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Songwriting Exercises

by Joel Mabus

Stuck? Here’s an old trick to get you going. What a
good song offers is structure, repetition, form and
balance. Not always easy to create, but easy to
borrow. You can build on the form of another song,
without sounding at all like that song. Much as a
scaffold is used to frame a skyscraper — the scaffold
may look familiar, but once removed yields a unique
building.

Try this exercise:

A) Take some song you like — any song at all from
any era, any style — just so long as it is familiar
to you.

B) Write a new lyric to that song. Verse for verse,
chorus for chorus, refrain for refrain.

C) Take that new lyric and write completely new
music to it. Try switching keys, time signatures,
tempo, etc., to remove yourself from the original.

D) Edit. Adjust your new words and melody to fit your
newly established mood. Rewrite as necessary.

Out of ideas? Start a list. Pen & paper ready, start a
list of practically anything — things people eat for
breakfast; words that remind you of your mother;
things your high school counselor told you were
important; all the shades of blue — anything. Just
write it down!

A list could become a song (remember “My Favorite
Things” or Tom T Hall’s “I Love...”) or could be a
starting pad for an essay song, enumerating facts or
feelings. But more importantly, writing down a list
begins to mine your unconscious — unlocking
creativity. You may wind up with an idea entirely
tangential to your list, but that’'s O.K. The point is to
get those words flowing.

Similar to list making, but more purposeful, is putting
your imagination to work in creating a scene, place or
mood.

Imagine a perfect day in your childhood — or the
day your childhood sweetheart left you. What is
the weather like? The temperature, the breeze,
the clouds — how does your skin feel? What are
the smells? What are you wearing? Who else is
there? How is her/his hair fixed — what is his/her
scent? What are the sounds around you? How
about taste? Engage all your senses in creating
the image. When you look at what you have
written, is there a center to your images? What
overarching image sets the theme? What
phrase could capture that central image? Now
you have the nugget from which a song might
flow.

Brain dead? Take a book off your shelf. Crack it
open to page 113. Point your finger at the
middle of the page and see what the word or
phrase is. Any book will do; any page will do.
Perhaps it is the manual that comes with your
garage door opener — you see the phrase
“‘worm gear.” Think about the image. A gear that
looks like a worm. Or acts like a worm. What
kind of gear does a worm need? Rain gear?
Maybe the gear to catch a worm? Flashlights
and tweezers on a rainy night?

Do this a few times and you start to see
language in a new light. Hmm — what kind of
light is a “new” light? What kinds of things would
you see in an “old” light? See... it just doesn’t
stop!

The better you know music, the better you will
compose. But you don’t need to be a musical
genius to make a new melody. If you find
yourself in a rut, try confusing yourself — play
an instrument you don’t know and make a tune
on it. Or retune your guitar to an open tuning
and try normal chord forms over the new tuning
and hear the sounds you make.

See EXERCISES, page two
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