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INtr oduction

ACOUSTIC

he right guitar for songwriting, says Don McLean, should "give you the feel-

ing of Supermanwhen he emergesfrom aphonebooth with hiscapeflowing."

In David Wilcox's estimation, it is the guitar that knows the song; the writer

simply listensand follows. For Patty L arkin, experimentingwith alternategui-
tar tunings provides a way to bypass the analytical mind, because "l want to be sur-
prised by what | play. | don't want to think too much." No matter what the style of music
or the persondlity of the artist, the relationship between a songwriter and the guitar is
intense, mysterious, and critical to writing a successful song. That relationship is the
subject of this book.

Songwriting and the Guitar offers guidance and inspiration to guitar-playing songwrit-
ersin severa forms. Inthe first section, In Their Own Words, you'll hear nine of today's
best songwriters describe their creative processes—how they get ideas, how they work
with (or without) their guitars, how they use various tools and techniques (alternate
tunings, capos, chord theory, tape recorders) in the pursuit of a great song. Then, in
Workshops, you'll find in-depth, thoughtful advice from seasoned songwriters/teachers
on finding inspiration and then polishing your melodies, lyrics, and chord progressions
until they shine. The final section, Tools and Resources, offers tips on buying the right
guitar, using acapo, and working with atape or digital recorder asyou write. Plus, you'll
find alist of 25 alternate tunings, along with examples of songs that use them, that pro-
vides agrest starting point for exploring this whole new approach to the instrument and
tosongwritingitself.

Inany artistic pursuit, thetrick isto keep growing, to challengeyourself and to break
out of familiar habits and patterns. M ake use of the wisdom and encouragement offered
by the songwriters in this book to fuel your quest for words and music that really sing.

Jeffrey Pepper Rodgers
Editor
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Waiting for a Miracle

Jeffrey Pepper Rodgers

ou don't know my songs. Well, some of you
out there have heard them—friends and fam-
ily, friends of friends, scattered strangersand
barflies and Web surfers—but that circle is
pretty small. Like every other writer, | hope more of you will
have a chance to hear my songs someday, but that hope
alone doesn't adequately explain why I'm sitting here on yet
another night with my guitar in hand, searching for a
melody, for why I've been doing thisregularly for thelast 20
years. The odds of my songs reaching you are too slim.

So this songwriting urge isn't just a matter of trying to
reach the masses, and | certainly can't justify my effortsin
terms of pots of gold or the proverbial catapult to stardom
(if 1 did, 1 should be carted off immediately to the Garth
Brooks Institute for the Commercialy Impaired). But neither
is songwriting simply a personal journey, a therapy or a
party for one. The truth lies somewhere between those two
extremes. A songwriter at work sits in pitch darkness, long-
ing for light and knowledge of the surroundings. Every song
created is aflare shot into the sky—some bathe the ground
in brilliant light, others sputter and die. With each song's
burst, the writer looks eagerly around to see if anyone
is sitting nearby, listening, illuminated and warmed by
thelight.

My guitar and | enter a curious sort of partnership in
writing a song. On the one hand, it has always been an
essential vehicle and guide in this process—the place where
the first sparks fly, where a harmonic idea or texture or
rhythm meetssteel and ringsintolife. Theguitar iswherel go searching, ambling around
thefingerboard, turning over rocks and kicking up leaves, and when an ideaappears, the
guitar is the place where | lock onto that idea, maniacally playing it over and over until
| fully understand its implications. (The image comesto mind of Jack Nicholson in The
Shining, typing "All work and no play makes Jack adull boy" in an endlessloop.) When
I'm writing, my guitar is at its most magical, seized with spirit and possibility.

On the other hand, the guitar can't be left to its own devices: it chains the melody if
I'm not careful. When | listen back to my early songs, on one after another | hear the
melody lumbering along precisely on the root of each chord, totally restricted by the
chord progression that came first. The melody is like a dog being dragged around on a
leash by an overzedloustrainer; Hedl, heel. Heel. Sit! What the guitar should really do in
the writing process, | think, is lead the pup to a nice open field, then turn him loose and
watch him romp around.

Lots of guitar players are altering their tunings these days to suggest new textures
and progressions, but | find that this tinkering can create as many traps as opportuni-



SONGWRITING AND THE GUITAR

ties. A guitar in an unfamiliar open tuning begs you to play certain patterns, to let the
open strings vibrate freely into your chest. The effect can be so intoxicating that it's easy
to forget that a compositional sensibility has to take charge, that awash of sound isn't
enough.

Tonight, like many recent nights, my guitar resides in dropped-D tuning, a small devi-
ation from standard tuning that opens things up just the right amount for me. I love that
little bit of extra range, but I'm still wary of that resonant open D on the sixth string,
which always tries to seduce me into the key of D and hates to let me go. Sometimes I'm
happy to oblige, but lately I've been writing songs in dropped-D in all kinds of other
keys—G, C, F#, even Eb—and thriving on the challenge and its accompanying burst of
new ideas. It forces me to direct the tune very consciously, rather than taking the path
of least resistance and letting the guitar do all the work (though it’s worth noting that for
some gifted songwriters, David Wilcox for example, letting the guitar do all the work is
exactly their aim).

An even better way to unchain the melody from the guitar isto leave the guitar behind
and comebacktoitlater. Driving, walking, playingmy hand drums—I'vefoundall of these
to be liberating ways to write. Often the quickest route to that elusive thing called the
singable melody isjust to sing; how can you sing something that isn't singable? An activ-
ity like walking particularly seemsto set my writing wheels in motion—the rhythm, the
distractions of bird calls or car horns, the freedom from purely mental toil and the blank
page. And | find that if | chooseto fill in chords later (although recently I've been inclined
to leave them out, using only percussion and bass), the bare melody most often wants
only the most rudimentary chords. There's a moral to that story: Sngable, it seems,
means simple. Sometimes it takes forever to grasp the most basic lessons.

It's also true, of course, that the simplest, most singable song is not necessarily the
best song. An eminently singable, stick-in-the-eardrum song could as easily be cloying and
annoying as it could be timeless and transcendent; the same is true of a hard-to-follow,
harmonically adventurous song. Everything depends on the writer's touch. Some writ-
ers—Neil Young and John Prine come to mind—manage to find al the complexity and
shades of meaning in the world inside athree-chord form. Others—Donald Fagen, Paul
Simon—need a wide harmonic vocabulary to get their points across. And the most ver-
satilewriters—Paul Simon again—need to have that vocabulary available but know when
to ignore it. Think of Graceland, which hardly strays from I-IV-V harmonies. The com-
plexity lies e sewhere—in the drum interplay, in the flashing juxtapositionsin the lyrics.

But back to the couch and my guitar, where I've got a nibble—atwist of melody and
acircle of chords that seems promising. Already, words are coming too—in unconnect-
ed nonsense phrases, mostly. Or are they nonsense? Should | ignore them, or are they
tryingto tell me something about what this melody means? If thismelody livesfor along
timebeforel write"red" lyrics, and | sing the nonsense lyrics over and over in Nicholson
fashion, there's a danger that the nonsense will stick permanently to this song.

I'm trying to guess what this melody wants to be about, but | don't get a clear signal.
Maybethistunewill stay wordless for awhile, waiting for theright lyrical inspiration to
sweep it off its feet. That's OK with me, but I'm alittle anxious about how dowly the
words are coming: how different thisis from when | write in a state of loneliness, long-
ing, pain, or frustration—every singer-songwriter's best friendsl—and the words come in
aflood. I've been in a period of relative contentment and stability lately, roughly corre-
sponding to alull in completed songs, and | can't help wondering: Do 1 have to be down
in the dumps to find my muse?
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No, | don't think so. The dumps can be perversely inspiring, it's true—and songwrit-
ing can be good therapy—but other mental conditions can be equally productive. You
might just haveto push alittle moreto get rolling. Recently, | had abouncy littletunefor
which | couldn't find lyricsfor thelongest time. Finaly, | played the changes and sang the
nonsense lines to my brother, my music partner, and asked himwhat he thought the song
should be about. Without missing abeat, he said, "Write about what it's like to be adog."
Half an hour later, the song was compl ete, definitely alighthearted ditty, but as quick and
sure and true as any of my howls from the darkness (and alot more popular at gigs).

A more stable period, when you are less absorbed with your own problems, can be a
good time to explore in song the world outside your navel and your diary: to experiment
with writing in character, to set a poem to music, to stretch beyond your own experi-
ence. One of the greatest bursts of writing I've ever had occurred when | was compos-
ing the songs for amusical—a period in which | was forced to writein the voices of sev-
eral characterswith radically different viewpoints—and | had firm, continual deadlines.
Even though | haven't been in a similar situation since, | have found it constructive to
simulate those kinds of pressures. I've looked over my band's set lists, for instance, and
thought, "I should write a percussion-oriented tune to balance out those guitar-heavy
ballads," or, "We need some more short songs,” or, "l should write another tunein third
person.” The next gig becomes the deadline, and the songs do tend to arrive on time.

| used to think that writing songs in character was a different process from writing
songs from your own experience. But recent conversations with a few masters of both
types of writing (Greg Brown, SuzanneVega) have clarified for methat there should beno
distinction between the two: A personal song needs to look beyond your own experience
to moveyour audience, and a character you're evoking has to relate somehow to your own
experience in order to ring true. These are two sides of the same coin. The god of music
is communication, and what matters is whether you get there, not how you get there.

Inmy yearsasamusicjournalist and editor of Acoustic Guitar magazine, |'ve been for-
tunate enough to be able to meet some of my favorite songwriters and ask them to illu-
minate how they work, why they work, what this whole creative enterprise means to
them. Their answers—some of which areincluded in these pages—have inspired and sur-
prised me, pointing in intriguing directions that | may have never explored or even con-
sdered. But the one thing these conversations haven't done is map out a Complete
Songwriting Method, with nicely laid-out rules and regulations and step-by-step instruc-
tions. Clearly, there aren't any hard-and-fast rules for the writing business. Even if one
individual hasafew useful rules, thoserulesarelikely to contradict the personal rules of
another, equally good writer. We listen to artists speak about their art to take & peek
behind the scenes, to see if their method or madness offers any lessons for our own. In
other words, we listen to them in interviews for the same reasons we listen to their songs.

Which leaves me here where | started, with a song stirring but still incomplete. Lots
of work lies ahead—as much as we hope it will, this process doesn't get any easier. The
way | seeit, there's only one absolute rule of writing: The songs that we should write are
the ones that we need to write. And the songs that the audience responds to are the ones
that theyneed to hear. All we can do is try to listen closely, write what's necessary and
leave out what's not, and sing as clearly as we can.
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James Taylor

t's hard to imagine what the term singer-songwriter might mean today without the
music of James Taylor. From the reflective ballads that reached back to his rural
North Carolina childhood to his sophisticated pop-folk songs of the '70s, '80s, and
'90s, Taylor has melded thoughtful songwriting with distinctive fingerstyle guitar
to form a sound that has inspired several generations of musicians. In a conversation
with Jeffrey Pepper Rodgers, he talked about the role of his guitar in the writing process.

How has the way you use your instrument as a writing tool changed over the years?

TAYLOR When | started writing songs, | wrote with guitar and that was it. The songs
were written to be played on guitar and sung by a single voice. But then, working with
the band, you begin to write more anticipating what the band is going to sound like ....

[Even now] there are very few songs that | don't write on guitar. The things that | write
on keyboard are even more primitive than the stuff | write on guitar. Some stuff | write a
cappella—riding down the road with atape recorder in an automobile. . . . Writing that
way without any accompaniment is interesting; that's a good thing for me to do because
it frees me up from the elementary guitar style that | work with.
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What are some examples of songsyou wrote that way?
TAYLOR "ShedalLittle Light" waswrittenwithout aguitar. "Oh Brother." "Slgp Leather."

You've said that your songs are more centered around chord progressions than around
mel odies. How consciousareyou of the theor etical basisof your chords? Do you work them
out by feel, or do you think about chord degrees?

TAYLOR Not necessarily chord degrees, but progressions and tone leading and that sort
of stuff. It's not that I'm thinking about them—it's just that | have avery clear and very
traditional sense of music [based on] church music, Anglican hymns, Christmas carols,
that's basically it. Show tunes to a certain extent.

Some ofyour progressions draw on almost ajazz vocabulary—not that the songs sound like
jazzper se, but they're not quite like folk either.

TAYLOR Yeah, but what would you call Joseph Spence? He's definitely afolk musician
because he's not schooled.... | think that [he played] Anglican church music too. | was
amazed to hear himwhen | waslearning to play guitar. He and Ry Cooder very much influ-
enced me.

My music doesn't sound like jazz to me. There are some simple jazz chords—some
13ths and augmented fifths, | play alot of major sevenths and plus twos—but really alim-
ited jazz vocabulary, for sure, and aso very low on the neck, and usually keeping to the
root of the chord in the bass. Soit's not jazz, and it's not really folk. It's not really church
music either, and it has evolved in the context of popular music. It has been informed a
lot by the Beatles, alot by country music, folk music, and alot of soul music, black music,
that | was exposed to.

What | mean to say is that there's a ssmple vocabulary of chords that | have, and | dso
have a four-finger picking style that tends to make things very cyclicd. | tend to write songs
that establish akind of chordal cycle, and I'll try to fit amelody and lyric into that. More
accurately, hopefully, it'samatter of amelody and alyric happening within that littlewhed!.

David Wilcox told me that one of the lessons he learned fromyour music is not to make the
melody note the root of the chord, but a more interesting note in the chord. Areyou con-
scious of that quality or does itjust happen inyour music?

TAYLOR I'msureitjust happens.

My range is sort of alow tenor, and I'm most comfortablein D or E. | feel like those
are my keys—I don't know exactly what that means, of course, because you can put the
melody wherever you want in the inversion of the chord. Miles Davis once said to me, "D
isyour key, James." He said very little else to me. He was very encouraging to me, actu-
adly, by his standards. But at any rate, he was right.

I wish | had ahigher voice, because | feel asthough the open guitar from low E to high
E is an interesting range. It's not arbitrarily chosen; that's where the guitar really sounds
good, and it's a nice range to hear things in, too. It's nice to be able to put your voice well
up above that, like in a good, honest tenor, so that you can sing in F, say, and really get
those notes. It puts you high above [the guitar], and | like music that's really opened up,
that has wide, very open inversions. It really implies alot of the overtones, it's very rich,
you don't have to use alot of stuff, and you sort of suggest alot of notes.

| think that's why | stay down the neck, because basically | play guitar as an accom-
panying instrument, and just basically get awheel rolling and then hop on the thing and
try to ride it. It's nice to be up high enough that you're not tangled up in it.
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Areyou playing mostly in standard tuning and thenjust moving the capo around?

TAYLOR Yes. Sometimes| useaGtuning, very infrequently, and there are anumber of
tunes where | drop the E down to aD, but that's about it.

When you are playing in E, for instance, wouldyou use a capo on the fourth fret and then
play open-C fingerings?

TAYLOR | like playing in D so much that to play in E I'm more apt to put acapo on the
second fret and to play a D fingering.

Inacoupleof songs| actually modulate by shifting thecapo. In"Y our Smiling Face" it
happens three times. The song starts in F# and then moves up to G# and then up to A#.

Aside from the way your voice feels in different keys, do you think the way a guitar is con-
structed leads you to a certain key?

TAYLOR Tome,it'sk, A, and D, or Gand C—thosearethekeysthat | playin. Aand D are
the same for me; they have the same kind of tonal quality to them, and the samewith G
and C. I'm led there. You sege, | haven't made that sort of chromatic leap with the guitar
wherel can play inany key. I'm an open, standard guitar player withfolk, blues, and coun-
try roots who likes to play in those keys that give you good access to open notes.

13
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Richard Thompson

incej oiningFairport Conventionin 1967, at theageof 17, Richard Thompson

has been creating some of the most challenging, vital, and original musicin

e folk and rock world. As amusician, he's atriple threat: a sharp song-

riter, an innovative electric guitarist, and an equally powerful and revered

stylist on acoustic guitar. In this conversation with fellow musician Henry Kaiser,
Thompson offersaglimpseinto hisguitar and song craft.

When it'stime to write songs, what do you do?

THOMPSON | go to the "office." I'll find a place. It depends which country I'm in and
whatever. I'll borrow someone'shouseor I'll find aworkplacewherel can go and do office
hours. It varies. The earlier in the morning that | can start, the better.

How many hours do you spend each day?
THOMPSON On average, eight.

Will you do this for a week or two at a time?
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THOMPSON A week or two is OK, but it's really just getting started. I'd rather doit in
months.

Isyour guitar inyour handsa lot?

THOMPSON Not as much asyou might think. | do alot of writing in my head. I'll refer to
theguitar.

Doyou take notes? Draw pictures?

THOMPSON | don't Boalot of pictures. | do alot of drafts, unlessit's going well. Some
get written in five minutes straight down the line. But that's usually when I'm desperately
trying to finish something else. Y ou know, you work desperately hard at one thing, and
then the other things just fly. The first thing never gets written; meanwhile you get six
other songs that are actualy pretty good.

Music first? Lyrics first?
THOMPSON Doesn't matter. Whatever.
You can sit down and do either from scratch with a blank slate?

THOMPSON With difficulty; | don't find it easy at dl. It'sdiscipline. The morel doit,
the better it gets, the easier it gets. It's the rusty faucet that is hard to get turned on. It
takes me a couple of days to get back in to a stride. Dickens used to say it took him a
week to get back into writing after he took a gap.

A lot ofyour songs have strong charactersin them.

THOMPSON If you write songs with weak characters, people aren't really going to
remember them.

Where do the characters come from?

THOMPSON | don't know. Fantasy. They're fictional characters. | suppose | like to over-
draw characters. I'm a Dickens fan. | don't dedl in reality. The characters can be totaly
larger than life. | think there's areason why characters in songs are larger than life, gen-
erally speaking. It is to make them more memorable.

Your arrangements of songsfor sol o acoustic guitar and voi ce have become much more com-
plex and daring over theyears. What areyou striving for inyour guitar parts?

THOMPSON [I'm definitely trying to amuse myself. I'm trying to push myself to do more,
technically. Also, it's a constant battle to try to make an acoustic guitar bigger than it
realy is. If you have a song that's recorded with aband, you think, if | just strum along it
will sound small, but if | can play something of the bass line or something of the lead gui-
tar and still keep the whole thing rolling, then that will sound more interesting. It'll be
more of acomplete thing. So really I'm trying to make more complete and bigger arrange-
ments. | think alot of acoustic players do.

The whole idea of open tunings comes from trying to make a bigger sound on the gui-
tar, to try to make a guitar sing, to develop a singing line. An instrument like the guitar
isn't a horn. It's smilar to a piano. With a piano you have to work to make the line flow.
With the guitar you have to work to make the line flow and use open tunings as away of
creating notes that hang over and ring. So you have drones and seconds, and fourths and
fifths and sevenths—stuff that just hangs over to fill the sound out and sustain the sound
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and give it afluidity, which is kind of a direction the acoustic guitar has taken over the
last 30, 40, 50 years.

Ornamentation has always been a big thing for you. You'll sometimes play figures on one
string with a lot of ornamentation, so that the notes almost seem to overlap, like on a bag-
pipe, which can only play one note at a time.

THOMPSON I'mvery influenced by bagpipe music and fiddlemusic. It'sasinging thing.
It's trying to create avoice on an instrument. And a bagpipe is an instrument that tries to
imitate a human voice

It's imitating Gaelic singing.

THOMPSON Yesh, and soisafiddletryingto imitate ahuman voice. Soyou try to make
an instrument sing. When you bring an instrument into atradition from the outside, you
have to borrow things from existing tradition. So you borrow sounds and phrases. Y ou
try to make a guitar sound like afiddle. Listening to D'Gary from Madagascar, it seems
that his guitar sounds like avaliha, a Malagasy harp. So you just have to bend instru-
ments to make them sound real and compatible.
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Paul Simon

rom the '60s triumphs of Simon and Garfunkel to along, extraordinarily diverse
solo career, Paul Simon has left his mark on four decades of American music. In
his exchange with Jeffrey Pepper Rodgers, Simon offers insights into how he
makes use of music theory in his songwriting and delicate guitar work.

How conscious are you of the theory behind what you're playing? Are you working out the
chords primarily by sound?

SIMON Yeah, of course, by sound, by what sounds the most interesting. But | can think
of severa possibilities of how to approach it, and then it's, which do you like best? Or,
do you want to combine them in some different way? But always by ear.

When I'm standing up in front of an audience, I'm simplifying. | don't want to take too
much of my attention to the guitar. | just want the guitar to be constant—nothing to worry
about. | concentrate on blending with Artie [Garfunkel] and giving him avery secure, safe
guitar part. If | make amistake, he's the one who is stuck out there.

Guitar has been the basis of a lot of your music, but you've also transcended it in many
ways, both through keyboar d-based harmonies, asin Still Crazy After All TheseY ears, and
through drum-based albums like Rhythm of the Saints. Have you done that to get past
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certain limitations of the guitar as a songwriting instrument, or to get away from certain
progressions that the guitar might lead you toward?

SIMON | take a much more pianistic approach to the writing, with leading tones and
[paying attention to] what the bass is....

It's not aways the root in the bass. The bass line moves with a certain logic that dic-
tates how the chords are voiced, as opposed to barre here, barre here, strum there. So for
ballads, you can write more interesting changes with that approach on guitar.

That's something that | started to do quite alot in the '70s, when | was studying with
Chuck lsraels, who is a bass player and composer, so the harmonic approach wasn't a
guitaristic approach—it was with a bass player's and a composer's thinking. And realy
not that different than the way Howard [Morgen, Simon's guitar teacher] thinks as well.
And then, of course, the African way is another style. Different styles become available to
you if you live through them and play them. Y ou can use the elements and find away of
expressing what you want to express, and have it shift from one style to another, and
blend the styles. And that blending becomes your voice, your style of playing.

Do you think that learning a lot of chord theory and the like can be a trap, in that ifyou're
aware of all these possihilities, you might feel you have to use them?

SIMON No, I don't think it's atrap. Simpleis always a choice.
But some people seem to forget that choice.

SIMON Weéll, it's not the knowledge that's the trap. How you hear music, what your
instinct is, is going to be how you express music. There may be atime when you want to
express something that's more complex, and it would be nice to have that available to
you if that were the case. And there are times when just the simplest of chords is going to
be the most satisfying, and you would want to know when that moment had arrived.

So | don't think that knowledge is atrap at al; | think the more technique you have,
the more options you have of expressing yourself. How you express yourself is your
nature; it may be very moving, it may be artistic, and it may be banal, but it's not because
you had too much knowledge.
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Indigo Girls

ince their debut in 1989, the Indigo Girls have riveted audienceswith theinter-

play between Amy Ray's primal rock 'n’ roll and Emily Sailers' softer, more

flective style. Both are versatile songwriters and guitarists who have

ranched out more and more into other stringed instruments (banjo,

bouzouki, mandolin, baritoneguitar . . .) Inaninterview with Jeffrey Pepper Rodgers,

they explained how the different instruments affect the writing process and how they
share their creations.

Didyou start using all these new stringed instruments as a result of experimenting in your
writing or becauseyou wer e to trying broaden your sound on record?

SALIERS Itwasactually both. For instance, "Get Out the Map" isasongthat | play banjo
on, and | wroteit on banjo. But Amy wrote"Shameon Y ou," and | played banjo on parts of

Emily Sailers (left) and Amy Ray.
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itjust for adifferent color. | wrote"Caramia' onelectric guitar. It'sthefirst song I'vewrit-
ten on electric guitar. And then other instruments got added to other songs. Bouzouki
got added for texture.

RAY Baritone guitar. Baritone guitar is something I've always loved. Wejust never had
one, but Emily gave meone.

SALIERS Were both trying to grow.

Do you find that a new instrument leads you into different songwriting territory than you
would get to otherwise?

SALIERS | think so. Although today we did a radio interview, and we were playing the
song "Get OuttheMap," which | wrote on banjo. | played it on guitar becausel didn't have
abanjo inthe studio, and | realized that the chords arejust like "Closer to Fine," so | guess
that kind of blowsthat theory. | thought I'd written something different fromthat.

RAY Y eah, but what you did iswrite "Get Out the Map," whereasif you'd written it on
guitar, you would have gone, This sounds like "Closer to Fine,"" and you would have
never written the song.

How doyou shar e new songswith each other?

SALIERS Sometimeswel'll start songs or be playing them in sound check to test things,
justforfun. Sol'll start to hear snippets of Amy'sideas early on. By thetime shefinishes
the songs, they'll be somewhat familiar to me. Last time around, | wrote my songsin a
pretty short period of time and ended up playing a couple of them for her that | guess
she'd never heard even parts of . And it's aloaded moment, you know. Y ou want your part-
ner to like your stuff.

RAY | sangalot of my new songsin public beforel actually played themfor her. Wehad
alongtime off and wewerevery separate, and | was doing separate gigs, writers' nights,
just to work in new material and figure out if | liked the songs | was writing. Maybe Emily
heard something after I'd already played it for an audience, or maybe shewas even in the
audience and heard it thefirst time. So that kind of dilutesthe loadedness of it alittle bit.

Doyou ever nixeach other'ssongsor send each other back to the drawing board?

SALIERS No. Nottypically at al. Sometimeswe'll decideasongisbetter off if it'sasolo
song.

RAY Or make suggestions. We'll ask, "What do you think of this?' and the other person
might say, "I think the chorusistoolong" or "I think we should add abridge" or "I'm miss-
ing thiselement.” If the song's important enough for the person to have written it and
believe in it themselves, then you've got to give it a chance.

SALIERS You have to have faith that the process is working, and you have to get used to
someone else's ideas being added to your song. You're used to just singing the song
alone, and you know it in an intimate and personal way, and then all of a sudden it's
become something else. But for the most part, | have faith in the process of what Amy
and | have donefor so long, and while sometimes it's an adjustment at first, inthe end it
usually comes out being better.

RAY When | play alone, | tend to bevery unstructured. | usually don't have area defin-
itive tempo. | start and stop and slow down and do things on any given night differently
from the night before in the same song. When you play with somebody ese, you can't
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really do that as much. So for me, the songs take on structure, which is good sometimes.
But sometimes it's really hard for me to get used to.

Do you record yourself while you're writing?
RAY | do. | tapeal thetimel'mwriting. [ ToEmily] Doyou?

SALIERS No. Unlessthere's acertain thing | want to remember, like aguitar chord pro-
gression or amelody line. Then I'll tapeit. But usually I'll just write down the notes.

RAY | never listen to tapes when they're done. Ever. | don't know why, but | always tape,
'cause it somehow makes me remember it better.

SAL|ERS Doyoukeepthem?
RAY Yesh. Its aweird process. | never listen to them.

Both ofyour guitar styles have evolved quite a bit over the last ten years. How do you think
your playing has developed?

RAY Obviously, we use alot more tunings than we used to. | think all we used when we
started was open D. And then Emily would use some Joni Mitchell-type tunings.

SALIERS Mary Chapin Carpenter taught meacouple of tunings, but | didn't start using
them until "Galileo"—Rites of Passage [the tuningis D A D G B C, the same as for
Carpenter's "The Moon and &. Christopher"].

RAY And| just turnedto tunings asan alternative, you know, to havefunwithit. "Center
Stage" [from Indigo Girls] wasin open D. | remember hearing the B-52s, that guy Ricky
[Wilson]—he played every song they had in adifferent tuning. He never played anything
in standard tuning, and | just remember thinking about that—it was really inspiring. The
guitar became an endless spectrum at that point. I'm not areally good guitar player, so to
change tunings opens up new worlds for me.

SALIERS Wetry to makeit as expansive as we possibly can with just the two of us, not
just for the sake of being expansive, but because it's more gratifying than, "Let'sjust play
the same chords." Personally, | used to play much more jazz-oriented chords and was
really influenced by this local singer-songwriter. And then | found after awhile emotion-
aly | just couldn't get as much out of playing that way. In someways it's alot easier tech-
nically to play in amore aggressive style, and emotionally it's much more accessible.
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ules Shear isone of our most engaging songwriters ("If

She Knew What SheWants' for the Bangles, "All through

the Night" for Cyndi Lauper) as well as a highly

respected solo artist whose al bumsinclude Between Us
(High Street/Windham Hill), asong cycle of duetswith Carole
King, CurtisStigers, PaulaCole, RosanneCash, and others. Behind
Shear's songs lie highly unorthodox guitar and writing tech-
niques, as he describesin this profile by Paul Zollo.

Jules Shear's songwriting is strongly affected by theidiosyncratic
guitar technique he discovered at the age of 13. A lefty, he bor-
rowed hisbrother Robby's Kay guitar, turned it upside-down, and
tuned it to "what sounded like achord.” In fact, it was an open-G
tuning, whichheusestothisday (fromlowtohigh: EGB D GB),
forming chords by pressing his right thumb down across al the
strings. After months of playing only major chords on the guitar,
he surmised that by leaving the lowest string tuned to E, he could
create minor chords by including this note, and muffle it for
majors. At first Shear was embarrassed by what he felt to be an
aberrant approach to the guitar, but by the time he started
appearingin coffeehouses at the age of 18 hesaid, "It wastoo late
to go back."

Despitethisadmittedly primitivetechnique, or maybe because
of it, the songs Shear concocts on the guitar are anything but
primitive. Epitomizing Krishnamurti's famous quote, "Limitation
creates form," Shear's music is both sophisticated and viscera,
often achieving what he calls amelodic "ache"—that musical yearning that comes only
from the perfect blend of chords and melody and words. It's astyle that springs directly
from the way he plays and views the guitar.

"There's nothing wrong with limitations,” he said. "I know | writethe songs | write
because | look at the guitar in adifferent way than most people do. When | look down at
the chords and theway | relateto what the chord is, it'slike adifferent language than what
other people are speaking. | think if you'rejust stuck as | am with these basic chords—all
the magjor chords and all the minor chords—then you rely on the relationship between the
melody and the chords. And | think that is one of the strongest things | do.”

Shear is wise to the notion that pretty chords do not a pretty melody make. "I know
writers who can play beautiful chords, and they rely on the beauty of the chord to write
songs, and the songs don't turn out so well," he said. "It's much better to have asimple
progression of chords with maybe one interesting, surprising chord in there, because
then it really becomesjuicy at that point. It becomes something that has an effect rather
than acomplete bombast, like putting someonein aspace where everything isweird. But
if you st it up that everything is fine and then something weird happens, it has acom-
pletely different effect.”
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Shear's songwriting process, like his guitar playing, is distinctively compelling. It starts
with lyrics: "Some days | write just words. Just musings. Not a story, but maybe some-
thing astory could come from. Not atitle, though sometimes titles come from that, too.
It's really just thinking about life, the world, thingsthat are happening. And then it'sjust
amatter of phrasing it in away that seems songlike. Not thinking about music or rhyming
or if it's abridge or averse or achorus. Just writing words."

The next morning Shear takes out his guitar and looks over these musings for the ker-
nel of asong. "l goto my desk and look at my first page and say, 'What kind of song does
this suggest to me? Music usually comes pretty quickly, which makes methink there are
alot of musical ideas in the universe. If I'm in that space of wanting to fulfill alonging, |
can usually do it in ashort period of time. It'sjust afeeling that | want to get, and then it's
amatter of matching up amelody and a chord change with the feeling that | want to get.
I'm not relying on anything that I've done before. And | don't know how to do it. It's com-
pletely instinctual. I'mjust longing to hear something, and | try to satisfy that. Basicaly,
I'mjustgroping.”

As opposed to Bob Dylan, who said that the hardest thing to do in songwriting is to
reconnect with an idea after you've stopped working on it, Shear forces himself to stop.
After afull morning of songwriting, he breaks until the late evening, when he can return to
the song with some semblance of clarity and objectivity. Around midnight he listens to
the tape of that morning's work. But to ensure that he hears it with fresh ears, he plays it
back at a faster speed than that at which it was recorded.

"This way it sounds like somebody else's song altogether," he said. "And then | can
judgeit. Thisway | don't get distracted by the sound of my own singing or performance.
And everything is compressed, so | don't have timeto think about what is coming next; |
can just experienceit. I'm ableto react to it as apiece of music and not just as something
| wrote. | know this sounds like an unusual method, but it's really helpful to me. Things
will really become clear to me at that point. And it's abig event for me, because I'm going
to discover what | did that day. And sometimes the news is good and sometimes the news
isbad, but at least | get news, rather than just working in avacuum.”

Even if the news hereceivesis less than cheerful, Shear never abandons the song. "I'm
afinisher," he said. "I like to get songs done. Most songwriters are notoriously lazy, and
they use any excuse to not finish asong. It is easier to go out to dinner. But sometimes
you do finish asong that seemed to be going nowhere, and it comes out great. Or even if
it doesn't, the next time you write a song you will write something as areaction to what
you wrote before. And you might write something that's amazing, something you
wouldn't have written had you not written the one that wasn't good. | think finishing all
songsisimportant for that reason.”
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Gillian Welch and David Rowlings

ith just two starkly beautiful albums, Revival and Hell among the

Yearlings, Gillian Welch and David Rawlings established themselves

as one of the most powerful new songwriting voices of the '90s. In a

conversation with Simone Solondz, the Nashville-based duo
explained how they compose and arrange together.

"Daveis really good with plot development and is areally good editor," said Welch. "After
| get as far as | can with the initial inspiration—spitting out as much as | possibly can—
then we start working on it together. The grueling part is filling in the gaps. Most of my
job as awriter happens after the initial inspiration. | need to turn on my brain and come
up with words that match theillogical [intuitive] stuff. The whole process is about being
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as transparent as you can be. | never want anyone to think, 'Ooh-hoo, that was redly
clever. That'sgood writing.'

"Other genres might be more cerebral, and people might appreciate clever wordplay
or arhyme. But in the moretraditional genrewework in, | think it'samistakeif anyone's
aware of measawriter. | just want them to hear the story and the character and the emo-
tion. The aesthetic of transparency iswhat we deal with al thetime."

Both partners insist that they're not trying to sound old-fashioned or "timeless."
"Hopefully, the stuff sounds contemporary,” Welch said, "because that'swhat it is.
These dories have never been told before, and these words have never been strung
together before. Thetransparent part isthat | hope people have an emotional response
toit."

But the duo's influences, especialy Welch's, are primarily the old-time, gospd, and
country artists of the'20s and '30s. "1 had amusic teacher very early on in grade school
[in Los Angeles] who taught us Carter Family and Woody Guthrie songs, like 'Does Y our
Horse Carry Double?" Welchrecalled. | started playing guitar when | waseight, and the
first songs| played weretraditional songs, folk songs. When | went away to collegeat [the
University of California] Santa Cruz, | got into the bluegrass community and 1 started
hearing al those original recordingsfor thefirsttime. It had avery, very strongimpact on
me, particularly the Stanley Brothers. When | heard the Stanley Brothers, | pretty much
knew what | wanted to do for therest of my life."

Welch doesn't redly maintain astrict writing schedulebut triesto get something down
every day. Her approach may be somewhat atypical in that she doesn't write alot of
songsand then choosethe best onesfor public dissemination. "1 think some peoplefinish
everything and then look at what they've got and pick the songs that are stand-outs,” she
sad. "With us, the songs don't get completely done if we don't like them. | pursue 90 per-
cent of the ideas that | have. | don't know what percentage of those become finished
songs. Sometimes| consider tunesfatally flawed, and | just dropthem. Butif | thinkit'sa
good ideg, I'll do anything. Two years on the drawing board isfine."

"A lot of times, theideais so smdl," Rawlingsadded. "Shell haveareally great verse,
but we'll bang our heads against the wall for awhile and nothing will follow it up.
Sometimes what we find is that the first two lines of the [origina] four-line verse are the
first two lines of the song, and the last two are the last two lines of the song. And then
you've got to stretch it and fill in the middle.” Thisis the process that helped them finish
the song "Barroom Girls," recorded on Revival. Most of the song is description and com-
mentary; the only action that takes placeisagirl getting up out of bed. Theorigina verse
Welch came up with, which was later used to frame the entire song, was this:

Oh the night came undone like a party dress
And fell at her feet in a beautiful mess

Last night's spangles and yesterday's pearls

Are the bright morning stars of the barroom girls

The addition of the banjo deeply affected the songs written for the duo's second
album, Hell among the Yearlings. Welch believesthat the banjo adds anice texture but
provides its own &t of challenges. "The banjo songs tend to be more repetitive," she sad,
"because the rhythm is so incessant and also because I'm not really worrying about
chord changes as much. It's more modal, and 1 usethe drone string alot. | just play the
melody and that'sit. It's alittle bit hypnotic."

Rawlings pointed out that all of the songsWel ch wrote on banj o encompass aseries of
melodically identical verses rather than the verse-chord-bridge structure modern listen-
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ers have become accustomed to. "Almost every song on Revival has a chorus, and almost
no songs on [Hell among the Yearlings] do," hesaid.

This change in basic structure was entirely unintentional. "l had no control over it,"
Welch said. "I think that your brain just works that way. Y ou get atemplate stuck in your
head. | used to be a photographer, and ateacher of mine told me not to take too many
pictures without printing them, because you will keep taking the same damn picture. If
you look at it, you'll be formatting it exactly the same—you'll have a horizontal in the
same place and avertical in the same place, and it'll be basicaly the same contrast. And
I think it happens with songs too. If you don't step away from them enough, you'll just
keep writing the same song.”
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David Crosby

long with his friend and
sometimes collaborator
Joni  Mitchell, David
Crosby helped to pioneer
the use of alternate guitar tunings in
pop music, and he continues to use
them to craft evocative songs for the
reunited Crosby, Stills, Nash, and Y oung
and for the band CPR, featuring his son
James Raymond on keyboards and Jeff
Pevar on lead guitar. Crosby described
his songwriting explorations in this
interview with Simone Solondz.

Do the words usually come to you first?

CROSBY It happens every which way,
but yeah, very often. | had the set of
changesfor "Rusty and Blue" [ CPR] for
a couple of years before it [came
together]. I'm not sure who writes the
stuff.

Itfeels more like channeling?

CROSBY Wéll, your head's got alot of
levels, right? Theverbal crystallization
level that I'm talking to you with right
now isn't necessarily the one that does
the writing. There's maybe a level that
makes longer leaps, and that one gets a
shot at inputting very often with me just
as I'm going to sleep. The busy mind
kind of cacks out, and this level, where
| think alot of the writing goes on, gets a shot at the controls.

And you wake up and write it all down?

CROSBY Yeah. One of the big effects on my writing was [Joni] Mitchell telling me to write
stuff down. She said, "David, you throw away more good phrases in an afternoon than
most people can come up with in aweek. What'swrong with you, you brainlesstwit?Write
your shit down!" And | learned from her that if you get even two words in arow that mean
something, that makeyou feel something, you shouldwritethem down. So| do.

| can think of one song that was two complete different sets of words written years
apart that | showed to afriend of minewho | wrote many songswith—Craig Doerge—and
he said, "These sort of relate. Did you notice that?' No. Areyou out of your tree? He said,
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"Yeah they do," and we wound up with "Night Time for the Generals' [on the liveKing
Biscuit Flower Hour].

How does the guitar affect your writing process? Ifyou're working in open tunings, are you
hearing chords that you can't play in standard?

CROSBY That'sthe reason for going into open tuningsin thefirst place. | would listento
[John] Coltrane, and here's this guy who wouldn't stick to a normal mode, so [pianist]
McCoy Tyner would have to invent very dense, broad kinds of tone clusters, and they
would be beautiful. And | would want to play that, and | couldn't. I'm not agreat player.
I'm not gifted. But in anonstandard tuning | can.

So it starts with hearing a chord. Do you then go to the piano to work out the notesin the
chord?

CROSBY No, I'm not schooled. | can't do that. | can't tell you the names of any of the
chords| play.

So how do you figure out how to tune the strings?

CROSBY That happens sometimes by experimenting. | found thetuningfor "Rusty in
Blue" and "Tracks in the Dust" and a couple of other songsin C G D D A D by experi-
menting, by goofing around. Other times it's a friend. The tuning for "Climber,"
D A D G C D, camewhen aguy who plays guitar herein the [SantaBarbara] area, Mark
Owen, was playing something. And | immediately found a bunch of stuff he hadn't found.
Thenext timel showed him oneof mine, hefound fivethingsinitthat | never found, and
I'd been playinginit for years.

He found chords?

CROSBY Yes. And that's the process. None of us owns any of it, right? | mean every
series of notes, the most complex ideas that the most complex musicians in the world
have played, some guy sitting around with aflutein the Nile delta played two million
years before him [laughter]. It's called the folk process. You just naturally pass music
aong.

With a guitar, you take a regular tuning [strums a standard-tuned guitar] and the first
thingyou doistunethat low E down to aD becausethen it makesyour D chord [ strums]
sound likethat. And you go, "Ooh! That's codl! | really likethat!" And you're hooked. From
that day on, you're alost soul.
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Joni Mitchell

ne of our most original and influential songwriters, Joni Mitchell has

found an endless stream of harmonic ideas in a guitar style based on

ever-changing tunings (50-plus and counting) and a painterly right-hand

touch. In this profile by Jeffrey Pepper Rodgers, she illuminates the guitar
techniques and inspirations behind her songs.

How does Mitchell discover the tunings and fingerings that create her expansive har-
monies and what she calls "modern chords'? Here's how she describes the process:
"You're twiddling and you find the tuning. Now the left hand has to learn where the
chords are, because it's awhole new ballpark, right? So you're groping around, looking for
where the chords are, using very simple shapes. Put it in atuning and you've got four
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chordsimmediatel y—open, barrefive, barre seven, and your higher octave, like half fin-
gering on the 12th. Then you've got to find where your minors are and where the inter-
esting colors are—that's the exciting part.

"Sometimes I'll tuneto some piece of music and find [an open tuning] that way, some-
times | just find one going from one to ancther, and sometimes I'll tune to the environ-
ment. Like The Magdalene Laundries [from Turbulent Indigo; the tuning is B F#B E A EJ:
| tuned to the day in acertain place, taking the pitch of bird songs and the general fre-
guency sitting on arock in that landscape.”

Mitchell likensher useof continually changingtuningstositting down at atypewriter
on which the letters are rearranged each day. It's inevitable that you get lost and type
some gibberish, and those mistakes are actually the main reason to use this system in
thefirst place. "If you're only working off what you know, then you can't grow," she said.
"It's only through error that discovery is made, and in order to discover you have to set
up some sort of situation with arandom element, a strange attractor, using contempo-
rary physics terms. The more | can surprise myself, the more I'll stay in this business,
and thetwiddling of the notesis oneway to keep the pilgrimagegoing. Y ou're constantly
pulling the rug out from under yourself, soyou don't get achanceto settleinto any kind
of formula."

To date, Mitchell said that she hasused 51 tunings. This number is so extraordinarily
high in part because her tunings have lowered steadily over the years, so some tunings
recur at severa pitches. Generaly speaking, her tunings started at abase of open E and
dropped to D and then to C, and these days some even plummet to B or A in the bass.
This evolution reflects the steady lowering of her voice since the '60s, alikely conse-
guence of heavy smoking.

When Mitchell performs an older song today, she typically uses alowered version of
theoriginal tuning."BigY ellow Taxi," originallyinopen E (EB EG#B E), isnow playedin
open C (C G C E G C, the same as open E dropped two whole steps). She recorded
"Cherokee Louise" on Night Ride Home with thetuning D A E Ft A D; when she performed
it onthe Canadian TV show Much Musicin 1995, sheplayeditin C G D E G C—awhole
step lower. In some cases, the same relative tuning pops up in different registersfor dif-
ferent songs: "Cool Water" (Chalk Mark in a Rain Storm) and " Slouching towards
Bethlehem" (Night RideHome) areinD A EGA D; ahaf stepdown, Ct G#D#F#G#CH, is
thetuningfor "My Secret Place” (ChalkMark}; another half steplower, CGDFGC, isthe
tuning for "Night RideHome"; and ahalf step bel ow that, BF#C#EF#B, isthetuningfor
"Hejira."

These connectionsallow Mitchell, in somecases, to carry fingeringsfrom onetuning
to another and find a measure of consistency, but each tuning has its own little universe
of sounds and possihilities. "Y ou never really can begin to learn the neck like astandard
player, linearly and orderly," she said. "You haveto think in adifferent way, in moving
blocks. Within the context of moving blocks, there are certain thingsthat you'll try from
tuningtotuningthat will apply."

Mitchell has come up with away to categorize her tuningsinto families, based on the
number of half steps between the notes of adjacent strings. " Standard tuning's numeri-
cal systemis555 4 5, with the knowledge that your bass string is E, right?' she said.
"Most of my tunings at thispoint are 75 or 7 7, wherethe 5 5 usually is on the bottom.
The7 7and the 75 family tunings arewherel started from." Examplesof 7 5tuningsare
DADGBD (usedfor"FreeManinParis," Courtand Spark) and CGCEG C ("Amedlia"
Hejira): in both cases, the fifth string is tuned to the seventh fret of the sixth string, and
the fourth string is tuned to the fifth fret of the fifth string. Similarly, examples of 7 7 tun-
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ingsareC G D G B D ("Cold Blue Stedl and Swet Fire," For the Roses) and C#Gt D#Et G#C#
("Sunny Sunday," Turbulent Indigo): the intervals between the sixth and fifth strings, and
the fifth and fourth strings, are seven frets.

Mitchell continued, "However, the dreaded 7 9 family—I have about seven songsin 7 9
tunings—are in total conflict with the 7 5 and the 7 7 families. They're just outlaws.
They're guaranteed bass clams [laughs], ‘cause the thumb gets used to going automati-
cdly into these shapes, and it has to make this slight adaptation." Mitchell's 7 9 songs
include "Borderling," "Turbulent Indigo," and "How Do You Stop" (Turbulent Indigo), al
of which arein the tuning B F#D#D#F#B.

Just to confuse the fingers further, Mitchell also has some renegade tunings in which she'’s
written only one song. Consider the tuning for “Black Crow,” from Hejira: B} Bt Db F Ab B,
with the fifth and sixth strings an octave apart. By Mitchell's numerical system, this
would be a 12 3 tuning—a very long way from 7 7 or 7 5, and a thousand miles from stan-

dard tuning.
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David Wilcox

LONGWRITING AND  THE GUITAR

haps the best known of

e brilliant crop of singer-

songwriters who emerged

in the late '80s, David

Wilcox uses byzantine combinations of

alternate tunings and partial capos

(which press down only certain strings

and leave others open) to inspire new

ideas. In this conversation with James

Jensen, Wilcox describes how he lets

the guitar take the lead in the song-
writing process.

Do you play enough in each of the tun-
ings you utilize to become fluent in
them?

WILCOX | hopenot. What | aimforis
to always have that beginner's mind-
set, to always be starting. The thing
that the guitar gave me was a sense
that | wasn't just playing it, | was lis-
tening to it, and it was playing things |
couldn't play. | lovethat feeling. | like
to get lost and find a new way home,
and that's why any time | start to know
my way around atuning, | changeit. |
used to think | couldn't write a song
without a new tuning, and that's often
the case, but 1 think there are more
songs than tunings [laughs].

Onething | enjoy is playing in the key
of G whilethe guitar istuned to open C
[from bottomtotop, CG C G CE], or
playing in the key of G while in
D A D G A D tuning. Ry Cooder has
been doing that for quite some time,
but | didn't know, so when | learned

"Tattler" off his Paradise and Lunch album | thought that his guitar was in a double
dropped-D [D A D GB D]. Actudly, it'sinopen G [D GD GB D], andit'ssomuch easierin
the right tuning, but | never thought that he'd be playing in adifferent key than that of

the open tuning.

| think that there are some wonderful voicings you get when you play in an open tun-
ing outside of its tonic center, and | really love using a major-key open tuning but play-
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ing it so that the song is in the key of the chord that's maybe on the second fret, so it
comes out in sort of amodal, minor, fun thing.

How do you get ideas for the melody and lyrics?

WILCOX Songwriting for me is based mostly on my belief that the guitar knows the
song. If | listen to the guitar, put it into some weird tuning, and begin to experiment, it
plays me amelody. | say to the guitar, "Wow, that's beautiful, what's it about?' and the
guitar replies, "How does it make you feel ?* And | might say that it makes methink about
this or that, and the guitar says, "Well, that's probably what it's about then."

At that point | ask, "What's next?" and the guitar usually responds by saying, "It
depends on what the lyrics are about. Why don't you start writing, and I'll tell you the
rest.” So | start writing ideas and the guitar says, "Stop right there! This is the part—
you've got to put these words with this phrase.” And | say," Oh guitar, you'rekillin' me!"

Itskind of likethe monkeys and the typewriters thing, where if you have enough mon-
keys playing on enough typewriters one will eventually type out the sonnets of
Shakespeare: that's my method of songwriting. If you're writing songs, you can have alot
of talent or alot of time, and | choose the time method. | think that if you know what you
likeand have away of creating interesting mistakes that will giveyou new variations—for
meit's open tunings—then the laws of probability areinyour favor. Youwill have an end-
less supply of new ideas, and if you continue to sort through and store them on a tape
recorder, you can gather these great musical ideas as if you had the talent to make them
up, when it was really the guitar that wrote al the songs.

When did you first get into modifying your own capos so that you could stop only certain
stringsand |eave others open?

WILCOX That was around 1978 or 79. They didn't have Kyser capos then, but | did have
a capo that | could cut the treble or bass side out of, and | realy loved those kinds of
open voicings.

Didyou usethese caposin conjunction with standard tuning?
WILCOX Mostlywithopentunings.
Wheredidyou get the idea to combine these partial caposwith open tunings?

WILCOX Watching Richie Havens and theway hewould fret those beautiful chords over
thetop of the neck and let the two unwound strings ring. | figured | could get acapotodo
that, and | could play on top of it. The goal, for me, wasto get piano chords—chords that
have close clusters. | like having anice roll in the middle of the chord to get sounds that
you don't ordinarily hear on a guitar. With capos that are cut, you can have strings that
are a half step apart right next to each other and get that nice little added ninth roll or
suspended fourth....

If I could contribute anything to guitar playing it would be this notion that it's not
something you do to the guitar, it's something the guitar does to you. You need to listen
to it and give it some leeway, let it play what it wants to play. Get your fingers off those
strings and let them ring; don't always be trying to wrestle it to the ground.

| am so grateful for the enjoyment I've gotten out of the sound of the guitar. It realy
saved my life.
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Writing Your First Song

Elizabeth Papapetrou

riting a song is a gift to yourself—and sometimes a gift to the world.

Song is one of the most powerful communication tools we have as

human beings: adlice of |ife encapsulated in words, melody, and

accompaniment. Many of us would like to write songs but find it
hard to get started. Wefind it very intimidating to commit ourselves to words, notes, and
chords and then to paper, recordings, and listeners' ears. Or, once we have started, we
find it pretty much impossible to develop ideas into satisfactory songs. Here are some
simple techniques that will help you get started and help you develop your ideas into
songs that work.

MODIFYING AN EXISTING SONG

If getting the ball rolling is particularly intimidating, | encourage you to pick out asong
that you admire and know the lyrics and melody to. It doesn't matter if you can't play the
song. Remember that this is an exercise with the sole purpose of easing you slowly into
your own crestivity. Theresultswill not bejudged. Once you've chosen the song, choose
averseyou like thefeel of and rewrite it. One approach is to keep the same melody and
write new words that fit the rhythm and the narrative purpose for that part of the song.
Y ou can aso try leaving the words alone and rewriting the melody. This might be alittle
harder because the melodies of our favorite songs tend to get deeply entrenched in our
memory. Oneway to help make this technique work is to change the key of the song. A
third approach isto create a new chord structure that fits with the original lyrics and
melody. This can be alot of fun for more experienced players who understand chord pro-
gressions, inversions, and modes, but it might be intimidating to the less experienced
musician. If you ever do feel intimidated during these exercises, try taking asmall Segp—-
just changing one line or even one or two words, for example—rather than a huge stride.

FINDING INSPIRATION

OK, soyou're ready to go solo. What areyou going to write about? The single most com-
mon inspiration for songsis love: the lack of it, the hope for it, the experience of it, the
loss of it. Y ou might not want to bareyour soul so intimately inyour first song, though, so
let's look a some other options.

Experiences. Has anything notable happened to you lately? Some happenstance that
changed your way of seeing life, yourself, someone el se, theworld? Did you witness some-
thing unusual ? Remember a childhood memory, perhaps? There's lots of potential here.

Political causes. Do you feel strongly about a particular cause? Write asong about it.
Thisisadeepwell of inspiration for thefolk movement.

History. Another great sourcefor folkies. Lotsof rich material.

People. Think about someone you admire, someone who inspiresyou.

Objects. This may sound like an odd suggestion, but objects have inspired many great
songs. Artists write songs about bridges, buildings, ships ... day-old banana pudding.

Fantasies and made-up occurrences. They can be impossible, fanciful, or just plain
untrue. Oneof my favoritesongs, " Something About Him" by Brady Earnhart, waswritten
about a school days experience the writer invented.
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Dreams. | was going to put this under fantasies, but there are invented situations that
can and do come true.

Whatever subject you choose, you need to look carefully at how you think and feel
about it. Thisiswhat actors mean when they ask, "What's my motivation?' Does the sub-
ject make you feel anger, pain, joy, tenderness? Where do your thoughts take you con-
cerning this subject? At this point it would be agood ideato take notes on your thoughts
and feelings. They'll help you build aframework for the song and give shape to the way

your words and melody develop.
{

SONG STRUCTURE

Writing asong is almost aways an exercise that involves alternating structured thought
with unstructured: intermittently letting go of intellectual control and expectations and
allowing your creativity to flow. Structured thought alows order to be maintained, and
unstructured brings in the unexpected or unconscious.

At this point, you need to decide what kind of song structure you're going to use. Do
you want to use a structure you're familiar with from another artist's work? Or do you
want to let your poetic and melodic muse run free and just see what structure comes
out? If there's any doubt concerning structure, I'd recommend starting with asimple 12-
bar blues. This structure has been hardwired into the musical awareness of the Western
world for the last half century. It's aso sparse, so it encourages minimal use of words and
[imited melodic movement. Repetition isfundamental to theform.

In a 12-bar blues, the first line (sung over the first four bars) usually introduces the
core subject matter and then comments on it, often in away that brings tension to the
subject. Most of the third bar and dl of the fourth bar are generally instrumental. The
next four bars might repeat the subject and expand on the comments and tension, and
the last word usually rhymes with the last word of the first line. The seventh and eighth
bars are usually instrumental. The last line should bring some kind of resolution to the
subject, much as the melody and chordal turnaround brings resolution to the music. The
12th bar is most often the turnaround—a chordal/melodic progression, usually without
words, that brings the song back to the top, to the next verse, which is structured like
thefirst.

LYRICS

For most songwriters, the words of a song come first. Others start with the melody or
with achord progression and add the other elements one at atime. And for some, lyrics
and melody come at the same time. Let's start with the lyrics.

Go back to your notes on the genera subject matter of the song you want to write. Do
any of the words and phrases jump out at you? Do some of them seem to fit together
either because of their meaning or because of their sound or rhythm?

For our 12-bar blues, | wrote down afew words about being anew songwriter, what it
might mean and what it might feel like: trying to write a song | love songs want to do it
music in my soul scary new going to do it determined. Looking at these words, | came up
with theline;

I'm tryin' to write a song and it's kinda new to me

OK, that works. Note that | picked an easy rhyme ("me") and remembered that this
has to fit over three or so bars of a midpaced blues. For the second line, | wanted to
repesat the core subject and comment further. | looked at the word scary and got:

I'm tryin' to write a song and I'm scared as | can be
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In order to stick to the standard 12-bar blues arrangement (which is now playing in
my head), we need to add abrief pauseto the lyrics after the word it'sin thefirst line and
I'min the second. This leaves us with:

I'mtryin' to writea song and it's... kinda new to me
I'm tryin' to write a song and I'm ... scared as | can be

Hmm. That'sfine. Now | need aresolution. Going back to my original notes, | findthe
obvious resolution of "going to do it." An alliteration—several words in arow starting
with the same consonant—jumps out at me:

ButI'mgonnagetitgoin’

I've got to admit that I'm a sucker for nice aliterations, and this oneis particularly
appealing because gonna get it goin' comes with a built-in rhythm. Another look at my
notes does nothing for me, so | write down the first thing that comes into my head:

ButI'mgonnagetitgoin'... andI'm almost thereyou see

Now, | quitelikethealmost, but thethereyou seeis pretty lame. Still, | never intended
to leave things like that. | just wrote this line to help me come up with something more
appropriate. Next | decide to be positive and note that I've cometo this point fairly eas-
ily—almost painlessly—and get excited about:

ButI'mgonnaget it goin' almost painlessly

A few minutes' detachment gets meto seethat it's an untidy rhyme and that painlessly
somehow doesn't fit with gonna get it goin'. So | fiddlewith painlessly and find pain-free,
which| likethefeel of. When | attachittotheline, | get:

But I'mgonna get it goin'... and I'm almost there pain-free
So, now we have:

I'mtryin'to writeasongand it's... kinda new to me
I'm tryin' to write a songand I'm... scared as| can be
But I'm gonna get itgoin®... and I'm almost there pain-free

A brief go at singing this verse shows methat tryin' falls on the 1 of thefirst and fifth
bars and that the pause in each linefalls on the 1, with the next word starting on the of f-
beat. I'm fairly certain that the blues arrangement in my head will work best for this song,
but I'll try afew different feels and even recite thewords aloud afew times (s straight as
| can) to seeif any other feel comes up. No, the blues feel seems to work best, but one
thing that did jump out at meisthat gonna get it goin' begs to have the pace of the rhythm
accelerated for those words.

Now I'll sing the verse aloud unaccompanied until I'm happy with the way it flows.
Only after thisstep do | pick up my guitar. It turnsout I'm singing in the key of E minor,
which leads meto astandard blues chord progression with Em, A7, and B7.

Alright! Our song is begun. | say our because | encourage you to write further verses
based on the same structure. Perhaps when you're done with this song, you'll write your
own from scratch. Remember to follow the steps welve discussed and not to bite off more
than you can chew at any given moment. Good luck!
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Luring the Muse

Potty Larkin

t'sall about inspiration. For Hemingway it was Paris, women, hunting, booze, |daho,
women, Africa, booze, hunting—not necessarily in that order. But how doyouwrite
a song? Gaining access to the muse is the main thing. Sometimes a song falls into
your lap. Thisisagift. Other times asong isthe result of craft and work and sweat.
Still other times, during adry spell, you can't believe you ever wrote a song, and you
would do anything to write again. The desire becomes adull ache in the back of your psy-
che, from which you seek relief in any form: a new guitar, a loud amplifier, late nights,
early mornings, |ots of coffee, travel, meditation, wine, Oprah, sensory deprivation.

You are not alone. | have found no guaranteed access to the muse, but | have learned
how to open the door acrack for apeek inside, aglimpse that sometimes leads to insight,
that sometimes leads to inspiration, that sometimes leads to a new song. What follows
isaforay into that search for the muse.
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WRITING FROM BOTH SIDES OF THE BRAIN

The important thing is to write. It took me years to realize that songs don't happen unless
| write them. Sounds simple. | think of it like fishing—you can't catch anything unless you
go to the water's edge and put the linein. So | set myself up to catch whatever falls into
my lap. When | am starting awriting cycle—becauseit goes in cyclesfor me—I begin with
my journal. For 15 minutes before | play my guitar, | write down whatever comes into my
head. It's drivel for the most part, but it's my drivel. | get used to putting words to my
feelings. After awhile themes show themselves. After another while | attempt a poem of
free verse, a stream of consciousness that forces me to be more specific. | begin to use
images and metaphors—you know, the stuff you learned in English class.

| don't judge my journal. | don't think | have ever pulled alinefromiit. It helps me begin
to focus on something other than the mundane. | start to read books that appea to me.
Sometimes | read aloud. | want to know that words have worked for somebody else.
Sometimes | read books on writing. They give me hope. If a any time | think of a phrase or
alinel like, 1 writeit in the back of my songwriting notebook. | start to listen harder. Lines
like "He was much too good-looking for his height" (" Johnny Was aPyro") and "The Book
I'm Not Reading" came out of real-life conversations. What you hear around you becomes
fuel for thefire. | listento music. | listen to music | would never play—Beck and Counting
Crows. | listen to Dylan and Leonard Cohen and Mary Margaret O'Hara, to angry young
women and famous old men. | want to creste a hunger to write. | want to witness beauty
in order to createit. | want to fed passionate about what | do.

WHILE YOUR GUITAR GENTLY SPEAKS

| am a guitar-focused songwriter, which means that my melodies and harmonic sense are
derived from the resonant instrument perched on my lap. The guitar intrigues me and
makes me want to vocalize. The guitar creates an atmosphere—the sounds and textures
that become songs. Sometimes | hear what | want to write before | sit down with the gui-
tar. | visudize it on the guitar, not in any special way, just smply. Before | wrote "You and
Me," | was overcomewith the desire to play abig fat open A chord. With "Booth of Glass'
| knew | wanted to capo up the neck and fingerpick something pretty. I'll experiment with
guitar sounds and techniques, and the licks | like can spawn new songs. On the other
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hand, | find that when | write story songs | want simple chords— open G, D, or C. | just
need to get the voice of the narrator out.

Very subtle changes in the chords can help guide the melody for me. In"'l Told Him
That My Dog Wouldn't Run" (aka"Dog"), | waswritinginmy journal and | picked upthe
guitar and played an open C, then an FwithaGinit (Fadd9). | played it in thisform:

F addo
Tx301x

The added tension of the open G on the third string drew me in. The melody goes to
theroot of the chord, the F on the fourth string, and sits there at the end of each phrase.
The result is a dissonance that creates a feeling of uneasiness, a lack of resolution. It's
unsettling, and it fit perfectly with thelyric. In"Johnny Was aPyro" the chorus goes,
"What am | doingwiththisringon my hand?' | am playingan Asus4 chord and singingthe
resolution before | go to the A chord. More tension. | search out these curious spotsin
other writers work—and | look for it in my own writing. | want to go outside the lines.
By holding the melody note too long or by adding tension to the chord, | can draw the
listener in, emphasize the lyric, and create atmosphere.

THE ALTERNATIVES

Another way to add color to a harmonic progression is through the use of alternate tun-
ings. If you play piano, you know that you can get plenty of dissonance by playing the
middle C and the D next to it at the sametime (asin "Chopsticks"). Asguitaristswe area
bit more challenged to play those two notes at the same time on the fretboard. With open
or aternate tunings these sounds become easily available. In my song "Carolina" (in
C G C G C D tuning), oneof my favorite chordsisan Amll. Thetop three stringsring
out—B, C, D—going right up the minor scale, so you get this beautiful little run on the
treble strings:

3

in
2

If you take your index finger off thefifth string, the chord progression descendswhile
the top three strings are suspended above it. Somewhere in the back of my mind | know
| am going from thelV minor totheV chord, but | don't care. | just likeit.

When | gotoaternatetuningsit'sbecausel amlookingfor inspiration. | can get drone
strings, ringing notes, and languid tensionsthat are not availableto mein standard. | want
to be surprised by what | play. | don't want to think too much. To that end, | seldom ana
lyzewhat | play in alternatetunings. There are sometunings | am very familiar with—
DA D GAD, dropped D, open CwithaD ontop (C G C G C D)—and they still fascinate
me. If I'mfeelingthepressure of agreat void, | turntotechniquebooksand publicationsin
order to bend my mind with new tunings. I'll tailor atuning to fit my needs. When |
rearranged Laura Nyro's "Poverty Train,” | remembered reading an interview with
Emmylou Harrisin Acoustic Guitar where she described alow tuning: A A C#E A C#.1
thought that it would work well on alow, gnarly guitar part. It gave me the courageto try
something different. | ended upwith A A A EA B and used avariation of that tuning for
"Anyway the Main Thing Is' (A A A EA A) on my new al bum Regrooving the Dream
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(Vanguard). Ignoranceisbliss. When | wrote "Tango," | thought the guitar wasin standard
tuning, and | picked it up and played an open D. ItwasinD A D GA D, so | let go of the
high E string and voila, asong fell out. Theworld of alternatetuningsisaland of norules.
You arelikely to enter the maze dazed and confused and exit it in acreative state of grace.

| am looking for connections al thetime. What note can | hang out to dry? What notes
connect the next chord to this one?'Y ou can get these kinds of runs (B, C, D, open strings,
etc.) in standard tuning (seeFingerstyle Cross-Picking Solos, Mel Bay), but thereis some-
thing delicious about an open or alternate tuning. | checked out Richard Thompson's
instructional cassetteson Homespun, and | havesincewrittenfour songsinhisFGD GCD
tuning: "MonteVista," "TheRoad," "Closest Thing," and "Rear View Mirror." Thetonal
center ison thefifthstring, the open G. So when you go to the open F on the sixth string,
theworld turns and becomes very modal sounding. If you play dl the strings starting at
the fifth string, it sounds very ancient with a wealth of melody notes. Descending the
whole step to the sixth string while muting thefifth string sends you back half amillen-
nium. It isthis brave new world of discovery that leads me on. | findthat afriend or an
instructor can be hel pful in revealing the sweet spots of anew tuning, and then | set out
on my own from there.

THE JOY OF TECH

When | come up with anything of interest, | immediately put it on tape. | record it on a
cheap little handheld tape recorder that sits nonjudgmentally and unobtrusively on my
desk. | noteany tuning information or personality quirksright onthetape, sothat | don't
return two months later and wonder what was going on.

| think it'simportant to keep the critic off your shoulder during thewriting process. |
just want to get it out, then analyze it and critique it later. Most of my songs initially
appear asfirst verse and chorus. | may know what's worth keeping right from the start,
but | want to keep that channel to the muse open—the beta state, the subconscious, the
whitelight.

It's about thinking differently, connecting with something beyond yourself. If | get
really stuck on alyric, | ask myself, "What am | tryingto say? Doesit ringtrue?' Evenif it's
fiction, | want it to be honest. | want to tell the truth. | want the songs to capture the
essence of my experience or the flavor of my observations. It's like centering a piece of
clay on a potter's wheel. If it's not centered, the whole thing crumbles.

TRIAL BY FIRE: PLAYING OUT

I'vejust recently (inthe last decade) gotten to the point where | can play partially written
songs for other people, works in progress. The red test is to play the finished product
out. It'swhy | am aperforming songwriter. Performing the song revealsitsfoibles; the
glue and the cracks show up in the light. It becomes painfully apparent that the song is
only as strong as its weakest line.

Y ou must be happy with the results of your work, because you will be singing this
thing for the next several years. Does the song capture the feeling you originally
intended? Isit done? It's up to you to decide. |'ve begun to relate to Leonard Cohen, who
has said that some songs have taken him ten years to finish. Get it as airtight as you can,
open the door, let it out, and have fun. That is, after al, why we do this in the first place.
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Listening to Your Guitar

Don McLean

nal my yearsasasongwriter, theguitar has

been my main lifeline, the medium through

which| receive musical ideas on my mental

transmissionline. It'samysteriousprocess—
sometimes | feel like a Morse code operator taking
downmessagesfromanunknownsourcethatonly |
canunderstand. That'sasfar asl'll goonthat point
sincel'm Don, not Shirley, McLean.

To writewith the guitar in thisway, you have
to redly love the specific guitar you use. Gordon
Stoker of the Jordanaires told me that when Elvis
got hisMartin D-28 with theleather cover, it was
never out of his sight or out of his hands, and he
loved it morethan anything heever owned. Think
about Willie Nelson's old guitar. Weal know how
hefeels about it, but the feelings he gets are his
own, and surely they propel his need to sing and
write. Soyou'vegot to haveareal marriagewitha
particular guitar and forsakeall others, except to
pick now and then.

Your instrument has to look right when you
wear it. When you strap it on it should give you
the feeling of Superman when he emerges from a
phone booth with his cape flowing. Y ouwant to
have a sense of romance, like Roy Rogers feels
when he's astride Trigger. This enhanced sense
of sef leads to the belief that you can now sur-
prise yourself with what this new Superperson
can create.

Having the right guitar, of course, just sets the stage for the hard part—practice. Any
gunslinger worth his or her salt, besides |ooking cool, must befast onthe draw. In order
to back up your new attitude and personayou must practice constantly so that every-
thing you do on the guitar flows effortlessly.

SEARCHING FOR SONGS

| have many ways of writing songs, but hereis my guitar way. First | try to hit on anidea
that is pregnant with possibilities and has not been done before. In order to be sure of
this, the songwriter must know thousands of songs from every musical area—jazz, pop
standards, blues, early rock, some classical melodies, folk.... Second, | think of atitle
that is hard-hitting and poetic. Third, | sit with aguitar and asmall taperecorder, severa
pencils, and lots of blank paper. Then | fiddlearound with chords and funny little guitar
figures while | sing a melody, riffing off the figures or chord changes. Soon a pattern
emerges and alyricform s established.



SONGWRITING AND THE GUITAR

Then | stop. | ook at this embryonic song idea and try to hear the form that is emerg-
ing. | put the guitar down and write more lyrics, expanding on the idea, using the form
I've established by working of f the guitar figuresor chord changes. For example, play this
progression from C to C augmented to F minor:

C Caug(add?) Fmi3
32010

111

T¥=

Do you see how this simple chord change can inspire you to write amelody? This pat-
tern isthe basis for Roy Orbison's song "Crying." In the case of my song "Wonderful
Baby," | started playing aBb. chord without the barre, and when | went downtothe A, it
Was S0 pretty:

Be
w2341

L1

LL1

Then | went from theB#chord to this G form:

Gz
23100

That G sounds so niceleadingto aC, and when | put al these movestogether, | wound up
with this progression:

By A Bb G113
02341 213100

1 1

1T
NN IR 11T

C7 Fs7 Be Fa7 F7

32410 131211 x2341 131211 131211

i

Whilel'mworking onanidealikethis, I'm recording everything. Then| listen back to
this big mess and pick out the lyrics and musica elements that sound good. | do not read
music, but | hear it. What | mean by that is, | hear the song in my head, and I'mjust trying
tofigureout how to get it out of my guitar and into the tape recorder. | pay no attention to
any commercial rules, time lengths, etc. | just go until I've exhausted the idea.

After awhile | get the ideaiin full song form, and | perform it many times into the tape
recorder and make small or large changes until it's completed. Knowingwhen it's finished
is very important with my kind of writing because | make a new form every time.
"Wonderful Baby" hasavery different structurefrom"American Pie," andthatisvery dif-
ferent from "Tapestry," etc.

As you're working with your guitar, see how you can fit a new chord into a standard
three-chord progression. When you find a new chord, it shakes your brain up for new
melodic ideas. Just keep singing into your tape recorder, and listen back to find the
moments of inspiration.
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The Melodic Journey

Steve Seskin

elody writing is far more mysterious than

lyric writing. It's not as tangible and, there-

fore, harder to talk about. | write melodies for

lyrics, so most of my notions about music
center around how the melody fitsthe lyrics of each particular
song. This concept is known as prosody (the marriage of lyrics
and music). Prosody is important both in an overall sense and
at every juncture of the song. How well the melody serves the
lyrics in each passage affects whether the vibe or mood is right
and whether the melody milks dl the emation out of the lyrics.
A set of words can be completely redefined by adding different
melodiesto it.

There are numerous examples of great prosody. The melody
of "Over the Rainbow," for example, puts the listener in along-
ing mode—Iooking to the sky for answers—right fromthe open-
ing notes. Inthe classic Beatles song "Y esterday,” the reflective
nature of the lyric and lament are brilliantly captured by the
music. The melody of Bonnie Raitt's hit song "1 Can't Make You
Love Me" conveys both the lyric's hopelessness and the singer's
resignation to how things are going to be.

THE RULE OF TWOS

Everything you do melodically is defined by what comes before
it and what follows it. You should establish a melodic figure that interests the listener
and then, at some point, go away from it to another passage that, by its nature, will make
the listener want to hear thefirst figure again.

There are many notable exceptions to what's known as the "rule of twos," but | believe
it usually works. This rule saysthat if you have completed amelodicfigure (usually aline
or less), you have a choice—to repeat it or not. If you don't repeat your first figure, you
can follow it with something else, and then either repeat the first pattern or do something
different again. The verse melody of "Over the Rainbow" has no repetitive patterns, but
most pop, country, and contemporary folk music uses alot of repetition. If you do choose
to repeat your first melodic figure, your third figure should be something dse that makes
the listener long to hear that first figure again. Think of it thisway. A beautiful melody is
born. The listener is happy to hear it again. If you do it athird time, your brilliant melody
becomes boring in ahurry. If you go somewhere else and then come back to it, it usually
works better. In some songs, amelodic figure is established, repeated, and then starts a
third time as avariation of the first two or in such away that the ending of the phrase
leads into the next section.

The rule of twos should aso be respected in each section. In generd, if you sing a
verse, then repest it, it'stimeto do something ese. In "Over the Rainbow," when you hear
thefirst verse, you're happy to hear the second verse. If they had doneit athird timein
arow, youwould have hated thewriters. Now, think of the bridge. The movement is quite
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different from the verse. It's not a coincidence. By thetimethe bridgeis over, you'redying
to hear the verse melody again. Thisisthe mark of aclassic melodic journey.

SECTION BY SECTION

If your songs are going to be melodically satisfying, you must look at specific parts of
each song to seeif the melody is doing itsjob. Y ou should make sure that the sectionsin
your songs—verse, chorus, bridge—are not too similar. For example, if you have awordy
verse, you should structure your chorus so it has fewer words and more long notes.

EMPHASIZE THE KEY WORDS

Thereis aword (or two) in every sentence that should get more emphasis than the oth-
ers. Look at how you would say the lineif you were speaking it, and let the melody reflect
that. Therésalinein an old song of minethat goes, "I used to be the king of wasted time."
The original melody emphasized the word be, but | changed it so the emphasis was on
used. This way the listener understands that the singer is no longer the king of wasted
time. Think of melody as punctuation—atool to lead the listener down the road we want
them to go down. Don't understimate the power of the rest. Sometimes beats of silence
can turn an ordinary passage into a poignant moment.

MELODICTOOLS

There are four main tools that will help you to keep your melodies interesting: range,
rhythm, syllabic content, and chordal background. Y ou can useany or all of them. Look at
the range of notes in the verse, and when you write the chorus, try to avoid the same
melodic territory as the verse. You can overlap a bit, but leave yourself somewhere to
go. If your chorus features a high D or E, save that moment. Don't use either of those
notes in theverse. Mogt often, verse melodies are lower than the chorus—they lead up to
it. But thisis not an absolute. All the rules of songwriting are meant to be broken.

As for rhythm and syllabic content, don't use the same motif throughout the song. If
both your verse and chorus are on the busy side, make sure the movement of the melody
is different. In other words, the accents should fall in different places.

Let's talk about chords and chordal rhythms. The same notes can sound completely
different depending on the chords you're playing and their movement. Try thiswithjust
one note. Sing a G note against a G-major chord, then moveto an E minor, then aC, then
aD, then an A minor, etc. The notes sound different against each one of these chords.
Some of the best songs employ a simple melody with a changing chord pattern under-
neath it. You can aso try the opposite approach and use alot of notes to create a com-
plex melody against one or two chords. The old R&B classic "Just My Imagination” fea-
tures two chords for the whole song, yet it achieves agreat melodic journey. Thewriters
used range and rhythm to accomplish this. The listener doesn't even readlize there are
only two chords.

The rhythmic patterns under a melody can greatly ater the listener's perception of a
piece of music. Are the chords being "pushed" or played on the beat? Is the drummer
playing half-time or hitting the snare on all four beats of the measure?

PLAY WITH POSSIBILITIES

Asawriter, your best friend is experimentation. Try alot of things. If I'm happy with my
chord progression, it's not unusual for metofill up atape with possibilities for a partic-
ular cadence in the song. If | go through my melodic choices and I'm still not happy, it's
usually timeto change my chordal pattern.
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Here are some ways to shake things up with your melodies. Write without your instru-
ment. Sing a melody into a Walkman, and then put chords to it, rather than letting the
chords dictate the melody. Use a drum machine. These days you can get a great one for
around $125, and it can really open you up rhythmically. Analyze which beat in the mea-
sureyou usualy start your melodies on. We al have our tendencies. Try something dif-
ferent. If you're prone to coming in on beat one, wait a beat or two.

Most of al, whether you're writing lyrics or melody, enjoy yourself. Celebrate your
songwriting triumphs. Whether or not you're trying to sell your songs, make sure you get
anintrinsic reward out bf the process of writing them.
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Lyric Lessons

Sam Shaber

ritingabout songwritingisamostas
tough as songwriting itself. How do
you describe a process that is so
intangible, so unformulaic, so unde-
fined? Each song establishes its own s&t of rulesand thus
aframework to build around, and songwritingisdso a
very persona process—not because you have to reved
your most intimate thoughts to write a good song, but
because your best toal isyourself and your experiences.
This chapter will take you through the building of one of
my own songs from beginning to end, drawing some
lessonsfrommy trialsandtribul ations.

Keep in mind that our focus hereis not on writing
songs that sell or following pop or country formulas
where every song needs a chorus and many songs work
around twists of phrase and poignant humor. I nstead, we
are just concerned with the broader craft of writing songs
with a specia focus on lyrics. The selling should come
later.

GETTING STARTED

To writeasong, thefirst thing you need is not an instru-
ment or avoice or atape recorder or a notebook. The
first thing you need is an idea. This may sound overly
simple, but it's truly the hardest part of the process. In this idea you must find many
things, including musical genre, style, and thevoicethat will be communi cating the song.
Isit third person, first person, even second person (common in socialy or politically
directed songs)? Who's singing the lyrics? Is it you or a character? Will the voice use
working-class slang, casua speech, or layered poetry? Are you going to lay the idea out
on thetable directly or will you use metaphor to communicate?

Please note that al of these answers do not have to be found right awvay, and in fact
too much preparation can stunt your song's growth. If you let yourself get too tangled up
in thewho, what, where, when, and why of the song, chances are you will decide before
you've even played a note that the idea has already been done or that it will never work.

| used tointellectualize my songwriting to an extreme degree—aiming for Crime and
Punishment in each stanza. I'm not saying these songs were bad, but awonderful thing
happened when | let up a bit and let the emotions of the ideas come to me. Some of the
strongest songs are written in 20 minutes with some adjustments after the fact. Thisis
because the writer is letting the song go where it wants to, thus serving the music and
thelyric at the sametime.

Then there are songs that can take weeks or even months to complete. Sometimes this
is because these tunes arefighting themselves. the music and the lyric don't fit together
and there are roadblocks everywhere. When you're writing, you want to constantly let
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your mind go, so theideas can work themselves out. Of course, few songs happen in one
sitting, but if you find yourself struggling for weeks, be prepared to let go of something.
Put the pieces away, and you might find that you can use them in future songs. |'ve
thrown away an entire song and then dug up one line later to use in something com-
pletely different.

The concept of fooling around withwordsiskey inlyricwriting. It'sagreat helpif you
test things out, experiment alittle, "audition" phrases and words and then possibly throw
them away. Thereis no right or wrong, but there can be strong and weak choices.

Y ou may be feeling "I love you so much, | can't live without you," but how can you
express that in away that hasn't been said athousand times? The best way tofind out is
to fool around with the words, thefeelings, the details. Who do you love? What are his or
her traits, idiosyncrasies? If it's aman, does he make you laugh? Is he smart? I's he sexy?
Could you think about how great it would be to live with him rather than how awful it

would beto livewithout him? Can you describe your love from
one particular moment of being together? Was there a second
when you knew this was the one for you? What happened in
that second?

INSIDE A SONG

Let's see how some of these concepts played out in the writing
of my song "Honey" (from the album perfecT on Brown Chair
Records). In this case, the ideawas extremely simple. | was
putting new strings on my guitar and listening to the standard
tuning ring out as | warmed them up. | began to wonder if it
would be possible to write a song using the open standard tun-
ing asthe main musical theme. So | let this open tuning ring out
one string at atime—E A D G B E—and felt the darkness and
the sadness of that combination. How long would they ring?
How long would | wait? Would there ever beresolution?

This all sounds corny on paper, but | now had my vibe, and |
wanted to pursueit. | began to think about aclosefriend of mine
who was battling al coholism—physically and emotionally, he
needed the one thing that could really hurt him. And from this
thought, together with the open strings, | came up withtheline,
"I will tip the neck of this bottle 'til it's coming out my eyes."

Boy, was | proud of myself for that one! What aline, |
thought. | am agenius. The alcohol poursin and the tears pour
out. Sheer poetry. A big note here is that sometimes when you
find aline that you become very attached to, the first trick is
to throw it away. It can only stunt the song's growth, especially
if you arefixated on it. You have to be able to let go of things
for the greater good of the song. It so happens that | kept this
oneintheend, but asthe saying goes, "Do as| say, not as| do."

So | had this greet line, but that was only the beginning of my
problems. Now | had tofigureout what to say about al coholism.
| had taken the voice of the acoholic in that line, and now the
acoholic had to speak and finish the song. But | was fighting
what was natural instead of going with the age-old advice to
"write what you know." Not everyone sticks to this theory, and

FINDING A LYRICAL HOOK

To me, the best lyrics combine concrete images that set a scene
with emotion that makes the listener care about the characters.
A lyric has more impact if it has both of those things, as
opposed to just being an emotional statement or just a scene-
setting statement. An example is the song "I Can't Make You
Love Me," which Bonnie Raitt recorded. It starts with, "Turn
down the lights, turn down the bed / Turn down these voices
inside my head." Those first two images give you a lot of infor-
mation—they set the scene and tell you where you are; they tell
you the time of day. But, the third line, "Turn down these voices
inside my head," is the emotional statement that makes the lis-
tener care about what's going on.

Another example is an old Gordon Lightfoot song, "Second
Cup of Coffee," that starts with, "I'm on my second cup of cof-
fee and | still can't face the day." There again the image is the
"second cup of coffee," which is a great image because you
know that it's morning without saying, "It's seven in the morn-
ing." The image tells you the setting and the time and the
place. But then "I still can't face the day" is what makes you
want to hear more; it makes you wonder what's going on.

Its also important for writers to understand that they don't
only have to write about their own lives. Obviously, writing
about your own experiences is a good place to start, but if you
want to become a more prolific writer and not run into writer's
block all the time, it's important to write about other things. The
notion is that you have an opinion about everything that hap-
pens that you hear about. In other words, if something hap-
pens to somebody else, you still have your own take on that. It's
just as valid to write about that as about something that hap-
pened to you. And, along the same lines, it's just as valid to
write about how you wish your life were as opposed to how it
really is. For instance, if you had an unhappy childhood but
you always had thoughts about what it would be like to be
happy, you have a lot of visions of what a happy childhood
would be like to draw upon. Just because you didn't have one
doesn't mean that you can't write a song about how you
wished it were. Those are a few things that free you up to write
about stuff when your life is not going on one extreme or the
Other—joy or sorrow. You can always find something to write |
about if you look a little further than your own life.

—Steve Seskin
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many people do very well writing about topics that interest them yet are very separate
from their own experience, but | have never been ableto do this.

Even the Broadway composers of the first half of the 1900s wrote largely what they
knew. Johnny Mercer based the timeless tune "Moon River" on the actual Back River that
runs by his old home on Burnside Island near Savannah, Georgia. And the greatest song-
writers of our younger history—Joni Mitchell, Bob Dylan, Bruce Springsteen, Stevie
Wonder—all tend to writewhat is intimateto them, whether playing apart or personally
musing. Mitchell's "Amelia’ rings with the conflict between life on the road and home-
sickness, and when she sings, "I pulled into the Cactus Tree Motel to shower off the dust
/ And | dept onthe strange pillows of my wanderlust,” there sheis, right inthelyric. The
same istrue for Stevie Wonder in avery different way. His personality lies morein the
music and rhythm of the song—wefeel likewe know him because the energy and melody
of the song are an expression of his own personal energy.

So back to alowly songwriter in her living room with one decent line and not much
else. How was | going to move into the mind of an alcoholic? | struggled with this and
tried many different angles, deciding to work with the sense of defeat that can accom-
pany addiction. This train of thought led to the original first verse:

Well I'm no poet, no lyric lines

| just polish my defenses 'til they shine
Can'twritenolovesong, won'tsingnolies
But! will tip the neck of this bottle

"Til it's coming out my eyes

| didn't hatethis, but | definitely didn't loveit either. And wherewould 1 go from here?
| didn't like the slang, and there just wasn't enough of meinit.

Then | listened again to those open, dissonant strings and found myself thinking about
the loss of afriend in a car accident during a recent road trip. That was the idea that
wanted to leave my head and wind up on paper. | started to hear the passage of time in
those ringing notes, the life of memory. | aso started to think about the places we vis-
ited on the trip—some of them wide open spaces where winds begin at one end of the
earth and you hear them whistling dowly al the way to the other side. We spent nights
camping under the expanse of aWyoming sky. We stayed in aleaky yurt on afriend'sland
inthe New Mexico desert. Welaughed alot and took tons of pictures. And then after only
ten days of what would have been athree-week trip, we got into afreak car accident from
which | emerged practically unscathed and my friend never recovered.

This sudden turn of events has changed my life immensely, and it has also shown me
how the same memory can be flavored in very different ways. Good times are recdled
very differently when the person you shared them with is no longer around. And |
decided not to be specific about the death, but to leave that detail up to the listener and
focus on that longing, that sadness embedded in those open strings. After awhile, | had a
semblance of thefirst verse:

Nighttime New Mexico

Hard wept summer skies

| danced to your heartbeat

As we cuddled to stay dry

You called me "Honey"

Sookein lullabies

And now | tip the neck of this bottle
"Til it's coming out My eyes
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Now | had the beginnings of a completely different song, but | was ill able to keep
my favorite line. The setup of the scene was very positive and then the last line of the
stanzareveded that we are talking about avery painful experience. It's somewhat sudden
for the listener, just as the sad events of my trip were sudden to me.

This is not the final incarnation of that verse—I eventually did some tweaking in the
revision stage. It's not a good ideato get caught up in revision as you go—you will find
yourself moving back two steps every time you move forward three. You can run out of
steam this way. But let me jump ahead and explain what tweaking | later did and why.

The word coming was giving me trouble, as it sounded like the bottle was coming out
my eyes instead of the tears. | changed it to pouring, which made the image more clear. |
also squirmed at the verb cuddled, feeling it too cute for the tone of the song. There were
afew other sore points that | sorted out to eventualy arrive at:

Nighttime New Mexico

Flooding summer skies

| danced to your heartbeat
Pressingclosetostaydry

You called me "Honey"

Sookein lullabies

And now | tip the neck of this bottle
Til it's pouring out my eyes

Now | was facing the chorus. Since the open strings on the verse were so lingering and
uncontained, | decided to build this chorus section with very specific chordal and rhyth-
mic borders. | based the lyric on part of a poem by Daniel Javitch, who had aso been
close to the friend | lost. The lines, which were not continuous in his poem, were "We
shaped the hollows' and "I try to replicate the tone in everyone with yellow hair."

From thesetwo lines, and withasimple Em, C, Em, C, B7 progression, | came up with:

We shapedthe hollows

Placed our laughter there

And now | try to replicate the tone
In everyone with yellow hair

The word replicate is a bit awkward there, but my excuse was that the situation of see-
ing a deceased loved one in the faces and hair of strangers was a very sad, awkward
image. And | loved the double meaning of the word tone in this context—sound and color.
It also moved the time frame of the song from the memory of the person to the present
tense, the aftermath, the lingering emotion.

In many ways, the hard part was now done. Thefirst verse and chorus of asong set up
the tone, the lyric structure, and the rhyme scheme, if any, and you can now paint by
numbers a little bit.

| decided the second verse would move through more of the road trip:

Bluedawnin Yellowstone

Your breath even by myside

To bewithyou all over again
Againl'ddriveall night

You called me "Honey"

Under Siveetwater skies

And now | tip the neck of this bottle
"Til it'spouring out my eyes
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Thereisalittle bit of alliteration—repetition of consonants—happening here, which |
like to use in moderation. Some alliteration in your lyrics gives them their own personal-
ity and keeps the listener paying attention. Think of John Hiatt's great line "Memphis in
the meantime, baby." Not only does it jump out at the listener and stick in your ear, but
it'srealy funto sing. In these verses | used simple pairs such as "nighttime New Mexico"
and "Sweetwater skies." The repetition of words can aso be interesting to fool around
with, such asin "To bewith you al over again/ Again I'd drive al night."

Now | had thesetwo versesand | wason my way. But | wanted to create an alternate
line of thought in the song, both musically and lyrically. A bridge.

In building the bridge | again went with theideaof straightforward chords and rhythm,
this time with amajor-chord positive vibe. And lyrically, | decided to get even more spe-
cific with the details—as though we are now flipping through the happy pictures from
the trip. The turn of events happens again, however, and the major chords turn back to
minor at the end of the bridge. My first draft was this:

We scaled the wall to swim the waters

And shared in renegade smiles

And pitched our tent by restricted streambeds

Where we whispered secretsall night

We had a breakdown in Montana become a picnic spot

We had alleyways of Laramie beside the railroad lots

We had a view from Flagstaff of the Rockies stretching on and on and on
But Where's my silver lining now that you are gone?

When | later went back and revised the song, the first half of the bridge wound up on
the cutting-room floor, and | arrived at:

A breakdown in Montana became a picnic spot

Alleyways of Laramie beside the railroad lots

A view of the Rockies stretching on and on and on and on and on
But where's my silver lining now that you are gone?

Once | had made my way through the bridge, it was time to write that final verse and
cal it aday. | had traveled from New Mexico through Y ellowstone, Sweetwater, Laramie,
Boulder, Missoula, and now | wanted to return to that initial moment when the song and
the memory began. In many story songs like this, the writer ends up in avery different
place from where he or she began, but | wanted to find closure back in that desert:

New day, New Mexico

Coffee in the sun

Could | have known by that Taos mountain
That you would be the one?

You brought me honey

Warmed me inside

And now I'll tip the neck of this bottle

"Til it's pouring out my eyes

Of course the line "You would be the on€e" refers to the fact that my friend was the one
who died later in the car accident, but rather than slamming that element over listeners
heads, | decided to leave it vague. Sometimes, the more possibilities available to the audi-
ence, the better. Universality is a great asset to any song, and this could easily be a story
about alover breaking things off after a romantic vacation.
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Think about "Fowers for Zoe" by Lenny Kravitz, or the classc "Ode to Billie Jog," by
Bobby Gentry, which leave quite abit to our imagination. Kravitz iswriting aballad for
his daughter as romantic and embracing as any love song, and "Ode to Billie Joe" dyly
confronts us with ariddle, returning repeatedly to a choruslike progression with slightly
different information in the lyric to keep the story moving. The mystery of that song has
kept many a listener coming back and is one reason the song has been covered by so
many different artists.

YOUR TURN

"Honey" is only one song, with one intent, onevibe, one story. There are as many differ-
ent types of songs as there are songwriters.

Find your intent and your idea, and then find your guitar, your tape recorder, and your
notebook and go to town. Just remember that it may not come easy, and even once the
song is put together, sometimes taking a break from it and coming back to do revisionsis
the essential final step. No song is complete the first time through. It isn't just about hav-
ing dl the elements in place—abig part of the joy (and sweat) of songwriting is the fine
tuning and reworking of a piece until you feel it is in its strongest form.

Whatever your musical style, aways demand the freshest, most original writing from
yourself. Don't get lazy and pick the easy way out lyricaly. This is not to say that you
should overcomplicate things—simple can bejust as original as complex. Toillustratethis,
| want to close with a sample lyric from one of my favorite songwriters, Brooklyn-based
Chris Moore. In an honest song about a blue-collar boy's crush on awealthy girl in town
("Single Stroke," recorded on Outa SatePlates, Red Deluxe Recordings), Moorewrites:

'l watch and wonder

Let my imagination flow
Shedon't break for lunch

Or take five minutes to smoke
She paints her masterpiece
Inasinglestroke

The lyrics are so simple yet so expressive that Moore touches me as a listener even
though I'm not from the blue-collar town or inside the big mansion gate, and | think that
is the greatest goa for any songwriter. Freshness, intelligence, and universality. No
swedt, right?
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Songwriting
Avoid Them

Jamie Anderson
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Traps and How to

he songwriting muse, fueled

by sheer emotion, just be-

stowed upon you a great

song, and it feels nearly per-
fect. Sometimes the songwriting god-
dess is kind and you do get that won-
derful tune right off the bat, but most
often it's agood idea to take a second
look at your perfect jewel. There are a
lot of great songwriters and songs out
there these days. Why should an audi-
ence be interested in yours? Most song-
writers fall into similar traps, so here
are some tips for making your songs
more compelling and keeping your audi-
ence interested.

AVOID CLICHES

"You're every beat of my heart." "I'll
loveyou forever." Sowhat? If abazillion
other songwriters have used the same
words, why would listeners want to
hear it from you too? Find a fresh way to
say the same thing. Do your best to rid
theworld of those evil cliches, but don't
worry if onedlipsin oncein awhile. One
well-placed cliche can act like a good
hook, because it provides a place for
the listener's ear to rest. But too many
cliches will make you sound like a bad
"70s pop band.

EXPLORE OTHER TIME SIGNATURES

Wedl love 4/4. Heck, almost every rock song on the planet isin 4/4. But like Mom used to
say, if everyone jumps off the 4/4 cliff, does that mean you should also? See what 3/4 time
does to a sad ballad. Or how 7/8 spices up that jazzy folk tune. If you're not sure how to
discover other time signatures, try playing along with your favorite CDs. Don't worry
about getting all the chords right, just concentrate on the feel and the time. Pretty soon,
these other grooves will creep into your cells, and the next time the muse calls, you will
betaking adetour around that 4/4 jump-off.
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KEEP IT MOVING

Does the story in your song have a beginning, middle, and end? Does the plot have an
interesting twist? Or somekind of resolution? If your focusis on descriptive phrasesthat
don't actively portray a direction, the words have to be extremely compelling. It might
be easier to rethink your plot and give the story some movement. Have the characters
do something besides fal in love and break up. Or if they do break up, have the reason be
that one wears ugly ties and the other is obsessed with Jerry Springer. OK, that's alittle
far out, so try looking at the people around you to get ideas. Why have their relationships
ended? Use your own life as an example, and don't hold back on the emotion, because it
can redlly drive asong.

WRITE WHAT YOU KNOW

It's the advice given by many writing experts, whether you're writing anovel or a song.
But don't feel likeyou haveto write everything as it happened. If you've broken up with
your beloved because she doesn't like your ties, you don't have to tell every detail of the
breakup. Go ahead and barf out the entiretale when you first start writing, but edit ruth-
lesdy later, so that you have a song without too many main ideas. | know a songwriting
teacher who tells her students to write no more than three verses and a chorus—or two
verses, abridge, and achorus. It's good advice. If you can'tfitthe story into that format,
you probably have too much information. Of course, there are some exceptions to this
rule—witness some of thoselong folk ballads—but don't make every one of your songsa
multilevel train wreck. Givethem aclear track to follow.

KEEP IT SIMPLE

Can listeners follow your story? Do they laugh at the funny lines? Get teary at the sad
ones? Clap enthusi astically when the song ends? If not, look at how you've presented the
tale. If you're using a complicated melody to present a detailed plot, the words may be
logt inthe music. Try streamlining your complicated talewith asimpler melody. Cut out
afew of those eighth notes and add some rests. Try playing a new set of chords ato-
gether. Andyes, | know | suggested trying different timesignatures, but if you'retellinga
story rich with detail, you may want to use 4/4 or 3/4 so the lyrics aren't lost in an odd
best.

SHOW, DON'T TELL

Y ou may be losing the audience because you've told them what to feel. Don't declare,
"I'msad you left me." Try saying, "The mournful sound of afaraway train whistle makes
methink of you." Y ouwant to make an audiencefeel acertain way but you've got to sneak
up on them.

GET SPECIFIC

Y ou can put akick in your lyrics by using descriptivewords. A thesaurusis agreat tool.
Get rid of those boring verbs! Instead of walk, try saunter or stroll. Likewisewith adjec-
tives. Instead of loud noise, try screech or clank. Use al your senses. How does it smell?
Taste? Fed? It dso helps to be specific with brand names and people's names. Instead of
car, say Corvette, instead of brother, say Bobby. Imagine you've written aline like "She
went to the store to buy aloaf of bread." Try adding specific verbs and adjectives to make
it more interesting. How about, "Ellen raced into the A&P to buy the last of the sweet-
smelling cinnamon bread." Now your listener wantsto know who Ellenis, why shewasin
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a hurry, and why it was the last loaf of bread. Before that, she was just an anonymous
woman in a no-name store.

EXPAND YOUR CHORDAL VOCABULARY

[-IV-V is a common chord progression. It's been used by everyone from the Bestles to
Cheryl Whesdler, soit's OK for youto use, right? Sure. Listeners sometimes likethat famil-
iar pattern, so it's not a crime to use it. But you may want to consider spicing it up.
Instead of C, F, G7, try C, Dm, Gmagj 7. Or throw in atransitional chord like Am between
the C and F. Better yet, make that an Am7. And even better than that, find new ways to
play those chords. There are many ways to play aG chord, and if you play it higher up the
neck than the usual open position, it may free up new melodic possibilities for you. Or,
take that G chord and give it adifferent bass note. Even if you're still singing the same
melody you had when you were playing C, F, G7, this new chord progression could add
interest to an otherwise run-of-the-mill song.

LOOK OUT FOR THE BRIDGE

A common mistake isto have abridge when one isn't needed. A bridge should offer new
information and usually has a different melody or feel. If you're not introducing new infor-
mation, consider making the bridge another verse or eliminating it all together.

MAKE THE CHORUS STAND OUT

Make sure there's enough melodic and harmonic contrast between the verse and the cho-
rus. It's tempting to just use the chords you can easily play when you write, but if you
use the same chords for the verse and the chorus, chances are good that the melodies
are going to sound alike. You can look at your lyric sheet and know the difference, but
will your listeners? Think about starting the chorus with adifferent chord than the verse.
Make an effort to use acompletely different chord progression, onethat will encouragea
different melody or feel.

DONT GIVE AWAY THE GOODS TOO SOON

Whereisthe highest note? The most poignant line? The funniest lyric? The most dynamic
rhythm? If these fall in an odd place—at the start of averse, for example—then the effect
will be diminished. Peaks of interest are most often in the chorus or toward the end of a
song.

GET FEEDBACK

Listener responses will tell you alot about which aspects of your songs are working and
which need work. An audience can give you feedback, but you should aso play your
songs for other songwriters, family members, friends, and strangers in the street.

Now go back to that great song and make it better!

Thanks to Bernice Lewis, Dave Nachmanoff, and Kiya Heartwood for their suggestions.
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Editing Your Songs

Jeffrey Pepper Rodgers

e dl love those songs that come fast and whole. Like ababy bornin

a taxicab, they seem to know exactly what to do and what they're

about, and our job is mostly just to catch them before they fall. And

when they're spanking new in our hands, they feel so complete and
right, amood or emotion or thought miraculously made flesh. Any tinkering would only
dilutetheir effect.

Inredlity, though, relatively few songs (and rdatively few babies) comeinto beingthis
way—most require time and labor. For many songwriters, myself included, thisis ahard
truth to swalow. Finding inspiration, or letting it find you, is the essentia beginning of
the process, but it's equally important to develop the ability to be a song editor—to iden-
tify what needs trimming and what needs expanding, what's essential and what's just tak-
ing up space, and, of course, to have the courage to act on your findings. In my own case,
what really developed my eyes/ear as a song editor (much to the chagrin of the side of
me that greatly preferred the crank-'em-out-and-move-on method) was becoming a pro-
fessional magazine and book editor. Inthat field, | learned to identify the weak spots (and
strengths) in other peoplée's writing and to work with and around them, and those skills
quickly trandlated to editing my own words. In time, asimilar process took hold in my
songwriting, which dowed my output but raised its quality severd notches.

Editing can be avery different process in different situations, but let's talk about some
common weaknesses in writing and how you can address them to make the idea at the
core of your song really shine. Note that al of the following applies equally to lyrics,
melody, instrumental riffs, chord progressions—all the parts that contribute to your
song's mood and meaning.

YOUR FAVORITE THINGS

In many songs, there's one detail that you redly, redly love—aline or alick or a chord
changethat givesyou intense pleasure. Now, thislittle detail could, infact, be central toyour
song and give your listeners the same charge that it givesyou, and if so, you certainly don't
want to touch it. But you need to assessthis detail carefully, especidly if it's something that
has been hanging around for along time, awaiting ahome. When you have favorite things
like this, the desire to show the world your brilliant notion can definitely cloud your judg-
ment about what really belongs in a song. | personally am prone to developing unhealthy
attachmentsto cool little guitar licks or chord moves, which I'll play incessantly for months
and even years, and I'll do anything to shoehorn them into awork in progress.

In the heat of creating, it's not always easy to separate the things that fit from the
things that are desperately trying to hitch aride with your song. When you've got some
distance from it (usually in a subsequent writing session, after a break), listen closdly to
how the song flows into and away from this moment. Areyou awkwardly veering in anew
direction or mood? Assuming a different idiom, voice, or point of view? Does arriving &t or
departing from this moment require alengthy transition, most of which just performs a
setup or tear-down function rather than contributing something to the song in itself? A
positive answer to any of these questions is a sign that you may be trying to squeeze in
something extraneous, or at least that you need to improve your transitions.
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FLYING ON AUTOPILOT

During the writing process, there are times when you are very much in charge, and others
where youfill in aline/lick/chord just because you've so often heard it done that way—it's
like temporarily leaving the cockpit and letting autopilot take over. When you do this,
what you wind up with in your song is acliche, which isn't necessarily a bad thing, but it
is bad if your listeners are so familiar with the cliche that their ears and attention shut
down when they hear it. Thefirst time someone sang, "1 don't know where I'm going, but
| sure know where I've been," the lines may have had some resonance, but now ...

If, whileyou'rein editing mode, you come across adetail that's alittletoo familiar—so
much so that it doesn't really sound as if you wrote it—there are a few approaches you
can take. One, of course, is just to replace the whole thing with an original expression,
whichisgreat if you can pull it off. But it can aso be equally effective, or even more effec-
tive, to play off the cliche: to tweak it alittle bit, whether by substituting aword or syn-
copating ariff differently or introducing whatever variation works in your context. This
way, your listeners get that nicefeeling of familiarity from the cliche along with the extra
nice feeling of having their expectations toyed with alittle bit, which is one of the best
tricks in the songwriter's bag. I'm just riffing here, but if you changed that lineto "I don't
know where I'm going, but | sure know where you've been," you've created some juicy
new possibilities.

Some songwriters play with cliches on a grand scale. Take an example from the witty
songbook of Jill Sobule: Her song "Love Is Never Equal” takes itsform from the old coun-
try-crooner duet, but as the title implies, she substitutes acynical, funny message for the
usual sap. Then, in the studio, she extended the mischief by enlisting the king of anti-
Nashville country, Steve Earle, to harmonize with her and deliver lines like "Someone
always gets kicked to the curb" and by asking all the musicians to play in a"doppy, bar-
like" way. The result not only skewers the cliche but delivers a delicious alternative to
the typical breakup song.

MAKING MORE FROM LESS

With words (prose or lyrics), it's extremely common for writers to pile on adjectives,
adverbs, and other descriptors in anoble, gallant, and well-intentioned effort to bevivid.
The problem is that these words start to cancel each other out, and the whole effect is
lost. The same thing can happen with musical details (even whole verses or sections of
s0ngs), and somejudicious pruning can make a big difference in your song's impact. If
you have a pile of similar words, pick the one that best expresses the most important
idea and clear out the rest. If there isn't a single word weighty enough to do the job by
itself, keep pushing until you find one that can. Also remember that a good, concrete
image trumps any sort of description. Jill Sobule could have explained to us that affairs
aways end with someone feeling hurt and discarded, but how would that have compared
with seeing someone get "kicked to the curb”? Ouch.

Not dl songs need to be short and sparse—Ilong, extravagant, and involved songs can
be beautiful things. But in al songs, regardless of the size or scope, everything must con-
tribute to the whole, and your job as an editor is to understand what exactly that "whol€"
is and identify what advances the cause and what doesn't. Some writers need to spin out
ten verses in order to pare back to the four that really count, while others just keep on
polishing the same four. There's no "correct”" editing process, just a result that's either
tightly constructed or not quite.

As you flesh out your ideas, you should be sure not to overlook the materials you've
aready got in hand. Try extending an existing image, returning to the opening scene,
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embellishing the intro guitar riff or transferring it to another chord. Building on what
you've already written serves several purposes. it makes the song more coherent, it helps
you avoid mixing metaphors and other internal clashes, and it sets up aresonance inside
the song, so that listenerswill settle in with anideaand then feel it being changed. This
techniqueissimilar to modifying a cliché except you're setting up your own familiar pat-
tern and then playingwithiit.

FOLLOWING THE ARC

Every song isastory, which starts somewhere, heads off on alittle journey, and winds
up someplaceese. In editing, you should think about your song in thislight, whether or
not it has action or a plot—even amood song should be ajourney, maybe further into or
out of that mood.

Take a look a what people in the publishing business cdl the lead—your opening
music and words. Generally speaking, the song form is extremely condensed, and you
don't want people to have to wait to get to the good stuff. In editing prose, | often find
that writers bury agreat lead several paragraphsin, and that the original opening mate-
rial fitsin perfectly later in the piece. Songwriters sometimes do the same thing, and
while you shouldn't feel pressured to dazzle your audience with your lead, you want to
make sure to start drawing them in right away. At the moment, I've got this Greg Brown
song stuck in my head that openswith an ominous minor-chord strum and thisline deliv-
eredin hisamazing rumble of avoice: "So how arethingsgoinginthesmall dark movieof
your life?' Somuchinformationandintrigueispacked inthatimage (again, it'sanimage
and not description) that | have to know more.

After the lead, pay attention to how the song devel ops through the middle and the
end. I've noticed that in my weaker songs, such microscopic changes occur from begin-
ning to end that | am assuming way too much of listeners. There's just no getting around
it: unlessyou happen to be Bob Dylan, other people are not as attuned to the nuances of
your songs (or at least not to the same nuances) as you are. Try to put yourself in their
position and think about wherethey are being taken in thefour-minutejourney. Y ou have
to provide them with areason to want to go from verse one to verse two and on through
the chorustotheend. To continuewith theexampleof "Small Dark Movie," Greg Brown
goes on to frame the sordid life suggested in the lead, using a different angle for each
verse: from "Late at night you call your girlfriend / In the morning you call your wife" in
the first verse to "You could really use a raincoat and a pair of cool shoes/ You could
realy use some ideawhat it is you're trying to do" in the second to some scary road
imagery inthethird: "Changeisasemi with smoking wheelsfillingthe rearview mirror."
A lonesome dide solo by Kelly Joe Phelps extends the mood and mel ody, and then Brown
wraps up by returning to thefirst verse, which at this point has awhole new set of asso-
ciations. As hefades out repeating "How arethings going?’ Brown dso leaves uswiththe
suspicion that the narrator might not really be talking to "you" at all, but to himself.
That's a lot to chew on in a short, simple, chorusless song, and it stays with me even
though | haven't spun that disc in weeks.

When you're pursuing anew inspiration, you could be lucky enough to arrive at acom-
plete composition on your first pass, but more often than not you'll need to call on the
services of your inner editor to get a song where it needs to go. No matter what techniques
or approaches you're using, the secret of being a good editor is being able to view your
song from the other side of the guitar. Y ou want to know, what are listeners experiencing
here? What do they want and need as the song develops? When you can answer those
questions and deliver the goods, you're there. Congratulations. Enjoy your new song.
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Expanding Your Chord Vocabulary

Gary Talley

IthoughsongwriterslikeHank Williams, Bob Dylan, andHarlanHoward have

written many great three-chord songs, you should give yourself afew more

optionsas asongwriter. Without getting too much into theory, I'dliketotry

to expand your chord knowledgein apractical and applicableway. What we
want to achieve hereis astronger understanding of chords and chord progressions as used
in popular music—well, al styles except classical and jazz, which are generally more har-
monically complex.

When talking about chord progressions, | like to use the Nashville number system
instead of words like tonic, dominant, and subdominant. The system has nothing to do
with country music per sg; it'suseful in understanding any chord progression in any style
of music.

THE ESSENTIAL CHORDS
The chart below showsthebasic chordsinfiveguitar-friendly keys. G, C, D, A, and E.

Key Chords in the Five "Guitar Friendly" Keys Connectors
1 2m 3m 4 5 6 1/3 5/7
G Am Bm C D’ Em G/B DIF#
C Dm Em F G’ Am CIE G/B
P Em F#m G A’ Bm DIF# A/CH#
A Bm C#m D = F#m AICH# E/G#
E F#m G#m A B’ C#m E/G# B/D#

The basic and most common chords in every key are 1, 2m, 3m, 4, 5, and 6m. These
chords are totally made up of the tones of the major scale of the 1 chord. For example, dll
the notes of al the chords in the key of G are made up entirely of the notes of the G-magjor
scde (GA B CD EF#G). The C chord is caled the 4 chord in the key of G becauseit is
based on the fourth note of the G-major scale. The D chord is based on thefifth note of
the G-mgjor scale.

Let'slook at the three most important chordsin any key, the 1, 4, and 5 chords. The 1
chord, the tonic, is usually the last chord of the song. A chord progression tends to
resolve back to the 1 chord. The 5 chord most often leads back to the 1 chord, especially
if it is a seventh chord.

Pick up your guitar and play aD chord. Notice how it sounds static or final. It could be
the last chord in asong. Now play aD7. Can you hear the leading sound that implies
another chord is coming? The D7 is setting up the G chord. It'sjust like when you're
singing "Jingle Bells' and someone hits a seventh chord (the 5°) at the end of the verse
while everyone sings "ohhhhh,"then resolves to the 1 on "jingle bells.”

So the two most necessary chords in achord progression arethe 1 andthe 5”. The 1 is
the home chord you want to get back to, and the 5’ chord leads you back there. If you
hear a song with only two chords, you can bet they're going to be the 1 and the 5, asiin
"Jambalaya,” "TulsaTime," and "Achy Breaky Heart."
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The next most common chord is the 4 chord. When you hear athree-chord song, it's
amost dwaysthe 1, 4, and 5 chords. The 4 chord does not imply any motion, soit's a
placeto go after the 1 chord and before any other chord. Y ou can aso put a5 chord with-
out a seventh just about anywhere in the chord progression.

There are three minor chords common to every key: the 2m, 3m, and 6m. The 2m and
6m are the most common. The 2m often precedes the 5 chord, and it can also be substi-
tuted for the4 chord becauseit istherelative minor of the4 chord. The6mistherelative
minor of the 1 chord. It can be substituted for the 1, but usually not in thelast measure of
averseor chorus. The 3m, the relative minor of the 5 chord, isnot as common asthe 2m
or 6m, but it has a sound of its own. Good examples of what the 3m sounds like can be
heard in "Early Morning Rain" by Gordon Lightfoot, "Smoky Mountain Rain" by Ronnie
Milsap, and "Lay, Lady, Lay" by Bob Dylan.

If you count the 5 and 5’ as two chords, that makes seven chords infivekeys that are
absolutely essential. That doesn't mean that you have to learn 35 chords, however,
because some are duplicated. It actually comes out to 19 chords. With these 19 chords,
you can ruletheworld!

CONNECTOR CHORDS

But let's not stop with those basic chords. Y ou can add alittle morevariety in your songs
by using two common connector chords: the 1/3 (1 over 3) and 5/7 (5 over 7). Here are
severd examples of these chords:

Gme Dt Crk At Eics
10034 T0132 @010 1tx 31400

L1l
I LT

They have specific jobs to do in a chord progression, connecting the seven basic
chords, sotheir useisvery logica and predictable. Let'slook at the 1/3 chord. It's dways
next to a4 chord. Usingthekey of G asan example, the 1/3 chord would beaG/B. Thetop
letter (or number) indicates the chord (G), and the bottom one stands for the bass note
(or lowest note) of the chord (B, second fret, fifth string). If you'll look at the chord dia-
gram, you'll seethat it'sjust aG chordwith adifferent bassnote. The B noteisalready in
the chord, so al you'redoingisleaving out the usual G bass note.

If you're strumming aguitar in an undisciplined manner, hitting all the strings every
time you strum, you won't be able to hear the difference between aG chord and aG/B.
Play a G chord thisway: hit the bass-note G (third fret, sixth string) by itself first, then
strumtherest of the strings. Now, to play the G/B, hit the bass-note B (second fret, fifth
string) and then strum. Now, do the samethingwith aC chord: hit the C note (third fret,
fifth string) first and then strum. Hitting the correct bass noteisthekey. Inthe Gto G/B to
C chord progression, you can hear the bass note walk up from G to B to C. Here's how
that progression might lead back to the 1 chord:

G G/B C D7 G
1 1/3 4 57 1

So any timeyou want to go from a 1 chord to a4 chord, you can connecthemwith a
1/3. That's thefirst of the 1/3 chord's two jobs. The second job is connecting a4 to a2m.
Inthekey of G, the progressionwould be C-G/B-Am, asin thisexample:

G/B Am D7 G
4 1/3 2m 5 1
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Now for the 5/7 chord. Thisone'sreally easy. The 5/7 chord always connectsa 1 chord
to a6m chord, no matter which coniesfirst. So, inthekey of G, it would be G-D/F+Em (1
to 5/7 to 6m) or Em-D/F#G (6m to 5/7 to 1).

ADDING COLOR

OK, now we've got our basic major and minor chords and we know how to connect them
with our two connectors, but suppose we want to add more color or texture to our songs.
The most important color chords are the add9 and sus4 chords. Let's start with the add9
chords. Using the key of G asan example, let's play a Gadd9:

(Gadao -
2013 or 20104

an

What we're doing is adding the A note (second fret, third string) to the G chord. (It'sa
9 because it's nine scale tones up from the root G.) What would you cdl that sound? My
students have said "open," "spacey," "wistful." Closeintervals giveit acertain character.
You could play the A note on the top of the chord, but it wouldn't have the same effect.
The add9's are best used on the 1 chord and 4 chord (or both). Remember, the add9's
are options and will sound alittletoo modern for traditional music. Here are afew more
examples of add9 chords:

Aadd9 Caddo Eadde Fadd9 Daddo
_1 5 g__ﬂq-_él }g& 11 X 1g_q
HH [T i

11 11 LIL)

The other common color chord is the sus4. The one most people learn first is the
Dsus4. Just add your pinky (third fret, first string) to aD chord. The "sus' means sus-
pended, not sustained. The sus4 chord usually goes back to the major chord (Dsus4 to
D) before it goesto the next chord. Sus4's are most common on the 5 chord (or 5” chord).
Y ou can dso usethem on the 1 chord (especidly inintros and verses on ballads and mid-
tempo songs). Here are some other examples of sus4 chords:

Asus4 (Gsusé [Esus4 Fsus4
x01240 3x0014 023400 341

1T InEi
1T |EN 1111

If you want to add an edgy blues or rock sound to your songs, try these two chords:
the b3 and the b7. In the key of G, they would be Bt and F. Try them along with the 1, 4,
and 5 chords (and go easy on the minors, connectors, and color chords).

DIMINISHED CHORDS

Now let'stake alook at diminished chords, which are usually used as connector chords.
There's one place in achord progression where diminished chords are fairly common: to
connect the 5 and 6m chords. For instance, in the key of G, you'd have aD chord, Dt°
(sharp diminished), and an Em chord. The 15° (sharp fivediminished) connectsthe D to
the Em.
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b D En
H o

T

Examplesof thiscanbefoundin"Mr. Bojangles' and "Wind beneath My Wings." Anather,
less common diminished chord isthe 11° (sharp one diminished) connectinga 1 to a2m
chord, asinthisprogressonin G: G-Gt°>-Am. A common turnaroundin acountry swing or
ragtimetunewould be: 14#1°-2m-5’ (G-G#-Am-D7).

G G#* Am Dzﬂ

210003 2x131x SE

1T
111 L1

The only other diminished chord you're likely to find in popular music isthe#4° after
a4 chord in ablues or ragtimetune. The 1 chord usually follows, asin this example:

C C¥ G
@010 x23M4x 21000

"Back to Louisiana," by Delbert McClinton, isagood example.

CHORD VOICINGS

Now that you've got the basics, let's talk about chord voicings. How you voice a chord
can make a big difference. A major chord has only three tones (atriad), but on a guitar
you have six strings. So when you play a six-note chord, you're always doubling some of
those tones.

Try aG chord likethis:

21

Now add your ring finger on the third fret, second string, to get this chord:

G
210034
e

18]

It'sstill aG chord, but with adifferent voicing. Now take your index finger off the B note
(second fret, fifth string) and tilt your middlefinger alittle so that thefleshy part of your
finger just touches thefifth string, thereby muting it. Now strum the chord. It's still aG
chord, but it has no thirds (no B notes).
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Now play aplainold G7 chord:

The seventh (F) issitting right on top of thetriad. Thisvoicing doesn't work well in most
of today's music. As amatter of fact, it aways sounds abit like aukulele chord to me.
Instead, try the chord likethis, wherethe seventh isinthe middl e of the chord—it sounds
much more balanced:

Y ou can aso walk down with the seventh (F), sixth (E), andfifth (D) onthefourth string,
which sounds pretty cool.
L ook at this Csus4 chord:

Csus4
3401

Leave your middlefinger on the second fret, fourth string, because a sus4 chord almost
always goes back to the basic chord. The thing to remember hereis not to play the first
string open, becauseyou're adding back athird (E) to the chord, which you just took out
when you added the 4 (F) with your pinky. So you're weakening the sus4 sound consid-
erably by playingthe high E string.
Thefirst A7 chord below sounds ukulele-ish to me. Instead, try the A7 shape at right,
whichyou can aso move up to thefifthfret for another A7 voicing:
A7 A7
x01113 02030

44l
LIl

Hereareafew waysto play aCadd9. If you're aready playing aC chord, you can make
thefirst Cadd9 voicing by just adding the 9 with your pinky. The second chord sounds
great after you play the G shown at right:

Caddo  Cadao G
2 Gl or x 3]4l 2 Dﬂ.?rj-
T e
1] 1

Every chord can bevoiced in awidevariety of ways. | hope that the voicings covered
in this workshop expand your horizons and begin to shake up your chord progressions.
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Understanding Chord Progressions

Stephen Dick

PART ONE

A songisabalancing act. A songwriter strivesto balancelyrics,
rhythm, melody, and instrumental counterpoint to express an
emotion or tell astory. These parts are held together by har-
mony, the chord changes the songwriter chooses to bind asong.

The essence of a song often lies in its chord changes. Know
the changes, and you pretty much know the song. How isit that
so much of asong, not just its structure but its heart, can bedis-
tilled down to asimple string of letters and symbols?

It's common to say that chords represent basic emotions. In
grade school we're told that major chords are happy and minor
chords are sad. Harmony, however, is more than the feelings
evoked by single chords. The chords a songwriter chooses
affect usintheway they play upon our expectations. Working
with or againgt those expectations, a song's chords can soothe
us with acomforting familiarity or upset us with atwisted logic.

These expectations develop early on. As children, we learn
the basic sounds of our natal language by hearing our parents
speak. Welearn the essential features of our natal musical lan-
guage in the same way, in the sounds that pour out to us from
our mothers' lullabies and our dads accordions, from cartoon
theme songs, and, in another era, from school music programs.

Just as we begin to grasp the essential grammar of spoken language through repeated
hearing and practice, we learn the essential grammar of music through repeated expo-
sure and active involvement. Without necessarily ever articulating the idea, we cometo
understand that the basic workings of harmony remain the same, whether werelistening
to Bach or the Beatles. Our intuitive understanding of music continuesto evolve aslong
aswelisten withthe hungry ears of children.

The morewe learn to appreciate the basic patterns of harmony, the more we appreci-
ate it when those patterns are disturbed. Thus, a song's chords express something
deeper than simple, fixed emotions like happiness or sadness. Rather, they express the
kinds of feelingsthat can arise out of working against expectations, the complicated emo-
tionsof transformation, such asambiguity, anticipation, defiance, loss, or desre. Nowon-
der they're called changes.

FUNDAMENTAL MOVES
Thebasicfunctionsof harmony inWestern music aresimple. Withathousand marvelous
exceptions, they are:

V goestol

IV goestoV or |
| goesto IV orV
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(For aquick guide to the Roman numeral system for notating
chords, see"Chord Notation.")

Of thesethree, "V goesto " isthe most essential. The sense of
resolutionwehear whenweplay |, thenV, then | again (for exam-
ple, CtoGtoC,DtoAtoD, or EtoBto E) isoneof theintuitions
we develop about music from an early age. Although it can be
explained in terms of physics or music theory, the most basic
explanation is that we hear V resolve to | because that's what
we're used to hearing. Thosewho grow up in other musical tradi-
tions hear other dissonances and resolutions.

You can hear this basic function at work in a song like Hank
' "Jambalaya." In the first line, | goesto V, and in the sec-

CHORD NOTATION =

Roman numerals are often used in jazz and classical music
as a shorthand way of talking about chords. Each chord in
a given key is assigned a number—uppercase for major
chords and lowercase for minor or diminished chords. For
example, here are the chords in the key of C:

| ii iii v Vv vi vii
C Dm Em : F G Am  Bdim
In major keys, chords |, IV, and V are major chords;  ©
chords ii, iii, and vi are minor chords; and chord vii is a
diminished chord. i

In minor keys, chords i and iv are minor; chords lll and V.
are major; and chords ii, vi, vii are diminished (or minor, or
maijor, or augmented, depending on which minor mode
you're using). -

The suffixes used with standard chord symbols indicate
any alterations to the basic, diatonic chord forms. Thus, the
pattern

Cmaij7 Bm7:5 FmMaij7 G?

Williams
ond, V goesto 1 (V7isV, only more s0). The symbol «/. indicates
that you play the same chord from the previous measure.

REFAFAFAR AP AN AFa
Il il Tl el el

Let'splay withthethreefunctionsalittle. Chooseaminor key,
use both versions of thethird function (i goestoiv and i goesto
V), add thefirst function (V goesto i), and you've got Santana's
"Black Magic Woman":

would be written in the key of C as
Imaij7 vii7b5 ivmaj7 A4

This system is very similar to the Nashville numbering lilz vzl
system. Both systems allow you to move chord patterns (P e 8 2
around from key to key, provided you know where you left IVl
your keys. o '
SRR e S Put thesamefunctionstogether alittledifferently andyou've

got theold lullaby "Hush-a-Bye (All the Pretty Little Horses)." Inthefirstline ("Hush-a
bye, don't you cry™), i goestoiv. Andinthe second line ("Go to sleep you little baby"), i
goestoV7 andthen V7 goestoi.

lilxlivlasl
FiTIVT il =]

BASIC SUBSTITUTIONS

mon with one of thethree basic chords. This overlapping allows each of them to be sub-
stituted for one of those chords. Thus:

ii substitutesforlV
ili orvi substitutefor |
vii substitutesforV

One chord can substitute for another either by replacing it entirely or by extending it a
few extrameasures, adding color to an otherwise static harmony.

A well-known and subtle example of extension by substitutionisintheopening chords
of "Eleanor Rigby," where Lennon and M cCartney start on C and go to Em. What makes
thissimpleopening so effectivelsitsambiguity. Whenwehear asong start in C, weexpect
ittobeinthekey of C mgjor. WhentheEm comesin, we hear it at first asasubstitution for
C (iii substitutesfor ). Thisisreinforced whenthetwo-chord patternisrepeated. It'sonly
after the introduction, when the verse starts, that wefindwe're actually in the key of E
minor and that the substitutionwas actually V1 (C) substituting for i (Em). This sense of
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not quitefittingin without actually being dissonant isamusical distillation of the lives
described in the song.

A common pattern of substitution is to start with the basic pattern I-1V-V and then
substitutevi for I andii for 1V, givingyouthechordsfor "Heart and Soul” and ahundred
other tunes. Thefirst line has the straight I-1V-V pattern, then the second line has the
substitutions of thevi andii.

1T« IVIVI
ITIvilii VI

This set of changes shows how the "V goesto I" function is central to standard
Western music. If V isbuilt onthefifthdegree of thescalestartingonl, thenthe"V of V"
should be built on thefifth degree of the scale starting on V. Check it out in the diagram
below: in the diatonic scheme of things, ii goestoV and vi goestoii. This meansthat the
"Heart and Soul" changes (I-vi-ii-V-I) are just amore elaborate illustration of the basic
function"V goestol."

vofV ’

I i i IV Vo owvi wii I i i IV V wvi wvii |1 etc

Vofl vofvofV

Let'shavealittle fun. Following this pattern, the chord that leads to vi would beiii
(five steps up the scale, starting with vi). Thus, we could start with the opening to
"Eleanor Righy" and go on to build a song on:

[ iii vi ii v I

C Em Am Dm G C

Now, let's spicethings up by turning al those minor chords (and the V) into dominant
seventh chords:

cC FE A7 D7 G7 C

And, voila, we havethebasic changestoWillieNelson's"Onthe Road Again” and abasic
part of dozens of ragtimeand swingtunes.

Once you get to know the basic moves, the "goes to" and the "substitutes for" pat-
terns, you cango on stringing chord changestogether indefinitely. Likethebasic building
blocksof DNA, thesesimplefunctions can becombined in aninfinitenumber of waysto
create new songs.

PART TWO

INSIDE A CLASSIC SONG

Asaway of summing up what we've discussed sofar, I'd liketo focus on one song to see
how a skilled songwriter, the late Townes Van Zandt, used these ideas o deepen simple
lyricswith shades of meaning. Like Picasso conjuring up abull with afew simplebrush
strokes, Van Zandt could create aworld with a handful of well-placed chords.

Oneof Van Zandt'sbest-known songsis"Pancho and L efty,” whichwasahitforWillie
Nelson and Merle Haggard in 1983, Y ou can hear Van Zandt's version on the Sugar Hill
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release Rear View Mirror. Thesong never driftsinto maudlin melodrama, and it commu-
nicates amood of simple resignation and offers a sort of left-handed benediction to
losers. Every element of the song contributes to this mood, but the harmony holds it al
together and sustains the mood throughout.

The changes seem simple at first. The chords under the opening lines ("Livin" on the
road my friend/ Was gonnakeep you free and clean/ But now you wear your skin likeiron
/ Andyour breath'sas hard askerosene") arejust |, IV, and V: C, F, and G inthekey of C.

IT1x IVI =2l
IVIzIT VI

To seewhat's so unusual about this simple chord progression, take one more look at
thefirst three principles| laid out in the beginning of this chapter:

V goestol
IV goestoV or |
| goesto IV orV

The only combination of these three chords not mentioned isV goesto IV, and yet inthe
fourth and fifth measures of this song, Van Zandt had V goingto IV. What gives?

There's adifference between one chord resolving to another and one chord following
another. V doesn't resolve to 1V. This creates a disconnection between the first four mea:
sures and the second four measures. It's what a composition teacher of mine used to cdl
"one damned thing after another.” Lyrically and harmonically, the two four-bar phrases
are separate statements placed in contrast with each other.

There's dso something pleasantly subversive going on. Take another look at the sec-
ond four measures. Although they follow therules, they do soin an odd way. IV goestol
and | goestoV, but they seem to be goingin thewrong order. Generally, wewould expect
to hear IV-V-I or I-IV-V. Asit is, things end rather unsatisfactorily on IV-I-V.

| think it says something about the quality of Van Zandt's writing that the samewords
used to describe the harmony could be used to describe the view of life expressed in the
lyrics. "The changes seem simple at first, but it's one damned thing after another. There's
something pleasantly subversive going on, but things end unsatisfactorily."

The same teacher who taught me that music sometimes sounds like one damned thing
after another aso taught me to look for what it is that holds such seemingly random
music together. What holds " Pancho and L efty” together isVan Zandt's masterful manip-
ulation of asingle, basic chord pattern: FV-I. Look at thosefirst eight measures again and
hear them as IV-I patternsin different keys.

IV-lin G
IClx Gl
IV-linC
IFl21CIGI

This emphasis on IV-l is underscored by the instrumental opening of the song, which
rocks back and forth between | and 1V for four measures.

In the next ten measures, Van Zandt took advantage of another set of basic principles
we discussed before. To refresh, your memory:

ii substitutesfor IV
iii orvi substitutesfor |
vii substitutesfor V
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Tovary the basic IV-| pattern and to give the song more depth and color, Van Zandt used
substitutions for one or the other of the chords in the IV-I pattern. Thus, in the next ten
measures, 1V-I becomes IV-vi or ii-I.

IV-linC [IV-viinC
ii-linG
|IFIl«ICIFIAm |G|
IV-viinC
IGIFIlAm| x|

Something striking about these ten measures is that there are ten instead of eight.
Generally, simpletunestend to form simple patterns. Two-measure motifsjointoform
four-measure phrases, whichjointoform eight-measurelines, whichjointo form 16-mea
sure verses, which join to form 32-bar songs. If a song manages to escape this simple
binary pattern, it's usually because something's been added or something's been taken
away. That something is usually significant. These ten measures harmonize the lyrics:
"You weren't your mama's only son / But her favorite one it seems/ She began to cry
when you said good-bye/ And sank into your dreams.”

The words good-bye and dreams have been lengthened to turn eight measuresinto ten.
Up to this point, the last note of each two-bar phrase (clean, kerosene, seems) was about
three beats long. Good-bye lastsfor four begats, followed by four bests of rest. Dreamslasts
afull eight beats. At first, good-bye seems to be the end of the verse, but it comes too
soon. Thelyric is suspended for amoment before we get the payoff linethat sums up the
whole songinfivewords. "and sank into your dreams.” This payoff is underscored by the
gentle, evocative IV-vi (FAm) cadence. This cadence was created by substituting avi
chord (Am) for the expected | chord. | don't think it's reading too much into the harmony
to note that IV-I is known as the plagal or "amen" cadence used to end hymns. This
atered harmony suggests that the person whose dreams are being sung has strayed from
the simple solidity of hymns.

Thisfirst verse of the song, the only part that addresses "you," is really an introduc-
tion. The three main verses, those that ded with the title characters, Pancho and Lefty,
are dightly different. The first half of each of these verses follows the same pattern as
the introduction:

[Tl VI]x|
IVIzITIVI

Inthekey of C, thesechordsare:

IClx Gl x|
IFIx1CIGI

The second half mirrors the second half of the introduction with one beguiling change:

IFIl«ICIFI
| Am | Dm | x (2 beats) |
IGl«|FlAm| # |

The ten-bar phrase we saw before is how ten and a hdf bars with thai two-beat bar of
Dm inserted in the middle. Van Zandt uses those two beats to extend each linejust alit-
tle more, giving just that much more emphasis to the last words of the verse.

These two beats of Dm also make an unusual cadence alittle more unusual. By placing
a Dm between the Am and the G, Van Zandt set us up for a standard vi-ii-V-I cadence
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(Am-Dm-G-C). By ending each181/2-measureverse with the vi-1V instead, he kept us a
littleoff balance.

The chorus just repeats that ten-and-a-half-measure pattern. We keep waiting for a
more satisfying cadence, but things never quite resolve the way we expect them to. This
isn't the playful unevenness of a Dave Brubeck tune like "Take Five' or "Unsguare Dance.”
Thismusic has away of getting under your skin, using harmony to make you feel theemo-
tions being described.

In songwriting as in architecture, the most basic structural elements can contribute
to the overall aesthetic if you know how to use them. If we were to perform asimilar
analysis of the lyricsto this song or of its melody, we would find the same subtle balanc-
ing of simple, unified elements. Wewould asofindthat lyrics, harmony, and melody were
themselves carefully balanced with each other to create a unified whole. This is song-
writing at its best.

PART THREE

MORE ADVANCED PROGRESSIONS

Music works best when it balances the familiar with the surprising. Write like everyone
else and you risk boring your audiences. Be too original and you risk losing them ato-
gether. A good song has enough of the familiar to bring listeners along and enough sur-
prises to make them want to make the trip.

So far, al of the patterns we've discussed have started and ended in the same key—
solid, but not surprising. One way to introduce the element of surprise is to move to
another key by using pivot chords. A pivot chord has one relationship to the chords that
precede it and another relationship to the chords that follow it.

Take alook at the beginning chords of Johnny Mercer's" Autumn Leaves," following
the pickup measure. (Basicfingeringsfor the less common chords in this and the other
progressions in this chapter are shown at l€ft.)

| Am7 | D7 | Gmaj7 | Cmaj7 | Ffm75 | B7 | Em |

l:\m maj7 Auzm'(/ ﬁ’:gz B‘mﬁﬁ Thefirst four chords constitute avi-ii-V-1 patternin C major. The last four chordsarea
1oL jESaE Tl VI-ii-V-i patternin E minor. The Cmaj? chord that ends one group and beginsthenextisa

Tl pivot chord. It'sthe | chord in thefirst phrase and the VI in the second phrase. By playing
both roles simultaneoudly, it links the two phrases together into alonger musical sentence.
Bm7 Bwoe Cma7 Cm7 v P 9e ger muse :
x10243 x21314 x32000 x13121 Any chord can serve as apivot chord. In the following example, D minor is both thei
chord in aii-V-i pattern in D minor and theii chord in aii-V-I patternin C major..

C C D E InDm: i \% [
7 9
x1:1:121' xgaﬂT'I mTﬁﬂ 020143 Em A7 Dm G7 C

%“’ e InC: i v |
HH
The fact that the same chord can play such different roles in different keys means
7 . . . . . . . _
59?33 Eggjz ﬁg;a E:; ;1;;7 music can be very fluid. Songwriters often exploit this ambiguity to underscore the mean
H ¢ ing of their lyrics. For example, what's the key for thefirst verse of James Taylor's "Don't
t T LetMeBeLonely Tonight"?
Femms  F#7 6,2’427 Gm7 | Em9 | A13 | Dmaj9 | B7:9 T
Y Om 6n asai] | Em9 | A13 | Fim7 | BT |
R B
tH HTTH - | Gmaj7 | F¥m7 | Bm7 | E9 |

| Em9 | A13 | Dmaj9 | B719 |
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Who knows? Thefirst three chords ook like aii-V-1 in D. The B71.9 at the end of the
first line, acting astheV of E, leads us back to the Em9 that begins the second line. The
ear now thinksthat E minor must be the key and hearsthe A13 and B7 chordsas|V and
very stable. The ear wants it to resolve somewhere. Instead of resolving, Taylor repeats
the opening line, further delaying the resolution. This constant shifting back and forth,
toying with our tona affections, evokes the ambivaence expressed in the lyrics as the
singer tellshislover to go away while asking her to stay.

ThatB7b9is an example of adifferent kind of pivot chord, onecreated by slightly alter-
ing the preceding chord. The notesinaDmagj chord are D, A, C#, and F#£.

Dmaj7
0120

If you changetwo of those notes by just onefret and add aB in the bass, you get B, D#,
A, C, and Fl.

B7vo

%x21314

E

TheB isoptional. Y ou get al the harmonic tension you need to take you back to E minor
from just those top four notes. Changing harmonic direction by altering one or more
notesin achordisawonderfully sneaky way of setting your music off on anew path.

Look at those top four notes again. They form afull diminished-seventh chord, as fine
apiece of ambivalence asyou're likely to find in tonal music. Technically, the full dimin-
ished-seventh chord isthevii7 chord in aharmonic minor scale. But in practical use, any
of itsfour notes can be considered its root. This meansyou can treat it asthevii7 chord
in any of four different keys. You'll remember from our "substitutes for" list that vii sub-
stitutesfor V. Thismeansthat you can substitute avii7 chord for aV chord and take off in
any of four directions.

Taylor takes hisvii7 chord in two of those possible directions in the example above: E
minor in the second line and G major in thethird line. Play and compare those choicesto
these other two possibilities:

| Em9 | A13 | Dmaj9 | B749 | C#m?7 |
| Em9 | A13 | Dmaj9 | B7}9 | Bimaj7 |

The full diminished-seventh chord isn't the only seventh chord you can ride into new
directions. All seventh chords are ambiguous because they al contain more than one
chord. Thisgivesusathirdkind of pivot chord. TakeCmaj 7, for example:

Cmaj?

11

If you leave off the bass note C on thefifth string, you've got an E minor chord.
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Em
XX2000

This E minor can be used as a pivot chord between C major and E minor.

InC: | W% Hi
Cmg7 Fmg7 Em B7 Em
INnEm: i \Y/ i

It can pivot between C major and D major.

InC: | v iii
Cmg7 Fma7 Em A7 Dmaj7
In D: ii \Y, |

Or it can take you from C major to G major.

InC: | W iii
Cma7 Fma7 Em Am7 D7 Gmaj7
In G: vi ii \Y, |

The top three notes of any seventh chord can be treated as an entirely new chord and
takeyou in new harmonic directions.

MINOR MOVES

Y ou may have noticed that alot of thistonal ambiguity takes place in minor keys. It's easy
to be ambiguousin aminor key. This is because the sixth and seventh notes in minor
scales are often raised a half step to create different modes. Chords that include those
notes can be diminished, minor, major, or augmented, depending onwhich modeyou're
using. There are actually three different minor scales. The chords they produce can be
usedinterchangeably.

Inminor keys:

i isminor

ii can be minor or diminished
Il can be major or augmented
iv can be minor or major

v can be minor or major

VI can be major or #diminished
V11 can be major or Itdiminished

The roots of the VI and VII chords can be adtered while the other notes in the chords
remainthesame. Thismeans, for example, that theV 1 chordin E minor could beC major
or C#dim. The VI chord could be D major or D#dim.

Takeanother look at " Autumn Leaves." Mercer choseto build hisVI on C rather than
Ct. Play both versions of these-changes. Y ou'll hear how either could work.

| Am7 | D7 | Gmaj7 | Cmaj7 | Fém7,5 | B7 | Em |
| Am7 | D7 | Gmaj7 | Cédim7 | Fém7,5 | B7 | Em |
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All thisvariety in minor keys offers us one moreway of avoidingthe expected. If you're
tired of using the same old chords in amajor key, you can borrow achord built on the
same scale degree in the minor. Take another look at the last two lines of Taylor's "Don't
LetMeBeLondy":

| Gmaj7 | D | Bm7 | E9 |
| Em9 | A13 | Dmaj9 | B749 |

The D-Bm7-E9 progression sounds like it's headed toward A mgjor. Instead, Taylor
replaces the E9Q with an Em9 and returnsto the opening pattern.

In the bebop standard "Cherokee," Ray Noble replaced the major-seventh chords at
the end of each line with minor-seventh chords to take us through four keysin 16 mea-
sures.Bmaj 7becomesBm7, Amaj 7becomesAm7,and Gmaj 7 becomesGm?.

| C4m7 | F§7 | Bmaj7 | |
| Bm7 | E7 | Amaj7 | = |

| Am7 | D7 | Gmaj7 | « |

| Gm7 | C7 | Cm7 | Faug?7 |

RECAP

Let's take a moment to summearize everything we've discussed about building songs. On
themost basic structural level, songs are built on three chords: I, IV, and V.

V goestol
IV goestoV or |
| goestolV orV

This basic structure can be atered or extended by substituting other chords for those
three basic chords.

ii substitutesfor |V
iii orvi substitutefor |
vii substitutesforV

Pivot chords can connect short phrases to make longer phrases of songs. There are
three kinds of pivot chords: chords that have one relationship to the chords that precede
it and another relationship to the chords that follow, chords that are created by altering
or dropping one or more notes in apreceding chord, and chords that are borrowed from
another mode.

When so many possihilitiesarelaid out beforeyou, it's easy to get bogged down think-
ing that these are the rules of songwriting. They aren't. They arejust precedents created
by other songwriters in the past.

None of thiswould make any senseto you if you couldn't already hear it in your head.
Musicisalanguage you aready know. Y ou used adjectiveslong before you knew what
an adjective was. Learning these musical terms and techniques will give you away to
explorewhat you a ready know, find new ways of writing your own music, and giveyou a
new appreciation of the music you love.

71



TOOLS AND RESOURCES

How to Find the Right Guitar

RichardJohnston

ack at the beginning of the '90s, play-

ers shopping for agood, affordable

acoustic guitar had very few options

compared to today. The number of
available choices has easily tripled in the inter-
vening years, and the biggest increase is in the
number of lower-priced models built by North
American manufacturers.

A lot has changed in guitar manufacturing
since 1990, and for the most part the consumer
comes out the clear winner. Therevolution in gui-
tar making, like most other recent changesin our
lives, has largely been brought about by the com-
puter. Wherever guitar makers congregate, you'll
hear the letters CNC spoken in mantra-like tones.
It's no wonder. Computer numerical control has
turned the art of lutherie on its centuries-old ear.
There'sstill lots of handwork in building aguitar,
but computer-controlled woodworking machin-
ery has brought greater accuracy and efficiency
to many stages of the task, and that allows you to
get more guitar for lessmoney. Y our next car will
probably cost alot more than the one you bought
in 1990, but your next guitar doesn't have to.

Along with al that increased efficiency in pro-
duction has come the ability to produce awider
array of models. The catalogs of major guitar man-
ufacturers are bulging with all sorts of new varia-
tions. Once you get into the higher price ranges—
say above $2,000 retail—individual guitar makers
and small companiesoffer enticing choicesaswell.
Looking for your next guitar? Great. Want totry as

many as possible? Sounds fine, but how many
weeks can you take of f from work to do it? In the past, the challengewas infindingthe right
guitar among limited choices; today the burden has shifted to making an educated deci-
sionwhen considering such alargefield of instruments offering such incredible variety.

BEFORE YOU SHOP

Now that there are so many more choices out there, how do you go about sorting through
them al to find the right guitar for you? Most consumers start by doing their homework.
This usually means gathering information about the guitars themselves, but | think that's
skipping an important step. Before you start collecting catalogs, browsing Web sites, and
studying tonewoods, ask yourself afew questions. Most importantly, it helps to know what,
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if anything, you don't like about your cur-
rent guitar and what you hopetofindin
your next instrument. Thiswill help nar-
row thefield of possible choices.

If the guitar you've been playing still
sounds pleasing to your ears at least part
of the time, maybe you don't want to
replace it with another guitar at al.
Maybe what you want is an additional
guitar that is different and gives you
some new options in tone. Some shop-
pers who are determined to limit them-
selves to one instrument buy a guitar
that is radically different from the one
they'retired of, only tofindafew days or
weeks later that absence has made their
heart grow fonder of that old pal they
traded in. Some guitarists can get everything they want out of oneguitar, whileothersfeel
they need severd. If you can afford to keep your first instrument, you'll be ableto be alittle
more radical when choosing asecond guitar.

It also helpsto have aclear view of your financial limits. Remember that playing gui-
tarsthat areway out of your price range can be aval uable experience, but indulging your
guitar fantasies while seriously shopping for ancther instrument can throw you off the
track. Playing aguitar that haseverythingyou'relooking for but will requireyoutolivein
your car for ayear to pay for it can make it almost impossible to be rational about the
guitars you can actually afford. Beware the lure of the unobtainable!

Becoming comfortable playing in front of others should be abig part of your prepara-
tion. Y ou may not be abletofind aquiet room al to yourself in amusic store, and some-
times salespeople insist on hovering. Brush up on afew songs that cover your whole
range of playing styles and then practice so you can play them with confidence. Thisisan
important step if you don't aready play in public, as it adlows you to relax and concen-
trate on the guitars you are trying out and the sounds they make. Whenever possible,
play the guitars you are testing in the store in much the same way you play guitar at
home. Bringyour own picks, for instance, and if you useacapo, bringit along.

AUDITIONING GUITARS

I've been observing peopletry out guitarsfor over 25 years and can usually identify those
who are going to have ahard time making achoice. They typically bouncefrom onetype
of guitar to another, play different snatches of songs haphazardly, and often change every-
thing but their clothes in the process. "This guitar has alot more clarity than that other
onel just played," they might say after strumming thefirst guitar andfingerpickingthe
second. Or they might comment that "thefirst guitar had anice mellow tone, but thisone
sounds harsh,” when in fact the difference in tone was caused by their picking the strings
of the first guitar up near the end of the fretboard and the strings of the second guitar
right near the bridge. The confused customer failsto give his ears any consistent infor-
mation, making it difficult to reach a satisfying decision. If you stay critically focused,
you'll more quickly eliminate the guitars that clearly don't suit you, leaving more time to
sort through the potential winners. And if you takethetask of choosing aguitar serioudly,
the salesperson will takeyou more seriously and be of much more help.
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The number of guitar body shapes offered today means that you have more choicesin
finding acomfortable guitar than you do when buying ajacket! Manufacturers have aso
added severa new guitar woods to the mix, and if you haven't shopped for an acoustic
guitar inthe last few years you're in for asurprise. In the not-so-good old days, you had to
choose between dreadnoughts, smaller shapes like grand concerts, and the big jumbos.
Except for the occasiona use of koa and maple, your choices were between rosewood
and mahogany for the backs and sides, and the guitar's top was almost always Sitka
spruce. Although those choices still represent the majority of steel-string guitars sold,
there are now an amost infinite number of variations. Cedar and Engelmann spruce tops
are far more common than they were a decade ago, and woods like walnut, ovangkol, and
cherry are frequently used for the backs and sides of medium-priced guitars.

Weall know that different guitar shapesyield different volume and tone, and we know
the woods a guitar is made of aso result in awide variety of sounds. But when you com-
bine those two variables and then try to sort out the results logicaly, you're courting a
cerebral meltdown. Will adreadnought with aspruce top and wal nut back and sides sound
brighter than a smaller model of rosewood and cedar? Will that be true regardless of which
manufacturer made the guitars being compared? What if one guitar expert or luthier
describes the tone produced by a particular wood differently than the manufacturer of
the guitar you're interested in? Forget the picks, but please, do you have any aspirin?

Modern guitar manufacturing has produced a bonanza of variety, but there is some
question as to whether the end result has significantly expanded the range of guitar
sounds. In most cases, the proliferation of new models is simply cutting the same sonic
pie into smaller and smaller pieces. | know most guitar makers are going to hate to see
thisin print, but | think today's guitarists may be better off ignoring al the blather about
tonewoods and body shapes and simply trusting their hands, their ears, and their gut
reaction to how an instrument looks.

Most people shopping for aguitar will tell you that it's the sound that counts, repeating
theold "I'm aplayer, not acollector" phrase and often embellishing it with admonishments
about the folly of those who choose instruments based on appearance adone. Yet very few
people ignore what a guitar looks like, despite the rhetoric. And why should they? Believe
it or not, most players who choose highly decorated guitars don't spend the extra money
just to show off, but rather to please their aesthetic sense. Some people prefer their jew-
elry with six strings on it. Don't be afraid to state your preferences and stick to them. It's
OK to choose the best-sounding guitar from agroup of instruments that al have thevisual
appeal you need. You can't really count on an unattractive guitar's appearance growing
on you no matter how good it sounds.

Of course there are people who go to the opposite extreme and sit in aroom blind-
folded while someone hands them guitars so they can choose one based solely on sound.
Degpite the purity of purpose such people demonstrate, the cold fact is that most of us
don't play instruments as often if we aren't attracted to them, and you usualy have to
look at aguitar before you get it inyour lap and start playing. But do be aware when your
visual attraction takes you outside the boundaries of what you need. A pearl-encrusted
guitar with a neck that's too big for your hand might look good on the wall, but it will
rarely leave that spot.

Another common pitfall ischoosing aguitar primarily becauseit is easy to play. Unless
there is something wrong with it, a guitar that feels difficult to play can be adjusted to
play more easily, and the one that plays like a dream might only be impressive because
it's equipped with lighter strings. Ask what gauge strings are on the guitars you are test-
ing if there seem to be dramatic differences in playability. If the salespeople seem vague
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about the question, you might want to invest afew bucksin a
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daunting, things can get really tricky when it comes to choosing Browse by product type: |+ Resophonic Guitars ]

between manufacturers. Different makers produce instruments
that look similar but often sound quite different. If you wish to
avoid alot of misinformation, consider these hints:

Speciality Guitars

Other Fretted Instruments |
Pickups

Other Amplifications Products
Strings

Accessories

Lutherie Suppliers

1. Don't ask music store personnel what they think about a

brand they don't carry. There would obviously be a conflict
of interest.

2. Beawarethat well-meaning friends will try to convinceyou to sharetheir preference
for aparticular brand of guitar. It'slike getting someoneto join their club.

3. Takeinformation from on-line chat groups and user groupswith large doses of skepti-
cism. It's easy to pose as an expert when you aren't using your real name. Some people
have axes to grind about particular guitar manufacturers, and others just make a
hobby of trashing well-known brands.

4. Beopen-minded about trying guitar models and brands you haven't heard of, but don't
let salespeople divert you from trying the guitars that are high on your wish list.

5. Don't buy based on the warranty. Many warranties are like a politician's promise:
they're only good until they're really needed. If you're skeptical about awarranty, cal
the phone number the manufacture lists and find out what kind of 1-800-TIL HELL
FREEZES awaits you on the other end. Theretailer you are buying from is often your
best advocate in getting decent warranty service.

USED GUITARS

What about hew guitars versus used ones? It is beyond the scope of this chapter to guide
you through what to look for and what to avoid when buying a used acoustic guitar.
However, thetime has probably never been better for buying agood, used guitar and sav-
ing money when compared to the cost of a comparable new one. The reason for this is
simply that major manufacturers have all dramatically increased their production asthe
acoudtic guitar's popularity recovered from its early 1980s slump. That meansthere are a
lot morefive-year-old, major-brand guitars in the world than there were ten years ago.
Asmanufacturers continue to load the market with new models, alot of older modelsare
didodged from players homes and sent back to the market to be resold. Many of these
instruments have not had much use and arein like-new condition.

Of course, you won't have thewide range of choices when shopping for aused guitar,
and youwon't have the protection of the manufacturer'swarranty, which usually expires
when the guitar leaves the hands of its original owner. This means you have to be more
knowledgeabl e about the potential costs of guitar repair. That used model you saw that is
selling for $500 less than the best price you've found for a comparable new oneisn't a
bargain at all after you've had it refretted and had the cracked bridge replaced. Learn
how to detect severely worn frets, shallow neck angles, heat damage, and other common
problems that may require repair before aused guitar can function like anew one. Here
again, your trust in theretail er selling the used guitar can make the difference between a

The manufacturer directory at
www.acousticguitar.com provides
information and links for
hundreds of companies.
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pleasant experience that saves you money and an expensive nightmare that sends you
back to playing washtub bass.

BUILT-IN ELECTRONICS

One of the biggest differencesin shopping for acoustic guitarsin recent yearsistheman-
ufacturers' increasing use of pickupswith on-board electronicsin fairly expensive models
built of solid woods. Back in 1990, makers would rarely cut big holes in the sides of their
guitars for tone and volume controls. If you really use, or plan to use, such an elaborate
system, you should consider such a model, but don't feel pressured into buying the gui-
tar of your dreams with extra hardware you don't want. Acoustic guitars have along life
span, and designs have changed only slightly over the decades. Acoustic guitar amplifi-
cation, on the other hand, is dramatically changing all the time. Today's state-of-the-art
pickup system may betomorrow's equivalent of ablack-and-white TV. A guitar manufac-
tured with such a system might turn out to be worth less in the future than aguitar with
no pickup at all. If you love the model but don't want on-board electronics, order the gui-
tar without it. Y ou can aways add a pickup system later if you really need it, but aholein
the side of the guitar right under your nose is there forever.

THE FINAL DECISION

Once you've waded through the new or used guitars that don't appeal to you, it's time to
get morecritical of the onesthat do. It's easy to become so enamored of the appearance or
tone of a guitar that you fail to notice things about it that will really bug you in the long
run. Isthe neck shape comfortablein your hand? Can you sit in your favorite guitar-play-
ing position and be comfortable? Don't be afraid to ask questions or to ask to see cata
logs. If aguitar has everything you like but the neck feelstoo narrow, for instance, the man-
ufacturer may offer the option of ordering the same guitar but with aneck more suitable
for you. Beware of sal espeoplewho continually try to guide you back to purchasing agui-
tar they have in stock, as that is often the sign of someone who is more interested in a
sales commission than in hel ping you find the right guitar.

It's best to try to ignore the lure of guitars on sale, unless of course they really appeal
toyou even if you ignore the price tag. A guitar that is heavily discounted may be agreat
deal, but it canjust as easily indicate that it was previously overpriced. In today's fiercely
competitive retail market, some manufacturers have resorted to boosting the list prices
of their instruments in relation to the store's cost, making the discount percentage
impressiveto the uninformed but quite meaninglessto everyone else. A few months after
the purchase, those numbers will be of little comfort if you got akiller deal on a guitar
that doesn't suit you.

Let's assume that you've played lots of guitars and narrowed the choices down to a
few finalists. How do you decide which guitar is the absolute best for you? Many gui-
tarists can become bogged down at this point and wind up being paralyzed by indeci-
sion. Believe it or not, you can't make atruly bad choice at this stage. If you've prepared
for your guitar shopping experience and stayed focused on weeding out the instruments
that aren't suitable, it's time to relax and trust your judgment. The front-runners are al
there for good reasons, and you've eliminated the guitars that don't suit you, so feel free
to make the final choice based on appearance, price, or even a coin toss. If you're feel-
ing really cavalier, let your significant other make thefinal choice (it's guaranteed to make
him or her moretolerant of your practicing). With all the choices confronting you today,
it'simpossibleto say that only one guitar would suit you. Y ou've done the work; now take
your next guitar home and enjoy it.
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Recording Yourself While You Write

Stephen Dick

New digital options: Sony portable DAT and the Fostex
FD-4 four-track hard-disk recorder.

ntheBritish Library, you can seethe notebook inwhich Paul M cCartney scribbled

the lyrics to "Yedterday." You can Sare at it as long as you want, wishing it were

more impressive, squinting to see the creative process at work, but it's really just

the scribblings of a 20-something kid. In 1965, when "Y esterday” was published,
tape recorders were expensive, cumbersome, red-to-reel monsters and largely out of
reach of struggling songwriters. One year later, aproduct was introduced in Britain and
other parts of Europe that would revolutionize the way music was written, rewritten,
recorded, and published: the audiocassette.

If vinyl records are the dinosaurs in the evolution of recorded music, then cassettes
are the cockroaches, continuing to thrive and flourish as other recording media die off.
Cheap, portable, and reusable, cassettes were an instant hit with a generation of young
songwriters.

When multitrack cassette recorders came along, alot of young musicians thought
they'd finally arrived in the promised land. At last, a solo songwriter with some multi-
instrumental chops could think like a band, laying down parts and bouncing tracks to
arrive at afully developed performance. When MIDI camea ong, you no longer even had
to be able to play an instrument. As long as you were patient, you could shape every note
on every instrument one note at atime. With sampling, you didn't even have to do that.
You could take the performances of others and, combining them with MIDI loops, layer
them into anew creation. When digital multitrack recording came aong, the ultimate goa
had finally been reached—CD-quality production values within reach of everyone.

Sowhy isit ill so hard to write asong as good as"Y esterday"? It's good to remember
that alot of the innovations in home recording over the past 40 years have to do with
production, not cregtion. A songwriter's needs remain pretty basc: a recording environ-
ment that stimulates creativity.
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CHOOSING APLATFORM

The recording environment that works best for you is the one that most closely matches
theway you create. For example, if you play only instrumental music, you might be better
of f with avideo cameraamed at your left hand while you play. That way, you can catch
al those tricky voicings that come naturally when you're improvising but are so hard to
remember an hour later.

If you're agreat singer but it takes you 20 seconds to go from C to G7 on the guitar,
then you might be better off with a setup that allows you to lay in the music separately.
This could be aMIDI setup or amultitrack digital recorder.

If you'remore of an arranger than asongwriter, layering soundsto build your finished
song, thenyou'll definitely want to useamultitrack setup—anything fromthe most basic
multitrack cassette recorder to a sophisticated digital-audio workstation.

Whatever your chosen setup, be careful not to tie yourself to obsolete or obscure
media. A lot of appealing approaches to audio storage have emerged over the past ten
years. Some have survived, but most haven't. Musicians alone don't create enough
demand to sustain all forms of recording media. Recording formats, whether analog or
digital, need astrong consumer demand to survive. Theminidisc, for example, isonefor-
mat that hasn't generated the kind of consumer demand it might have. Will you be ableto
play your MDsfiveyears from now? Will your repairman be able to get parts to repair
your MD player then? Make sure you record your precious thoughts in amedium that's
going to be around for afew years.

Whatever setup works for you, it'simportant not to let recording get in theway of cre-
ating. The act of recording your ideas should be as hassle-free as possible. If it'sachoice
between a state-of-the-art system you have to set up and take down each time you use it
versus a portable cassette recorder with a built-in mic, go for the portable. Therell be
plenty of time later to lay in all the parts.

SETTING UP

Once you've chosen your basic setup, set aside some time (when you're not trying to
record an ided) to find the best setup for clear, clean recordings. Even if you're only using
a portable tape recorder, experiment with where to put it to find the best balance
between voice and guitar. You'll be amazed at the difference microphone placement can
make even at this level. Onetrick isto place the recorder in the corner of the room where
sound reflections from thewalls and ceiling can give you afuller sound.

If your setup allows you to set recording levels, determine the loudest and quietest
you normally play and find alevel at which you can still capture everything. Don't use
reverb or any other effects to sweeten the sound—they can obscure your basic mater-
ia. Leavethese levels and mic positions in place if you can. If you can't, take a picture, do
adrawing, put tape on the floor, do whatever you need to do to be able to replicate the
setup as quickly as possible.

Also, unless you have perfect pitch, use atuner to keep your guitar in tune. You'll be
amazed at how much easier it is to keep your musical thoughts in order when an E aways
soundslikean E.

Another basic part of any songwriting setup is simply making sureyou have plenty of
tape (or whatever recording mediayou're using) on hand. There's nothing worse than
running out of tape when your ideas just won't wait. Also, if you're using cassettes, use
shorter tapes, 60 minutes total or less, rather than longer ones. Longer cassette tapes
are more prone to distortion.
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Don't reuse recording media. Tape is cheap; your ideas are precious. Don't risk losing
agreat idea by recording over it. Buy mediain bulk and use one tape or disc per song or
idearather than trying to cram a dozen half-finished ideas onto one tape.

The most elusive factor in creating agood songwriting environment is habit. Very few
serious songwriters can afford to wait for the muse to show up. The creative spark isjust
toofickle. Most find that having a regular time and place to write, free of distractions, is
the only way to ensure continued progress. Five quiet minutes every day is better than a
distracted hour grabbed at random.

FINDING YOUR WAY

OK, you've got your quiet place and quiet time. Your levels are set and you've got plenty
of tape. Now what?

| wish | could tell you. Everybody writesin his or her own way. What | cantell you is
that you should respect your good ideas enough to cultivate them and let them grow. If
you've come up with something you thought was good enough to record, you owe it to
yourself to look at that idea long enough to discover what made you stop and record it.

Also, don't forget that the whole reason for using arecorder in songwriting is to keep
your ideas from getting stale. Storing your flashes of geniusis great, but don't just leave
them there. The more time that passes after that original flash of inspiration, the more
you'll distance yourself from the original idea.

Remember, the original opening words to "Y esterday” were "Scrambled eggs ... I'm
afraid I'm going to lose my legs." Not the strongest poetry Paul ever wrote, but it helped
him remember a pretty good tune.
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Using a Capo

David Hamburger

Popular capos from Shubb (left)
and kyser.

capo is designed to
raise all six strings of
the guitar an equa
amount. For example,
putting the capo on at the second fret
is like tuning every string up one
whol e step: E becomesF#, A becomes
B, and so on, giving you F#B E A C#F#.
Now, if you'veever accidental ly tuned
your low string to the wrong pitch
and tuned the rest of the guitar to
that, you know that it doesn't matter what pitch the guitar's strings are at, as long as
they'redl in tune with each other. You can still make dl the same chords; they just might
not be in tunewith everyone else around you. So, if you put the capo at the second fret,
you can still form al the same chords. However—and thisis animportant however—the
same chord shapeswill now giveyou, in absoluteterms of pitch, al different chords.

ACCOMMODATING YOUR VOICE

The most basic and important use of the capo is to change the key of a song to suit your
voice. Let'ssay you know asong in the key of G with the chords G, C, and D. You'vegot a
great arrangement in G, and you can play the chordsin your deep whileyou sing the song.
The only problem is, G iskind of low for your voice. If you put the capo at the second fret,
you can continue to play the same arrangement with all the sasmefingerings, but it will
comeout in ahigher key. To know what chordsyou'replaying, you'll havetoraisethe name
of each chord by the same amount that you've capoed up the neck. So, if you've capoed
up two fretsor awhole step, your G-shaped chord isnow sounding likean A chord, your C-
shaped chord isnowyielding aD, and your D-shaped chord issounding likean E.

If you'retryingtoraisethekey of atunein Efor your voice, you'll beinthekey of Fif you
capo at the first fret and in Ff at the second fret. Capoing three frets will put you in the key
of G, at which point you could removethecapoinfavor of usingthefamiliarfirst-positionG,
C, and D chords. If your voice feels just right in Gt, you could keep playing E shapes but
capo on thefourth fret, or you could use open-G shapes and capo at thefirst fret.

Here's a chart that shows what chords you get with thefive basic open chord shapes
as you place the capo on frets one through seven.

Chord Shapes Capoed up the Neck
No capo | Capo | Il I v v Vi Vil
G Ci/D}b D D#/Eb E F Fi/Gb G
A lam]| 8B | ¢ [am| o [ o | E
G Gi/Ab A Al/Bb B & Ci/Db D
E F Fi/Gb G Gi/Ab A At/Bb B
D Di/Eb E F F#/Gh G Gi/Ab A
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VARYING CHORD VOICINGS

Asyou may berealizing, the capo does more than just let you transpose keys. It aso lets
you begin to make more creative choices about what "key shapes' to use. Each of the
standard maj or open-positionkeysontheguitar—G, C, E, A, and D—hasdistinctive qual-
itiesand possibilities. Tothink about our last example again, playing uncapoed in G hasa
big open sound, whichis popular in country and bluegrass music. The chordvoicingsin
the key of E often lend things amore bluesy quality, particularly because the easiest V
chordto grab in the key of E isan open B7 chord, which has been used in countless blues
guitar arrangements. So by capoing at thethird fret and using E chord shapesto play in
the key of G, it amost doesn't matter how you pick or strum the song; the chord shapes
you've chosen are going to have a substantial impact on the overall effect you create.
Keeping thisin mind, you can keep asong in the same key while using the capo to alow
acertain quality to come through.

Bob Dylan's"Don't Think Twice, It'sAlright" isan excellent example of thisapproach
For years | wondered why Bob madeit all theway through this song inthe key of E with-
out ever hittingabigfat low E string. For that matter, | wondered why afolkiein 1962 was
using things like C1 7 barre chords and why | didn't hear the strings squeak as he moved
those barre chords around. Well, it turns out he recorded the tune capoed at the fourth
fret so he could get that Mississippi John Hurt sort of sound by using the shapes from
thekey of C. Capo aC chord uptothefourthfret anditisan E chord, eventhoughin gui-
taristic termsit still soundslikeaC chord.

Another example of how acapo can transform asong is the Beatles "Here Comesthe
Sun." Thesongisinthekey of A, but rather than playing open A, D, and E chords, George
Harrison capos at the seventh fret and uses D shapes. This creetes a specia kind of shim-
mer and makes possible the song's distinctivefingerpicking part.

LOWERING THE KEY

You can also use a capo to lower the key. | know that sounds weird, but it’s true. Let’s
return to our I-IV-V song in G (i.e., it uses the chords G, C, and D). Suppose G is too high
a key for your voice, but F would be perfect. Well, we all know that playing acoustic guitar
in the key of F is about as much fun as being a low-flying pigeon at an Ozzy Osbourne
show, so what's the alternative? Try capoing at the third fret and using chord shapes of
the key of D. Your D will sound like an F, your G will sound like a B}, and your A will sound
like a C. There you go: F, B, and C are the I, IV, and V in the key of F. And best of all, no
gnarly barre chords to wrestle with.

Bk is another key that’s hard to play in. If you've written a song in C that’s just a bit
too high for you, see if you can rework it using G shapes and a capo on the third fret. Your
G becomes the B}, your C becomes the Eb, and your D becomes the F—giving you Bb, Eb,
and F, or the [, IV, and V in the key of Bt.

OPEN TUNINGS

Open tunings are another place wherethe capo can be quite useful . All the greet ringing-
string sounds and interesting voicings made possible in open tunings completely disap-
pear once you haveto start using barre chords. So capos and open tunings really go hand
in hand. The capo will let you change keysto suit your voice and will let you usethe same
tuning for acouple of songsin arow without wearing out the sound of one particular key.
In addition, the capo lets you use the same tuning to play bottleneck or dlide guitar in
more than one key. The way the capo pulls the strings down to the fretboard makes it
harder to get a good slide sound than when uncapoed, but slide players from Robert
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Johnson to Ry Cooder have made use of the capo to raise open-D tuning up to E or F and
open G up to A, B}, or B.

LEARNING OFF RECORDS

Now that we've looked at the capo from both a practical and a creative point of view, |
should point out one more use: investigative tool. As you'retrying to figure out guitar
parts off of recordings, bear in mind that someone could be using one of the approaches
we've talked about here to wax their immortal tracks. Listen for the sound of open
strings, and try to identify which chord shapes you're hearing based on your own famil-
iarity with the sound of thefivebasic shapes—G, C, D, A, and E. Then, if you can't find
those sounds on your own guitar in the open position, try to figure out what key the song
isinand begin trying various capo positions up the neck.
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25 Tunings to Try

ere are 25 alternate tunings—some widely used, some one-off creations of a

particular artist—along with song and artist examples. Arrows underneath

tuning notes indicate strings that are altered from standard tuning and

whether they are tuned up or down. Next to the notes of each tuning, you'll
find the chord degree of the open strings. In dropped-D tuning, for example, if you con-
sider D as the root (R), the other strings are the fifth (A), the root again (D), the fourth
(G), sixth (B), and second (E) of aD chord, sothetuningiswrittenasR5R 46 2. Keepin
mind that sometimes the artists raise the tuning (and the key) with a capo.

Many of the songs below have been transcribed in Acoustic Guitar magazine; for acom-
plete list with tunings and capo positions, searchable by song title, artist, and tuning, go
to www.acousticguitar.com. Songs that have appeared in an Acoustic Guitar CD Songbook,
which include complete transcriptions along with original performances on a compila-
tion CD, are noted with the songbook title in the right column (more details on these can
aso befound at www.acousticguitar.com). Acoustic Guitar'sbook Alter nate Tunings Guitar
Essentialsincludes amore extensive tuning list (60 tunings) along with instruction in var-
ious alternate tunings.

Other Web sites that offer valuable tuning information are www.JoniMitchell.com;
www.stropes.com, which includes a database of tunings used by Michael Hedges, Leo
Kottke, and others; users.plinet.com/-bguade/AlternateTuningl02.html, which contains
an ingenious, interactive, open-tunings chord guide; and www.harmony-central.com, from
which you can download a couple of different alternate-tuning software programs.

SONG ARTIST ACOUSTIC GUITAR CD
SONGBOOK (See back page)

BASS- AND TREBLE-STRING DROPS
DADGBE(R5R462)

Dropped D.

And So It Goes . . . Steve Tilston What Goes Around

Beeswing Richard Thompson

Black Waterside Bert Jansch

Coryanna Stephen Fearing Habits of the Heart

Dust Bowl Children Peter Rowan

Embryonic Journey Jorma Kaukonen Fingerstyle Guitar Masterpieces

Fishing Blues Taj Mahal

Green Green Rocky Road Kate and Anna High on a Mountain
McGatrrigle

Living in the Country Pete Seeger

Look How Far Bruce Cockburn

Muir Woods Andrew York High on a Mountain

Shotgun down the Avalanche Shawn Colvin Shades of Blue

When You Give It Away Bruce Cockburn

Wondering Where the Lions Are Bruce Cockburn

EADGBD(625R35)

The Boxer Paul Simon (intro/lead guitar)



84

SONG

DADGBD(R5R56R)

SONGWRITING AND THE GUITAR

ARTIST ACQUSTIC GUITAR CD
SONGBOOK

Double dropped D or D modal. Close to standard and frequently used by Neil Young.

Black Queen

Black Water

Bluebird

Free Man in Paris

Let the Bad Air Out
Ohio

Shelf in the Room

That House

Use Me While You Can
You Should See the Way

DADGBC(26257R)

Galileo
The Moon and St. Christopher

D TUNINGS

DADGAD(R5R45R)

Stephen Stills

Doobie Brothers

Buffalo Springfield

Joni Mitchell

Bruce Cockburn

Neil Young

Days of the New

CPR Alternate Tunings Guitar Collection
Bruce Cockburn

David Wilcox

indigo Girls
Mary Chapin Alternate Tunings Guitar Collection
Carpenter

Usually referred to by its pronunciation (dad-gad), this tuning is like open D but with a sus-
pended fourth (G) on the third string. This characterizes it as neither major nor minor. Ifs a
favorite tuning of modern fingerstylists and Celfic rhythm guitarists.

After Your Orgasm
Barbie

Black Mountain Side
Blow ‘em Away
Catch Me if | Try
Ciara

Dangerous
The Death of Queen Jane

Dirt Floor

Do | Dare
From One Island to Another

Mary Watches Everything
Spin

Strong Chemistry

Tango

Western Ridge

Wild Country

DADFIAD(R5R35R)

v v v

David Wilcox
David Wilcox
Jimmy Page
David Wilcox
David Wilcox
Luka Bloom
(CGCFGQ)
David Wilcox
Daithi Sproule Alfernate Tunings Guitar Collection
with Trian
Chris Whitley
(CGCFG(Q)
David Wilcox
Chris Whitley
(C: Gt CtFt Gt CH)
Luka Bloom
David Wilcox
David Wilcox
Patty Larkin
David Wilcox
[CGCFGC)
Chris Whitley

Open D. Favored by blues and slide guitarists as well as many folksingers and modern finger-
stylists. Sometimes referred to as Vastapol tuning after the song of the same name in open-D
tuning. Related tunings: open E, E B E G¢B E; open C, CGCEGC.

Alive in the World
Amelia

Jackson Browne
Joni Mitchell
(CGCEGCQ)



TOOLS AND RESOURCES

SONG

Big Yellow Taxi
Both Sides Now

Center Stage

Chelsea Morning
Freedom

Frozen in the Snow
Golden Key

If You Love Somebody

Indian Summer
Kindness
Little Martha

Nothing Ever Lasts

One of These Things
Police Dog Blues

Prayer in Open D
Swimming

DADFAD(R5R'35R)

v v v

D minor.

Everything in Its Own Time
Hard Time Killing Floor
John Henry

Little Hands

DADEAD((R5R25R)

v Vv v

ARTIST

Joni Mitchell
(EBEGIBE)
Joni Mitchell
(EBEGIBE)
Indigo Girls
Joni Mitchell
Richie Havens
David Wilcox
David Wilcox
Guy Davis
([CGCEGCQ)
Chris Whitley
David Wilcox
Allman Brothers
(EBEGEBE)
Clive Gregson
(CGCEGCQ)
Nick Drake
Jorma Kaukonen
(EBEGEBE)
Emmylou Harris
Pierce Pettis

Indigo Girls

Skip James

John Cephas and
Phil Wiggins

Duncan Sheik

ACOUSTIC GUITAR CD
SONGBOOK

Habits of the Heart

High on a Mountain

Acoustic Guitar Artist Songbook, Vol. 1

Alternate Tunings Guitar Collection

A close relative of open D and D A D G A D with a distinctive character from the close interval
between the third and fourth strings. Related tunings: EB E F4 B E.

Days Go By

That's Why I'm Laughing

Duncan Sheik
(EBEF¢BE)
David Wilcox

DACIEAE(AR35R50rR57252)

v v v

Rainy Road into Atlanta
DAEGAD(R5245R)
Hejira

My Secret Place

Slouching towards Bethlehem

DAEFIAD(R5235R)

Cherokee Louise
Deep Lake

Night Ride Home

Cheryl Wheeler

Joni Mitchell
(B F# C4E F¥ B)
Joni Mitchell

(Ck Gt Dt Fe G# CH)

Joni Mitchell

Joni Mitchell

Bruce Cockburn
(CGDEGC()

Joni Mitchell
(CGDEGC()

Rhythms of the Road
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SONG ARTIST ACOUSTIC GUITAR CD
SONGBOOK
Sunny Sunday Joni Mitchell
(Ct G DY Et G# C#)

DADDAD(R5RR5R)

¥y Vv Vv

Highway in the Wind Arlo Guthrie
Meditation (Wave upon Wave)  Arlo Guthrie

DDDDAD(RRRR5R)

v v v

A favorite of Stephen Stills.

4+20 Stephen Stills

(EEEEBE)
Suite: Judy Blue Eyes Stephen Stills
G TUNINGS

DGDGBD(5R5R3R)

Open G. Probably the most popular tuning for slide guitar. Often called Spanish tuning, refer-
ring to the popular open-G song “Spanish Fandango.” Also favored by Hawaiian slack-key
guitarists, who refer to it as taro-patch tuning. Related tuning: open A, E A E A CHE.

Arthur McBride Paul Brady Alternate Tunings Guitar Collection
The Circle Game Joni Mitchell

Daughter Pearl Jam

Going to California Led Zeppelin

Marcie Joni Mitchell

Nightshift David Wilcox

Penny for Your Thoughts Peter Frampton

Stack Lee’s Blues Steve James Rhythms of the Road

Water Song Jorma Kaukonen

DGDGBE(S5R5R36)
Gé: standard except for the bottom two sirings tuned down one whole step.

I Still Want To Catie Curtis What Goes Around

Hurricanes, Earthquakes, Doyle Dykes Acoustic Guitar Artist Songbook, Vol. 1
and Tomatoes

C TUNINGS

CGDGBE(R525730r4R5R36)
Low C.

1952 Vincent Black Lightning  Richard Thompson
Just As | Am Chet Atkins

CGDGBD (R525720r4R5R35)

Like open-G tuning, but with a nice low C on the bottom. Slack-key guitarists refer fo this funing
as C wahine.

Cold Blue Steel and Sweet Fire  Joni Mitchell
Golden Day David Wilcox
I's Almost Time David Wilcox
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SONG ARTIST ACOQUSTIC GUITAR CD
SONGBOOK

CGCGCE(RS5R5RD3)

v v v

Open C.

Busted Bicycle Leo Kottke

Caledonia Dougie Maclean Alternate Tunings Guitar Collection
Eye of the Hurricane David Wilcox Alternate Tunings Guitar Collection
Foxglove _ Bruce Cockburn

Mango David Wilcox

CGCGCD(R5R5R2)

v v v -~

Alfitude Chris Whitley
(C1G# C G Ce D)

Carolina Patty Larkin

Scrapyard Lullaby Chris Whitley Habits of the Heart
(C¢GiC¥GECtD3)

Wolf at the Door Patty Larkin What Goes Around

CGDFCE(R524R3)
A favorite of Joni Mitchell.

Coyote Joni Mitchell
Don Juan's Reckless Daughter  Joni Mitchell
Just Like This Train Joni Mitchell
Sistowbell Lane Joni Mitchell

Woman of Heart and Mind Joni Mitchell

CFCFCF(RARARA)

¥ ¥ ¥V VA A

From the Morning Nick Drake High on a Mountain
Harvest Breed Nick Drake
E-MINOR TUNINGS

EBDGAD(R5'7'34'7)

A favorite tuning of David Crosby.
Déja Vu David Crosby
Guinnevere David Crosby

EBBGBD(R55'357)
Not a Pretty Girl Ani DiFranco Alternate Tunings Guitar Collection
MIDDLE-STRING DROPS

EADGAE(5R4/7R50rR4'7'34R)
Caleb Meyer Gillian Welch

EADFIBE(R4'7 25Ror5R4625)

Cello Song Nick Drake .
The Embers of Eden Bruce Cockburn

Isn't That What Friends Are For? Bruce Cockburn

Last Night of the World Bruce Cockburn

Mango Bruce Cockburn Rhythms of the Road

The Thoughts of Mary Jane Nick Drake
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