Summary of Six String Café Songwriting Workshop

April 28, 2007

Instructor:  David LaMotte http://www.davidlamotte.com/
General “rules”

·  “Evoke rather than instruct”:  art is about making emotional connections; your work will be more successful at this if you don’t tell your audience what they’re supposed to feel

· “Show don’t tell”:  use sensory elements to make the situation or feeling that you are describing more real

Maintaining interest:


Songs, like stories and photographs, do not have a have a “symmetrical” composition.  Rather, the tension or interest should build towards a release point near the end of a song.  Elements that can be used to achieve this include:

· rhythm, rhyme: both of these set up an expectation that you can choose to fulfill or deny

· song structure: verse, chorus, verse, chorus, bridge (or solo), chorus

· lyrical content: a good story will hold your audience’s interest in the absence of variation of other elements (example: “The Wreck of the Edmund Fitzgerald”)

· musical/performance elements: melody, dynamics, harmonic progression (example: “The Grave” by Don McLean)  

Remember that some audiences are going to have a higher tolerance or expectation for surprise and tension in your songs than others.  Think about your audience and what they will be expecting.

Strategies for generating a melody for lyrics in progress:

· Consider what kind of emotion your lyrics suggest; what kind of musical phrase will evoke that feeling?

· Speak the words out loud to get an idea about a rhythm that will fit the works

· Ideas from improvisation (see “free writing” below)

Strategies for generating lyrics for a melody in progress, or fill-in lyrics for a partially finished song:

· Consider what kind of emotion your music suggests, and what kind of subjects might be appropriate for that emotion

· Free writing:  pick a subject and write about it for fifteen minutes.  This stuff is not supposed to be good, but the exercise of writing just whatever comes into your head may allow some interesting or unusual phrases and ideas to come though, which can be pulled out and used in a song.  Try to think about “practicing” writing in the same way that you would “practice” your instrument

· Word webbing/mapping:  think of a word and write it down.  In a circle around that word write words that suggest themselves when considering that word.  Choose one of these words that interest you and repeat the process; do this several times and see what direction you seem to be taking

· Write down the words “sight”, “smell”, “touch”, “taste”, “sound” on the top of your paper as you are writing lyrics to remind you to include sensory elements in your lyrics.  Particularly effective when you are writing fill-in lyrics.

Other resources mentioned:

NC Songwriters’ Coop: http://ncsongwriters.org/.  Based in Carrboro, sponsors open mics and an annual songwriters’ contest.

http://musicianscast.com/:  site has podcasts about the music business

Swannanoa Gathering: http://www.swangathering.org/ Summer workshops in folk arts held at Warren Wilson College east of Asheville

YouTube: James Taylor interview in which he discusses his songwriting process and tells stories about his life in the music business (I couldn’t find this with a quick search)
