‘FOLK’ SONGWRITING

Songwriting - specially ‘folk’ songwriting - is essentially a subtractive, not a constructive art. 

I sometimes liken it to restoring an overgrown garden. You know the shrubs are in there, but you have to pull out the brambles to find them. Then you need to prune or maybe move what you’ve uncovered, before you can begin planting any new flowers.

Because Folk is an inclusive rather than an exclusive genre, and so much fine music has come before that we’d be foolish to shut it all out.  So we need to embrace our influences, rather than reject them, if we’re to make our songs as familiar as possible, as quickly as possible.

And if it is a constructive art, then it’s more like art trouvé - making sculpture from bits and bobs, because most of the musical phrases and harmonic possibilities do already exist, as do most of the narrative ideas, and even some of the lyrical phrases - whether we like it or not.

Our job as ‘folk’ writers (and let’s not forget the implied contradiction in that title) is not to build something new from the ground up (which is almost impossible in any musical genre anyway these days, though brand new genres do keep appearing, and probably always will). It’s not to splash bright paint onto a grey canvas.

No. Our task is stare at the block of stone until we see the shape within - and then to chip and polish until it’s revealed. Or maybe - if we’re talking about sculpture trouvé - to pile the pebbles so they catch a new slant of light. Or make a pattern of seeds on the ground. Or maybe to bend the twigs with care, so our sculpture will grow on, and on, long after we’ve left the glade. 

Because the folk-songwriter’s challenge to make art that is both new and old at the same time. Songs that borrow from, yet (hopefully) also add to, the tradition. Art which is familiar -  yet fresh, challenging - yet comfortable, exciting - yet embraceable by what is perhaps the most conservative market in the country. 

And as if that wasn’t enough - these songs need to stand out in a world where everyone and his dog either writes or collects songs, by the score. No easy task.

To make matters worse, songwriting is actually one of the very few ‘bi-media’ art-forms in existence. You need to be gifted with both words AND music. Which is why so many people who are good at only one, team up with a partner who’s only good at the other.

So - working alone or in a team - which comes first; the words or the tune? 

Well I’ve written whole tunes before I had a word in my head, and completed entire lyrics before humming a note, but the truth is - in terms of the song-writing craft - neither comes first. Both lie some way down a long-ish list of priorities.

In the folk world, at least, long before you can start on either the melody or the lyric, you need a story, or a topic, or a message, or a theme - or some combination of these. 

So - before we start - some general tips

Keep a notebook, or a file on your computer, for jottings and ideas

Keep a tape recorder handy, all ready to record - but if you can’t remember the tune next day, without playing it back, it probably wasn't good enough in the first place!

Don’t listen to other writers overmuch. Specially not to one favourite. Mix up your listening so you won’t copy one style.

It’s ok to plagiarise yourself though (it’s called developing a style). But don’t keep writing the same damn song over and over!

If driving alone, don’t listen to music. Sing your work in progress, and your repertoire (even if you don’t normally perform unaccompanied).

Value your work by its hooks (if it ain't got them no-one else will ever value it at all)!

Don’t be afraid to write a weak song. Get it out of your system and put it in your grab-bag to rewrite or cannibalise later.

Songs are a one-dimensional art-form. Totally linear. The order in which you impart information is crucial.

Song are bi-media. You have to be good at both words and music.

TYPES OF SONG

The following list is of course very arbitrary (as well as blinking obvious!), and there are plenty of songs that don’t really fit into any one of these categories. But I include this here because it’s actually useful to stop and think clearly about your reasons for writing a song before you start actually doing so.

Feelings/relationship songs

These are most common in the pop world, and constitute most output by most singer-songwriters. (Conversely, most traditional songs are story-based - and they’re the ones that have stood the test of time. Capice?)

Relationship songs are much harder to write well than story or issue songs, because a) its all been said before (often by geniuses) and b) the fact that you’re writing it now means you’re probably feeling it, and this - while being great for inspiring a good start - can cloud your judgment during the process of crafting and honing.

But they can be very rewarding - even cathartic - to write. 

Relationship songs are more likely to be strong if you can settle on one theme or metaphor, one place or one central concept. In other words, treat it as a story song even if it’s not telling a specific narrative tale. (The Wall)

Use strong images where you can. Think what painting you would make if you were an artist not a songwriter, and take the listener there. (Autumn)

Some writers keep a dream diary. Certainly it’s a good idea to write down how you feel, and to compose poetry etc. The better you get at handling words creatively, the better your songs will become. And the more in tune you are with your subconscious - likewise.

Remember that though you may be writing a song for one person, you’ll need to stand back from your feelings to get some sort of perspective - or parallax, at least - if you want other people to enjoy it. 

If you can’t do that, then maybe you’d be better off sending a letter!

Humorous songs
These are the hardest to write. I think you either have the gift or you don’t. Most comic writers seem almost to be driven to be funny, and they understand the rules of comedy as well as they do the rules of song-writing. 

I’ve managed to get a laff or two with the odd song, but I’m only going to refer occasionally to humour in these notes. It’s not really my area of expertise.

Sorry about that! 

Issue songs
I’m also the wrong person to be lecturing about issue songs - or protest songs as we used to call them. 

I was born in the wrong house and went to the wrong school. So though I’d love to be able to express my political views in song (specially on things like the environment, oil, Iraq and US/UK foreign policy in general) I’ve always stood back from this genre. 

I think you’re either a Political beast, or you’re just political. Once you climb onto a soap box (and we all should, really) you put yourself under a certain type of scrutiny and I’m not sure having a house in Alderney and one in Leeds (never mind the mill in Chipping Norton) passes the Red Test! 

So the only issue song in my current repertoire is Turn and Face the Wind - which I was asked to write, and would never have attempted otherwise.

But there’s a huge canon of great work in this field from Trad (Poor Labourers) Woody Guthrie (Pastures of Plenty)  to Bob Dylan (Hard Rain) to Alistair Hulett (Red Clydeside).

So if this is your bag - go for it. You may find some of the below relevant anyway.

Story songs

This is my field, and I like it mainly because this is one genre where it’s quite easy to be very original. You just find an untold story and: Voila!

It’s also one of the key genres in the tradition because people discovered very early on that if you set a story to music it will have much more impact. It’s also more likely to be remembered and to keep its shape – which is why story songs were used as a news service, and for both political and religious purposes. (I’ve avoided the word ballad deliberately because ballads tend to be seen as slow and long – and story songs need be neither).

THE WRITING PROCESS

The following mostly relates to writing story songs, because that’s what I do. But much of it will be relevant to other types of songwriting. 

1 - Ideas and Research

Obviously you need an idea before you can begin doing anything, but you don’t have to just sit and wait for inspiration. A little research can make all the difference.

The trick is to unearth a story that’s never been told in song before (Silken Leather) - or perhaps a new angle on an old story (The Race). 

I don’t go out looking for stories, but I do keep my ears open. It’s amazing how often you hear of things that will make a song. Quite a few of mine have come from suggestions made by friends (including other songwriters)!

If your song’s to be based on a true story, you should research it as you would a book, script or article. (Sark = one year’s work!)

Find out as much as you possibly can about the subject - you can’t know too much (it’s often some minor fact that provides the spark for the song) - and this will also prevent you from making any howlers which might be spotted by people who know far more about your subject than you do! (Raven Queen). 

The internet, public libraries, leaflets, books, even interviews; all can provide invaluable background info. 

You don’t need more than a sentence to create the plot of your song, but only proper research will make it sound authentic - plus, research can be huge fun in its own right.
Do you know enough about the way people lived, what their tools, weapons and jobs were called? How the work was actually done? (Humber Horse Marine)

Who were the characters? How old were they? What did they look like? How did they dress? How did they relate to each other - wives and husbands, father and daughters, servants and masters, officers and men? (Grey Lady).

What was the historical context? Who was on the throne? And what were the political issues of the day? (Raven Queen).

Invention
Even if you’re making up your own new story (Stranger and the Crone), you need to make sure it works as a piece of drama. Could you make a short film of it for example? 

Is there a proper climax to the story - a denouement? If not, can you make one up that’ll fit the historical facts? (Sark). Is there a sub-plot that’ll help to give the story width and depth (Flotsam and Jetsam)? Maybe you can wind two related stories together - this can be a great way to develop a story (Humber Horse Marine).
Does it rely on some hopelessly unlikely co-incidence? Remember, co-incidence is fine in a true story - but you MUST tell the audience that it really happened, or they’ll just think you were stuck for a way out, and couldn’t think of anything better! (Deus Ex Machina). Co-incidence is best avoided in ‘new’ stories.

True or invented, is there a twist in the tail? There doesn’t have to be, but its a great thing to achieve if you can. (Pendle Hill) Most ‘told’ stories have a twist or a joke at the end - why should a song be different? You certainly need a climax or a moral even if you can’t think of anything else.

Can you play any tricks on the listener? If so, how will you resolve that twist at the end? (Sark) Can you drop clues into the verses, or even into the chorus, so the denouement is all the more powerful?  (Someone Upstairs)

Is there a moral? If so, how are you going to make it? At the end, in the chorus, or maybe not at all? (Flotsam)

Characters
Who is your narrator? Songs written in the first person (i.e. told from personal experience) can be tremendously powerful, but that’s no good if the character dies during the action (or maybe not)!  (Sark). 

Will you have lines entirely spoken (sung) by one of the characters (Dead Men) or with more than one character, plus pure narration? (On Longstone). Or might you write the song so that all the action is developed by the characters’ reactions without need for any narrator? (Gill Field Sump) If so, how will the audience know who is who?

If you don’t want to put words into the mouths of actual people, could you invent a character who is part of the action but not central. An observer, who could narrate from first hand - like a historical reporter? (Raven Queen, The Wreck of the Steamship Stella)
If you’re writing in the third person, who are you? Might you have been there yourself (Merry Bells of Helier), or are you peering through the dark glass of history? (Cruel Sister) 

Whatever you do, make conscious decisions re your narrator. 

Traditional songs have often lost this vital element over time (if they ever had them) and are weedy as a result. A song which changes narrator in the middle can be very confusing if sung by only one person! (Blue/White Cockade)

If it’s a more personal topic, think right round the subject. What experiences have you had that were similar. How did you feel? How did the other people involved feel? 

Write down any relevant metaphors, think of other songs that cover a similar territory (so you can avoid going there), look for new angles.

In other words, never be in a hurry to write a song. Like a novel; the longer you let it ferment the stronger the potion will be.

2 - Mood

So lets assume you know the topic and story of your song. 

Step two is to establish the mood. Music is all about emotion so you need a firm grip on that - first and last.

What do you want the audience to feel when they’re listening? Happy? Lonely? Loving? Angry? Empowered? Sympathetic? Do you want them to laugh? If so how much? A titter, a guffaw, a wry smile? Do you want them to cry, if so when? At the beginning or the end?

Did you know that boffins have discovered that music acts on the same tiny portion of the human brain that’s triggered by a baby’s cry? 

In other words, all music - from O’Carolan to The Clash - may boil down to no more than an instinctive bellow that says: “pick me up and feed me - NOW!”

Remember: Music is brilliant at stirring the ‘negative’ emotions - sadness, wistfulness, pride, nostalgia, even anger - but not so good at humour in itself. A melody can make you smile, and feel happy and involved, but it can rarely produce a chortle, let alone a belly-laugh on its own. The New/Old Rope String Band use/d a lot of humorous music in their act, but the laughs come from how they present it, rarely from the music itself.

To deliver humour without words you need unusual (and ideally scatological) sound and atonality, as much as silly melodies: Swanee whistles, kazoos, hooters, bones, banjos (sorry!), out of tune fiddles etc. And then you need funny words and a very particular type of delivery (possibly involving costumes)! to really get people rolling in the aisles. One of the funniest acts on the circuit is the wonderful Vin Garbutt - and how many funny songs does he actually sing? None, usually.

After all. The secret, of great comedy is...

tomatoes. So if you want to make funny songs, make sure the words really ARE are funny - and then work on the... 

timing (Silken Leather).
3 - Time signature and tempo

Deciding the mood will help you decide the speed and the rhythm of the song - before you start writing!  (And did you know that a fair number of traditional English tunes are actually in 5/4?!)

Because, when you think about it, you absolutely have to decide the time signature and the pace of the song before you can begin to write a tune or any words. 

Because - if you set off with a lyric you’ve de facto defined a time signature. The lyric will create its own metre which you’ll be stuck with. And the speed, set against the technical retirements for clear diction and the need to draw breath - will define how the words must be spaced within that metre.

So it’s fine to launch into some words and let the rhythm follow - but it’s better discipline to make a conscious decision at this point, based upon the mood you’ve already chosen (4/4, 6/8, 9/8, 3/4, 2/2 etc), and let the rest be subservient to that decision. You can always re-select the rhythm if the words or tune aren't working.

If you don’t, you may get a song, but perhaps not the one you wanted. This may not matter, but the danger is you accidentally revert again to your own ‘house style’ and all your songs come out the same.

So before you make a final decision, take a long hard look at your own back catalogue. Do you use this feel a lot? Where in your set might this come? Do you really need another slow waltz in D major?

It’s the most common mistake that songwriters make. Loads of great songs, but all with the same ‘favourite’ feel. 

Put them all together and you get a set set in concrete. I know - I’ve sat though too many evenings like that.

4 - Place / location

Try to think in pictures - and use those images in the song. 

Decide where you want to take the audience to. The best songs, like the best films, have a clearly defined sense of time and location.

A sailing ship? A picket line? Your bed? A cornfield? Imagine that scene in full. The more integrity this location has in your mind, the more powerful your song will be.

And if the song needs to move from one scene to another, think how you’ll make that journey - because that move should influence the structure. A verse per scene perhaps, or moving to a new location for what screenwriters call the curtain-closer?

Hopefully, your research will have provided you with all the images you need - so you should find it relatively easy to dig out some nice poetic words to sketch in the set/scenery, later, when the time comes to attack your lyrics.

It’s worth just mentioning here one more idea from the world of screenwriting.

Movie scripts usually employ two related elements called the ‘defining moment’ and the ‘obligatory scene.’

Somewhere near the beginning of the film there is typically a scene (the ‘defining moment’) which warns the audience how things are going to work out in the end - and it’s against this prediction that they’ll measure the tension of the action. 

It’s done subtly, because anything obvious would make the whole movie redundant, but a strong subliminal signal (usually using a key image rather than a speech, but often both) will alert them to the strong possibility that, before the movie’s over, the Japanese will invade, the mountain will erupt, the hero will find the secret formula, the train will come off the rails - in other words; whatever it is the film is about IS going to happen, and is going to happen BIG! 

And that denouement has to be shown on screen, in the ‘obligatory scene’ - usually right at the point where the hero or heroine is facing his or her darkest hour (as heroes must do by Story Law) before they emerge vindicated, if not victorious or unscathed!

In other words the start and the end of the movie are tied together, and it’s in this grip that the tension is applied. Think of a wet towel. How can you wring it out if you don’t have a way of gripping both ends at once?

If you can find a similar way to create this tension in your song, so much the better. You can’t do much, but I hope I managed a version of it in Gentle Maids Ashore with the ‘velvet sky’ in the second verse and the denouement in the very last line.

5 - Hooks
This is a term used in pop songwriting. And there’s nothing wrong with using hooks in folk songs - the best traditional material employs great hookery - and if they weren't there originally, then they were probably added by some savvy singer along the way.

A hook may be: 

a belting musical passage (used as an intro and/or a bridge between verses, or the opening melody, or the refrain melody - or even a phrase within the tune, usually one with a well-defined apex or nadir – i.e. a high or low passage incuded for drama and effect), 

a refrain (1-5 words with poetic power that you can repeat and turn like a mirror to dazzle the audience),

a chorus (which is effectively a refrain that stands apart from the verse with its own tune - and the hook being any or all of it) 

or even just the title (Spirit of Ecstasy)

Or best, all four. It doesn't matter how good the tune or words are, the song is unlikely to go far without a strong, memorable hook. 

And if it’s strong and memorable the rest should follow in its train.

I don’t usually progress very far until I have a strong musical hook - and ideally some neat words to go with.

6 - Structure

(Verses, choruses, refrains, bridges, middle eights, breaks, intros and outros)

Elements

What bits of information go where in the song can make all the difference.

Normally, the verse tells the story. 

And mostly a verse has the same tune every time it comes around. But you can put verses into pairs and use different tunes for each if you want. (Dead Men). This is a useful trick for long narrative songs, where you’ve got a lot to fit in. If you introduced the chorus after every verse it would be too long, but then if you only put it after every second verse it would soon get boring, because the verses would seem too long. 

So two different tunes employed with paired verses - call it an 8 line verse with a longer tune if you will - is a useful compromise. Thus the song will have three tunes - verse a, verse b and chorus.

You can put hooks into a verse - usually with a really strong bit of melody (Boat to Burhou), or a powerful or even a recurring lyric (Turn and Face). 

But, technically, if a line is repeated during the verse, in the same place throughout the song, we’d call it a refrain.

Refrains usually come at the end of the verse (Silken Leather, Gentle Maids), but they work well in the middle of the verse (Kelping – which, like some chanties has refreains in the verses and a chorus), or in the penultimate line (On Longstone - “the boat launch quickly”) or even at the start of a verse, (Needle and Thread - “I’m thinking of your mother, Jack”). 

The refrain may well also be the title of the song. This is a good idea if you want people to remember it! 

I’d call the devise of simply repeating the last line of the verse – which is commonplace in traditional songs - a refrain too.

The chorus is really just a refrain which stands on its own, usually with its own different tune. It can be one word, or as long as a whole verse, but it’s always - by definition - repeated between the verses. 

Short choruses are better than long ones as they’re easier to pick up (again, mea culpa)! 

Sometimes it can work to introduce lines that change in successive choruses (let’s call this the morphing chorus), but this confuses audiences because they don’t know what’s coming. 

And as that’s the whole point of the chorus, it will weaken the impact of your song if you make it harder for people to follow. You’re certainly better having a strong refrain at the end, and ideally the start, of the chorus anyway - because refrains are hooks (and we like hooks, don’t we?)!

One technique I’m particularly fond of is what I’ve just decided to call the ‘iridescent chorus’ because it changes colour according to the light that’s shone upon it. 

This goes one better than the ‘morphing’ chorus. The words stay the same, but the meaning changes slightly according to context supplied by the verse before it. 

This obviously only works properly the first time you hear the song (when you don’t know what’s coming), but it’s still a nice thing to achieve if you can. (Someone Upstairs, Flotsam and Jetsam)
Now. Should the chorus have the same tune as the verse or not? 

Some songs do use the same tune for the chorus as for the verse (Black is the Colour of my True-love’s Hair). This makes it easier for audiences to pick up the chorus, but the song may be less interesting overall – specially if it’s a long one (which luckily  Black isn’t). 

I tend to favour different tunes for choruses, and I try to make the chorus tune stronger and more fun to sing than the verse.  Verses can be reasonably pedestrian if you’ve got a belter in the chorus - in fact this approach can actually work better, because the verse then provides a frame or background against which the chorus can shine. Fog on the Dogger  has a really boring tune in the verse, and I did that because there’s a lot going on in the words and I didn’t want them to fight. But the chorus has a strong melody to make up and to point up the contrast.

And what is a bridge anyway - and a middle eight? Well both terms usually mean an occasional section, with a different tune and/or structure to the verse and chorus.

They don’t occur much in traditional songs - but they’re very useful if you want to tell a great story well, because they can be used to create dramatic pauses, to introduce contrast to a song, or to signal a shift in time or space (Breaks – see below - are great for this too).

Bridge can actually mean middle eight, or it can be any extra section of song that’s not quite a verse or a chorus. Some songs have bridges between every verse and chorus (rather like my double verse option explained above). Or they just happen once or twice. If they only happen once, they’ll probably be called a middle eight. Dimming of the Day has two middle eights and no chorus. But the refrain is really strong – it’s probably one of the finest songs ever made.

Middle eights were invented by the Tin Pan Alley songwriters, and were originally eight bars in the middle of a song, which were treated very differently from the rest of the tune. The idea was to create contrast and variety, and – most importantly - a vantage point from which to return to the main theme with improved dramatic effect. 

If you’re writing a longish song, and it’s getting a little tired, try introducing a middle eight for the next chapter - using a new key (Grey Lady), a different time signature (Humber Horse) or just a new variation on the tune.

The trick with middle eights is to get back neatly into your main verse or chorus with gusto, having given the song a kick up the wotsit. If your song is in D, you might have moved in to Bm for the M8 – in which case it’s very easy to get back into D again as the two keys are, musically, the same (both use G and A as their ‘other’ main chords). But if you decided to shoot off into B (try it – most dramatic), or even E, you’ll have to think hard how to migrate through the chords to get back to D again. A dramatic pause followed by a jump-cut can do it, or you can walk through chords. From B to D; try Em and A7… or from E to D; try A and Bm. You get the idea.

In the pop and show tunes world they might not even bother getting back to D. Just finish the song in the new key. This is called a modulation, and in its simplest form you just move up one key at that climax moment and stay there. You can always spot when it comes in boy-band ballads. That’s the moment they all stand up from their cute little stools. 

You don’t hear modulation in traditional songs, but it works – and I for one am not afraid of using it in ‘folk’ songs.

Breaks - and by this I mean instrumental passages, can also be used to help tell the story. Most songs benefit from a short instrumental break between verses, or, if there’s a chorus, between the chorus and the next verse. Breaks do NOT work between verse and chorus – you loose all the momentum. This is because, usually, instrumental passages are less dramatic than sung sections. The exception is the solo, where one instrumentalist goes soaring off and by his very virtuosity maintains the audience’s attention (and if you’re working solo that means you). But usually breaks are just that – breaks. (On a purely practical note, singers like them because they provide an opportunity to think what the next darn verse is)!

Solos are usually played over the chords of the verse, with the soloist improvising on the main melody, but sometimes they have their own tune and chords – in which case I’d say it was a solo/middle eight. You can have lots of solos, or just one – which can even be the melody of the tune played on an instrument (some people just work through the chords, and that can be surprisingly effective if the progression is strong enough).

So why do I mention solos here? Surely they’re a matter of arrangement, for the band to work out? Well, I think songwriters should be aware of the story-telling possibilities of instrumental breaks. If there’s a battle, or a long voyage, or, say, a period or mourning in your song (The Unquiet Grave), why not give the words a rest and try telling the story musically? Even if you’re only putting in a solo so you (or your colleague/s) can show off a staggering instrumental technique – it will work best if you structure the song so that during this musical entertainment, the audience will find it easy to go on imagining the scenes you’re painting with your words. In fact it work best of all if you encourage the soloist to help colour that image with his or her playing (and if they’re any good they’ll want to do that anyway).

One example of the use of breaks to assist story telling is my version of Mary Humphrey’s No My Love Noy I which I call Rue. Verse two runs straight on from verse one because the action is contiguous. The six month that pass between the sexual encounter in verse two and the letter that the girl writes in verse three is defined by the use of the four-bar instrumental intro. And the passage of may years between verses three and four is signaled by a whole verse sixteen bar solo. 

And while I’m at it - don’t forget that intros and outros are great for scene-setting and image-making. Boat to Burhou simply wouldn't work without the low whistle to establish that bleak but beautiful landscape at the start. And how would you know what happened at the end of the God Speed without that final guitar passage - as the great bird wheels silently away, forever, into the northern sky?
Duration and structure

Its good to decide early on how many verses you want - or what you think the audience will tolerate! 

If the story won’t fit into a reasonable number of verses, you may need to leave some stuff out, or find a way of jumping the story on very quickly.

I often find that when telling a true story, and wanting to make the most of it, I simply  can’t fit it all into a reasonable number of verses - not without boring the pants off everyone anyway. My solution is to write the stage introduction and sleeve notes at the same time as the song, so I can decide at the outset what goes in each, and treat the whole creation as one event (more on this later).

However long your song, think about how you want to spread the key story-turning moments through it. You’ll want them to arrive at the strong points, usually in the first or last line of the verse, or on the best, most dramatic notes of your melody.

Scriptwriting has been a useful training ground for me as a songwriter.

One of the common techniques used in scriptwriting is the Step Change Analysis.

This is a series of brief notes which display all the key moments of the film, ideally compressed down to a couple of sides of A4 – and it’s written before the writer begins on the script proper. He or she must be able to talk the whole film through to a ‘beta’ audience, using just these notes – and in fact that’s what scriptwriters usually do. Lots of times to different people. It helps them get the story tight as a very tight thing, so the actual writing will flow easily.

They’re not only looking to make sure the story is interesting and will hold the audience without the need for any clarification (people can’t put up a hand and ask what or why during the show after all). They’re also making sure that the key moments are properly distributed throughout the duration of the film.

Most plays and films have a three-act structure, and the rule is that all three scenes MUST have a climax. The three-act structure is as old as language, but it was defined and refined by the ancient Greeks. Three acts provides a strong and flexible symmetry to the event, and the climaxes are there to stop people buggering off to the pub in the interval, and not coming back! 

Films mostly adopt the three act system too (Twelve Angry Men), so we’ve been trained to expect this, subconsciously, in all stories. Films tend to be shallow and literal. This is because unlike the theatre stage the camera provides real pictures, with usually have to be taken literally (except in certain types of film) so it’s much harder for the audience to suspend its disbelief. Also it’s impossible to rewind a film in a cinema, so the general rule in movies is; play it safe and keep the main plot v-e-r-y  v-e-r-y s-i-m-p-l-e. 

Often the main narrative is too simple to deliver all the required climaxes on its own, so sub-plots are used to bolster the structure – Shakespeare always does this, as do most films (Casablanca)

We don’t usually have time for sub-plots in folk songs, but three verses still work well - because of our three act ‘training.’

However, thank goodness, you can have many more verses than three if you want. (That’s the beauty of folk songs - no needle-time limits!). But however many verses, you settle on, you MUST decide early on where the climaxes will come. One in each verse – ideally in the last line? Only in verses Three and Last? It’s up to you, but certainly you’ll need some tension and incident along the way. Folk club chairs are MUCH harder than cinema or theatre seats, so you’ll leave them out at your peril!

And do you have the ‘obligatory scene’ or denouement in the last verse? Or maybe in the penultimate verse - with a ‘slow curtain’ (as it’s called in the movie trade) at the end. (Lily of the West). Again, up to you.

Some songs simply repeat the first verse at the end. This can work well because the words have now acquired new meanings and inflections, because now we know how things turned out (Jabberwocky). 

Good. So having decided how long the song’s going to be, how about a reality check.

Is that acceptable? Really? Well, if you’re that one club member who always sings the longest song he or she can, just to hog the floor, you’ll say yes regardless (and kindly leave my workshop at once!). But if you’re a responsible songwriter you’ll attempt some correlation between the strength of the story and the length of the song. Flotsam is very long (too long, probably) but it’s a brilliant story and I could easily have managed five more verses. But I didn’t, and that’s the point. I sacrificed some of the best parts of the story to achieve a song of manageable length.

In my days as a video producer I was always being asked how long a planned film should be. And I’d reply that it wasn’t the actual running time that mattered - it was the perceived duration. A short poor film will seem far far far longer than a gripping well-told long one. And the same is true of songs.

So you see, when you start on the lyrics, you’ll need to keep an eye on your progress, sometimes moving smartly on to get to where you need to be by the next big moment, and at other times piling on the heat so that the axe will fall bang on that nice dissonant chord you have in the third line.

Remember. Songs are linear. The first time they hear it - which is the only time that really matters - they’ll have NO idea what’s coming next (well, they might have an inkling from your spoken intro, if there was one - but no matter) - so you can tease ‘em, tickle ‘em ‘n’ tweak ‘em like a trout! 

This is the writer’s most powerful weapon. 

Use it well, Luke.

Introductions / sleeve notes

Bear in mind that in the folk world we’re allowed to talk as well as sing - if necessary for as long as we sing, and also that CDs are allowed to have copious notes (provided you can afford the printing costs, that is)! 

It’s one of the huge and unique benefits of the folk world.

I usually write the patter at the same time as I write the song - it’s all part of the process. 

Some things usually do need to be explained before an audience hears the song, or the impact may be lost - or, in some extreme cases, the song may not work at all (actually that’s true of nearly all my songs, unfortunately)!

There may also be sub-plots, sequels, prequals, anecdotes (or even jokes) which have been sprung up by research that I simply couldn’t fit into the song, but which can be used to help entertain the audience. 

The problem with having this essential ‘extra curricula’ stuff, is that it can get detached from the song - either by time pressure, or because someone else is singing it, or it’s on the radio etc etc.

I merely try to get the key points into the sleeve notes of the CD and into my intros, and then I just hope that other people will introduce the songs adequately.

But I can’t rely it. So the only truly safe course is to make every song completely self-contained.
7 - Which first - Words or Tune?

I’ve had to sit and think hard about which to deal with first here, the words or the tune - because I can’t write this the way I write songs, kind of together-but-not-always-by-any-means.

Certainly one of the key priorities is a good chorus or refrain – so I’ll often start with that (assuming the song’s to have one): Strong words and powerful tune written together, with no start to the words or the tune until I’m happy I’ve got a neat chorus. 

So it’s up to you. But just a couple of words of warning first.

If you write the tune first you’ll probably get a strong melody, to which it may prove hard to fit the words. I sometimes find that if I’ve completed a melody, and then try to write words to it, I get pushed towards an over-complex internal rhyming system, because I find myself wanting to hit all those little repeated musical phrases and all the twists in the melody using alliterations and internal rhymes and plays on words etc. Gaaaah! It can drive you potty, because once you start you can’t stop! (God Speed, Spirit of Ecstasy)

But if you write all the words first and then set them to music, you may find you settle for a less interesting or even - God forbid, a derivative tune - because there was probably one snaking along in the back of your head while you wrote the words, yes? And now it won’t go away!

Often I’ve set off with either words or music, and got a start on one, and then turned to the other... and got a start, only to find the marriage is not to my liking. 

I’ve become side-tracked by a NEW good idea, which doesn’t actually fit the project.

No matter. Rather than reining it in, I usually run with it - and simply put the unfinished idea aside for use later. Hey - two songs for the price of one! It’s amazing how often I find myself writing two songs in tandem - often with nothing to link them at all. (On Longstone and Tower of Refuge)

Another option is to use both seemingly conflicting ideas in the one song. When I was writing Gentle Maids Ashore I decided to borrow lots of references from two traditional songs; The Handsome Cabin Boy and Maid on the Shore. Having done all the preparation (as above) I set off to make a tune. Soon I had a lovely guitar part, to which I could just sing the melody if I went to the very extremes of my range – but I knew I was taking risks. So when I began to write the words, I started to make some alterations to the tune, which would avoid the highest and lowest  extremes of my range. Next thing I knew I had a rather different  tune, with even a different chord structure and repeat regime, which worked fine for the singing - but wasn’t a patch on the original guitar version. No matter. I used the original guitar tune as the intro and the break, and the new tune for the song itself.

7a -Tunes
So, you can start with either the lyrics or the tune, but if you’ve got all the background above done, now’s probably as good a time as any to get musical.

Remember, in an ideal world we’ve already decided on the mood, the feel and possibly a loose structure - and we may already have a great hook.

But if you really want to start with a whole tune that’s fine - I’ve done it many times. (God Speed).
A good writer is always hunting for snatches of melody and will keep a grab-bag to raid when starting a song. (On tape, on manuscript, or in his/her head). I often get side-tracked by a melody when writing a song, and find myself making a new tune which doesn’t fit the project. That goes to one side for some words later when another idea occurs to me.

Starting out

If you play an instrument, the usual thing is to go into a sort of musical trance and just play away - and see if anything emerges. That’s how God Speed happened - and it stayed just a nice guitar part for months and months - before eventually acquiring not one but two sets of finished lyrics! 

If you’re noodling away and nothing’s coming, try finding some random notes - using playing cards or dice, and then try to turn them into a melody. 

In her workshops, the great American writer Kristina Olsen has people take 12 playing cards and assign one note to each. Then they shuffle and deal. And they must make a tune including the first seven notes they’ve dealt, in the order they dealt them, somewhere in the song! They can cheat a little, by using the most awkward ones as grace-notes, but the rule is fixed. It sounds impossible, but it works - and it’s a terrific way to open up your mind to new ideas. 

The brilliant Australian songwriter, Cloudstreet’s Nicole Murray, wrote a stunning contemporary folk song, Jenny Greenteeth, using this method, at one of Kristina’s workshops.

Kristina’s own songwriting web notes (which I’ve occasionally borrowed from, specially in this bit, by the way, so thank you Kristina!) suggests deriving melodic materials from a phone number, a name etc, and she credits this idea to Dick Goodwin. (Nice one Dick). She suggests some terrific exercises too - and it’s all available from her website: http://www.kristinaolsen.net/music.htm

You only need to get a start. If it grabs you then it'll probably grab others, and the rest should be easy.

Another method is to try borrowing the first line of a traditional tune - Peter Bellamy did it all the time. (The first two lines of The Race are from The Night We Went Over the Mountain, as recorded by Christy O'Leary on ‘The Northern Bridge)’

Or try borrowing a whole tune - but if you do, it’s safer to borrow one that’s not too well known! Boat to Burhou, was borrowed from Collumcille by Iona’s David Fitzgerald, but only because I’d been told it was itself borrowed from a TRAD tune)!

Try not to get too bogged down in a search for originality. There are only 7 notes in the scale after all, and every phrase has been used umpteen times already. To make a totally new tune you’d have to make one that was probably impossible to sing!

Don’t forget - we are writing within a tradition, and that tradition is all about familiar phrases and themes. Art trouvé, remember?

Obviously we need to avoid plagiarising other writers, but remember that they too were working in the tradition, using intervals and influences ingeniously! 

If you play a chordal instrument, you’ll probably be humming to find the tune - or singing some nonsense, interspersed with your hooks - if you have any yet.

Remember: A nice chord progression is important, but don’t be fooled into thinking that’ll deliver a good tune. You’ll need to put away your instrument (even if only briefly) and use just your voice, or a melody instrument, to guarantee a strong tune.

A great melody stands on its own two feet. It implies its own chord changes (by using strong intervals and dropping to the key note whenever necessary), and needs no harmonies at all to work.

If you’ve got a tune like this you can’t go wrong. Add whatever accompaniment you like and it just gets better. And it can be sung solo a capella too - which is good in the folk world, because it'll get sung more often.

But that doesn’t mean that every song has to have that kind of melody. 

There is a very successful style of song-writing (left-handed / right hemisphere, according to Tot Taylor) where the melody does very little, and it’s actually the shifting chords and  harmonies that create the tension and interest. Nothing wrong with that, (I favoured this approach in my rock-band days, and indeed in the verses of Dogger) but obviously the song will only work with the accompaniment in place.

Ok - private rant: Why do so many floor singers attempt songs unaccompanied which were written to be performed accompanied? I’ll never forget someone murdering Pearl’s a Singer. (Try it now - love those gaps! - and how about Jez Lowe’s Vikings!)? The reason is, of course, that they’re hearing the accompaniment in their heads. If we know the full arrangement it’s not SO bad, but it still makes a nonsense of the whole art of solo singing.

So what else can you do to find a melody?

Well. if you play guitar, try a new tuning, or maybe use a capo in a new position. Anything to give you a new hand-hold on the old cliff face.

If you usually write in a minor key - try a major. Or start in a key you don’t normally use. 

Use a different technique (like picking versus strumming, for example). 

Why not try picking out a melody on an instrument you don’t normally play?! Sounds mad, but you’d be surprised how effective it can be.

Anything to get a start - to find something you like enough to work on.

And off you go.

Range and intervals 
It’s a good idea to find out your vocal range, and try to use as much of it as you can. 

Many people stick within a safe half octave or so, which is fine, but it'll be much harder to create any musical drama without a wide floor of notes to dance on. 

There’s one important point here: If you have a huge range (mine is, under good circumstances, about two and a half octaves - which is a little taller than average) remember that other people may have difficulty reaching the extremes. 

So if you want your songs to be picked up by floor singers and the like, maybe it’s best to keep the tune within say one octave. People can always transpose if it’s the wrong one. 

But do at least look at the spread - top and bottom notes - of your tune.

As the melody emerges, look closely at the intervals you’re creating. Pick it out on a keyboard, and look at the gaps between your fingers. A few good jumps will help a great deal - whether the tune is happy or sad, fast or slow. Take the famous riff from ‘Close Encounters.’ It’d be nothing without that octave swoop. Or ‘Happy Birthday to You:’ That octave leap on the penultimate ‘birthday;’ no wonder it’s the best-known tune ever written! 

If you have a repeated line, how about jumping up a third, a fifth or even an octave the second time you reach a note. Or down. The tune will still inhabit the same chord structure, but it might go off somewhere much more interesting if you push it.

If the tune is sounding a bit samey - try turning it upside down. This is a trick that ‘sound-alike’ composers use all the time. I was once asked to re-write Soul Limbo (Booker T and the MGs), which was the BBC’s old cricket theme. In my new version the drum part was almost identical, as was the instrumentation. But where Booker had gone up, I went down - and vice versa. Voila: A new tune with all the right associations - (hey - folk music)!

You can try that  - and if you’re struggling, again - pick out the tune on a keyboard. It helps to see it laid out graphically - specially if, like me, you don’t use manuscript.

Repetition 

Folk music and its progeny; country, pop, rock, church, jazz - even classical - is all about repetition, i.e. stimulation of the short term memory. 

We get most of the joy we feel from music by hearing familiar phrases, or better still variations on phrases that are still firmly wedged in our short-term memories.

So the trick is to make your phrases as familiar as possible, as quickly as possible, so that you can play about with them to effect.

And you do that by repeating them.

Dance tunes ALWAYS repeat, usually in the simplest possible way - AA BB AA BB AA BB till everyone falls over!

Song tunes also repeat - but AA BB is usually a bit too boring to work very well. 

Last night I heard a ‘good song that somehow didn’t work’ and it took me a while to realise that that was what was wrong with it: AABB. Too dull.

So what repeats DO we like?

Well, first I need to define what I mean by a ‘line.’ 

At the moment we’re talking about repeating TUNE lines. And in songs a line will usually be 4 or 8 bars long (though they can be almost any number, in fact)!

It’s a little academic, because when we look at lyrics later we’ll see that a line can mean either a phrase of music (2, 4 or 8 bars) or a line of a lyric which might be the same or it might not! It all depends on how you rhyme your lyrics, on how you lay your words out on the page, and on how you phrase your breathing. But not to worry.

Hopefully all will become clear when you sing some of the examples below.

Ignoring for a moment the fact that verses can also have three, five or any number of lines (particularly 8), these are some common TUNE repeat options for 4 line verses:

A A B A (Foggy Dew)

A B A A  (Lands of Liberty aka Maid on the Shore - Trad/Pentangle)

A B B A (When Fishes Fly - Trad/Humphreys, Handsome Cabin Boy, Raglan Rd)

A B A C (The Silverlode of Sark, Walzing’s for Dreamers)

A B C B (The Star of the County Down, Lady in the East)

ABCD ABCD (The Kelping)

Gentle Maids Ashore has an AABA structure in the instrumental parts (with a flighted variation on the second A) and an ABCA structure in the song itself.

All of these work. Many even have repeats within that structure. The first half of both the A and B lines in County Down is the same.

A structure like A B B A will be stronger if there’s some slight variation on the second B - a higher flight for example - which you might use for the more dramatic lyrical moment.

Come to think of it, the boring AA BB song last night could have worked, if just a small variation had been made to one of the repeats.

It helps if there are symmetries between the phrases. If A goes up, B might work going down. Call and response. All that type of ting.

Some of my songs actually have very little repetition, but it’s good to have some. The memory of the last time round will be strong in the listener’s mind, and you can play on that with the lyrics. A repeated lyric over a different phrase (Turn and Face) has one powerful effect, a repeated phrase with a new lyric has another.

And don’t forget, simply repeating the last line of any verse, to make a fifth line, is a great way to create a refrain.

Chords 

Remember - even if you’re not aware of it, every melody suggests it’s own harmonic structure whether you want it to or not. 

The intervals in any tune will create arpeggios, and arpeggios suggest a chord. And as these chords progress you’re making a chord structure - whether you notice it or not.

So even if you don’t play an instrument, the chords will be there for someone else to pick up on to make an accompaniment. So you might as well examine the chord structure properly when you make the song.

Knowing what chords you are suggesting, and making sure they’re as good as they can be, is also a great way to improve your tune-writing, because changing a chord under an existing note may change the direction of the tune.

But bear in mind that the implied chord doesn’t have to be the one used in the final accompaniment. 

Try this:

Say you have a slow arpeggio of C E G in your melody. This would suggest a C major triad - so you could have a C major chord under all three notes. But you could also use C, Am and then Em under it - if you chose to. 

Now - supposing you really wanted this latter effect in your song. You might want to change your second note to A, and your last note to E, to suggest the chords you really wanted, or drop a couple of new, shorter notes into the melody to signal the chords you wanted.

This approach is a good way to improve a simple tune - and I use it a lot when arranging traditional tunes as well as in my song-writing.

You can use chords to help you to create your melody in the first place.  

Chord structure is really a workshop in its own right. But suffice to say here that there are normally three obvious major chords within each key signature. (I once saw a Canadian guy singing a song he’d written with only one chord in it – and it was a long one too. Note that I put ‘saw’ not ‘heard’)!

If you’re writing in C (i.e your song’s main - and usually last chord - is a C)  the other two obvious major chords will be F and G, four notes up and five notes up the major scale from your key chord. You can apply that rule to any key signature: G has C and D, D has G and A, A has D and E and so on.

So as you develop your melody, just try playing one of the three major chords from that key’s set, and see where that makes you take the tune.

Many songs manage with just these three chords, or even with only two, while others employ one or more of the relative minors. The relative minors in the key or C (relative to C major, F major and G major) are Am, Dm and Em. These are also fair game. Try playing one of these and see if the melody goes somewhere nice.

If your song started in a minor key, you can always migrate to the relative majors. Just experiment!

Whichever key you’re working in you will always have these six relative chords at your disposal – three major and three minor. They have fancy names, are very technical and boring, (and I can’t ever remember them anyway, so there)! 

You can jumble things up and try a more complex chord structure if you wish. Adding an E major to song in C is a good one (maybe use Am to get back to normal service), and a lot of Trad songs use the major below the key chord – C major in a song that’s mostly in D.

The more your confidence grows, the more adventurous you can be with chords. But please remember. Folk is a ‘nice’ genre. Dramatic chord shifts can work, but if you use too many things may turn nasty!

The second important point about chords is this:

Every note on the piano keyboard has three obvious chords (two majors and a minor (and one slightly less obvious seventh) which you can put under it. These are NOT the three major (or minor) chords I mentioned above that ‘exist’ within every key. They are the three chords what happen to have the note you are playing in them.

The note C can be legally accompanied by C (major), C min, F and Am (oh, and D7), because all those chords already contain the note C.

If you like more complex chords like major or minor sevenths, suspensions, ninths and so on there are actually many more options - in fact every possible combination - depending on how far you want to go towards jazz! Because if you put a chord under a note that didn’t contain that note already, then you’re actually making a new chord. It will have a name, however bizarre it may sound, and it will be a legitimate chord. Like art, a chord is whatever its maker chooses it to be. But your audience is not forced to like it! 

So for the moment lets stick with simple chords.

It’s always the same pattern for notes and the chords that contain them. Here's a chart to get you started:

Note
Majors

Minor
7th

C:
C
F
Am
D7

G:
G
C
Em
A7

D:
D
G
Bm
E7

A:
A
D
F#m
B7

and so on.

This is useful to know, because at some point you’ll need to go through your song and look at ALL the possible chords that might go under it, to make sure you’re getting the maximum interest from your tune.

If the tune is getting dull - look at the chords you’ve already chosen, and try one of the others from the set of four above. It may take you off somewhere better. An Am instead of a C will immediately make the song sound more interesting, and it might even suggest heading off into Em or Bm or whatever.

And you can go on from there, introducing more and more chords. But they have to flow and they have to sound right. If a chord sounds even slightly wrong, change it!

And don’t feel you need to stay in the same key throughout the song. Investigate the possibilities of changing the whole tune from major key to minor key (or vice versa) in the third line or chorus. (Gill Field Sump). Or ‘modulating’ to the next key up – from C to D, for example. Or even to the next key in the ‘7ths’ sequence – from D to G.

And it’s not just about chords.

How about a change of time signature between verse and chorus. (Gill Field Sump - Wassail Song). The possibilities are endless.

Keeping the beat

One thing I really would like to stress here - because I hear so many budding song-writers who don’t seem to have thought about it - is the importance of maintaining the integrity of the beat throughout the song. 

Try to keep your toe tapping all the way through the whole song. I’m not sure at what point this problem occurs, whether it’s when people write their tunes, or write their words, or when they finally start to sing them, but all too often you hear people lapsing into non-musical pauses, usually at the ends of the lines, where the beat falters, and all the air escapes from the football.

I’ve tried to play along with such singers in sessions, and you wind up waiting for them to start up again. It’s not a huge crime, but it lets all the tension slip away, and reduces the impact of the song. We only have so many elements at our disposal as songwriters and that old toe-tapping heartbeat in one of our best friends – even in a very slow gentle song.

I’m not saying songs should be delivered metronomically – in fact they must not!. Tunes, designed for dancing, should always have a strong steady beat, but songs need to be phrased loosely to allow for the natural grammar that the words would suggest if spoken – so I’m not taking about subtle changes of tempo. I’m taking about that lumpen delivery you get when the singer has never even thought about the beat.

There’s nothing wrong with introducing a deliberate pause for effect (Flotsam) or adding an extra beat to a bar for drama (Rocky Road to Dublin) - as I mentioned before lots of trad songs are in 5/4 but you can still tap through that - or adding a whole extra bar at the end of a line so you can get your breath (On Longstone). But do try to do it deliberately, and not though mere lack of application! 

Rowing requires a steady rhythm. So do folk songs.

Last lines

It’s worth noting that most of all of the songs ever written revert to one of a relatively small number of phrases for the last half of the last line - God Save the Queen has two of them. That’s ok. Again it’s all about familiarity. It brings us back into a comfort zone and makes us feel good about the song. 

Never try to be clever in the last line of your tune! Just milk the moment.

7b - Lyrics

As I’ve said twice already, it’s ok to start with the lyrics, but remember that the words must be subservient to the tune in the end - otherwise we are writing poetry, not song. 

In performance, (or even on a recording) some people may not be able to hear the words for some reason, or they may not bother to follow them. So if you haven't got a good tune you’re simply wasting their time.

And its amazing what a good tune (and a belting chorus) can do.

The words of Leaving of Liverpool. are actually dreadful, and they don't begin to fit the melody - but it’s still become not just a classic, but a chestnut! 

I think these words must have been borrowed from another tune (almost certainly in 3/4), because to sing them as written here requires all sorts of vocal gymnastics, with little short words being stretched to fit long notes (and often key notes at that), while some great lines are lost in the bilges of the tune. Just try it now.

Farewell to Prince's Landing Stage River Mersey, fare thee well

I am bound for California. A place I know right well

So fare thee well, my own true love When I return united we will be

It's not the leaving of Liverpool that's grieving me But my darling when I think of thee

I'm bound off for California By the way of stormy Cape Horn

And I'm bound to write you a letter, love. When I am homeward bound

I have signed on a Yankee Clipper ship Davy Crockett is her name

And Burgess is the Captain of her And they say she's a floating Hell

I have shipped with Burgess once before And I think I know him well 

If a man's a seaman, he can get along If not, then he's sure in Hell

Farewell to lower Frederick Street Ensign Terrace and Park Lane

For I think it will be a long, long time Before I see you again

Oh the sun is on the harbour, love And I wish I could remain

For I know it will be a long, long time Till I see you again

See how you were forced to stretch words over two or three notes that didn’t really want to be stretched? 

Now try singing the song in waltz time. The verses actually work slightly better like this – but it all falls apart when you reach the chorus. So maybe this song is a hybrid from a number if different sources (well, actually it is – one of them being The Leaving of Limerick, apparently).

But the point is that although the well-known words and the well-known tune don’t fit together at all well, it’s still a very popular and successful song. Which is no excuse for creating something like this yourself! It’s your duty as a writer to try to make the words and the tune equally good, and to fit them together as neatly as you possibly can.

Make the words clear and strong - because they’ll be harder to follow when sung than when spoken. Consonants get missed off the ends of words. Vowels become adapted or even morph into other letters when dragged over a stave.

Remember, the tune has its own integrity - its own shape. Once you’ve made it you’re stuck with it - although you can (and must) make small variations from verse to verse to help fit the lyrics or for dramatic effect.

But words are infinitely variable. You can ALWAYS say things a different way. There is always another way to write a phrase. You can easily express yourself using other words. Why not swap the sentence and get a similar result. Turn the phrase inside out and still be understood.

Have I made my point?

Lyrics must be honed and polished. Rewrite. Over and over and over again. Oscar Wilde said no word of a poem should survive unless it had been scrutinised to the ultimate degree and found to be the perfect choice for that place in that line.

But don’t get bogged down too soon. If the muse is upon you - clatter away. Leave the polishing till later. If you get stuck - just write some gobbledygook, specially if you already have a tune, and move on to another part of the song.

And if possible - write more verses than you need, then precis at the end. Songs should be made like whiskey - not beer. Fermentation followed by distillation. You’ve only got 2-8 minutes. If you need longer than that - go write a book!

Rhyming
Typically, songs tend to rhyme in couplets: AA BB CC DD EE FF GG HH. (Don’t be confused with the tune repeats mentioned earlier - that’s a wholly different issue).

It can often be alternate lines that rhyme. Tower of Refuge uses ABAB for the first half of the verse then ABCB for the second:
Mortal man must fade and falter

Rocks endure the turning years

Other eyes must scan the water

Other hearts; face their fears

For still the bright horizon calls us

Fisherman, mariners, sailors all

Work or play, our place of safety 

Lies inside the harbour wall

Though this is a little academic, because if I printed it differently it would emerge as AA BB again with a matching rhyme in the first two lines!

Mortal man must fade and falter, Rocks endure the turning years

Other eyes must scan the water, Other hearts; face their fears

For still the bright horizon calls us, Fisherman, mariners, sailors all

Work or play, our place of safety, Lies inside the harbour wall

And there are lots of other regimes like AB AB CD DC (Stranger and the Crone), 

Rain had fallen sudden causing trembling and dark

Passing like a shadow through the trees

The droplets dripped like echoes, and ran rolling down the bark

Making circles on the road like fallen leaves

Old woman in her apron standing by a horse's side

A  man so tall and grave upon its back

Dressed from boot to bonnet all in black

"Tell me do you know a place where I may hide?"

and of course you can place rhymes within a line - the so-called internal rhyme (Torch).

I no longer know, if the embers still glow, they are buried so deep in your eyes

But I need to believe, I have only to breathe, and a tempest of fire will arise,

Wherever you are, I will watch from afar, as you follow the rules of your life

No need to explain, my love for this pain, it tells me my soul's still alive.

Whatever you say, from this moment today, I know I'll always feel just the same

And any odd tears, that may moisten the years, will never extinguish this flame

Try never to repeat a rhyme (except in a refrain or chorus, of course). It’s ok to end a line with a word you’ve used before, but do find a new word to rhyme with it, or it'll sound weak. People may not notice consciously, but they’ll mark you down.

It’s best to avoid obvious rhymes - but if the lines make sense and have integrity and power, the rhyme is less important than you might think.

Sometimes a line doesn’t even need to rhyme. Sometimes you don’t need any rhymes at all in a song. The Oysterband’s John Jones has made a career out of avoiding rhymes entirely (drives me bonkers!).

Remember - soft rhymes are fine in a song - but don’t stretch them too far. Sleep and Dream is fine because the vowel sound is the same, and the consonants are both labial plosives. Sheep and Shop share three letters, but they’re not a soft rhyme - nor is Sleep and Sleaze (though I’d happily use all of them if I darned well felt like it)! 

Flotsam is riddled with soft rhymes:

Who could forget the fateful night, such tragedy befell

Sir Cloudisley and the English fleet, mistaken in the gale

The night so black the storm so wild, we never heard their guns

As masts to matchwood, sails to shreds, upon the rocks they plunged

There is also a tradition of rhyming words with the same spelling but a different pronunciation, such as ‘moth’ and ‘both’, or ‘bough’ and ‘through’ (though not ‘cough’!)

If you can’t think of a rhyme - use a rhyming dictionary - who’s gonna know?! (I don’t actually own one, but it’s been on my shopping list for about 40 years)!

And if the dictionary can’t rind a rhyme for the word you chose, change that word, using a thesaurus if necessary.

If that doesn’t work, change the line round - invert the sentence - so you have a new word at the end to rhyme with.

This is from the found version of a trad song:

The blackbirds and the sweet song thrush flew in and out the bush

Bush is a rotten word for rhyming - err, push? flush? (if you’re from Oldham), not to mention a hard word to sing nicely at the end of a line. 

Well the ethics of re-writing trad words aside (that’s another workshop, too) I might have changed that to:

The blackbirds and the song thrush in and out the bush did fly

which works nicely with what is in fact the original refrain

and the song they sang in chorus was O no my love, not I.

Though in fact I used

The blackbirds and the song thrush in and out the bush they flew

Because I wanted to rhyme with my preferred refrain (the one from the original chorus)
There’s a herb in my father’s garden, and some do call it rue.

and you can do that with any line, to give you a different last word with which to rhyme your next line.

If you’re stuck with a weak rhyme, put the contrived word first, and the more creative one second. A contrived rhyme will ruin a song easier than anything else.

This was meant as a sort of joke, but you get the point (The Wall)

I did not for one moment

Think of how I'd get down

I would climb up for ever, past the summit to heaven

I would climb through the clouds

But now I see clearly

The danger at hand

There's no Mountain Rescue, I'll just have to trust you

To save this foolish man
Make a conscious decision about internal rhymes and try to stick with it. If you’ve set up a great internal rhythm in verses one and two, and then dip out in verse three because you couldn't make it work, the listener will feel cheated - though they may not realise why. (People take a lot of this in subconsciously and can’t always put a finger on why they don't really warm to a song).

Alliteration and vowels

I’m a big fan of alliteration - in fact I probably use it too much. I think I do so because it’s a good way of linking words that you feel perhaps should have been an internal rhyme but failed to manage. It sort of merges words somehow. And don’t forget you can alliterate vowel sounds too. I spend a lot of time getting vowels within a line to relate to eachother, or using vowels to link one line with another.

Gentle Maids Ashore developed an annoying internal rhyme quite early on, which I wanted to escape – partly because it was too restricting in terms of the words I could use, but also because after a while it began to sound like a nursery rhyme.

So I used alliteration and soft rhymes occasionally instead.

I am a maid both brave and brawn

Of independent mind

The coquette’s dance, the coy romance

For these I had no time

My sole desire in man’s attire 

To sail a Man o’ War

And scorn the path to home and hearth

Of gentle maids ashore

But lately on the long night watch

Beneath that velvet sky

The stench of battle stops my throat

The slaughter slurs my eye 

And the scars upon my weathered skin

Seem ugly cruel and sore

And my thoughts return to hearth and home

And gentle maids ashore

For it was not but three days gone by

We stole a captive crew

This comely lad he’s caught my eye

And pierced my heart full through

He smiles at me but does he see

A buccaneer or more?

Surely he’d prefer the tender care

Of gentle maids ashore?

Last night upon the leeward rail

He slipped and fell askew

And in my haste I caught his waist

And straightaway I knew

A form so fine and full as mine

It flushed me to the core

And thus 'tis why my dreams imply

Gentle maids ashore
Remember it’s the vowels you’ll be singing. Technically you only whisper most of the consonants (though try telling that to the first row who are getting drenched in spit!)

Metre
Be ruthless about metre. Never bodge words to fit the tune. If it doesn’t work, re-write the whole verse till it does - even if you have to change the story!

In theory you should aim for one syllable per note. Obviously that doesn’t actually happen, because it would sound horribly mechanical, but it’s good to compare the number of notes and the number of syllables, and see what you’ve actually got.

If you’ve got too many, you can usually pop a few words on the front of a line, before the down beat. Many songs have a ‘but,’ or ‘if’ or ‘then’, on a grace-note before the first note in the bar. Sometimes you can have quite a few words between the lines - but remember this is where you’re supposed to be filling your lungs! (Fog on the Dogger - “It’ll be the same thing tomorrow”)

If you have too few, then draping one syllable over two notes is usually fine, as long as it’s a long vowel sound like ay, oo, eye, er. Two syllables on ‘in,’ ‘it’ or ‘up’ is a no-no. And stretching one syllable over three notes  is usually a mistake unless done deliberately for effect. (Pendle Hill).

Go back to Leaving of Liverpool. That ‘Prince’s’ in the first line? Four notes! Horrid. Why? Because neither the ‘i’ nor the ‘e’ sound in ‘princes’ is suitable for one long note - let alone two. 

Likewise, having two syllables on one note only works if you’ve got time to sing it clearly. I’m quite naughty about this, but I practice the phrasing so that I can get away with it. (The Violin - “well, he’d a perfectly good fiddle at home,” instead of, say; “he’d a very good fiddle at home” which would have fitted better. I just liked the line enough to put up with the tongue-twisting!)

Normally it’s best ruthlessly to rewrite lines so that they have an appropriate number of syllables. And always be prepared to chuck out the very line that inspired you in the first place if it stops working later on. 

But of course there’s a lot more to metre than the number of syllables.

Writing for speech (or song) is very different to writing for reading.

I’ve spent 25 years writing words to be spoken aloud, and then directing voice artists, TV presenters and actors to sound them as I intended, rather then the way it occurred to them from the printed page. I’ve also edited thousands of hours of interviews. So listening to the natural rhythms and stresses of speech is second nature to me.

The trick is to speak your words aloud as well as to sing them. You be amazed by some of the things you’ll discover.

For example: Oxford Street has different stresses to Oxford Road. Why? I don’t know!, But a good songwriter will certainly be aware of these things.

Try saying ‘buy me all the beer in town’ out loud, as if you were really asking someone to do it. 

Now say it to a tapped 4/8 beat - i.e. with equal stress on all seven words (there’s no number 8 so you can get a breath to say it all over again). “Buy me all the beer in town.”

Now try it in 6/8. ‘Buy ‘hic’ me all (of) the be-er in town (hic hic).’  (The extra words are just to help you find the rhythm). Much closer to how you’d actually say it, huh?

You can play these games endlessly. Try listening to some words of three syllables, all with a totally different rhythm - not just the stress on a different syllable, but a different number of ticks in the bar: Kingfisher. Isembard. Recycle. Disengage. Diffident. Artichoke.

Parrallelepiped. Great word (never put it in a song, mind!) - six syllables all almost equally stressed . (Ok, enough. Come to a real workshop if you want more of this)!

The important thing is to listen to the spoken lyric as you’d say it normally - then try singing it to your tune. Is that ok? If you’re happy, fine. But at least you’ll be aware of what you’ve done, and had a chance to improve if you want to. 

Implied Melody

This section really needs to appear in the previous chapter on tunes, because if you’ve already written your tune by now it’s too late to employ this technique (hence why I found it hard to decide which way round to write this)! But it belongs here because it follows directly from metre.

If you speak your words aloud, you can do more than listen to the natural rhythm. 

The cadences will imply their own melody, and you can use this not only to help you find a tune (specially if you’re writing the words first) but also to help fit the words to a tune you’ve made already.

Say aloud “The quick brown fox jumps over the lazy dog.” The cadence will depend upon our accent, your own personal speech pattern and how you choose to stress the words, but there will be an implied melody there.

To be honest the intervals are largely academic, but just by speaking aloud we can tell roughly whether the tune is going up or down, and we can hear where the highest and lowest notes are likely to fall:

The
quick
brown
fox
jumps

o-ver 
the
la-zy
dog

The
quick
brown
fox
jumps

o-ver 
the
la-zy
dog

The
quick
brown
fox
jumps

o-ver 
the
la-zy
dog

The
quick
brown
fox
jumps

o-ver 
the
la-zy
dog

The
quick
brown
fox
jumps

o-ver 
the
la-zy
dog

Now let’s try changing the sentence very slightly. Imagine you’ve just been told this sentence, and because it makes no sense, you’re repeating it as a question:

“The quick brown boat jumps over the lazy dog?”  Hear how it’s changed? And ‘baot and ‘dog’ are now both on two notes!
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Try some other random sentences and see what tunes they imply. Now look at your lyrics and see how well the implied tunes fit your written tune. Do you need to swap some lines around?

Language (and poetic licence)

Another huge advantage of writing ‘cod’ folk songs is that it’s ok – in fact it’s de rigeur – to use archaic language. 

Obviously you have to have an ear for the period you’re writing in, and you do need to be consistent. Nothing sounds worse than a song set in, say, the mid 17th century, which uses all the right sort of phrases for that period, but then spoils it with some terrible modern slang.

The other disadvantage is that you do run the risk of being ‘corrected’ by genuine scholars of ancient dialect, (though luckily there are not too many of these around)!

But the real benefit of archaic language is that it gives you freedom to use words more creatively than you could in ‘correct’ English.

For example Gentle Maids Ashore starts “I am a maid both brave and brawn” when II know full well that ‘brawn’ was never used in that way - even in 1720. But it doesn’t matter, because it might have been (even if only in ignorance!) and it describes what I want to say neatly and poetically. In fact it’s all the more powerful because of its very unfamiliarity. The listener has to make an extra connection, at speed, and in doing so enters the song that little bit quicker and more deeply.

I really enjoy abusing the English language – (which is what poetry’s all about after all). Again in Gentle Maids I started with the couplet:

The smell of battle gags my throat

The gun-smoke damps my eye
There was quite a nice half-line soft rhyme between ‘gags’ and ‘damps’ but it wasn’t right. So I tried:

The stench of battle stops my throat

The gun-smoke smears my eye
But that was the same idea repeated and I wanted her to be feeling remorse for all the people she’d killed – and I only had five notes! Hence:

The stench of battle stops my throat

The slaughter slurs my eye
‘Slur’ has never meant ‘to become tearful’– but audiences get it straight away, and it’s all the more effective because I’ve invited them into another more interesting world where words have new meanings.

You can also use regional dialects – which is brilliant if you yourself speak one. My problem is that I was brought up strictly RP (received pronunciation) so if I try to sing in Geordie or Cornish I sound a complete clod.

Traditional songs from a different region to your own always present this problem. How should an Englishman sing a Scottish song, for example? Do we come on like cheap impressionists and mangle that beautiful dialect (and probably get chinned by some drunken Glaswegian on the way out for our pains)! Or should we change the words to English and loose the sense, the rhyme, the metre, the poetry – the whole point? “Should old friends be forgotten for the sake of times long past?”

It’s even worse if you’re writing a ‘new trad’ song set in a region whose language you don’t yourself speak. I had real trouble with Gill Field Sump because I wanted the two characters, who between them deliver every word of the song (it’s a micro-opera), to sound genuine. So I wrote the song first in my best approximation of 19th century North Yorkshire. 

Then I ran it past two local experts who corrected all my ‘thee’s and ‘thou’s, and that’s the version you’ll see printed on my website. But when I sing it, I change ‘muckle’ back to ‘many’ and sing ‘you’ instead of ‘thou’ etc. because if I don’t I sound like a bad music-hall turn (though I usually do have a go at ‘ey up lad wha’s the matter tha’s a weet as driven sna’ because it’s huge fun to sing - plus it’s a key moment of the song and I’m banking on the audience having suspended their disbelief by now, and not noticing)!

Metaphors, sayings and clichés

If you want to avoid sounding corny, avoid using well-known metaphors or sayings - except in the hook, and even then try to use it in a new way by changing one word, or perhaps the meaning.

Changing a saying or common phrase slightly can be an easy way to create a hook (A Trick of the Night) or even to make a joke - Les Barker’s built a whole career on it (Jason and the Arguments, Spot of the Antarctic)! 

If you’re going to use a central metaphor, (The Wall) get a good one and stick with it. Don’t change mid-stream - the audience will fall in the water. 

And if you’re using metaphors and similes to help describe the scenery or action make up new ones! (Boat to Burhou; ‘when the sea runs like wheat fields’).

Never use clichés except for jokes.

Emotional ‘fit’

Remember, the whole point of adding music to our ramblings is to increase its emotional power.

Dramatic moments in the words should ideally happen in the most dramatic part of the tune. If you can’t make that happen - change the tune, even for just that one line. (On Longstone - solo version!)
High passages are usually more dramatic (Someone Upstairs), but low notes can also create drama (Grey Lady). One way to create drama is to deliberately crash together the implied tune of the lyric and your actual tune. ‘Someone upstairs’ goes down at the end when spoken. I simply set it to rising notes for effect.

Remember - never be afraid to change the tune if it seems week once you’ve written the words. Many’s the time I’ve written lyrics to a tune, then decided the tune’s not right or good enough and decided to write a totally new tune!

Finally you have the words. Now’s the time to go into edit mode. Look at it with a critical eye.

Pretend someone else wrote the song, or that it’s trad. See if you can lose a whole verse. Are the key incidents at good vantage points within the song - like the start or end of the verse? Is every word doing its job as Oscar would expect? Are there any clichés to be expunged. Any week metaphors or similes? And clunking rhymes to be swapped? Any fat to be trimmed?

8 - Finishing.
Arranging and accompaniment are an art form in themselves and worthy of a separate workshop.

Most writers will write the accompaniment at the same time as the tune - but it’s good discipline to attack the accompaniment with new vigour once you feel you’ve finished the song.

I get a lot of fun out of arranging traditional songs, and I try to view my own work as if it was written by someone else at this stage.

Have I used the best chords? How about a relative minor there instead of that major chord? How about using different chords under the second repeat of a phrase to make it more interesting?

Listen to the bass line. Is it just the root of the chord all the time? Try linking with the odd passing note (Am Am C becomes Am Bm C, for example). Would it be stronger with an occasional inversion? Putting an F# in the bass of a D chord, perhaps, instead of a D.

Don’t be afraid to adapt a tune if something better occurs to you.

Now. How about some decoration. Can you imply a harmony on your instrument? What top notes are you sounding?

Can you play a counter-melody in amongst the chords? This is tricky but even a fairly simple phrase can make all the difference. Martin Carthy built a career on it.

Never be afraid to improve the tune or the chords when you work out the arrangement. This is where any weaknesses are likely to be exposed.

Next, play the song to - or ideally with - a chum. They may notice things you missed.

And finally - practice it!

Learn ALL the words properly and make sure you can play it faultlessly before you play it in public - without notes or manuscript, ok? If you need them the song wasn’t good enough in the first place. This is an aural tradition we are adding to, not a literal or graphic one.

Remember the old adage: 

An amateur practices a piece until he can play it right. 

A professional practices a piece until he can’t play it wrong!

Good luck!

