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Praise for Tunesmith


“Tunesmith may be the most interesting book ever written on songwriting…. The sections on writing lyrics are riveting…. It’s for anyone who enjoys words.”—New York Daily News


“Tunesmith [is] an eminently readable master class in songwriting-one that will thrill aspiring composers and lyricists, yet still interest the general reader.”—Albany Times Union


“[A] persuasive and scholarly tome on the art of songwriting…. It’s a comprehensive volume that journeys generously from Victor Herbert to rap.”—Variety


“Perhaps the finest book about songwriting of our time.”—Musician








Talking about music is like
dancing about architecture.


—Martin Mull











HOW TO WRITE A SONG



by Harry Nilsson


If you write it on guitar


Place your guitar upon your knee


If you write it on piano


Don’t do that


Place your fingers on the strings


Of your guitar, not your piano


If you write it on piano


Don’t do that


Now strum or press to get a feeling


This might take a little time


Now think of something sad or something funny


Which inevitably brings us to the rhyme


Let’s assume you’re just an asshole


And there’s nothing in your brain


It might help if you remember


These helpful little hints


Don’t try to rhyme silver with anything


That goes for orange as well


Now notice how cleverly I just used them both


And all I have to do is rhyme well


You’ve got to be tricky


To avoid these words takes talent


So never ever trap yourself like that


Or you’ll end up saying words like


Ballant, phallant, gallant, wallant


Callant, hallant… well


I’m sure you’ll catch on fast


Now some tips on tempo and


Some subjects to avoid


Like the use of the word “baby”


Unless you really have to say it


As to tempo, or as we say “time”


That’s strictly up to you because


That depends on how to play it


Now let’s do one


Now think of a rhyme


That’s it, you’re doing fine


Now think of the good time we just had together


If you practice these instructions


On the boat of song you’ll sail


And if you listen very carefully


I’m sure you shalln’t fail


I said shalln’t, yeah shalln’t


That rhymes with talent, that takes talent


That is talent


Oh my God, I’ve done it again


Shalln’t rhymes with talent


That takes talent


That is talent


Oh, I can’t stand it


Oh my God, I’ve done it again




Without my friend, manager, earliest editor,
research coordinator, computer-operator
and confidante, Robin Siegel,
this writing would have been abandoned
a thousand times over.
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The word “Tunesmith” is on one hand the trivial and offhand diminutive with which gossip columnists have been known to refer to creators of such gravity as Johnny Mercer, a lyricist, and on the other, a self-demeaning affectation employed by many composers to camouflage egos larger than the Death Star (as in “I am but an humble tunesmith.”). In any case, it was not my definitive choice for the title of this book even though it has always been the working title and I would like to explain how that came to be.


When I was a somewhat strange and lonely child even while growing up among four siblings in West Texas and Southwestern Oklahoma, my secret yet true educators were not the like of Mrs. Wise—God bless her—whose fourth grade field trip consisted of the discovery of a roiling sand storm in the middle of a bone-dry Red River. Instead, science fiction writers like Ray Bradbury, Issac Asimov, and Arthur C. Clarke informed me as to the shape of things to come. From Bradbury I learned expression, from Asimov form, from Robert A. Heinlein sexual politics, and from Lloyd Biggles aesthetics. In Biggles’s novelette, “Orphan of the Void,” (1960) a n’er-do-well alcoholic songwriter named Marty Worrel writes a “homing song” that inexplicably sends abductees from all over the galaxy on a search for their planets of origin. In “Spare the Rod,” (1958) Biggles predicted computer-composing formats like Finale and Performer (he called them “music writers”) and outpaced today’s computers with a “word selector” for poets in his ironic tale about a robot that teaches violin. In “Tunesmith” (1957), a long story with every bit of scope and profundity called for in a great novel, he foresaw a nightmarish culture where “songs” as we know them had vanished from the public’s consciousness, replaced by the “coms” or singing commercials. Not only had all other music, including classical, disappeared, but rigorous standards of mediocrity were enforced to ensure that even “the coms” were bland and uninspired. In this aesthetically destitute world there were no concerts or dances, no art, literature, or poetry. Biggles’s hero, Erlin Baque, held his considerable talent in check while searching vainly for a single surviving pianist, bassoonist, or piccolo player. In Biggles’s story the ending is a happy one. Baque reinvents songwriting and saves culture by sacrificing himself to the media moguls as a kind of Techno-Christ. All of Earth becomes a vast conservatory.


When I spoke to Biggles on the telephone and told him I was thinking of calling my book “Tunesmith,” he seemed happy that one of his early disciples had gone on to be a songwriter, but cautioned me that “it’s a lot harder to write a book!” In the four years that have elapsed since, his warning has sounded many times in my imagination as I have wrestled with my book’s propensity to annoyingly redefine itself, change its mission, and yes, even its title. At the heart of the struggle has been the fact that logic, instinct and experience indicate that much of the material presented is useless for the following reasons:




1. Inspiration comes from the guts.


2. Technique is a personal and very private conceit.


3. Creativity as a concept is perhaps not well understood by the people who practice it most successfully.





And fourth, communicating and describing the complex abstractions represented in a genuine and moving work of art is in all likelihood a contradictory exercise. Like a sodden Bronze-age wood carving upon excavation from the sea bed which—under water—displays the most delicate nuance of light, shadow and craftsmanship, but when brought into the dry light of day crumbles into meaningless pulp even as the archeologist tries to touch it, photograph it, analyze and then preserve it?


Oscar Hammerstein II wrote of his kindly and brilliant Notes On Craft, “I am discontented with what I have written here,” and my God, so am I! But I have done it out of love for songwriting and songwriters whose company I prefer above all others, though to be truthful, we are not by nature a particularly jolly crew. Mostly I have done it for those who still believe in the great power of songs and who may be attempting the delicate transition from amateur to professional like my sons, Chris, Justin and James. (Corey, Charles and Camila are songwriters as well though they may not know it yet.) There are others who may benefit from a candid portrayal of the way one songwriter works. Keep the faith.


Jimmy L. Webb


Heald Pond, Maine


April 20, 1998
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OUT OF THIN AIR






You might wake up some morning,


To the sound of something moving past your window in the wind,


And if you’re quick enough to rise,


You’ll catch the fleeting glimpse of someone’s fading shadow…


—BOB LIND,
“ELUSIVE BUTTERFLY”








“So what have we got on the Housewife Tapes?” she asked her producer. “She” is one of the most successful and talented singers in the history of America’s recorded music. There was an unpromising silence as he tended the recording console for a moment. Then he swiveled his chair around to face her.


“The truth?”


She just smiled.


“Notha,” he said, and went back to his faders and pots and VU meters.


Let us put an end to the myth that amateur songwriters do not have the slimmest chance of being heard by anyone of importance. Every living soul in the record business, bar none, is looking for The Great Song. Oscar Hammerstein once said, “The people who claim that the publishing and songwriting game is a tight ring into which beginners are not permitted are usually people with carelessly written manuscripts in their briefcases. The men who write the good songs haven’t time for all this kind of talk. They are too busy writing and loving what they write before they show it to anybody else.” The Housewife Tapes? That is the great singer’s name for the flood of unsolicited material from amateurs that rises ceiling high whenever word goes out that she’s making another album. It is her claim that never in over two decades in the record business has she recorded a song from one of these. But still she asks, “So what have we got on the Housewife Tapes?”


There is no recording artist, manager, producer or publisher who would not experience a transcendent thrill should they happen to discover some perfect gem on such an unlikely tape. So what is the primary factor that separates the rejected amateur songwriter from the accepted professional? Probably this: Most amateurs do not regard the writing of songs as serious hard work. Indeed, there are members of my family who believe that worrisome character flaws and much moral ruin have evolved from the fact that I’ve never had a real job. In reality, however, songwriting is Hell on Earth. If it isn’t, then you’re doing it wrong.


Are you still with me? Then let’s take the following concept and eradicate it from our minds forever: “Songwriting might be a fun way to make some easy money if I get lucky.” “Lucky” would seem to be the operational word in this sentence, in which case it would be wiser for the gambler to embark on a career as a film actor. Oscar Hammerstein also said, “My reservation about amateurs is that they are money-mad. The professional loves songs and loves songwriting. The amateurs want some quick money and think that songwriting is an easy way to get it.” Movie stars make a hundred or a thousand times more money than songwriting stars, and besides, everyone knows what they look like. Let’s consider some goals that are more specific: “I would like to make a living as a songwriter,” or “I have my heart set on writing The Great American Musical,” or “I want to write those clever country tunes,” or “I’m a good singer but I want to write my own material and write it extremely well.” A writer’s ultimate purpose is in many ways irrelevant because a good songwriter can do all of these things and even do them all at the same time (within reason). The paramount joy of the craft is that however simply it is begun it can take the writer on a lifelong voyage across many wondrous and diverse musical seas. Versatility is the hallmark of the great professional songwriters. Consider Lennon and McCartney together and separately. “I Want to Hold Your Hand,” “Norwegian Wood,” “Penny Lane,” “I Am the Walrus,” “Here, There and Everywhere.” Such stunning facility is not necessarily a birthright, though some are born with quicker minds and nimbler fingers than others. It could easily be said of one who has “talent” that he or she knows how to do what they want to do. A good songwriter should be able to write a song in any genre for virtually any purpose.


Countless times by people from other vocations I have been asked: “Where do you get your ideas?” I would worry somewhat about such a person’s potential development into a professional songwriter. Let me give you an example. I was sitting at home the other night watching a Public Service announcement on TV and heard the announcer say in voice-over, “At the place where good and evil meet, the victim of crime is alone.” Immediately I started thinking about a song, fascinated by a place where good and evil might possibly meet. Song ideas are the most intense longings of the soul and its deepest regrets. For the sake of argument, let me propose that they arrange themselves in these nine categories:




1. People, places or events in our memory that make us happy, sad or angry: “Last Night When We Were Young”—Harold Arlen & E. Y. Harburg


2. People, places or events that are affecting us at the present time by the same criteria: “You’ve Lost That Lovin’ Feelin’ ”—Spector, Weil & Mann


3. People, places or events that are likely to affect us in the future by the same criteria: “Any Day Now”—Burt Bacharach & Bob Hilliard


4. Satire; sarcasm and humor of a personal or political nature, usually exercised at the expense of others but sometimes aimed at ourselves: “A Simple Desultory Philippic”—Paul Simon


5. Songs emanating from fictional characters (untrustworthy narrators) whose identities we assume in order to make our point—serious or humorous: “Rednecks”—Randy Newman


6. The recounting of events in story form—the true ballad: “El Paso”—Marty Robbins


7. Silly music. Comedic and/or novelty numbers that teach dances: “Ahab the Arab”—Ray Stevens


8. Abstract surrealism: “Strawberry Fields”—Lennon & McCartney


9. The allegorical tale: “The Day the Music Died”—Don McLean





Are you buying that? Perhaps you can think of other “kinds” of songs. Let’s just say that if a man or woman doesn’t feel strongly enough about something or someone to write about the issue, helpful hints will not suffice. I have never heard a great song wherein the writer proclaims that he or she is not upset or excited about anything in particular. Where do ideas come from? From caring (or loathing). One of Carly Simon’s recent albums (Letters Never Sent) was inspired entirely by actual letters that she had chosen not to mail and subsequently found in a forgotten cache in her house. (I wrote a song—“Simile”—for Joni Mitchell about a letter I had sent her that ended up behind her couch, resulting in the fact that she didn’t answer it until quite a few years later when she was in the process of moving.)


To be more specific about ideas, it is hard to prove where songwriting is concerned that “idea” and “title” are not virtually synonymous. For instance, that one might hear professional writers or other insiders say that Paul Simon’s title “Still Crazy After All These Years” is a great “idea” for a song is important to remember. The following is not an “idea”:






I want to write a song about someone who goes through acute mood swings—from euphoria to emotional exhaustion. I love this person and want to address the song to him.








If, however, you add the following sentence: “I want to call the song ‘Problem Child,’ ” then you have an “idea,” even though the song may not end up being called “Problem Child.” While writing the lyric and melody a completely different fulcrum may manifest itself, but you will have begun to write with a specific idea tied to a title. You have announced a destination and all your efforts from then on will be dedicated to arriving at that destination (though when you arrive at your anchorage it may be known by a different name). This is what a truly great artist does when he decides who or what he is going to paint. (He must already know how to paint; do not confuse the “how to” with “the manner in which” he will paint.)


It is quite common for someone to have a great idea for a song. Many people do. I have heard a plethora of these ideas discussed in social situations and as quickly forgotten. Sadly, I have seen many half-finished songs based on a perfectly valid and interesting premise. I have been asked by others to execute their song ideas for them, some of them excellent. T. S. Eliot wrote in “We Are the Hollow Men”: “between the idea and the reality, between the motion and the act, falls the shadow.” I’ve always suspected he might have been speaking to his colleagues—other writers. How do we get through Eliot’s shadow zone and bring our songs into the light of day? Almost without exception every great songwriter whom I know personally or that I’ve heard of or read about, uses a specific technique. Some free-associate on legal pads for hours and then pare lists of cross-referenced words or phrases down to related components that can be used in lyric lines. Many write draft after draft—as many as twenty—of a whole lyric in composition notebooks, lining out their less fortunate efforts as they go. Some sit at a piano or hold a guitar and chain-of-consciousness sing-any-old-thing-that-comes-into-their-heads at the outset—getting a “sound” first and working out the intricacies of meaning later. Another well-known writer stands in front of huge speakers and “word jams” to tracks that are already finished. Some write lyrics. Some only music. Some write both and among those, many write the words first. Others write a catchy tune and add words that fit. Many move the lyrics and melody along simultaneously in careful steps. All these techniques are valid. It is almost a certainty that before a writer achieves full-fledged professional status they will have developed a unique method of working their tail off. But there is one thing that these gentlemen and ladies have in common—whatever their style. Virtually all of them keep a rhyming dictionary and a thesaurus close by. No shame here. In fact it is not a very lucid act to attempt the writing of verse in any form without these unless one happens to be a Mensa. And even then…


I find that other reference materials can be invaluable: Bartlett’s Familiar Quotations for either avoiding or searching for clichés (sometimes a cliché can be a valuable component of a lyric if recognized for what it is); specific research material when writing about an unfamiliar subject; but mostly the work of other writers of song, prose and poetry. Writers must read. One corollary being that composers must listen. There are some very superficial and obvious reasons for this. Writers may benefit from the influence of like minds, particularly the brightest and most successful. One might be more aware of “the fashion” if one’s desire is to emulate those who are successful (not a very good reason). I am more concerned with a reasonably comprehensive knowledge of the history of the art form and here we have a good reason indeed for reading and listening. In his splendid book on craft for prose writers, The Art of Fiction, John Gardner states, “No ignoramus—no writer who has kept himself innocent of education—has ever produced great art. One trouble with having read nothing worth reading is that one never fully understands the other side of one’s argument, never understands that the argument is an old one (all great arguments are)…” To bring this fine and probably old argument into the area of our concern: How can one write an original song if one hasn’t heard and “read” at least a few of the most famous and best examples that have ever been written?


In the distant past composers were most often very learned men who not only read but wrote, were critics, poets and autobiographers. In a precursor to the “singer/songwriter” phenomenon of the late sixties, many wrote the text, or “libretto,” to their own operas. Whatever their level of scholarly enlightenment, songwriters and composers are and always have been somewhat notorious in their unwillingness to subject themselves to the horror of listening to someone else’s work, particularly a contemporary who might be perceived as a competitor, especially to a “work in progress.”


A songwriter whom I idolize came to see me at the Troubadour a few years ago and visited backstage after the show. I invited him to my house in Encino, California, for a game of billiards and a couple of beers. He waffled noticeably and I found myself wondering if for some reason he had reason to dislike me or if it was just a matter of indifference. Finally, he spit it out, so to speak. “I’d really like to come over for a beer, Jimmy, as long as nobody plays any music,” he said. It was not that he was anathematic toward my music—or so he claimed—he was terrified of hearing any music.


On another occasion I was seated at a banquet table at the BMI awards in Nashville next to the reigning Southern Icon of Nashville Songwriters. This man was to famous songs what Colonel Sanders was to fried chicken. We struck up a conversation and he was warm and kindly toward me. After a while he offered me an invitation.


“Would y’all like to come out and see my Southern mansion?” he drawled. I replied that I would consider it a great privilege.


“Good,” he said and then paused. “Only thing,” he continued, “y’all don’t play no songs, y’all hear?”


Without doubt some of this reluctance has a valid foundation exclusive of petty egotism. Songwriters are usually working on something and may fear being overtly influenced by a strong outing from a respected colleague. I don’t like to listen to radio—sometimes for three or four days at a time when I’m writing. Often it causes me to forget something I’m trying to remember and at other times I have found myself subliminally “borrowing” something I did not intend to appropriate.


So when an amateur songwriter submits a tape of songs to a professional songwriter in hope of assistance he is committing what is essentially an unnatural act for the following reasons:




1. The professional songwriter is usually not equipped logistically for the promotion of someone else’s music.


2. He is preoccupied with his own endeavors and unlikely—except in very rarefied circumstances—to diminish his own chances of placing a song with an important artist by taking on an amateur song as a cause célèbre.


3. He is letting himself in for serious legal trouble by even accepting a tape from an amateur. (It is sad that a few greedy individuals have spoiled the 1960s spirit of free and easy camaraderie by harassing brilliant men like Billy Joel with long and costly nuisance suits.)





In reference to the latter and most pressing concern I spoke with good friend and angelic chanteuse, Nanci Griffith.






I was introduced to Julie Gold and a week later she gave me “From a Distance.” Otherwise I don’t know how Julie would have ever been discovered as a writer. In 1986 Christine Lavin introduced me to her and Julie asked, “Can I send you some things?” And I said, “Sure!” This must have been at Folk City or the Bottom Line, and a week after she sent me “From a Distance” we recorded it. At the time I was open to listening to people’s tapes, but since then I’ve been sued by someone I never heard of or had access to, and because of that I’ve been very, very hesitant to take tapes from someone I don’t know.








It is a paradox. It is possible to get into trouble by listening—both legally and creatively. On the other hand—and this is my view—we run a much higher risk when we go through life wearing earplugs. I was speaking to a young writer and member of a very successful band who was standing at the bar in the Bottom Line, in New York City. His band was enjoying a runaway hit and I was engaging him on the subject of the abysmal ignorance that young writers exhibited toward even fairly recent material like that of the Beatles. “You know,” I said, “there’s a record on the charts right now that has a line verbatim from ‘Blackbird.’ ” “What a shame,” he replied—fervently sympathetic. “Yeah,” I blundered on. “ ‘Take these broken wings and learn to fly,’ ” I sang in sarcastic imitation. My companion’s face turned white. “I wrote that,” he said. “That’s our record.”


I am sure that he didn’t mean to plagiarize McCartney, but it is also my certain knowledge that he was not a hairsbreadth from a trouncing by an eight-hundred-pound lawyer. Is there any excuse for this? Sadly I write that I am hard pressed to think of one.


In 1971 when Harry Nilsson and I were chumming around London together and he was recording the Nilsson Schmilsson album produced by Richard Perry (one of the best albums ever made), he came to me as a pal over a snifter of brandy. He asked me, almost contritely, if he could borrow the phrase “up, up and away” for a delightful send-up song called “Gotta Get Up.”






Down by the sea she knew a sailor who had been to war


She never even knew a sailor before


She never even knew his name


He’d come to town and he would pound her for a couple of days


And then he’d sail across the bubbly waves


And those were happier days


But now…












Gotta Get Up


Gotta get out


Gotta get home before the morning comes












What if I’m late


Gotta big day


Gotta get home before the sun comes up


Up and away


Gotta big day


Sorry can’t stay gotta run yeah












Gotta get home


Pick up the phone


Gotta let some people know I’m gonna be late.


—Harry Nilsson,
“Gotta Get Up”








I was impressed by his thoughtfulness in “checking” with me even though the phrase “up, up and away” had first appeared in a 1941 radio show about Superman. (He was asking to borrow something that had already been borrowed.) Knowledge of and respect for the work of others is the first essential ingredient in the development of a truly effective technique if for no other reason than because, as John Gardner states, “All great writing is—in a sense—imitation of great writing.” That is the way my career started, imitating the writers of songs that I heard on the radio in my early teens. As new songwriters we walk in the footsteps of colossi. Whatever our field—country, rock, pop, blues or Broadway—it is from their influence that we will ultimately derive our chances at “genius” and “originality.”


So what about before the Beatles? Those same Beatles who, like Paul Simon and Art Garfunkel, were heavily influenced by the graceful and crystalline harmonies of Don and Phil Everly? Who wrote those Everly Brothers songs? Many of the great ones—“All I Have to Do Is Dream” and “Take a Message to Mary” come to mind—were written by Felice and Boudleaux Bryant. (How many songwriters in the twenty- to thirty-year-old bracket know who wrote “Wake Up Little Susie”?) And before the Bryants (who were they influenced by?) there was Hank Williams. And before that what about Noel Coward, Larry Hart and Harry Warren? Charlie Chaplin? “Now wait a minute!” I can hear you saying. “You don’t mean to say that Hank Williams was influenced by Charlie Chaplin?” There is a unilateral quality to influence and emulation that transcends “styles” of music. “Smile,” Chaplin’s heartrending and ironic masterpiece, would seem to be the mirror image of Williams’s “I’m So Lonesome I Could Cry.” (Arthur Fieldler, who achieved near deific status conducting the Boston Pops Orchestra for over thirty-six years, said there were only two kinds of music—good and bad.)


Recently a friend of mine was talking music with his thirty-year-old daughter, a journalism major at university who wants to specialize in covering the entertainment field. “Well, probably the greatest was Cole,” he said. “Oh yeah, Nat King Cole… right,” she replied.


“No, darling,” he said. “I mean Cole Porter.” She gave him a blank look. “Dad, who’s Cole Porter?” (Sammy Cahn was right about the Songwriters Hall of Fame Museum. We needed one desperately.)


Of course (so they say in America) it all goes back to Stephen Foster. There are irritations associated with many musicologists and their blind acceptance of Foster’s position as the father of all American musical things—one being that it is commonly supposed that he invented the “form of the American popular song.” Specifically it is stated that he originated the so-called A/B structure (which we will hereafter refer to as verse/chorus). Consider this verse and chorus from the ancient Irish lament “Kerrick Fergus”:








	Verse:

	If I could go over to Kerrick Fergus
Or else to Antrim or to Ballingrave
Then the deep sea ocean I would swim over
The deepest ocean my love to find






	Chorus:

	
But the seas are deep and I can’t swim over
Nor do I have light wings to fly
But if I had me a Kerry boatsman
Then I would row my love, my love and I.*








In England and America this song more than likely metamorphosed into “The River Is Wide” (also known as “There Is a Ship”) a verse/verse/ verse form, the last of which goes:






The water is wide


I cannot get o’er


Neither have I


The wings to fly


Give me a boat


That can carry two


And boat shall row


My love and I








Perhaps Foster only reinvented or imitated the verse/chorus structure of the Irish folk song. What he was, without embellishment, was the first famous American songwriter and creator of the first truly “native” American songs. (He was also a bit of a political agitator, becoming a writer of antiseparatist propaganda ditties as tensions between the North and South increased.) It is widely accepted that his “native” quality—which presumably owed a great deal to the work songs, chants and spirituals of Negro laborers—all but disappeared with Foster’s death (January 13, 1864, in New York City) and did not reappear in American musical culture until the 1880s.


Another major irritation regarding Foster’s preeminence as the Father of American Pop Music is that such hero worship for the most part ignores the contributions of the great numbers of black poets and country singers who either preceded or paralleled his heyday and without doubt put their stamp on him: “Gwine to run all night, gwine to run all day.” During the late 1800s black performers began to copy white minstrel shows which were, in themselves, copies of black minstrel shows. It is said many a white person probably got their first taste of real black music in whorehouses, but the breakthrough into the white world of music publishing was first accomplished by a northern Negro named James A. Bland, who composed more than seven hundred songs for black minstrel shows. Another African American forerunner, Ben Harney, was always assumed by blacks and whites alike to be a white man.


To return to Foster’s work, it suffers somewhat in comparison with the generic folk music that predates him, those seamless masterpieces that someone once said had been “worn smooth by millions of voices like pebbles in the bottom of a stream” and benefited from being fitted together in a vivid New World mosaic. Such songwriting entailed collaboration through time and space. No single human being lives long enough to write a song in this way. It is in the Scots, Irish and English ballads and reels transplanted to the Deep South, subtly altered by African and Christian laments, pounding rhythms and “field hollers,” that the roots of modern American songwriting reside. Am I stating the obvious? There are perhaps two generations of young American writers, most of whom do not know this and might not care if they did.


Is rap music “new”? It seems obvious that its American roots lie in the “talking blues” tradition of the Delta country… and even so unlikely a composer as Schoenberg introduced “Sprechstimme,” a kind of classical rap where the singer lets the note immediately fall or rise as in speaking, producing something between the two. There is probably no literal discernable difference between the emotional content, convention and stylistic application of a modern rap song and a fifteen-hundred-year-old Maori war chant. Part of any contemporary musical attitude is a tendency to ignore or minimize the musical engenderments of the past. Our generation did:






Why don’t y’all fade away? Don’t try to dig what we all say…


—Pete Townsend,
“My Generation”








I still remember the exasperation I would feel on a Sunday afternoon when my father brought forth his collection of “Mugsy” Spaniard and “Fats” Waller records. When he started spinning the “Big Bands,” I left the house, a little closer to being one of John Gardner’s “ignoramuses.” But this book is not about the history of American popular songs. Such material is readily available though none is likely to eclipse the seminal work by Alec Wilder (American Popular Song: The Great Innovators, 1900–1950).


There is another even more practical reason to read and listen. It is from the poetry of Dylan Thomas, Patrick Cavanaugh, Pablo Neruda, William Carlos Williams and other mad and gentle spirits that we learn the use of words. We learn that hard words can describe delicate things and soft words unspeakably horrible things. We make friends with new words and perhaps we decide that there are some with which we would rather not be acquainted. We discern the way in which these words can be rhymed or not rhymed. We see the way they can be jammed together in unlikely alliances that delight and entertain and describe in a way that no word can when standing alone. We learn that words create the colors that poets use to paint images on the mind itself. We come to understand that not all great poetry is lyrical but that all great lyrics are poetic. As Richard Rodgers said of collaborator Oscar Hammerstein, “The work of my collaborator and friend has been called poetry; it has been called light verse; it has even been called song-writing.”


Which is to say that all great lyrics use the devices of poetry—metaphor, simile, imagery, alliteration and meter, among others. There are those who would have you believe that as a songwriter you are somehow exempt from the literary standards of true poets, novelists or other intellectuals. This is what I call the Least Common Denominator Syndrome and a spiritual dead end. There is no intrinsic virtue in ignorance.


In a similar vein when we listen to the violin concerto of Samuel Barber or the choral and orchestral works of John Corigliano or any of the sweeping symphonies of Ralph Vaughn Williams we learn that chords are living things; powerful engines that carry melody from one place to another. We learn how effortlessly melody can soar and that a chord can have a different bass than its root. We learn that we can substitute one chord for another and that dissonance is pleasing and essential. In just one of the Vaughn Williams symphonies we find enough inspiration and raw harmonic material to underpin a thousand songs. Many of the great composers set folk songs and other lyrics to their music, among them Purcell, Beethoven, Vaughn Williams, Britten, Mendelssohn, Haydn and Copland. The legacy of the great composers is to have shown us the far boundaries of musical expression. It is our responsibility to pay attention.


Not to say that I advocate borrowing piecemeal from classical composers or any other source. The story is told about Arthur Schwartz explaining to friends that he had taken on a particularly stringent series of professional obligations, and that the friends wondered aloud, “My God, isn’t that going to take an awful lot out of you?” “Yes,” he replied. “But not as much as it will take out of Bach, Beethoven, and Brahms.” There is nothing more humbling than to proudly play a new song for a couple of friends and have them say, “Oh yes, but isn’t that ‘Come Back to Sorrento’?” Then, of course, they can’t resist humming the offending notes to point out obvious similarities. (That one has never heard “Come Back to Sorrento” is little consolation and less of an excuse, as already noted.)


Sometimes these benignly malicious observations can be taken with a grain of salt. A dear friend of mine from London and an ace publisher—on a well-lubricated evening about five years ago—proudly produced a book at the end of our dinner. “This book,” he said with much emphasis, “has every melody ever written inside.” (Shades of Johnny Carson and Ed McMahon.) “Therefore,” he continued, “it also contains every melody that ever will be written.” “Not,” I said even as I opened this marvelous creation and looked wide-eyed at the neat columns of musical phrases in notation, organized in every conceivable category by all composers back to and including the first caveman. “You’re on!” I shouted. “Fifty pounds!” (Who is ignorant of the fact that a Cockney is unable to refuse a wager?) “ ‘By the Time I Get to Phoenix,’ ” I challenged, concealing a deep insecurity that I was not only a charlatan but fifty pounds poorer. It was an hour later. The table was cleared—when Terry (for that was his name) pounced. “Aha!” he said, “I’ve got you, mate!” He proudly pointed out a phrase by Puccini that—excepting one semi-quaver—was note for note the first line of “By the Time I Get to Phoenix.” I refused to pay. (After all, this was the same man who had once bet me a hundred pounds on the outcome of a heavyweight fight he had previously taped off the telly.)


In the pop music field begging, borrowing and stealing is so prevalent as not to even cause the proverbial eyebrow to be raised. “The guy who wrote ‘Handy Man’ [Jimmy Jones],” Boy George chortled, “tried to sue us over ‘Karma Chameleon.’ I might have heard it once, but it certainly wasn’t something I sat down and said, ‘Yeah, I want to copy this.’ We gave him ten pence and an apple.” I must risk observing that on this particular occasion Mr. George would have done well to steal more and gloat less. “Artists everywhere steal mercilessly all the time and I think this is healthy.” So says Peter Gabriel, even though one must wonder if Mr. Gabriel would be so sanguine about an interloper collecting monies on a copyright that was obviously derived from one of his songs. R.E.M.’s Michael Stipe concurred during a recent conversation with me when he stated, “There’s going to be some emulation and there’s going to be some blatant stealing—that’s pop music at its best!—and that’s good and fine.” In my view part of rock ’n’ roll’s roguish image of itself is tied up in this outlaw “it’s only rock ’n’ roll” mentality. Of course this is augmented with some considerable justification by the hand-me-down traditions of blues and country players in that long-lost era of provincial tutelage, but at that stage of the game the stakes were not so high as to induce a nosebleed. Ry Cooder maintains to this day that during some friendly jams with the Rolling Stones in London in the early ’70s that Mick Jagger and company purloined virtually all the licks, motifs and rhythmic patterns for their humongous Sticky Fingers.


If we carried such concerns to extremes we would never get a melody written but would become full-time researchers instead, perhaps letting our computers devise complicated and never-before-heard combinations. It is a mathematical fact that only twelve notes can be arranged in multiples of millions of unique sequences. Surely all the melodies have not been written.


In this light it would seem foolhardy for a composer to imitate too closely the well-known melodic lines of a Puccini or Gershwin, even though inspired imitation can sometimes be raised to the level of an art form. In his book Nice Work If You Can Get It (Hyperion), Michael Feinstein reports that Gershwin was rumored to have stolen themes for his concertos from works by Rachmaninoff, who was said to have been quite outraged. Andrew Lloyd Webber, in spite of his megalamoney, has been constantly assailed by detractors and musicologists who claim that he owes way too much to Puccini and others, though I must say that in my own view Puccini has been least damaged in the exchange. He’s not the only one! Jerome Kern, according to reputable sources, also pilfered a duet from a Puccini opera. These stories go on and on. One of the most memorable contemporary examples is the stunning Glass Houses album (1980) by Billy Joel. Here is a sometimes tongue-in-cheek then deadly serious pastiche that is akin to fine art forgery. Joel demonstrates that like a virtuoso stand-up impressionist he can run the gamut of imitating pop’s most sacred cows: the Stones, Sam Cooke, the Four Seasons, just to name a few. One song in particular, “Through the Long Night with You,” sounds so much like Lennon and McCartney circa 1965 that the first time I heard it I was sure that it was a Beatles record I had overlooked. (It has become one of my favorite songs.) Many critics seem to have missed Joel’s point entirely, not realizing that this kind of imitation was deliberate, and obviously so. The writer was not at a loss to create songs of his own but was paying a fascinating and deft homage. How does an artist get to the point where they can imitate another at this level of perfection?


Linda Ronstadt, on being asked what a young person should do if they wanted a career in the music business, replied, “Learn to read music. Learn to play an instrument.” While the untrained take great delight in pointing out examples of musically illiterate geniuses there is profound truth in Linda’s deceptively simple answer. Of course if one intends to be a lyricist and nothing but a lyricist then it becomes a moot point. But pure lyricists labor under one serious handicap: they have to find somebody to write with. Many people who collaborate in the contemporary field write both music and lyrics, and so these encounters become what might be called double collaborations. Each of the partners could write a complete song in a pinch.


The songwriter does not need to be a virtuoso pianist or guitarist. It suffices to have a repertoire of interesting chords—not just simple triads—and to know how to fit them together and write them down. (To be able to quickly jot down a chord pattern over a printed lyric line is to save hundreds of hours “backtracking” in order to remember what has just been written especially when there is no recording equipment readily available. The muse surprises capriciously.)


At the outset I played almost exclusively by ear but fortunately I had a God-fearing spare-the-rod-and-spoil-the-child Southern Baptist mother who insisted that I learn to read music, at least well enough to be church pianist, which I accomplished by age twelve. When I became a professional songwriter at seventeen I quickly realized the benefits of knowing how to read music. To know how to read music is, in a sense, to automatically know how to “write” music. I found myself supplementing my meager income by transcribing other people’s songs off a tape and onto a lead sheet at five dollars a copy. I could put my own songs onto lead sheets. I could write simple chord charts for demo sessions and insure that the chords were played exactly the way I wanted them. (What songwriter hasn’t winced on hearing an oversimplified version of his or her subtle chord progression?)


Eventually I would write parts for full orchestra, and indeed in 1968 at the age of twenty-one I was fortunate enough to receive a Grammy Award for orchestration. All because Mama made me practice at least thirty minutes every afternoon.


In recent years I have had occasion to regret the fact that I did not complete a full course of study at a conservatory but it is clear that even a basic musical knowledge, particularly of chordal theory and notation (sight singing, musicianship, etc.) goes a long way in the songwriting racket. It is never too early or too late to start. (I recommend highly some of the software programs available for computers such as Performer or Finale which enable a keyboard player to see at a glance the notation of any chord played on the keyboard and just as easily print out such notation in hard copy.)


The ambitious songwriter cannot learn all from books, computers or well-meant advice. There is a popular cliché that the artist must suffer, preferably over a long period of time, as much emotional trauma, poverty and self-loathing as possible, up to and including death if necessary in order to create. Certainly we know of great artists who have lived unhappy lives. Conversely we are led to believe that the callow, carefree youth has nothing of import to offer. His observations may seem to have weight but they are to be mistrusted and such precocious seriousness may often be ridiculed. Among other things financier Otto Kahn said in the presence of George Gershwin, according to author Frederick Nolan (Lorenz Hart: A Poet on Broadway, Oxford University Press): “He declared that although George expressed the genius of young America, Gershwin—like America—had not yet experienced ‘the ordeal of deep anguish, besetting care and heart-searching tribulations’ necessary for true genius.”


When I was twenty years old I found myself wandering aimlessly and awkwardly through a swank Beverly Hills pleasure dome surrounded by cinema stars and movie moguls—as well as a few out of work film composers who were feeling not much pain. A bejeweled, matronly ex–cabaret singer homed in on me like a great white shark on an injured flounder. “So, you must tell me!” she ordered. “How do you write music that sounds so grown up?”


At the same affair I bestirred myself from my usual shyness and was talking with a small but amiable group about the future of rock music on Broadway. It was in those days that Hair was breaking all records at the Aquarius Theatre and Jesus Christ Superstar was in the offing—as well as a very interesting “album/opera” called Tommy. “I think” (at this point, it was like the famous E. F. Hutton commercial—the room went silent) “we’ll see a lot more rock musicals on Broadway.” After a moment of dubious silence a famous film composer lurking nearby blew his nose and said loudly, “You sound like you almost know what you’re talking about.”


But what if, in fact, the exact opposite of his aggressive and embarrassing prejudice is true? Isn’t it possible that in our younger years—not excluding childhood—human beings are like fresh rolls of film taken from sealed canisters, unfogged and unexposed? And if that is true then surely it is the intensity of experience that marks us with knowledge and intuition, not longevity and repetition. Much like a frame of film when it becomes overexposed, it seems to me that one of the battles of aging is to maintain a passion, a sensitivity to our own feelings as well as to the vulnerability of the world around us. Without being able to expose ourselves to pain—to break down and cry if need be—we don’t have what we need to be songwriters or even human beings. The reverse is true. Without recognizing the good things life has to offer—the priceless gift of the distant laughter of children—we become sour pedants. It matters little the grave importance of what we have to say. No one wants to hear our dreary self-pitying voice.


When I am stale—and every songwriter has awakened on some godforsaken morning feeling like a bag of potato chips mistakenly left overnight in the sauna—I find that “experience” is exactly what I need. Then it is time for a change of venue. It is out in the world that I find the means to reload with a fresh roll of film.


A pilgrimage does not have to entail an expensive air ticket to the Greek Isles. It can be a visit of a few days to that small town or neighborhood where we grew up—perhaps for a talk with that special teacher who got us thinking about music in the first place. It can be time spent completely alone—like a friend of mine who walked completely across the United States. It could be playing with another medium—watercolor, perhaps, or a sport like rock climbing or learning to fly an airplane. I have always found that—given a rest—the muse will return. Miraculously she returns with gifts—the subliminal impressions of people, places and situations that can become the raw stuff of those precious ideas. Leonard Bernstein said that the most important thing he had learned from Harvard Philosophy Professor David Prall was a sense of interdisciplinary values—that the best way to “know” a thing is in the context of another discipline. This is as close as the Western mentality can approach describing the attitudes of Zen, the “watercourse way” of Eastern philosophy that teaches that the best way to conquer a problem may not be to attack it head on.


Given, “experience” is important. But that is not necessarily related to how many years one has lived. It is important because, as writers, we need to “experience” as much of the texture of living as humanly possible. We also need to absorb it through the senses of as many others as practicable. Almost by definition a songwriter is reflective, self-obsessive, brooding and apart from others, but there is danger in this loner mentality—both to his craft and to his emotional well-being.


One afternoon my six-year-old son Charles brought a little playmate to my worktable and proudly explained that his daddy was writing a book about songwriting. “My dad does songs,” he crowed. “Every single song he’s made has been a great success!” Would that this were true! But then again consider for a moment that it is eminently possible for a song to be a success without being a hit. “Didn’t We”—while internationally well-known—was never a “hit.” “The Moon Is a Harsh Mistress,” recorded by Glen Campbell, Joe Cocker, Joan Baez, Linda Ronstadt, Judy Collins—never a single, never a “hit”—yet it recently found its way onto a respected list of the “Ten Most Perfect Songs Ever Written.” (I add in the same breath that “MacArthur Park” recently appeared in a book about the worst songs of all time. My friend Gerry Beckley, whose recording with Dewey Bunell’s “Horse with No Name” also appeared, is busily at work on a book called The Worst Books About Songs of All Time.)


The implication is that we might be in error when we set out to write “a hit song.” The ramifications are disturbing. The worst one being that we may tend to model our efforts on the current rage. The next worst: We may believe that such a thing is possible when it is not. (The factors affecting the successful outcome of the release of any given song on any single record are so diverse and unpredictable as to represent a perfect model for the Chaos Theory.) Sometimes great songs are written. Sometimes they also become “hits.” Sometimes mediocre ones do as well.


What we can do and what will give us the most joy and the best chance for success in the long run is to write a good song. Everyone has one good novel in them, it has been said. I’m not sure that this is fact but let’s assume that every soul also harbors one great song. It is from such a singular beginning that the careers of Randy Newman, Tim Hardin and Joni Mitchell blossomed.


The songwriter’s lot is not necessarily a carefree one. I have watched in the last few years with severe misgivings the inexorable progress each of my three oldest sons has made toward becoming one of those creatures and I would not want to be in their shoes for all the tea in China. But their hearts are set on it as was mine. It is an honorable profession—if only the world’s second oldest. I would hope they remember that in a best-case scenario ninety percent of what is written never receives the slightest notice. The sensitive, expressive songwriter has to be as tough as an old boot, a paradox that is irreconcilable.


But let us set out anyway with a reasonably complete knowledge of what has gone before. (If we would be Toads let us be aware wherewith we Croak.) By studying some examples of word writing we should eventually come to an understanding of form. With a knowledge of form we can learn more about chord structure and melody in order to develop a technique. Together we will write a good song.
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IN THIS ROOM YOU’LL NEVER MAKE A MISTAKE






I’m fixing a hole where the rain gets in


And stops my mind from wandering…


—LENNON & MCCARTNEY, 
“FIXING A HOLE”








In 1980 I uprooted my family from the relative comfort of Southern California and moved to New York State smack in the middle of the worst blizzard of the decade. While in college, I had written my first musical—a sophomoric attempt called Dancing Girl—which contained a passable ballad entitled “Didn’t We?” The theatre arts department at the small college I had attended declined to produce the musical—a disaster for me since I had written the show instead of taking my midterms. In spite of my disappointment I found myself infected by a theatre bug which will forever live in my blood. At the end of the ’70s I had come to New York to try something new. I wanted to write a real musical.


Within months, due to the influence of my powerful friend, David Geffen, I had the undivided attention of Michael Bennett—creator of A Chorus Line, Dreamgirls, Ballroom, Coco, and so many others—who ruled “The Street” (an insider’s term for Broadway) from the seventh floor of a beautiful old building on lower Broadway. I quickly learned from my new friend and mentor important truths about songwriting that had eluded me until that time.


The first one he pointed out to me in typically dramatic fashion when for the first time he presented me with my office space on the seventh floor of his building, a small skyscraper completely devoted to the theatrical arts: costuming, dance, and set design. I realized with some nervousness that I was to become what amounted to a “composer in residence.” We walked into the room, a small dance studio with large windows facing the street and full-length mirrors on the walls, unforgiving mirrors, real optical ones, not polystyrene, reflecting us—imperfections and all—as we stood there. He looked at me—Michael had a way of easily commanding complete attention—and said with a smile, “In this room, you can never make a mistake.” At first I was surprised, not knowing quite what to make of the remark. I had written songs beside the undulating surf on the south shore of Kauai. I had written one song at an Italian villa in Varese—an estate slightly past its prime—on a piano barely in tune. Another I had written in my scarred and rusting Volkswagen on the way to a fraternity party in Newport Beach. Many I had written in my father’s garage in San Bernardino. “Up, Up and Away” I wrote in a practice room at college while skipping a theory class. “Wichita Lineman,” in the former Philippine Embassy on Camino Palmero in Hollywood on a green baby grand. (How it came to be green I will never know.) I wrote “MacArthur Park” in Laurel Canyon on a nine-foot Yamaha Grand that I had purchased with the royalties from “Up, Up and Away.” I was sleeping under it at the time. It and a dozen decorative pillows were my only furniture. (It resides today in decaying serenity in my living room.)


Now this small, handsome, intensely energetic man with all-encompassing dark eyes was proposing something I had never before considered possible: “In this room you can never make a mistake.” Let me try to be clear about what he intended with that assurance. He wasn’t referring to moral mistakes. He wasn’t saying: “You will never be rude needlessly to someone here or fail to fulfill an obligation that you will have promised to fulfill,” or, “You will never have too much to drink here and write a piece of shit.” What he was saying was this: “Here I am establishing, arbitrarily, a magic perimeter. As far as your creativity is concerned this is a charmed circle.” I’m sure you understand the obvious implications of this concept but let’s explore it further—not as physical space but as a state of consciousness. What Michael really meant was that there is no crossed-out, blotted word on paper or half-croaked note or stumbling, tripping step toward the songwriter’s goal that is unseemly or shameful. He meant to say—as I understood him—that creativity is a blameless process. That to exist at all it must function unselfconsciously and without guilt, that it is a poetic license to kill, and that any other attitude is negative, self-defeating and constipatory. He meant in the tongue-in-cheek ceremony of that moment to set me free from training wheels, to give me wings and extend pardon and forgiveness to our future collaborations no matter how fatuous, pompous, amateurish or downright stupid they might prove to be in the name of believing in the serendipity of possibility. He also meant to say: “I will not blame you for failure or keep a scorecard on your efforts as long as they are earnest, as long as you are sincerely dedicated to the things we will try to create here.”


As I tried out a few exploratory chords on my new Yamaha baby grand and supervised the installation of some recording equipment he explained to me that he had never commenced the development of a Broadway project as director or choreographer without immense self-doubt, wondering to himself: “This time am I going to be able to do this?” Again I understood. When we, as artists, try to imagine perfection in the work we intend to do then we are inhuman if we are not daunted. We are intimidated by the abstract quality of the task and the potential for failure. It is stage fright without the audience.


That is why it is so important to draw an imaginary protective circle around ourselves and step inside. The place where we write is important whether it is a physical room or a spacious loft in the heart and mind. We must clear a safe space around us. There are nerveless creatures on this earth who could probably perform brain surgery in a rivet factory but most of us can all too easily lose that tenuous thread woven of concentration and inspiration when interrupted. There is a perverse part of many of us that welcomes that kind of distraction. It is that part of us that is subliminally delighted with being completely snowed in and unable to go to school. It is indolence without guilt. So for those of us who have a nervous system and still want to get some work done, tranquillity is in order. The primary ingredient in that tranquillity might be to pardon ourselves in advance for any real or imagined inadequacies and approach the work with the attitude that we will see what happens, make the best of it and enjoy the journey. Paradise is the road to Paradise.


There are many pragmatic reasons for having a completely dedicated workplace, whether it is a small room in the home or a separate office/studio or even a favorite boulder in a quiet part of the woods. One of the most important is continuity. We need to be able to leave a work in progress for hours or days at a time and return to find it completely undisturbed. This afternoon when I came back to the coffee table where I’ve been working at home, I found this very manuscript glued to the table with a healthy portion of coagulating strawberry jam—courtesy of my young daughter. There is also continuity of thought in a given work period to consider. Rampaging bands of eleven-year-old Civil War reenactors do not make for concentration. Some may find this kind of advice trivial but a surprising number of people will attempt to do creative work in conditions bordering on chaos. I suffer from intense loneliness while I’m writing and crave human companionship. My assistant bringing me a cup of tea is akin to an angel visiting a doomed man on a desert island with a magical elixir. On the other hand it is virtually impossible for me to abandon self-consciousness and write anything meaningful (particularly a lyric) with another person in the room. I have found it better to think of songwriting as work—to set up specific hours when this work is to be done and tough out the feelings of isolation, even to use those feelings as raw material. Do I mean that songwriters should work an eight-hour day, five days a week? There is a well-known songwriter in Los Angeles with a string of Top-40 smashes nothing short of spectacular. She claims to work twelve hours a day. Most writers are going to find after four or five hours of intense concentration that they are ready for an Advil and a B movie. What seems to work best for me is a period of intense focus—say, thirty-five minutes and then a stretch, an unfocused stare out the window (since I’m lucky enough to have one) for five minutes or so before returning to the anvil. The right side of the brain goes into rigor mortis if it’s pinioned in the same attitude for too long, resulting in frustration, angst and lack of progress. It is amazing sometimes how tenaciously and blindly we can pursue an artistic goal—feeding on anger or stubborn will—achieving nothing, only to return the next day and in a more relaxed state see the answer immediately and effortlessly. When working indoors it is important if not completely essential to have a sensory escape—a window with a view or a porch or patio with access to the outside world. (Important works have been written in prison but they’re not important necessarily because they were written in prison.)


I use a tape recorder, nothing elaborate. (It is a cassette model Sony Professional.) I will explain exactly how and why I use it. (If you are making a demo at the piano make sure you place a folded towel or kitchen sponge under the tape machine and remove all loose objects—cigarette lighters, pens, cups and saucers—from the top of the piano. It also pays to play the piano a bit softer than usual and to place the microphone squarely in front of the vocalist.) From the very first tentative chord of the writing session I have my machine running and locked in “record” because even though I am going to be jotting down notes on paper and keeping a reasonable pace with my own thoughts there are going to be times when my brain darts ahead, instinctively doing something impulsively and so quickly that my conscious mind will not be able to follow. It may even be something no more mysterious than a mistake. (Even though many times these so-called mistakes are no such thing. They are the subconscious traveling at light speed a few nanoseconds in front of the conscious mind.) In such a case I will not (except on the very rarest of occasions) be able to remember exactly how I did what I did because in the strictest sense I didn’t do it. No worry. I have every note on the tape recorder. If I want to seize that lovely mistake and make it useful I simply rewind the tape and listen to it repeatedly until I learn it well or else write it down on the pad in front of me.


The tape recorder also enables me to consolidate my gains and minimize my losses. Let’s say I’m twenty-five percent into the cassette reel and I’ve managed to rough out a complete verse with a melody. I don’t want to risk losing even a nuance of what I’ve already accomplished but I don’t really give a damn about the trial-and-error rubbish that sits on the first quarter of the tape. I immediately rewind to the top of the reel, and while the verse is fresh in my mind I record it again right at the “top” (or beginning) of the tape. If I make a mistake or forget something while recording I have the original “pass” (or performance) at the end of the tape that I can refer to. Now I have my verse safely in storage at the top of the tape. I continue writing—perhaps embarking on a chorus section by trial and error. I will continue in this way, storing valuable sections at the top of the tape—being careful not to erase anything previously stored—and recording over the detritus. If for some reason I decide to abandon the song temporarily or indefinitely in an unfinished state I throw my work tape in the trunk; nothing lost, no harm done. (I might review it six months later and find that it’s not as bad as I thought.) I can work this way on a song at intervals of weeks or even months and never lose my train of thought, never forget a word or note. (One frustration is that sometimes the performances on these low-tech recordings are better than the ones that I do later in a professional recording studio.) Near the end of the process I record the nearly finished song at the top of the tape and then I have the whole remaining cassette for any changes or rewrites. It works.


I keep a legal pad on the piano in front of me and use it in conjunction with my tape machine and in much the same way though sometimes separately and independently. The first page might be consumed with tedious trial-and-error chicken scratches, forging a lyric for the first verse. I am stopping occasionally and matching what I’ve written with what I’m singing and playing on the tape machine. By and by I develop what might pass as a serviceable verse. It might not be perfect—in fact I know that it will get better—but its intent is what I’m concerned with at this early stage. So I flip over a leaf on my legal pad and I copy it out carefully—warts and all—at the top of the page. Perhaps I’m bored with word writing at that moment and I go back to my tape to try to write that soaring chorus melody. I probably already know what the content of that chorus is going to be. I may be sure of a hook line or title that I intend to incorporate in that chorus (fulfilling the intent of my half-finished verse). I dink around with my chorus line, singing along with the piano and getting a feel for it. My trusty tape machine—my guardian angel—is purring steadily. “Okay,” I say to myself, “this could work.” (I have been known to talk to myself.) Below my crude verse on the legal pad, I begin to sketch in the lyric to the chorus and to doodle in some rough chord symbols above the lyrics, reminders that are going to help me learn my own song and save me rewinding the machine every time I misplace a chord. Let’s say I’ve used up my second page roughing out the verse and chorus. I flip over the leaf and have a beautiful blank page for my first rewrite. The whole evolution of the song is on that legal pad. I usually don’t cross anything out because I may want to go back to a previous state of evolution and use something that wasn’t as bad as I might have thought it was. So it goes, for page after page of development and improvement with nothing lost or forgotten. If the tape is stored for any reason the notes are stored with it.


Another thing: The workplace needs some magical symbols. Hanging at eye level over the piano in my studio is a magnificently detailed drawing of Gaudi’s Sagrada Familia that I brought back from Barcelona after a tour of the cathedral. To me it represents the frozen architecture of music and the depth of feeling and commitment one man can bring to a work of art. The selflessness of it, the sacrifice of it, the authority of it, open a window in my soul. Many artists have come to call this feeling inspiration though there are skeptics who insist that there ain’t no such animal. On the wall close by is a picture of Michael Bennett and me together on a porch swing in happier days. It’s only a Polaroid but it never lets me forget what he expected of me in my workroom or the profound truth that in the pursuit of art there are no mistakes. (Hopefully I will not be deliberately misunderstood on this point. In the performance of art there are mistakes aplenty.)


The sharpest memory is fallible. It is not such a difficult thing to keep a small, spiral-bound notebook in a briefcase, wallet or purse. Now we come out of a movie house and a couple is having a knock-down, drag-out, bare-all at curbside while waiting for a cab. He says to her in a loud voice just as we step out on the street: “Someday you’ll know how big a mistake this is!” He’s yelling. She’s very upset. We empathize but not overly so. We are groping for our notebook. “SOMEDAY YOU’LL KNOW HOW BIG A MISTAKE THIS IS.” We see the top of the charts. We’re songwriters first and human beings second. We really should use a notebook for this. It beats Ballantine’s cocktail napkins (so hard to iron out after they’ve been through a wash and dry cycle) or car parking stubs (you give them back to the attendant forgetting that you’ve got a Top-10 title written there) or trusting in your wife or boyfriend (“What do you mean you forgot it? It was something about a mistake. ‘YOU’RE MAKING A BIG MISTAKE’—was that it? Oh, merde…!”).


Larry Hart was infamous for writing some fabulous lyric on nothing more than a scrap of paper and then mislaying it, among these “A Ship Without a Sail,” according to biographer Frederick Nolan. One story which may or may not be apocryphal has Richard Rodgers, Hart and a female companion in a Parisian taxi after a near automobile accident that could have proven fatal. “Oh my goodness, my heart stood still!” gasped the woman. “Hey, great title for a song,” said Larry (as so many of us do) while Richard Rodgers calmly wrote the title down in his notebook. Weeks later during a songwriting session, Rodgers remarked to Hart, “I’ve got a tune for that great title of yours.” “What title is that?” came the reply. “My Heart Stood Still,” said Dick as he thumbed through his notebook. “Never heard of it,” Larry replied. (In hope of preventing automobile accidents involving title-stricken songwriters attempting to drive and make notes simultaneously, the author recommends small “Voice-It”–type electronic note-taking devices, some current models of which record as much as thirty minutes of audio in a keyring-sized format.)


There’s another way to use a notebook that provides a richer source of raw material than a list of promising titles. Let’s say you’re relaxing in an old pub just across the Hammersmith Bridge on the outskirts of London and an elderly couple walk in. He’s tender with her, making sure her coat is properly checked and that she has a seat by the window. She’s beautiful in spite of her years and yet there is a sadness about her. You get the distinct impression that this meeting is more than routine. It is a confrontation that has been delayed for years. His body language, every word that he says, though indistinct, is apologetic. He isn’t telling her that he’s sorry for running down her poodle with his bicycle, you decide. There is some long-unfinished business between these two. Perhaps they were in love once and he threw her over for someone else during the war—all those years ago. She married well but never forgave him for destroying the special relationship they once had. You get out your notebook and start writing. Giving your imagination and curiosity complete rein you write down a few rough lyric lines about what might be going on between these two strangers. What do their facial expressions convey? What are they wearing? Is that a lavender corsage she wears? Look for detail.


Okay, enough of that. What I am attempting to illustrate is that the whole world, every waking and dreaming moment of it, is grist for the notebook’s mill. Try this experiment: Read a book—any book—but to make it interesting, begin to read one that you’ve read before. With a pencil underline every situation or statement in the first chapter that suggests a song idea—entering them all in your notebook. Go out on a Saturday and aimlessly wander the town you live in, observing people, animals and structures, intently searching for hidden insights that suggest song ideas. Put them all in your notebook. With a little effort you will soon have dozens if not hundreds of ideas and observations recorded. Get in the habit of doing this every time you read or watch a movie, talk to a friend or travel. At least in an observational sense try to become a novelist. Look for deeper meanings behind the seemingly trivial and write them down. You may find that your notebook begins to take on the character of a journal. All the better—you’re not only compiling hundreds of song ideas but writing your memoirs, which will be worth a bundle when they induct you into the Songwriters Hall of Fame.


Now let’s say you are in songwriting mode: your tape recorder is whirring, your legal pad is leafing; you’re writing a song about regret—deep regret—and stuck for a line. Not just a rhyme. You’re struggling for a way of describing the emotion—the body language, the subdued tone of remorse. Maybe it’s time to talk with Mr. Notebook. Hmmm. When I was over in England two years ago—remember the elderly couple at the Sun Inn? Remember that tangible aura of regret that hovered between them? I was on the front lines then. I was right in the thick of it, and—more often than one might think—Mr. Notebook has the answer.


Think of your workplace as the Mother Ship—a laboratory where you provide yourself with time and tools and techniques. You go out on a scouting mission: a vacation, or a date, or a solitary walk in the country, and you collect specimens of all kinds for temporary storage in your notebook. It’s not necessary to make any particular sense of them—you’re collecting and it’s an absorbing, joyful experience. It beats bird-watching and for a songwriter it’s a lot more fun. Bring your treasures home to the lab. Work with some of them. Save the others for a rainy day.


After a lyric- or music-writing session, it’s important to spend generous amounts of time thinking about what you’ve done and what you intend to do next—in the current vernacular, “visualizing.” Fully half of my songwriting is done as a mental exercise that has nothing to do with proximity to piano or pen and paper. The most important aspects of songwriting, the planning and plotting of story line as well as the inception of images, approaches and various strategies and changes of direction, etc., and even the never-ending search for a proper rhyme—the vital tasks of steering a song in a likely direction—can be done while riding across town in the back of a taxicab.


Sometimes we half-hear music through a closed door and the feel of the performance augmented by our own muse suggests a completely new other thing. We write down a note or a title in shorthand convinced that we can remember the details later—the whole context of the idea is so brilliantly clear in that moment. But the next day—our euphoria having fled to where emotions hibernate—we look at our shorthand and discover this: Ask someone who knows. Now what we have here is a fair title for a song (one is reminded of “It’s Not for Me to Say”) but where is our cogent, fully fleshed-out, chart-ripping concept for an original, interesting record or song? It has gone where our euphoria has gone. The lesson is to always take an extra forty seconds and attempt to write down, even briefly, the context of the idea, perhaps even the original record or “feel” that set you off in the first place. Either that or when you get that burst of creative lust drop everything and head for the nearest Mother Ship. Obviously to live even a semblance of a normal life songwriters cannot do this. That is why God made graphite and trees.


Now after all this talk about a permanent base and a stable songwriting environment I must point out that a songwriter is one of the most fortunate professionals in the world precisely because he or she is not tied down to a particular room or instrument or array of equipment. Our offices are between our ears. With a notebook, a small tape recorder and a guitar slung over our backs we are completely mobile. In this era of fax machines and fiber optic communications and recording (via satellite dish if need be) it is conceivable that one could function effortlessly as a songwriter en route from a sojourn on the island of Bora Bora to the Marquesas to visit the burial place of Gauguin. (The pianist is at a disadvantage in such conditions though small, lightweight keyboard instruments have brought even this within the realm of possibility.) Ultimately it is important to remember what our “charmed circle” symbolizes—the work habits, discipline and peace of mind that we can take anywhere once we begin to dedicate space and time.


The danger is that we begin to think of writing songs as an elusive, metaphysical process connected in some obtuse fashion to exotic locales or situations. As in: “I can’t seem to write anything so I’ve rented a house on Martha’s Vineyard for a month.” Such fantasizing has a way of backfiring. We end up with a fat portfolio of gauzy numbers about seagulls and ferry boats or worse—on arriving in paradise we discover that life is so seamless and serene that we begin to wave-watch as our fine ambition dissolves into the local social scene.


Arguably one of the worst things a writer can do is talk too much—or at all—about an idea before finishing it in the workplace. “I’m writing a song about…, ” the writer begins, dicing with the truth. Yes he’s got an idea, yes he’s kicking it around in his head—no he hasn’t written a note. This is the red “A” on the forehead that brands the “amateur.” Something insidious happens when we engage in this kind of verbal free association in the company of others or play half-formed verses at cocktail parties. It would seem that our ambition is often eroded. In some inscrutable fashion the creative genie at the center of our being seems to have a finite capacity and will become recalcitrant as though to say, “Well, if you want to rub the lamp and waste magic at a cocktail party, fine—but don’t try to wake me up at one o’clock in the morning.”


The sexual metaphor is not too distant. Here we are not discussing the serious “workshop” atmosphere of give-and-take between colleagues (the value of which can also be debated) but a careless venting of emotional enthusiasm for a delicate task, the outcome of which may be in doubt even if all energy is conserved. It’s only another reason for a self-enforced artistic isolation that was once taken for granted—a concept that has been eroded by contemporary society’s compulsion to share everything, tell all, and its conviction that an enlightened, happy committee of verbose lamebrains is infinitely superior to one struggling, vulnerable and merely dedicated human mind.


This is not to unilaterally criticize group discussion, and since our consideration of the working environment seems to have led inevitably to within striking distance of the “workshop,” it might be helpful to evaluate what is out there (for those who have forty or fifty dollars burning a hole in their pocket). These days it is not particularly difficult—or even avoidable—to find four or five songwriters of legendary status sitting together on a stage or dais somewhere, playing their chartbusters in turn and then fielding questions from an audience sometimes numbering in the hundreds. Eclectic New York DJ Vin Scelsa seems to have pioneered this format—at least in terms of selling it to the general public—with his In Their Own Words series at the Bottom Line in New York City, which routinely played to enthusiastic, standing-room-only crowds. After his initial successes, Scelsa took his show on the road and played it successfully all over the country. Who would have thought it?


Such entertainments have even caught on with the Platinum Card set—witness the tony 1994 Songmasters Inside/Out series at the Algonquin Hotel in New York where tickets sold for the price of a nice television set and a portion of the proceeds was diverted to charity. Unfortunately these entertainment events rarely differ in content and form from most of the “learning” encounters arranged by the major performing arts societies and academies across the country.


As a pleasant evening out I don’t suppose there could be a better value for a buff or dilettante (I mean no disrespect to dilettantes—some of my best friends are dilettantes) but for the “man or woman on a mission,” the person who shows up with their notebook in hand wanting some substantial help, the “panel/performance/discussion” format often proves to be a disappointment. I’ll try not to belabor the point. These gatherings are usually supervised by a moderator so that access to the guests is carefully, if randomly, controlled. There is usually a spirit of lighthearted banter prevalent as opposed to a careful, instructive spirit. The punter may go away feeling as though he has had more than his share of cotton candy with his notebook and wallet empty.


In the more professional version of this kind of “class,” which usually meets at a regular interval at a specific time over a period of weeks, the acolyte may encounter other disappointments. The panel—starting out I’m sure with the highest possible motives—may become acerbic in their relentless criticism of works in progress. (In spite of themselves they may end up strangling some babies in their cribs.) Panels of experts are only human beings. They may find it difficult to resist the impulse to bounce off each other’s egos—to impress each other and forget about the poor student scrabbling to keep up. Their fervent pronouncements of great songwriting dictums might even divert some incipient genius from his or her own true path. A student should not attend such a course hoping for some chrysalis-like transformation into the complete songwriter or even expecting any noticeable improvement. More than likely what the supplicant will take away will be in direct proportion to what has been brought in the first place. Students would be wise to do their homework and have ready a couple of good examples of their best songs and a list of questions to which they really want to know the answers. Professionals are unsympathetic toward complete tin horns. John Thompson’s first grade reader questions tire the rest of the class as well. Everyone gets grumpy.


On a university level is found the next best form of commercially available interaction: the “some-on-one” lecture or lecture series. A prime example is the Learning Annex in New York City (variations abound in many college communities). Here, a group of students—say forty or fifty—pay two sawbucks to spend a hefty two and a half hours with the expert of their choice. (Courses are offered in everything from television journalism to salmon fishing.) The advantages in the “one-expert seminar” may not be obvious but are substantial: access to the guest is dramatically increased. The teacher (or guest) may actually be able to mount a coherent lesson, uninterrupted by a moderator or other guests and pursue live performance examples in a logical sequence, unfettered by the necessity of performing the “greatest hits” medley. The student may actually come away with some cogent notebook entries and perhaps return to work with a new angle on a recurring problem.


Said to be the closest thing to Songwriter’s Heaven on Earth and also, many believe, the single most beneficial experience for young songwriters currently available is the legendary Kerrville Folk Festival, an annual affair that takes place down in Kerrville, Texas, on the Quiet Valley Ranch. Founded by Rod Kennedy twenty-seven years ago, the festival has grown from a 1,200-seat, three-day event to a week-long camp-out with as many as 6,000 people gathered on some nights in the facility’s large outdoor theatre. For three days between festival weekends (usually at the end of May) aspiring songwriters investigate, analyze and experience the craft, business and process of songwriting with industry professionals at the Music Foundation Songwriting School. For eighteen hours of classes, three meals and a free camp-out on the ranch, the $110 fee seems more than reasonable, especially since it is paid to the nonprofit Kerrville Music Foundation. But according to insiders who have been involved since the beginning, like early supporters Peter Yarrow and Nanci Griffith, the real action takes place around the campfires, on the tailgates of pickup trucks and in campers or tents where songwriters immediately get down to the personal business of writing songs, discussing techniques, and interacting with other songwriters and freelance “teachers” like Yarrow who roam the site in an ongoing spirit of give-and-take with the young pilgrims. One of the most important aspects of this get-together is the selection of thirty-two songwriting finalists gleaned from as many as 689 entries from Texas, forty-five other states and Canada. All these talented people are invited to perform their selected songs, and from them six award winners are picked to appear on the “big stage” and are allowed to perform twenty-minute sets of their repertoire, receive $150 each from the ASCAP fund and come to the attention of scores of record company executives, publishers and famous recording artists. (For more information call 1-800-435-8429.)


There is no sequential course of study available for someone who wants to be a songwriter. Hopefuls must put their education together piecemeal—there is no follow-up, no monitor to guide their progress, no emergency line when the going gets tough. There is only the little room with a view and the siege mentality.


If we start with our workroom, notebook, small tape recorder, and legal pad and begin to add accoutrement—microphones, bigger recorders, a mixing board and perhaps a synthesizer or other additional instruments—then eventually we come up with what the bomb shelter was to the ’50s: the home recording studio. This can range from a self-contained mixing board and four-track cassette machine to a complete digital layout encompassing sixteen-track recording, multi-buss professional mixing desk, racks of outboard echo, delay and compression modules used in conjunction with sophisticated “samplers” and “sequencers,” all of which are often tied into a master computer.


The wonder of it all sometimes threatens to overwhelm me. When I began my career at Bob Ross Recording Studio in 1964, the state-of-the-art professional recorder was the temperamental three-track Ampex. We worked with spring echo units that sounded no better than the cardboard tubes your kids purchase at Toys “R” Us. If you really wanted nice echo you had to dig a pit the size of a swimming pool in the parking lot and put a microphone at one end and a speaker at the other. One famous Hollywood engineer used a toilet bowl. Phil Spector, it is said, once used an elevator shaft. Sometimes the sheer volume of glittering, dazzling toys that are now so readily and inexpensively available tend to become an end in themselves. If you have a kid that plays the guitar you know that rarely does his or her expertise keep pace with the bewildering array of gadgets and amplifiers that are constantly demanded. Which brings me at last to the point: Do home studios really help songwriters?


Let’s dispense with the most obvious misconception first. On the face of it no amount of fancy equipment is going to write a great song for a novice who doesn’t know a bridge from a fade. On the contrary, to the extent that an amateur is preoccupied with the reading of operations manuals and the self-deluding preoccupation of gilding mediocre work with hi-tech echo cocktails and such, so is the subject less and less likely to conquer the fundamental and vexing problems of brain, voice and finger/ear/eye coordination.


Assuming that there is a songwriter somewhere with a surplus of decent material and working in his house, the home studio suddenly looms in importance, perhaps on a parallel with the invention of electric guitars. It was common in my early days in the industry to witness wet-behind-the-ears writers rushing with pathetic enthusiasm to trade their precious publishing—entire copyrights—for a few barely productive hours in a recording studio, that holy and seemingly unreachable tabernacle of success. Publishing empires were built on this lemminglike compulsion to gain access to the whirring, blinking devices at any cost. Imagine for a moment that to even see a studio, a kid from Oklahoma, say, had to go to a major city: New York, Nashville, Los Angeles, etc. (except perhaps producer Norman Petty’s spread in Clovis, New Mexico). Keeping all this in mind, understand that it is vital for a songwriter, particularly an amateur, to be able to produce a professional-sounding demo at little or preferably no cost. Disregarding for a moment the initial expense of some basic equipment (probably in the range of twelve hundred to five thousand dollars without going completely chip-crazy) the songwriter’s dreams of a demo with bass, drums, horns, strings, piano (to be honest everything except convincing electric guitars and saxes) is now a reality. There are probably many readers who do not recall the days of “SEND US $5.00! We will evaluate your tape,” or “YOUR SONG WITH A REAL STUDIO BACKUP! ONLY $25!” Those were the Mellotron Mills. The age of brazen fraud and exploitation. Thank God and the Japanese those days are pretty much over.


I would like to reiterate that silicon chips are no substitute for gray cells and that there was a time not long ago in our great industry when the fancy demo was looked upon with wary suspicion. Prevailing wisdom dictated that what producers and A&R men wanted to hear was a piano/voice or guitar/voice demo—all the better to pin the unfortunate submission under their harsh, glaring electron microscope of criticism in naked honesty. They would decide how to best arrange (meddle with) a man’s song. Hell, they might even do it twice as fast. Why spend money on a demo at 40=.1 when they would most likely record it at 80=.1? (These are metronomic settings.) Not only that—the wisdom continued—but the artist preferred the minimalist and rough-edged portrayal for psychological reasons. It made the artist feel insecure for instance if the singer on the fully realized demo was a teeny-mite stronger in the high register. One did not wish to intimidate the delicate artist. Thus was born the “woodshed” demo and a lot of music that in the unmerciful ear of history will sound sweeter than its finished and overpolished progeny.


Where was I? Oh yes. In my zeal to discredit the fancy demo I almost forgot one very important thing—an ancient certitude actually, one known to any twelve-year-old who ever sneaked into the Baptist church on a Saturday afternoon to pick the lock on the Hammond organ: inspiration.


There is an unaccountable, delicious phenomenon that occurs when any player experiments with another instrument—a strange sound or unfamiliar musical texture. Something wonderful and sensual happens. When I was a boy I first noticed this inexplicable, primeval sensation when I would abandon the relative paucity of my mother’s upright Story & Clark, creaking and detuning in the exile and desolation of my father’s unheated garage, and travel to the home of an upscale neighbor who possessed a modest but impeccably tuned mini-grand of Asian heritage. From the very first note, the first pianissimo triad (so as not to disturb the prayer meeting in the parlor) my soul was filled with the most profound reverberations. The same, often repeated, tired old chord progressions took on overtones of unexpected brilliance. As I was egged on by this psychic slap-echo from the backside of the universe—tiny fronds of spring green genius began to tenderly uncurl…


Now I’m beginning to make myself quite ill. This is an intangible. That’s what they call it, isn’t it? An intangible? I’m foaming at the mouth here about playing on a different instrument? Maybe I could just travel around the country writing songs at a logarithmic rate by just PLAYING A DIFFERENT DAMN INSTRUMENT EVERY DAY? I guess I could just go up to people’s houses—“Excuse me, ma’am, I’m passing through Omaha. I know y’all probably just got back from church but I sure would like to write a lovely song on that old Knabe upright!”


That is just the point. The incredible variety of sounds and echoes, effects, etc., that a writer can achieve in a modern home studio make it unnecessary to go to Omaha or anywhere else.


On the other hand, what about all those cables and wires and patch cords—what about planned obsolescence? Maintenance, for God’s sake! What about buying a DX-7 and then finding out about a week later that there’s a DX-8? What about buying a Kurzweil 250 for twenty thousand dollars and finding out five years later you can get a brand new one out of the crate for thirty-five hundred? What about when musicians—undesirable types—start hanging around your home studio asking for free recording time? Smoking cigarettes? Blocking your driveway with some big, ugly-looking van?


It is a debate that will never end. Having owned an elaborate home studio for many years I eventually came to the conclusion that writing and recording are as oil is to water. Church and state. I could go further and say mutually destructive—but short of that I choose to think of them as a bicameral legislature, a system of checks and balances. Each area of expertise influences the other but for each to function perfectly perhaps the left hand should not know what the right hand is doing. Simple demos of beautifully crafted songs will always suffice with perhaps one exception: Some writers and publishers with a particularly well-honed commercial sense will always want to custom manufacture a “record” for a specific recording artist, sometimes to the extent of actually trying to imitate the singer’s sound and vocal style. I would give this practice a fifty-fifty shot of influencing the artist or producer for better or worse. If it doesn’t go your way you’re stuck with an expensive demo that sounds exactly like Johnny Cash and you’ve already found out that Johnny wouldn’t touch it with a sterilized cattle prod. It’s going to be rough going to try that demo out on Trisha Yearwood. Investments of this kind are gambles at worst—calculated risks at best.


So we are back to the charmed circle. It is your circle and you can put anything inside it that will help you tilt at your own private windmills. I once made the mistake of thinking that a little companionship around the old piano might make the hours pass more amiably—“greasing the muse,” as it were. I purchased a young mynah bird and installed him in a cage, keyboard-side. All went well until he learned to imitate my early morning hacking cough, the creaking spring on the back screen door and finally mastered “Shit!” in an exact imitation of a frustrated songwriter making a mistake. In one of my less noble moments I drop-kicked him—cage and all—across the living room. (No animals were harmed during the writing of this book!)
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