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FOREWORD

 


What is songwriting?

Just like painting, graphic
design, poetry, architecture and cooking, songwriting is a creative
process. If we do any of these things in a spirit of unconditional
love then we are in the creative process.

The creative process exists
throughout nature. If we stand near the ocean long enough and
listen to the sound of the sea or the wind we will eventually hear
melody. Beautiful music is all around us; we just have to listen
carefully and bring it into our material world.

The songwriting process
functions on two levels: intuitive and intellectual.

Intuitive:

Our intuition, when not
goal-driven, becomes a channel for the expression of beauty. When
writing down your ideas, just let them flow without judgement or
criticism. Try not to look back on what you're writing until you've
expressed everything you need to express.

Intellectual:

When you're done expressing,
then it is time to edit your work. The editing process is not the
same as the creative process. It comes from a different part of us.
The intellectual mind multiplies, divides, analyzes. Editing,
arranging and improving your song falls into this category.

As songwriters our mission is
to transform fine energy in its pure form of potentiality into a
medium that can be perceived with our senses. We simply allow
ourselves to become vehicles for creative energy. To do this we
need tools. If Mozart had not been an awesome piano player the
music that came through him would not have been on the same
level.

That is the purpose of
songwriting workshops. To give us the tools so that we can learn to
communicate our perceptions, feelings, insights and truths through
the medium of song.

It is through songwriting
workshops that I became acquainted with Signe's perspective on
songwriting and I think that this book is beneficial to new
songwriters and songwriters looking for inspiration, because it
includes both the intellectual tools - in Signe’s seven-step guide
and the chord progressions chapter by Taylor Abrahamse - and the
intuitive inspiration-driven aspect of songwriting, in the
interviews with esteemed Canadian songwriters.

So relax, enjoy yourself, be
creative, open yourself like a flower opens to the sun and allow
the universal creative spirit to flow through you like a river.

Chris Birkett
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7 easy Steps to writing your song


INTRODUCTION

You may be wondering what the
“Song Creation Formula” is; that's probably why you are reading
this book. You may be thinking that there is no formula; that
songwriting is too subjective, too expansive and full of too many
possibilities to be narrowed down to a formula. I agree: there is
no one formula. There are so many ways to write a song that books
could be continually written on the subject. This book provides a
formula, a set of seven steps that will assist you with writing a
song that is recognizable as a song if you've never written one
before; or it will provide you with new perspectives on
songwriting, to pull you out of a rut, break through your patterns
and help you see things in a new way. Step by step, you'll have a
system to follow, to test out one path to writing a song, a path
that contains the basic elements of every song. I've focused on the
lyrical aspects of songwriting in this book, partly because that's
what I feel I understand the most about songwriting; it's what I
gravitate towards. When I buy an album, the first thing I do is
open up the liner notes and read the lyrics and song titles. It's
that tangible, visual-kinesthetic connection to the musical
creation. When I listen to a song, to understand its structure, I
prefer to have the lyric sheet in front of me, to understand the
overall picture of the song. Some people understand a song by
focusing on the musical atmosphere that it creates. These are the
people who can hear a song and instantly sing it or identify the
chords. For that reason, I've included a chapter on chord
progressions, written by Taylor Abrahamse, who has studied music
and composition and who naturally listens to a song and can easily
identify the chord progression and the musical landscape of the
song. This will assist you in shaping the musical structure of your
songs.

The other
reason that I focus on the lyrical aspects of songwriting is that
some people who write songs or want to write songs don't play an
instrumentg.
There's still the musical element of creating the vocal melody.
However, often singers who use only their voice as their instrument
find it easiest to begin with the lyrics, and then create a melody
for those lyrics. I encourage you to create the melody and musical
elements of your song as you go through the seven steps. You can do
this with an instrument or with only your voice as your
instrument.

You have a song inside of you
waiting to come out, maybe many songs. It's just a matter of
focusing your creativity and attention to sit down and get it on
paper, write it, sing it and perform it. Songwriting allows you to
express your inner creativity and connect with the world. Someone
else feels what you're feeling and is looking for a song that
expresses what they feel.

Songwriting means many
different things to different people. For some it's a way of
expressing inner thoughts and feelings, while for others it's a way
of telling stories or exploring themes.

There are so many different
approaches to writing a song. Some people start with chords, some
with lyrics and some with a melody. Sometimes the chorus comes
first, sometimes the verse and sometimes just one line. There's no
one way to do it. There are people who write fragments of songs and
let the ideas percolate and grow inside of them until the song
comes out, maybe even weeks or years later. Others write their
songs all in one go.

That's how I write songs: I sit
down and write until it's done, which keeps me focused until the
song is finished. It's a matter of what works for you. Anyone can
create with enough focus and openness. If you feel stuck, just
write without judgement. Ideas are always popping into your head.
If you feel 'writer's block', you may just be analyzing your
thoughts too much. Write anything that comes out and edit it later.
Open your mind, open your heart and bring the song out. Let it flow
like a river and you can control it later, as you go through the
process and come back to edit it.

I've realized after years of
attending and hosting open stages and shows and spending time
around hundreds of songwriters, maybe even thousands, that anyone
can write a song - not everyone can write a good song and very few
people consistently write good ones, but anyone can write one.
There are so many ways to write a song and anyone can do it, and do
it quickly, if they focus and decide to get it done. Some people
thrive creatively under pressure and some require more space and
freedom. Maybe everyone has the potential to write good songs, but
not everyone will tap into that potential and connect with the
energy and creative flow required.

I've found that there are a lot
of songwriters out there who write one good song, one that really
connects with people and emotionally moves them. I've often
wondered why that is. I've heard songs that I absolutely love and I
want to hear more songs of that quality from that artist, because I
love the song so much and they just never write another song that
has the kind of energy that connects with everyone who hears it.
It's an interesting phenomenon. Maybe that's why there are so many
'one hit wonders.' Maybe there is a way to tap into that brilliant
creative energy consistently and some people do it. It may be any
combination of awareness, practice, experimentation with different
ways of writing, constant exposure to new music; it's anyone's
guess.

As a
songwriter, I find that my best songs come when I feel an
urge to write a song. I
may not know what the song is about, but I know that it's time. I
sit down and pick up a guitar and the song flows out. Usually it's
not the whole song that comes so easily; it's the first verse and
the chorus. That's when I start to explore where the song is going.
I used to write songs not really thinking about the meaning at all,
just allowing them to flow through me. Then afterwards, I would
read the lyrics and see if I could figure out the meaning. I didn't
edit my early songs. That's something that came later and now I see
the value of it. The key is to edit it to make it the best
representation of the idea, while still maintaining that magical
element that holds the emotion that came from your heart and your
soul.

If you continue to write,
you'll find that at times you feel stuck and don't know how to
finish, where to start or how to make your songs sound different
from the others you've written. That's when doing something
different and learning from other songwriters is really helpful.
I've found that learning a new tuning, a new chord or a new
rhythmic pattern can help. Co-writing is also a great way to
experience other perspectives on the writing process. It can
breathe new life into your songwriting. Sometimes structure helps.
That's where the seven-step guide comes in. It's a way for new
songwriters who don't know where to start, those who have written
songs and feel stuck, to start with a pattern or break their old
patterns, by trying a new perspective on approaching the song.

I took a songwriting course
through the Berklee College of Music online, taught by Pat
Pattison. This was after almost twenty years of writing songs. I
only recently started thinking about how I write songs and how to
improve them, beyond focusing on just being creative and using
songwriting as an outlet. Now I think about songwriting as a craft
in a more conscious way. This course opened up a whole new world
for me. It was very heavy on the technical side of lyric writing,
storytelling and effective placement of words for the greatest
impact. I learned so much about why some songs connect and why
others don't connect as well as they could. I learned how to build
the story, to create more meaning from the start to the finish of
the song. These are the types of things that, when practised over
and over again, become automatic. It's a matter of learning a
formula that helps focus the creative energy into something
tangible and understandable by others. Then, once you learn what's
possible, you can branch out and flourish creatively, breaking the
rules when you want to and writing with purpose.

The purpose of this guide is to
give you a structure to write a song: a formula that produces a
result. You decide how the song unfolds. This is your creation. The
formula is here to guide you along a path you may or may not have
been down before. After you finish this book, continue to study and
search for new tools available by reading books, attending
workshops, interacting with other songwriters and getting feedback
from audiences. Workshop your songs in the real world and you will
continue to grow and improve as a songwriter.

Whether you play an instrument
or not, your voice is your instrument. Use this guide with your
instrument on hand. Focus on the lyrics and melody or write the
lyrics and find someone to write the melody and music with you
later. This songwriting guide focuses on the songwriter as a
wordsmith, one who uses tools to shape and mould creativity into a
form that others can understand and be moved and inspired by.
Everyone has the ability to write a song. It doesn't have to be
perfect, so jump in and begin. It's easier to figure out what you
want to improve on when you have something to work with. So let's
get started.
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STEP 1: PICK A TITLE

Do a one-minute brainstorming
session. Fill your page with song titles, without filtering. Write
everything that comes to mind. Time yourself for one minute. Then
choose the title that resonates with you, the one that you feel
compelled to expand into a song. If you're having a challenge
deciding, close your eyes and point to a title on the page. Now you
have your title. You can change it later if you want to. Decide and
move on.

The title is often in the
chorus of your song, although it doesn't need to be. The idea is to
have a title that is memorable, so people can identify your
song.
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STEP 2: OUTLINE YOUR SONG

What do you want to say? How do
you want to build the idea? Reveal the details of the story or
theme in the verses and the main idea in the chorus. Is it a happy
song, a sad song, a love song, a song of realization? What do you
want to say and how do want to build the idea? Express how the
characters feel, not just with descriptions of their emotions, but
with imagery that leaves the listeners with a clear picture or
movie in their minds. Write down the ideas you want to include and
how you want to clarify them as the song progresses. The chorus
gains more meaning each time it's repeated, from the details
expressed in the verses. The chorus holds the song together and
reminds the listener of the song's meaning, while the verses give
increasing clarity to the story or idea being expressed, as you go
along from the beginning to end of the song.

Here's an example of a song
outline, showing a progression of ideas. The lyrics of the verses
are not written in the outline, only the summary of what those
verses will express.

Title: *On the Other Side of
Goodbye

Verse 1: Past: Yesterday you
left me lonely. You could only say goodbye.

Verse 2: Present: Today, I
understand that pain is a choice and freedom comes from letting go.
I'm ready to say goodbye.

Chorus: On the other side of
goodbye

I shed the heavy load

On the other side I can fly

Love is an open road

Verse 3: Future: Tomorrow holds
amazing surprises and a love that will surpass what was before. I'm
so glad you said goodbye.

Chorus: On the other side of
goodbye ...

* The song title came from a
list of titles in an assignment in the Berklee College of Music
“Songwriting” course taught by Pat Pattison, in which I
participated as a student. I selected this title and created the
song myself
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STEP 3: CHOOSE A PERSPECTIVE

1st Person: a) I and he/she or b) you & I (direct)

2nd Person: you and him/her

3rd Person: he and she

Be consistent, so the audience
knows who's talking and to whom. Decide which approach best suits
your theme and story. Are you telling your story, a story about
someone else or a completely made up story? Use first or second
person to bring the listener closer to the story, so they
understand the feelings of the main character. You can use third
person to focus more on the plot and create distance between the
listener and the characters, while still drawing them into the
song, like any well-told story does
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STEP 4: RHYMING

What type of rhyme scheme do
you want to use? What suits your song? Is the story expressing
feelings of comfort, ease and joy? If so, you can use a flowing
style of rhyme. For example, if there are four lines in the chorus,
rhyme the first & third lines and the second & fourth, like
in the example in Step 2. If on the other hand, your story is
jarring, uneasy or expressing confusion, then it doesn't need to
rhyme or you can use a less obvious rhyme scheme. If you have four
lines in a verse, rhyming the first and last lines and the middle
two lines will create a slight sense of unease, or you can choose
to exclude rhymes.

Another way to create motion
and feelings of instability in a song is to have an uneven number
of lines in your verses or chorus. Many songs use three-line verses
or choruses to bounce along.
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STEP 5: WRITE YOUR FIRST VERSE AND
CHORUS

Write the first verse.

Does it flow the way that you
want it to, given the subject? Does it set the stage for the chorus
to explode?

Are you using the five senses
(touch, taste, smell, sight and sound) to create the scene for your
listeners, in a way that draws them in and helps them really feel
the song? You can do this by describing details of the scene,
rather than just explaining where the story takes place. A clear
picture is created by saying, “I feel the soft sand beneath my
feet, as the waves tickle my toes and the stars twinkle in the
clear night sky.” The listener understands that the character is on
a








STEP 6: MATCHING VERSES










STEP 7: REWRITE, REVISE,
REVISIT
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