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The Write Stuff section of  
In Tune looks at songwriting 
and composing from a variety 
of angles. BY KATE KOENIG

 S
ongwriting is much like 
trying to catch a wild ani-
mal,” Sting told American 
Songwriter magazine in late 
2016, following the release 
of his latest album, 57th & 

9th. “Only you cannot kill the 
beast—you have to somehow trick 
him into being captured. And you 
can never use the trick twice. There 
is no repeatable method. Every time 
it is different.”

songs with a collaborator.
Collaboration is a crucially important 

skill to learn as an artist. Stereotypically, 
artists struggle with ego. Of course, artistic 
personalities are endlessly nuanced, but there 
is some truth to the stereotype: It’s hard to 
have a strong creative mind and, at the same 
time, be able to share creative control with 
someone else. It’s even harder to do this when 
you’re young and haven’t yet had the oppor-
tunity to prove yourself, or receive formal 
validation of your talent from peers and 
mentors.

By breaking the collaboration process 
down to its nuts and bolts, this Write Stuff 
article can provide students with some insight 
into how to get past these hurdles. It points 
out the advantages of working with someone 

TEACHING WITH IN TUNE

As one of the most versatile and acclaimed 
songwriters of the 20th century, with 16 
GRAMMY awards to his name, Sting knows 
a thing or two about the art of songwriting. 
And yet, if the above quote is to be believed, 
that knowledge seems to boil down to not 
knowing. In other words, the only rule is 
that there are no rules.

We at In Tune Monthly agree with Sting’s 
assessment. That’s why our department 
called The Write Stuff, which is devoted to 
songwriting and composition, doesn’t get 
too hung up on rules. Practical applications 

do get discussed, and we do think it’s impor-
tant that beginning students of songwriting 
are made aware of some essential guidelines. 
But our preference is to offer a wide mix of 
content over a season. Some articles give 
readers new ways of thinking about the craft; 
others provide advice that they can put to 
use as soon as an opportunity arises; others 
encourage them to learn by observing the 
habits of successful songwriters. All, ideally, 
will point them in the direction of gradually 
discovering what works best for them.

Here are summaries of our three favorite 
recent Write Stuff articles, along with some 
suggestions on how to best use them in your 
classroom.

MAKING THE TEAM
In the November 2016 issue of In Tune, the 
focus of The Write Stuff is on how to write 

dinner. Although great songs can emerge from scratch, that’s usually the result of being more expe-rienced and at ease with your co-writer. But if you have four or � ve snippets 
in play, which do you follow? The one both 
of you can best relate to. Trust your gut.  

Stay positive. Del Close, founder of 
the Second City comedy troupe, had a basic 
rule of improv: Just say yes. If your partner 
throws an idea your way, embrace it, then 
toss it back. This idea of the creative volley 
is at the heart of co-writing. Back-and-forth 
energy helps propel an idea forward, and 
sidesteps the internal editors that might 
keep you from voicing an idea. Nothing 
kills a session faster than a few repeats of 
“No, I don’t like that.” You can be more critical later in the writing pro-cess; at the start, just get that ball in the air. Be diplomatic but decisive. Making 

Seek out someone with complemen-
tary skills. You may be a better collaborator 
than a solo writer. A lot of us are either 
strong lyricists or more facile with melodies. 
So co-writing, like all relationships, 
becomes a matter of � nding someone who 
completes you musically. How do you do 
this? Go out, hear bands, meet people, let 
it be known you’re looking to collaborate. 
From this networking, opportunities will 
emerge. Also, don’t be afraid to approach 
someone whose writing you admire. Don’t 

be pushy, but let them know you’d be hon-
ored if they’d consider writing with you. 
From a business standpoint, it’s good to 
agree up front on how you’ll split ownership 
of a song. Unless it’s some special circum-
stance, most co-writes are even splits (50-50 
for two writers, a third each for three, a 
quarter each for four, and so on).Bring some snippets. Writing sessions 

go more smoothly if you both bring ideas 
to the table: bits of melody, a title, a few 
lines of lyric. Think of it as a creative potluck 

T H E  W R I T E  S T U F F     THE ART AND CRAFT OF SONGWRITING 

BY BILL DEMAIN
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Be diplomatic but decisive. 

Making the Team

You can be critical later in the writing process. At the start, just get that ball in the air.

 F ROM GEORGE AND IRA GERSHWIN in the 1930s 

to the Beatles’ Lennon and McCartney, Motown’s 

Holland-Dozier-Holland, and modern conglomerates 

like Stargate (see our “Made in Sweden” feature), the songwrit-

ing team has been a cornerstone of popular music. But � nding 

the right co-writing partners isn’t easy. It usually takes a lot of 

trial and error, leading to a lot of songs that are just okay. If 

you’re interested in going down the collaborative path, here 

are six tips to help increase your chances for success.

decisions in the moment is crucial for co-
writing. The basic rule is that whatever’s 
best for the song is the right decision, but 
the problem is that egos are always involved. 
You may become attached to a clever rhyme 
or chord change that doesn’t really belong 
in the song. At those moments, you have to 
learn to let go. Always listen closely to the 
song. It’ll tell you what it needs.Don’t rush. In Nashville, where I live, 

it’s common for professional writers to � nish 
a song in three to four hours. Sometimes, on 
a really good day, that happens and the song 
turns out great. But not often. So don’t be 
afraid to say, “This is a good � rst draft. Let’s 
keep working on it separately, then meet again 
later to put the � nishing touches on it.” Expect nothing and hope for the 

best. That’s a good approach to both song-
writing and life. 

Bill DeMain’s recent credits include 
co-writing all 10 songs on Teddy Thompson 
and Kelly Jones’ critically acclaimed 2016 
album Little Windows.

Songwriting doesn’t have to be a solitary occupation. Here are six suggestions for forming and maintaining a co-writing partnership.

Motown’s Lamont Dozier, Brian Holland, 

and Eddie Holland at work in the 1960s
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the November 2016 In Tune, discusses 
the work of Swedish songwriter/
producer Max Martin—someone 
who’s arguably not only dissected the 
earworm, but harnessed it and 
trained it to earn him millions (a hard 
thing to do to a worm after you’ve 
dissected it!). For songwriters, the 
thought of Martin and his 22 No. 1 
hits can lead to an almost moral ques-
tion: Does writing a song by adopting 
a commercially successful formula 
make it art? And by extension, is it 
honest to write melodies using simi-
larly tried and true methods?

In the end, it’s not really about the process 
or methods you might use to finish a song, 
or even about the money it makes—it’s about 
how it makes listeners feel when it’s done. 
(Listen to the Backstreet Boys’ “I Want It 
That Way,” co-penned by Martin, and see 
if it doesn’t entertain while also burrowing 
into your head.) With that in mind, students 
can absorb the information in “Dissecting 
the (Ear)worm” and apply it whenever they 
so choose. As the article points out, not every 
hit song is an earworm.

For an exercise, have students come up 
with two or three songs that get stuck in 
their heads, and analyze their catchiness 

who has skills that complement yours, com-
ing to songwriting sessions prepared with 
rough ideas, being receptive to the rough 
ideas of your partner, and knowing when 
to let go of an idea that you may like—but 
may not be what’s best for the music. These 
skills—recognizing your own strengths and 
weaknesses, sharing responsibility, respect-
ing others’ thoughts, and putting your ego 
aside for the sake of an all-around better 
experience—are ones we’re taught from 
the time we first learn to work with other 
people. They’re also skills that lead to great 
musical collaboration, and the likelihood of 
even greater songs.

Share these concepts with your students. 
You can also have the class participate in an 
exercise inspired by the article: Divide the 
students into groups of two, and assign each 
of the groups to write a verse and chorus of 
an original song. If possible, ask the students 
who among them identify as lyricists and 
who identify as composers, and pair them 
accordingly. Afterward, discuss with them 
how they felt about the experience. If your 
class has access to computers or other 
devices, there are a number of software 
applications that can help with this exercise. 
For the composer half of the duo, digital 
audio workstations (DAWs) like Audacity, 
GarageBand, and Pro Tools may come in 
handy. For the lyricists, there’s Master-
Writer, a program that combines several 
useful tools including a thesaurus, a rhyming 
dictionary, and an alliterative dictionary.

DISSECTING  
THE (EAR)WORM
The January 2017 installment of The Write 
Stuff, an article titled “Dissecting the (Ear)
worm,” examines what makes catchy songs 
so catchy, referencing a recent academic 
study that identified significant formal simi-
larities between many hit melodies.

Every person—musician or not—has an 
opinion about pop music. Some love it 
shamelessly, while others might prefer major 
oral surgery over hearing that Top 40 hit 
one more time. We’ve all had songs get stuck 
in our head, and have probably wondered 
why—especially when we might not even 
like the song.

“Made in Sweden,” another article from 

using the criteria mentioned in the article. 
How well do they fit those criteria? Do the 
songs that get stuck in their heads also happen 
to be their favorites? Would they want to 
write songs like these? Why or why not?

JEAN-MICHEL JARRE
French electronic composer Jean-Michel 
Jarre is the subject of our third and final 
Write Stuff example, from the March 2017 
issue of In Tune. This article, the most theo-
retical of the three, features an interview 
with Jarre that exposes a lot of his ideas on 
composition, including his belief in the 
benefits of self-limitation. In his opinion, 
giving yourself fewer options at the start of 
a project can lead to more creative results.

Before Jarre began work on his nine-
teenth album, Oxygéne 3, he decided that 

he would only record on eight tracks 
(meaning instruments or sounds to an 

individual song). He then started the pro-
cess by writing pieces only for what he 

considered the “middle” of the album, rather 
than worrying about beginnings and end-
ings. Within these boundaries, he took an 
organic approach—for him, melodic ideas 
tend to suggest a defined structure, whereas 
sonic or textural ideas inspire him to write 
more in the abstract.

The concept of setting limits has a great 
deal of resonance in modern culture. Those 

TEACHING WITH IN TUNE

born in the ’60s, ’70s, and ’80s grew up in 
a world governed by curators: To discover 
new music, they looked to the radio DJ, the 
magazine editor, the staff at their local music 
store, their parents, siblings, friends, and 
teachers. Today, young people are submerged 
in information that’s often only curated by 
the flimsy and impersonal filters of YouTube, 
streaming platforms, and social media. In a 
world where there don’t seem to be any 
limits to what you can access, use, and do 
with technology, setting your own limits 
can be, as Jarre says, creatively stimulating, 
even therapeutic.

Compared to the other Write Stuff 
articles, the profile on Jarre is far less direct 
when it comes to offering advice. Students 
can mimic Jarre’s writing techniques, or 
just wonder about why it is they work for 
him. Do they agree with or relate to his idea 

of setting artistic limits? Why or why not? 
Have them write down and/or share with 
the class an example from their own lives of 
how they were more creative when they had 
more limits in place.

DO THE WRITE THING
What makes a great songwriter? The right 
mix of talent, confidence, and experience. 
By providing students with more angles from 
which to observe the writing process, we 
hope to help them come closer to learning 
their own personal tips and techniques—
ultimately, the only “rules” that matter. 

AN APP FOR THAT
Software applications that can help 
with both solo and collaborative 
songwriting include Avid’s digital 
audio workstation program Pro Tools 
(top) and MasterWriter (bottom).

Between 2010 and 2013, a team of psy-

chologists at Durham University in England 

asked 3,000 people to complete an online 

survey in which they named the songs that 

got stuck in their heads the most. Once the 

surveys were complete, the psychologists 

compared the structures of the most fre-

quently named songs to see what they might 

have in common. The results of this research 

appeared last November in Psychology of 

Aesthetics, Creativity, and the Arts, a journal 

published by the American Psychological 

Association. According to the Durham study, 

three main elements make an earworm:
1) Shape. The shape of a melody comes 

from the pattern of notes it contains. When 

a song has a simple repeating note pattern 

that can be followed easily, it tends to be 

catchier. However, if there isn’t enough 

variation in that pattern—say, for example, 

that every line in the melody only rises or 

falls in pitch, never doing the opposite—that 

makes it less memorable. Patterns can also 

be too simple; two-note melodies don’t often 

lodge in the mind the way � ve- or six-note 

ones can. You can � nd a successful melodic 

shape in “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star,” 

which uses six notes to establish a simple 

pattern that both rises and falls in pitch. 
2) Surprising intervals. An interval is 

the distance in pitch between one  note and 

another. If a melody keeps tracing out the 

exact same intervals over and over again, 

that’s bad. Something has to break the cycle, 

even if it’s just for a second. A sudden jump 

up or down of more than a � fth (the distance 

between C and G in the key of C) can do 

the trick. Another option is to use an interval 

that lies outside of a song’s main key, such 

as a � atted � fth (Gf in the key of C). 
3) Speed. A melody that goes by slowly 

can still be catchy, but on the whole, ear-

worms tend to move at a brisk, danceable 

pace. Shorter rhythmic divisions like quarter 

notes and eighth notes tend to predominate 

over longer ones like whole and half notes.
Of the top 10 earworms mentioned in 

the Durham study, three were by Lady Gaga; 

one of those, “Poker Face,” perfectly illus-

trates all three of the above features. The 

song moves quickly (119 beats per minute). 

It establishes a simple note pattern in its 

verses before adding a surprising � at-� fth 

interval in its pre-chorus. Then it launches 

into a higher, more complex melody in the 

chorus that repeatedly falls and rises in pitch. 

Not all hits have earworm melodies, of 

course. Harmony, rhythm, and words can 

be key hit components too. But given that 

“Poker Face” has sold over 14 million copies, 

it’s fair to say that plenty of people agree on 

what constitutes a catchy tune—and that 

makes these melodic techniques worth 

studying for any would-be hit songwriter.
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BY MAC RANDALL

 O NE PRIMARY GOAL of most professional song-

writers is to come up with a melody that listeners 

will remember. In their most extreme forms, such 

melodies can become what are commonly referred to as 

“earworms,” burrowing into your consciousness and refusing 

to leave. What is it about these tunes that makes them so 

catchy? A recent study suggests that there’s actually a science 

of sorts to creating earworms.

An “earworm” burrows into your consciousness and refuses to leave.

Dissecting
Dissecting
Dissectingthe (Ear)worm

Why some melodies 
can make a permanent 
home in your brain

Celebrated             earworm creator Lady Gaga at the 73rd Annual Golden 
Globe Awards

The French musician, who at press time 

was in the running for a GRAMMY Award 

for his 2015 album Electronica 1: The Time 

Machine, also believes that technology can 

potentially be dangerous for artists. Why? 

“It is making us believe that we have no 

limitations. But we know that any art form 

depends on limitations”—the frame of a 

painter’s canvas, for instance, or the number 

of minutes per side on a vinyl record. “These 

days you can � ll your hard drive with giga-

bytes of information, so you have to create 

your own limits.”

Jarre’s nineteenth and latest album, 

Oxygène 3, is a perfect example of this kind 

of intentional limit-setting. It’s the third part 

of a trilogy that began in 1976 with Oxygène, 

the album that � rst brought him to world-

wide attention. Recorded by Jarre alone in 

his home studio using analog synthesizers 

and an eight-track tape machine, Oxygène is 

regarded today as a landmark of electronic 

music and a forerunner of EDM.

Twenty years later, Jarre made a fol-

low-up, Oxygène 2, and now, 20 years on 

from that, he’s produced Oxygène 3. This 

time there was no tape recorder (he created 

the music on an Apple MacBook Pro using 

Ableton Live software) and the analog syn-

thesizers were supplemented with digital 

ones. But in two important respects, he 

emulated the way in which he’d composed 

the original Oxygène. First, he gave himself 

only eight tracks to record on. Second, he 

chose to think in terms of a two-sided 

record, with the � rst side possessing a dark 

tone and the second a lighter one. Then he 

started by composing for the middle of each 

“side” in order to “force myself to get a 

beginning and an ending that would not be 

conceived in a logical narrative process.” 

Jarre, who is a famous performer as well 

as a composer and holds the world record 

for largest audience at an outdoor event 

(approximately 3.5 million people saw his 

1997 concert in Moscow), says that his 

writing approach varies depending on the 

kind of idea he comes up with 

� rst.  If it’s a melody, he starts 

thinking about patterns and 

creating a harmonic structure. 

If it’s a sound or texture, the 

piece evolves “like an abstract painting.” He 

has learned through experience that less is 

more: “When I rework something, instead 

of adding I try to get rid of as much as I can 

until I cannot subtract anything and I know 

that I’m pretty close to the end.”

With a laugh, he adds that “I knew 

Oxygène 3 was � nished because I had to leave 

the studio to go back on tour. I had six 

weeks, so I did it in one go. I like this idea 

of things not being entirely finished but 

keeping this very intuitive and instinctive 

approach. With technology, we have the 

tendency to lead a never-ending process 

where you can always twist, you can always 

change, you can always distort. Most of the 

time you lose yourself in this process.”

That’s not to say Jarre has any problems 

with technology. He points out that the EDM 

subgenre called dubstep owes its existence 

in large part to Massive, a software plug-in 

designed by Native Instruments, whose 

products he praises. “The best advice I could 

give to a young artist is to choose your soft-

ware and your hardware carefully and try 

to stick with it,” he says. “Go in depth with 

this instrument, because it will be the only 

way to create something interesting.”  M
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T H E  W R I T E  S T U F F     THE ART AND CRAFT OF COMPOSITION 

BY BRYAN REESMAN

 O
VER A CAREER of more than 45 years, electronic 

music composer Jean-Michel Jarre has seen technology 

progress and trends come and go. But no matter how 

sophisticated musical equipment gets, he still believes in the 

creative power of the artist above all. 

Jean-Michel Jarre

“Choose your software and your hardware carefully and try to stick with it.”

This electronic music 

pioneer has a passion 

for technology, but says 

it can get the better 

of you if you don’t 

establish some limits.


