was going to break in [the music business]. I noticed, in a booth across the restaurant, this guy with real black hair and these big sunglasses on, and another guy with salt-and-pepper hair. I thought, “I know those guys have to be in the music business.” Don’t ask me why I did this, but I got up from my seat, walked across the room, and said, “Excuse me, but um, are you in the insurance business?” They go, “No darling, we’re in the music business.” I slide into the seat next to them and I go, “That’s what I thought. I’m a singer and trying to get started.” They were amused by my tenacity and listened to every word I had to say. They were just really sweet to me. It turned out to be Roy Orbison and Joe Nelson, who, of course, wrote “Oh Pretty Woman.”

Did that encounter lead to a first break?

Well after that, let’s see, I believe Joe took me on a tour of the studio. I was really impressed. They said that they would ask me to sing on something. But, you know how it is… how is someone going to get in touch with you if you don’t have a phone? I was living in a little one-room apartment, no phone, but I was working on getting a phone. Finally, I got a phone and got a call from AFTRA [the American Federation of Television and Radio Artists], which I had finally gotten the money to join. They said, “We are so glad you got a phone because Roy Orbison and Joe Nelson have been looking for you. They want you to record a song.” And I said, “They have?” And she said, “Yeah.” I ended up singing on two tracks of Roy’s. It was really incredible that they allowed me to do such a thing. It’s just an example of how, when you live in Nashville, you just never really know who you are going to bump into—who is going to be in the booth next to you. You never know how just a casual hello and a little enthusiasm can change your life. It sure got my life off to a great start here.

Could you tell me a little about “Baby I Lied,” and how it came about?

Well, “Baby I Lied” is a really special song for me. It’s ended up taking me around the world. I’ll always be thankful for it. It came at a time when I had some records out, and I was really writing a lot. I was also hoping people would send me their great songs to sing, but my recording career wasn’t at quite the level where writers wanted to pitch me their songs. You know, they would rather pitch them to artists who were number one on the charts at the time. So, I knew that it was really going to come down to me coming up with that song. So me, Rafe VanHoy, and Roy Burk got together one day and decided to give it a shot. Well, Rafe and I wrote a lot together at that time. We had such a great creative connection. It was almost like we had telepathy. So it was almost unfair for that third party, be it Roy or whoever, because it took a little while to break into the connection. I’ll never forget it. Roy was sitting there and he says, “Well, I have an idea but I’m not really sure if you are going to like it, and if you don’t, don’t worry about it. It’s not gonna hurt my feelings.” So we both kind of looked up to hear what he had to say. It must not have really struck us because we started looking back at each other again. And the next thing you know, Roy speaks up and goes, “Wait a minute, did I say I wouldn’t be hurt? I lied.” When he said that, we looked at him. I started going, “Did I say that I wouldn’t be hurt if our love just didn’t work? Baby, I lied.” And I’m telling you, from that moment forward, we were all synched up together, and it was like the song just wrote itself. 

What do you most enjoy about being a songwriter?

The best thing about being a songwriter is that you can do it anytime, anyplace, asleep, awake, wherever you are. You know, my songwriting mentor was Shel Silverstein. I hung out with him and learned as much as I possibly could from him from day one. He’s just a genius.

Did Shel inspire you to get into songwriting more seriously?

I was playing the Hall of Fame, which we call the Hall of Shame here. Don’t ask me how it got that reputation, but it did. Anyway, I was playing a happy hour and I wanted Shel to come in and hear me sing, ’cause again, as a singer, I was waiting for that moment to get discovered. So he comes down and he listens to me sing. And afterwards, I go and sit down beside him and go, “What did you think?” He goes, “Well, you got a good voice.” And I was like “Alright, I’m getting ready to get discovered.” Well, he went on to say, “You know, there are a lot of great singers around.” So I started feeling the air come out of my bubble. It was like, “Oh, this isn’t going to be good.” But he just went on to explain to me how. He said, “You know how great you feel when you are up there on stage?” And I said, “Yeah.” And he goes, “When you get off that stage, that feeling kind of fades away, right?” And I said, “Yeah.” I had no idea where he was going with this. Finally he just said, “You know, I really think you should consider writing songs. That way, you could design your own music. You could be much more a part of your music. You know what? The sun doesn’t shine on the same dog’s back everyday. Even if you were to have a successful singing career, it’s not always going to be that way. And with songwriting, it’s a creative outlet; it’s something you can do and keep forever. And no one can take it away. It’ll keep you from going crazy.” Well, I don’t know about that last part, but it sure has kept me busy.

…you just never really know who you are going to bump into—who is going to be in the booth next to you. You never know how just a casual hello and a little enthusiasm can change your life.

What kind of satisfaction comes with writing a great song?

To me, the greatest thing about writing a good song is that it sort of surpasses all the different styles. I have a song called “You Never Cross My Mind.” I cut it. Conway [Twitty] and Loretta [Lynn] cut it. And Isaac Hayes and Millie Jackson cut it. Talk about three different kinds of cuts on one song. The Loretta and Conway [versions were] kind of similar to mine. But the Isaac Hayes and Millie Jackson one… I almost didn’t recognize it at first, except for a few pieces of the melody and, of course, the lyrics. But it was all open to their interpretation. That was what was great about it. Then, there are a couple of songs that always fall into a certain genre. For instance, “You Do It”—it’s sort of dance-y, and luckily enough, I got Diana Ross and Sheena Easton to cut it. And they both brought out that pop element that was built into the song. But I betcha some country artist could cut it and it would sound completely different. Also, sometimes, those kinds of cuts happen via personal relationships. Like Billy Burnett is a really good friend of mine. Because of my writing with Billy, two of the songs that we wrote ended up on a Fleetwood Mac CD. So, to me, every song has a life of its own. It may take a couple of months, a couple of days, or even a couple of years for it to find its rightful owner or its birthright, you know? But they usually do if they are really good songs. I’ve been really lucky to have some success in the pop field. To me, the biggest success is just writing a great song. And once it finds its home… to me… that’s like icing on the cake.

The best thing about being a songwriter is that you can do it anytime, anyplace, asleep, awake, wherever you are.

How are singing and songwriting different for you?

When I perform live, I like to give the audiences a piece of my heart and soul. Those are the songs I like to sing as well. I mean, I’ve written a lot of songs… about a thousand songs. And you know, not all of them are songs I feel really fit me. That’s another neat thing about writing songs; you can write one, and maybe it doesn’t fit you but it fits another artist. But [there are the ones that fit me], that I put on and wear. I don’t put them on and wear them unless I can do them with all my heart and soul. To me, that’s what music is all about. It’s like a form of expressionism. The main goal is to touch someone’s heart and bring them in, so they feel the same thing—maybe not in the same way, but the same thing at the same time.

What’s an example of one of your big cuts for another artist, and how was it written?

There’s a song I wrote with Rafe VanHoy and Kix Brooks [“I’m Only in It for the Love”]. It was right after we’d gotten this Prophet-5, which was one of the real early synthesizers. It was a pretty exciting time to have that piece of gear. I had been fooling around on the piano and I came up with this lick. So when we all got together, Rafe and Kix and I, I was like, “Hey y’all, let me show you this new lick.” And I showed it to them on the Prophet-5. And all of a sudden, it kind of had this real pop flair like Michael Mc-Donald but you know, not really… because nobody’s Michael McDonald. But anyway, it was inspired from some of that. We just started writing this song, and the next thing you know, it was done. I mean, it just finished itself really quick. We all were kind of excited about it. We had visions of… I don’t know what we had visions of, but the person who wound up cutting it was John Conlee, who was a wonderful country singer. I love John. But [he and his producer] took that song in a direction I never thought of. I mean, it blew my mind. It had horns, and I never would’ve envisioned this song turning out that way. But I am not complaining because it was like a big ol’ number one hit, and it’s a big song in the show I do, so it was just funny. You never know what’s going to happen with a song, especially when you turn it over to another artist to do, because everybody has their own way of expressing music.



Nic Armstrong 
IV Thieves
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Nic Armstrong and the Thieves, his merry band of garage rock revivalists, ply meaty British blues and ballads with a sharp lyrical bite. After burning through a series of dead-end bands in his native Newcastle, Armstrong was ready to give up his dreams of a music career. But a demo of his songs won him a talent competition conducted by Dazed & Confused magazine, and Armstrong earned a management and record deal as a result. With his newly formed band, the Thieves, the twenty-four-year-old Armstrong recorded his debut album, The Greatest White Liar, released in the United States on New West Records in 2004. That album featured the thunderous “Broken Mouth Blues,” a song compared by one critic to “Bob Dylan fronting the mid-sixties Stones.” The album won the admiration of British rockers Oasis, who brought Armstrong on their U.S. tour in 2005. The current incarnation of Nic and company is IV Thieves. They recently finished a successful tour with the Pretenders and released their debut album, If We Can’t Escape, My Pretty, in fall 2006.

—EVAN SCHLANSKY 

Interview by Josh Baron 

American Songwriter, May/June 2005 



Your lyrics are accessible, grounded… dare I say blue collar. I wouldn’t have guessed you were so young.

I didn’t really want to push it. I really wanted to make a record that people would still be able to listen to in thirty years’ time. And people could empathize with. The songs are from my heart, you know? The situation I came out of. I was struggling to find where I was going, relationship broke down, I had no money, and I was doing bum jobs. It’s just honest, you know?

What do you think are qualities that contribute to a timeless sound?

It’s just sort of the music I grew up with and have a real passion for. Stuff in my mind which is timeless like fifties rock ’n’ roll. Elvis and Chuck Berry. I like the Beatles stuff, ahead of its time, but it still sounds as good today as it did then.

I read about your early musical influences—the Beatles, Gene Vincent, and Chuck Berry. What were some of the first records to truly change you? Early live performances?

I think one of the best concerts I ever went to see was Rage Against the Machine when I was a kid. They had just broken over here and I went nuts. That was a live show. But I sort of remember picking up “Strawberry Fields” and the [Beatles’] blue album, the red and blue compilations, and talking about it in music class. I wasn’t interested in music at all but for some reason… this is when I was eight or nine or something and going through my dad’s records and just picking [things] out and putting [them] on and I was like, “Wow, what’s this?” Queen was the first ever record I bought. It was like the Greatest Hits but that was just sort of forming information in my head. I had no plans to become a musician at that time. So I almost just stumbled upon it for some reason. Sometimes I got to check myself to see what I’m doing.

When did you first pick up a guitar or sing?

It was when I about fifteen. I was a visual artist ever since I was a kid, always sort of drawing and painting and stuff. That’s where my future lay. I can’t remember the exact reason I picked up a guitar. My family has no musical background at all. It was like, I’ll stick my fingers up and I’ll show you how to do this. And just over time it became more exciting. I remember the very first time I tried to sing in front of someone I was completely stupefied with shyness. I got to go play in front of people and see what happens. And then it was like, alright, let’s try a song.

How do you think you translated your visual art experience into the audible one?

I’ve always been about getting rid of the crap in my head. Just getting it… isn’t every creative person? It became more direct and immediate. I’d be spending three hours on a drawing or a painting for days, two days, a week… but… but with writing and singing other people’s songs you get that rage, that anger out of your system.

Were you an angry kid growing up at all? What were you like?

At one time I was a little bully, then I got bullied and I went into a shell. It took me years to get out of that. So I pretty much always felt like an outsider or a loner. I sort of still feel like that but the music has been sort of a therapy to become a different person. It’s allowed me to change who I didn’t like, what I didn’t like about myself. There’s still a lot of stuff I don’t, but… 

Your music has an undeniable integrity to it. Yet there are a lot of bands out there trying to do similar things that sound like crap or gimmicky. What’s the trick to making it work in your opinion? How do you do it?

 Because I’m genuine. I’m not trying to cheat anyone, you know? It’s from my heart and I’m brought up in Newcastle which is sort of… it’s a real down-to-earth area. If you try to bullshit people, you’ll get slapped down.

Were you ever slapped down early on trying to this kind of music?

For a prolonged time it was just me and a mate trying to write tunes. We didn’t have a clue what we were doing. We thought we were great at the time but… it’s just getting up those steps with self-confidence and what you’re trying to do. There’s always been moments, always been people telling you, “Why don’t you get back into painting again?” If someone tells me you can’t do that, I’m probably going to end up trying to do it. I’ve found it really hard to put into words what I’ve been doing. I struggle to order a drink at a bar, mumbling around. Music gives me a little bit of voice. Clarity and stuff.

There seems to be a whole movement of British Invasion sounding bands cropping up… in particular Little Barrie and James Hunter, who sounds like Sam Cooke. Why is the time so ripe for revitalization like this?

Maybe because there’s so much bullshit in the world, everything is fake. Maybe that’s a reason. People have subconsciously grown up listening to the stuff their parents listened to when they were kids. Or maybe it’s just a movement against this sort of plastic, artificiality of everything.

How do you walk the line between paying tribute and overindulging?

For me it’s most important where the song comes from, my little bubble, my little unit I live in. Songs that I write in my head first, I try and remove excess. That record was made the first time I’d ever been in a studio. It was really suited to that sixties sound. I’m so up for trying to figure out how to make out first than trying to push limits. It’s just trying to get to that stage and being able to do that. Just a little foundation that record laid down.

Your first studio experience must have been interesting; from the bedroom to this serious studio in relatively no time.

Yeah. It was quite nuts, that whole round that time. The record company said they wanted to sign me and put me in the studio where The White Stripes had just finished recording Elephant. And I was like, “Christ almighty! What’s going on here?” The record company said, “Do what you like.” You go in and have creative control. I had to go and find a drummer, luckily I found a great one in my local [area]. I took it in my stride but the first day we go there, the producer was like, “Okay, what’s the first song we’re doing?” And I was like, “What the…” Because we hadn’t even rehearsed the songs or anything. I had my demos as a reference point and the drummer just jammed out to a lot of decent backing tracks. It was pretty tense at times, but it’s all experience. Next time I get into one, I might muck it up, I might twist it, it might lose that jagged edge it has to it.

Do you think those beginner dynamics added to that jaggedness?

I don’t really think so. The characters there originally… three of us. Complete strangers trying to make some madman’s music. I was so rusty as well. I had only been using an acoustic guitar for about a year and a half before that. It’s taking a long time to get back into the swing with jamming with a band and stuff.

Tell me about the band.

I had met Johnny a few times with his original band around Nottingham. I asked, “Do you want to come do the record?” Me and him do all the parts. And then he knew a guy who had been playing in his band as a bass player, he’s joined now. So we’re all mates now. We all feel like we’ve known each other for twenty years. I can’t believe how easygoing everyone is as well.

In relation to your earlier comments about the plastic nature of current music, was it a conscious decision to record in analog?

For those years when I was sitting in a bedroom or jamming down at the local pubs with my friends, all we used to listen to were fifties records. Eddie Cochran nonstop, Coasters and stuff. We were all art students that didn’t want to touch a computer, you know? I mean, people do some great stuff with computers but why don’t people do this kind of stuff anymore? I was given the opportunity one day and I was like, “Let’s go for it.” That equipment is great. You can still… as The White Stripes have done, made such… the Elephant record, it is sharp sounding. Very contemporary, so you definitely push the limits with analog.

I love the more ballad-like “In Your Arms on My Mind,” “I’ll Come to You” and “She Changes Like the Weather.” Are those the tunes that initially got noticed?

There were three. I think it was “I Can’t Stand It.” “I’ll Come to You,” which everyone says that demo version is better than the album recording, the one I did in my house. I’ll have to play you those demos and you’ll go, “Why the hell did you ever get a record deal?”

As far live performances, in relation to the slower numbers, you have some real rippers like “I Can’t Stand It,” “On a Promise,” “Back in That Room,” “Mrs. the Moraliser,” and “I Want to Be Your Driver.” Do you like playing those better?

I’ve been on tour for months now and I think the band is pretty cooking at the moment. I’m definitely, slowly, more comfortable with my presence as a front man. We’re playing loads of new songs at the moment and everyone is singing their own songs as well when we get to play longer than a half hour. Four songwriters, four singers. It’s morphing in different directions. I’d quite like to do a show reproducing ballads and stuff, like a more low-key show.

Are there any one or two songs that you’re particularly proud of?

I don’t know about patting myself on the back, but “Too Long for Her” has some special memories behind because it was co-written by my songwriting buddy at the time. And “Mrs. the Moraliser” because it came out of one of the first songs I ever wrote. And maybe “You Made It True” as well.

It wasn’t so long ago that you were going to give up on music, right?

Yeah. I was right down on my luck, you know? And no job. I couldn’t hold down a job. I couldn’t really decide between art and music. Just bumming around with no cash. All the equipment was stolen and my band had broken up. I was sort of in the wilderness with this. That Christmas I had really sort of made a decision. I had a job and I was going to keep it as I’d already lasted three weeks and stuff. So I made this decision to work on this job and it feels like making this decision and my girlfriend sent off my demos and something happens, you know… I got that call one day.



Burt Bacharach 
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Some may know him as the man behind the swinging sounds of the Austin Powers soundtrack, but composer Burt Bacharach, along with partner and lyricist Hal David, has been placing songs in the pop charts for four decades. Bacharach, revered for exquisitely crafted melodies and lush arrangements, first hooked up with David in the late fifties at the Brill Building, where they were both working as songwriters. After joining forces, the pair would go on to craft a slew of memorable hits for artists such as Dionne Warwick, Gene Pitney, Tom Jones, Neil Diamond, and the Carpenters. A sampling of the Bacharach songbook includes “Raindrops Keep Falling on My Head,” “Walk on By,” “That’s What Friends Are For,” “(They Long to Be) Close to You” and “(There’s) Always Something There to Remind Me.” In 1998, Bacharach’s collaboration with Elvis Costello on Painted From Memory helped reintroduce him to a younger generation of fans. In late 2005, Bacharach released At This Time, his first album to feature self-penned lyrics.

—EVAN SCHLANSKY

Interview by Paul V. Griffith 

American Songwriter, January/February 2006 



How does the process of songwriting work for you?

Well, this whole album is different than anything I’ve ever done. It’s not to be compared to “This Guy’s in Love With You.” You see, I’m not writing songs; I’m writing music. These are not songs. These are statements. Some are political statements, some are… you’ve got to look at the titles. These are not songs, these are not normal songs. There are no songs here, nobody’s singing from the beginning of the song to the end here. They are vocal interjections; they’re instrumentals. They have vocal lines coming in. They’re not to be compared to either an instrumental album or a song with a singer.

That said, you seem to be quoting yourself a lot on this record. Did you intend for it to be so self-referential? 

There’s a direct quote from “What the World Needs Now Is Love.” I would like to think that it’s a love record, and not a protest record, but that’s how it is right now for so many of us in this world. These are excursions. These break forms. These break rules. Not that I haven’t always broken rules writing songs. Whether it’s five-bar phrases, three-bar phrases, or changing bar lines in popular songs. On this album we set out to make it adventuresome, make it passionate, and I didn’t want it to sound like somebody else was writing besides me. I don’t think about it.

This is your first album where you wrote lyrics; was there something you needed to get out?

There’s something I’ve got to say at this point in my life. I’m not a twenty-four-year-old kid. I’ve never been political in my life; never written political songs. There are years that went by where I never voted. I just kept writing songs and music. The fact is that at this time in my life, I can’t think whether somebody’s going to like it. It happens to all be true. And this is the first time I’ve written lyrics. Of course I had something to say lyrically, too.

How did this project develop?

The record was made for Sony UK. That was the starting point. Robert Grant said, “Don’t give me an album of ten pop songs. I don’t want that. Here’s some different stuff I’ve done from the past. It’s exciting that you’re doing these things with Dr. Dre.” So that’s where we went. If I was a writer, I’d be writing an op/ed piece, but music is my thing. And you know, if I turn off some people, I’d rather they be turned off than to turn off my feelings.

What influences your musical direction when you’re writing songs?

It’s not called songwriting; this is called composing. It’s calling on all the craft you have, all the resources. From my exposure to jazz, my exposure to classical music, my classical study. So the rules are basically thrown out as far as the way one would be advised to write a song: You have a hook, you have a verse, and where’s the chorus? I never abided by that anyway. Somebody would say, “Where’s the chorus?” I don’t care what part is the chorus. It’s the third section, I call them “sections.” 

How did you come to work with Dr. Dre?

I didn’t work with him; I worked with his loops. It was very inspirational to work with Dr. Dre’s drum loops. The songs would never have been written without the loops. They restricted me and inspired me. They have a form. They have a structure. It’s a four-bar loop. It’s a bass line. You write over it. It governs what chords you use, where you go. It’s very good discipline for me [to write like] that. The first things we wrote, “Please Explain” and “Go Ask Shakespeare,” melodically, form-wise… they never would have happened without Dre’s drum loop and bass. It’s a different way of writing. It’s not writing songs; it’s writing music. [Dre and I] were going to make an album three years ago, and we never got to make it until we started two months ago. He gave me about seven drum loops and said, “See what you can come up with.” When I played it for him, they were just Polaroids of what it might be like.

So your inspiration was a combination of these loops with your dissatisfaction with the way things are in this country?

All you’ve got to do is listen to the first song on the record, “Please Explain.” That was the first thing written. What is that saying to you lyrically? Where is the love, where did it go? That’s not pointing the finger, really, at anybody. Not the President, not the Vice-President. All it’s doing is saying, “These are not good times.”

Walk us through your writing process for a piece on the new album, where you took a loop and wrote around it.

The last thing I wrote, “Where Did It Go?” It’s got a drum loop that Prince Paul from the Black Eyed Peas gave me. So that was a foundation to work with. Then you structure it and you play with it and you get an instrumental theme and you see where it might be going, and you realize that you let the drum loop guide you through this process. See, the fact that I can orchestrate, the fact that I hear all these things in my head—when I write I hear what’s playing it. I hear when the strings are going to play and when they’re not. It’s always been that way.

Is it different writing for yourself, for your voice, than it is writing for, say, Dionne Warwick?

I always wrote for Dionne because she was a fine singer. And we were recording her… every month, it seemed. Knowing what Dionne could sing, you’d write what Dionne could do. I [would’ve liked] to have made one album with her before it was all over, you know? You write for your artist when you can, but sometimes you just write a song. I wrote what was comfortable for my own voice.

I have a sixteen-year-old son, and I worry about what kind of world he’ll be inheriting. Are those the kinds of thoughts that inspired this record?

When I was a young boy, growing up in New York City, I could ride the subway all by myself. It’s all true! It all happened. The fact that I’ve got a nine-year-old and a twelve-year-old and a nineteen-year-old, and there’s validity and honesty [with what I’m doing]… Probably, the end of the month, when I’m doing concerts with the Buffalo Symphony, I will name the people [I’m singing about] in “Where Did It Go.” And if they throw things at me on stage, they throw things at me. Better that than to offend yourself. The support for the way this country’s being run is pretty low.

I hear you asking lots of questions, but I don’t hear any answers. What can be done about the violence and the other problems you see?

I don’t have solutions to this situation. You could take “Who Are These People?” and look at it backwards and you may come up with, “Hey, we’re talking about Al-Qaeda here, too.” People pretending to pray and getting away with it. Like the Christian Coalition in this country, it’s the same with Al-Qaeda.



Aaron Barker 

[image: 9781582974248_0024_001]
photo courtesy Aaron Barker 

Aaron Barker was born in San Antonio, Texas, and began his musical career in a “variety band” at the awkward age of thirteen. He stayed with his band for many years and played everything from Bob Wills to Bob Seger covers. His first attempt at his own song, “Baby Blue,” recorded by George Strait on the If You Ain’t Lovin’ You Ain’t Livin’ album, went to number one in Billboard. Not knowing what this meant to his future, Barker continued to work in the band and played his original songs for anyone who would listen until he got his first check. One night after a long father-and-son talk, he wrote “Love Without End, Amen.” Barker decided to see what would happen if he sent it to George Strait. Strait recorded it, and it stayed at number one on the Billboard country chart for five consecutive weeks.

After an unsuccessful record deal with Atlantic Records, Barker began writing again and landed two number one singles in a row on George Strait’s Easy Come Easy Go album: “I’d Like to Have That One Back” and the title cut. Doug Super-naw released “Not Enough Hours in the Night.” George Strait released “I Know She Still Loves Me,” which can only be found on his boxed set along with four other great songs of Barker’s. “I Can Still Make Cheyenne” (co-written with Erv Woolsey) was released by George Strait and went straight to the number one position. Barker has had several other artists cut his songs, such as Clay Walker’s releases “Watch This” and “You’re Beginning to Get to Me,” Neal McCoy’s “Love Happens Like That,” Aaron Tippin’s “I’m Leaving,” and Lonestar’s “What About Now.”

—LISA WYSOCKY 

Interview by Lisa Wysocky 

HitWriters.com, 2005 



Could you describe your musical background?

I started off playing in a rock band in San Antonio, Texas. San Antonio is a big military community… a lot of Air Force. My band played at the Air Force base. We had a great time with the basics down there, had a great audience—a captive audience every six weeks… about twenty thousand new kids. They liked us. As they went on to their tech schools, they would ask us to play. Over the years, that just expanded into playing nationally. But after eighteen years of that, I woke [up one day], thirty-five years old with spandex and big hair. I thought maybe I ought to try something different. And just in time, George Strait had heard some of the songs I was writing that I thought were more adult contemporary [than country]. I had grown up with a country background. I thought my songs were more A/C. But George liked them and started recording them. That was how I got out of the big-hair business and came up to write songs in Nashville.

What compelled you toward music?

First of all, I got married when I was sixteen and had a kid about a month and four days later. So I had a little boy and I was raising a family and I went to work at this truck stop, because it was open twenty-four hours so I could get the hours I needed to pay the rent and finish high school. I did finish high school, did a little bit of local college… community college in San Antonio in the fields of advertising and broadcasting, which I still enjoy a lot even now. But when a band came through the truck stop one night looking for a bass player, I jumped at it because changing truck tires all night in the rain is not a fun thing at all. So I joined that band soon as I could after high school, hit the road, and never looked back.

How did your career develop when you moved to Nashville?

When I came to Nashville, I came as an established songwriter. I already had two number one hits before I actually came to Nashville. George Strait’s management company had been trying to get me a record deal for years as an artist. I was pretty confident in that, because I had made a pretty good living singing for many years. But when I got into the record-making thing, I made the worst record ever made on Atlantic Records. In fact, myself and the Titanic both fared the same on the Atlantic thing. When they got into dying my hair, and dying my beard, and highlighting my hair, and buying my clothes at Banana Republic, I was not comfortable with the artist thing. And it was then that I felt so fortunate to be a songwriter—an established songwriter—because it’s the best job in the whole music business. I didn’t have to go out on the road anymore. When I go out now, it’s to sing the songs I wrote that were hits and people recognize them. It is nothing but fun to perform. So being an artist was not supposed to be for me, and it took me a while to swallow that because that’s what we all dream about—getting a record deal and being a star somewhere. I made a bad record and I knew it was bad and I knew that I could never work in country music. I’m not good at that. But I love writing and I have had the best singers in the business sing my songs. I feel like I’m in the best place for me, and exactly where I am supposed to be.

Who are some songwriters that influenced you early on?

I was highly inspired in the early seventies by Neil Diamond. He’s the best singer/songwriter. He sings great, but he also writes great songs. Another writer [is] Paul Williams. They were both A/C writers, but I loved how they played words with melodies. It intrigued me. Playing in this rock ’n’ roll band, we were singing everybody else’s music. I realized that I was missing the chance to say something in these songs. All of my music had an undertone of rock ’n’ roll or pop. It was what I was the most familiar with performing. But lyrically, I was saying a little more than what rock and pop was open to. And country has always been a great musical field for lyrical content and substance. So I guess that’s why it caught on so well. And George Strait was looking for some music with substance to it. So this music that I thought was A/C turned out to be pretty good country music.

Tell me about “Baby Blue,” the George Strait hit in 1988.

I wrote the song “Baby Blue” on a band bus coming out of Oklahoma. It was just a melody that got in my mind and the words baby blue seemed to go with that melody. There were songs in my musical history growing up called “Baby Blue” by other bands and it’s always been a magical term for me. I won’t go into detail over the subject that inspired the lyrics, but it was what ultimately led me in the pursuit of finding the cure for cancer. It had a lot to do with that. In fact, performing, writing music—pretty much any income I have now—is used to support finding a cure for cancer. And “Baby Blue” has a lot of relativity to that subject, and I’m still very dedicated to that pursuit. That’s what I do with 85 percent of my time now. That’s as far as I’ll go into where it came from.

And it was then that I felt so fortunate to be a songwriter—an established songwriter—because it’s the best job in the whole music business.

How about “Love Without End, Amen?,” another Strait hit in the late eighties?

When my son—the son I had when I was seventeen—turned sixteen, I gave him this sixty-nine [Chevy] Chevelle. It had a great engine, and he helped me [work on and restore the car] since he was fourteen so he would understand the importance of the car and what made it work… so he would have a lot of respect for it. So his sixteenth birthday came and I put him in that car. And all the rules about “don’t go farther east or west than that…” went in one ear and out the other. And before I knew it, I got that phone call that said, “Dad, I’m okay but I had a car wreck.” Nobody got hurt but the tire came off and landed in the hood of a brand-new Porsche. It was just a mess. And I was pretty young and inexperienced about fathering. But that night, it occurred to me that I needed to be the dad. So that night we sat down and had our first real heart-to-heart father and son talk. So he went to bed and I stayed up on my knees somewhere between looking for guidance and asking God for help in this particular subject. And as usual, working with a guitar in my hands is kind of like therapy. I wrote this song, which I thought would be a bedroom song between myself and my son… and maybe the grandkids one day.

So it didn’t hit you right away that this song could be commercial?

I had already had “Baby Blue” cut, and someone suggested I send that to George Strait. I thought never in a million years he would sing this song. It’s between me and my son, and it’s very personal. It turned out that maybe George could relate to it with his own son, and with a little alteration on the lyrics, it suited him just fine. I was actually writing it because I was wondering, “How do you be a father? Where do you learn it from?” I mean, you learn it from your father, but when it comes down to you and yourself, where does all this strength come from? So I wrote this song and the chorus to “Love Without End, Amen.” I needed to say that, because I wanted my son to know that I really loved him and the restrictions I placed on him were because I loved him. I just associate that with the melody and the song. I came up with a story that had profound impact on a lot of people. The mail I get back from it is what [makes] me proudest as a songwriter because it made me realize the power of what we’re doing here. I like writing songs that get into people’s cars and people’s homes. It can be a powerful, powerful instrument.

Do you have any advice for aspiring songwriters?

If somebody came up and asked me, “How do I become a songwriter?,” whether it was my son or somebody off the street, I would tell them the same thing: “Whether you write poetry or something musical, just do something. So many people are afraid of rejection, or having their copyright stolen, and the logistics of writing that they are afraid of taking the first step. I would encourage them to do something. Contact NSAI, BMI, ASCAP, SESAC… somebody… and get started. And study the craft. To be consistent for a long period of time, one should learn the craft of songwriting. It is a craft. It’s a craft that’s been practiced and improved upon for many, many years. [I’d tell them] to come out here to Nashville and get involved with the songwriting community and learn how to be consistent and learn what really makes a hit song. And not to rely so much on luck and just stumbling upon some inspiration that leads to a hit song. I’ve been very blessed to be a part of this community and to get involved with some of the best songwriters of our time. But that’s what I would tell them to do—to pursue it and do something!

And as usual, working with a guitar in my hands is kind of like therapy.

Did you have mentors to help you in the beginning and along the way?

I had so many friends to help me along the way… friends down in Texas who believed in me more than I did. They’ve all been a big help. Of course, the Woolsey Company, who got me the record deal and these songs to George Strait, has been a big help. As a writer, there’s always someone out there whom I’m lucky enough to have connected with and still connect with once in awhile. Probably my closest friend [who is a songwriter] is Dean Dillon. We’ve gone through a lot together. We had a lot of good times and bad times together, so we write really well together. We connect really well when we write. The other one is Whitey Shafer, who is such a well-versed and disciplined writing genius. To be in his presence was one of the greatest gifts in my life. Dean Dillon and Whitey Shafer have been my songwriting mentors. They’ve been a big influence and help to me.



Beck 
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Musical chameleon and perpetual man-child Beck Hansen is one of America’s most eclectic and imaginative songwriters. Born July 8, 1970, into a creative family (his father is string arranger David Campbell, and his grandfather Al Hansen was an important figure in the modernist Fluxus art movement) in the multicultural climes of downtown Los Angeles, Beck spent his early childhood messing around with tape machines and dabbling in poetry and collage. He developed a deep love for the blues and dropped out of high school in tenth grade to become a street performer.

He began writing his own material in earnest after a stint in the New York anti-folk scene in the late eighties. In 1993, he released the single “Loser,” which grafted a surrealist rap to a Delta blues guitar riff. The song became a runaway hit and a subsequent slacker anthem. He signed to Geffen Records to release his debut album, Mellow Gold, which saw him offering surrealist portraits of the down-and-out life. In 1996, he teamed with Beastie Boys producers the Dust Brothers, who helped him craft his masterpiece, the block-rocking party record Odelay, featuring hits like “Where It’s At” and “Devil’s Haircut.” Radiohead producer Nigel Godrich helped him compile an album of gently psychedelic gems, 1998’s Mutations.

Beck switched tacks with 1999’s decadent Midnite Vultures, which brimmed with futuristic party music. 2002’s Sea Change was the hangover, a collection of somber, tear-stained relationship songs that featured his most straightforward lyrics to date.

He returned to the barrio in 2005 with Guero, reuniting with his Odelay beat masters to produce another fine album of summer anthems and melodic mash-ups.

—EVAN SCHLANSKY

Interview by Evan Schlansky 

American Songwriter, March/April 2005 


People are calling Guero a return to Odelay.

Who’s saying that? Journalists? Really? It’s probably people who haven’t heard it. I think they just hear that I’m working with the Dust Brothers and assume that. It’s probably a bit of old and new. You can never really re-create the past. I mean, there’s a certain way I sing, or play keyboard, and there’s a certain kind of beat that me and the Dust Brothers like. But there’s plenty of new stuff. I was trying to put more of an emotional layer on it. I wrote them over the last three or four years.

How would you describe the album?

Um… a makeshift, heart-and-soul record with big beats. I hope a few of the songs make people move, and a few of them… make them pause. Music should be pleasurable, you know? Hopefully people will enjoy it. If not, I’ll try again on the next one. Maybe someone can get some ideas from it and take it somewhere “better.” That’s a big part of music.

It’s a big relay race, a big hand-off, sometimes. You take some old ideas and make some new ones.

What do you get out of collaborating with others?

There’s this intangible thing, something happens when we work together. I enjoy it. It takes two to have a conversation sometimes. One of the biggest things I get out of working with the Dust Brothers is it helps me not self-edit so much. Most of the time, I know what I want to do, or when I’m going in the right direction. But it’s nice to bounce something off of somebody, whether it’s a stupid idea or not. There are certain things that I would do that I’d say, “Oh, this is stupid. It’s simple. It’s too cute, it’s trite.” And they’d say, “No, it’s great.” And so I’d leave it there. Also they’re just great with beats.

Music should be pleasurable, you know?

Was making this album a more enjoyable experience than making Sea Change?

It was a good experience… really easy. There were a lot of long hours in the studio, but we all know each other really well, so we’re all speaking the same tongue. We did all the hard legwork with Odelay, getting to know each other. There are certain things we don’t even have to say. I also worked with Tony Hoffer on a couple of songs, [but] mostly with the Dust.

You played most of the instruments yourself?

Yeah, mostly. That’s the first time I’ve done that since Odelay. That may have something to do with the haphazard bass playing. It’s somewhat reminiscent of the bass playing of yore. I played acoustic guitars, electrics, bass, not a lot of keyboards, vocals, a lot of percussion, a lot of hand clapping. Half of the songs have handclaps going all through them. I was into this idea of including more human sounds. In “Scarecrow,” there’s a haunting, high-pitched sound that goes through the whole thing. That’s me singing through the echo effect. All the percussive-type stuff on there is just me yelling through the delay peddle [he demonstrates, making some weird squawking noises into the phone, without a hint of self-consciousness], using the voice a lot on this record. Timbaland does a lot of that, too. A lot of the sounds, people are asking where he got that, what synth module was he using, but he just did it with his mouth. You hear something… it’s easier to do it than try to find it. 

Do you consider arranging a part of the songwriting process?

Yeah. They’re all blank canvasses. So you’re looking at a blank page, and you have to fill it in with something that’s meaningful to you. You start with an idea of what the song’s gonna be, and you usually end up somewhere else, like with “Rental Car.” But I do want to do something that’s just my own folly and directly coming out of me. That’s probably gonna happen in the next year or two. It’ll be pretty chaotic, messy, undisciplined. I think it’s just gonna be a mess.

What’s an “E-Pro”?

I don’t know! I think it meant something at some point but no one remembers. We’re working on songs, usually we’re just working on stabs of ideas first, and they got called things for clerical purposes. Occasionally there’s a fake name that stays. I had some other names for it, but that one lasted.

Tell me about “Que Onda Guero.”

It’s about growing up. It’s a sort of watercolor, pen-and-ink drawing with a little bit of oil stick portrait of where I grew up. I grew up around Spanish-speaking people, billboards and radio stations. I was born down in the neighborhood, and the song relates to that. If you go to that neighborhood you’ll see the song. The popsicle guys, the vendorsa, the ladies with the shopping carts, the peeled mangos. My friend Paulo does the voices. He would just say things you’d hear in the neighborhood. “Rental Car” started around the time of Midnite Vultures. The original idea was to take what was happening then, the Korn, Limp Bizkit kind of thing, and try to merge that with Austrian yodeling. Sort of Julie Andrews goes to Fred Durst’s house. And then the song eventually morphed into this hand-clapping, summertime-on-the-road song. But there is that little bit when it just goes full metal and then ends up lederhosen.

I read you were into poetry as a kid.

We had a little thing we photocopied [that] we used to sell in stores. We were always doing projects… used to do performance stuff when I was around fourteen, my brother was twelve and we discovered the Velvet Underground, and Warhol and the Factory, so we were heavily influenced by that until we [got together with] a bunch of other kids. We’d get together to make art and record music. We

How many songs would you guess you’ve written?


So, songs get stored in your head, and you use them later?


What was your first song?


Do you remember what it was about?


Do you write all the time?


Does it bother you if you’re not writing?


How do you come up with your imagery?


Do the words or music come first?


How do you see your early lo-fimaterial when you look back on it now?


Are you concerned with people getting your meaning?


On Sea Change, the lyrics became more straightforward. 


How do you view that album now?



Kind of feels like Bob Dylan’s Blood on the Tracks in some ways… 


Have you been able to talk to some of your idols about songwriting?
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