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CHAPTERONE

NUMBER OF PHRASES: GETTING YOUR BALANCE

Who are these children who schemeand run wild?
Who speak with their wingsand the way that they smile?
What are thesecretsthey tracein thesky?
And why do you trembleeach timethey ride by?
-Fagen & Becker "YOUR GOLD TEETH"

Thefirstthingto askis"What isa phrase?' Phrases are sentencesor natural piecesdf sentences
sometimescalled "dauses™ Hereare some examplesof phrases.

Who are thesechildren
who schemeand run wild
who spesk with their wings
and theway that they smile
what arethe secrets

they tracein the sky

and why do you tremble
eachtimethey ride by

Asyou can see, when Stedy Dan (Donald Fegen & Walter Becker) wrotetheselyrics, they
wrotein phrases. Each of theselyric phrasesalso matchesa musicd phrase. Y ou can seethat the
shorter phrasescan go together easily and natural ly to form longer ones.

Who are thesechildren who schemeand run wild?

Arethelonger or shorter phrases the real ones?They both are. The differenceis that sometimes
smaller phraseslike

who schemeand run wild

depend on being part of something eketo sound natura . But they still have an identity o their
own, not like

who schemeand

whichisnot a phraseat dl. It clearly needssomethingdse
When you write music for lyric phrases, just remember that phrasesmade of notesarealot like
phrasesmadeof words. Sometimesthey are madeto bepart of something bigger

who schemeand run wild
and sometimes they aremadeto stand aone.
Who are thesechildren who schemeand run wild?
Even short phrasesoftenstand done.
Why don't you tickleme?

Heshouts.
She hites.
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Number o Phrases: Getting Your Balance

Any book on English Grammar has morethan enough to say about phrases, dauses, and sen-
tences. Itisenoughheretolook at a few examples. For convenience, cal them.all "*phrases™
Prepositional phrases.

After therain, the birds sang medly.
Starshipsexplodedover theshoulder of @i on.

Verba Phrases:
Soaringon paper wingsis risky busness. (Gerund)
Bardy crackingaamile, he bowed. (Participle)
The next phrasescontain both asubject and a verb, but still depend on being part of something
bigger. Gan you seewhy?
Adjective phrases (modify nouns):
Shelonged for someone who wouldserve her forever.
Adverb phrases (modify verbs):
When thefog lifted, sheturnedfor home.
Noun phrases (used as subject, predicate, or object):

What you seeisa broken man. (Subject)
Sexisnot what it is cracked up tobe. (Predicate)
Hit the dederswhereit hurtsthemod. (Object)

Each of the phraseshasa word that connectsit toa part of the main sentence. (Wordslike
"who, what, when where, why, that."") Thesewordsturn the phrasesinto dependentsrather that
sf-reiantindividuds.

When you talk, you do not need a book on English Grammar. Talkingcomesnaturaly. A

good little book ongrammar might bea handy t hi ng to havearound. Not that you havetowrite
proper sentences. Sometimes just for information.

EXERCISE 1: TRY DIVIDING THIS PARAGRAPHFROM HENRYDAVID THOREAU'S "THE BATTLE OF
THEANTS” INTO PHRASES. USEA SLASH{/) BETWEENPHRASES TO SHOW WHERETHE DIVISIONS

ARE.IWILL DO THE FIRST FEW TO GET YOU STARTED.
"'l took up thechip ; on whichthe threel have described
werestruggling, ; carried it finee My house, y and placed
it under atumbler on my window sl in order toseethe
issue. Holding a microscope to thefirst-mentioned red
ant, | saw that, though he was assiduoudy gnawing at the
near foreleg of hisenemy, having severed hisremaining
feder, hisown breast wasdl tom away, exposing what
vitashe had thereto the jawsd the black warrior, whose
breastplatewas apparently toot hi ¢k for himto pierce; and
thedark carbunclesaf the sufferer's eyes shown with
ferocity such aswar only could excite.

L YR C Prrases/Musicar, PHRASES

Likea happily married couple, lyric phrasesand musical phrasesshould match. Putting them
out of syncwith each other usualy ends up in disadter.
BerkleeShares.com
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Number of Phrases: Getting Your Balance

The examples below arerewritesof actual songs. | have changed enoughwordsto protect the
innocent (or maybethe guilty). The bracketsshow how long the musical phrases are. Sashes
show wherethelyric phrasesare.

[Somedaysit's simple/ but somedays it's not/]
[Sometimesl wonder if thereés one thingwe've got]
[Incommon/ to stop usfrom drifting apart/]

""Onething weve gotincommon' soundsvery strangewhen itisset in separate musical
phrases. It isdistracting and takesaway from theemotionin thesong. Likealoveaffair between
opposites, it isan interesting but doomed experiment.

Hereisanother example:

(I know your schemes)|
[Don't includeme/].

Thereisa big difference between saying
1 "I know your schemes Pleasedon't includeme

and saying
2 "l know (that)your schemesdon't includeme”™

Decidewhich one you mean, and then writeyour musica phrasesto match. When musicd
phrasesand lyric phrasesare the samelength, problemsdo not crop up.

BALANCING/UNBALANCING

If you count, yon will find eight short phrasesin theverse of "Y our Gold Teeth I1." If you
count their combinationsintolonger phrases, you will find four. Either way, the even number of
phraseshelpsmakethestructurefed balanced. An odd number of phraseswould seem awkward:

Who arethesechildren
who schemeand run wild
who speak withtheir wings
and theway that they smile
what are the secrets

they tracein thesky
eachtimethey ride by

It would haveseemed balancedif it had been:

Who are thesechildren

who schemeand runwild

who speak withtheir wings

and theway that they smile
or evenif it had bean:

Who arethesechildren
who schemeand runwild
who spesk with their smiles
what are the secrets

they tracein thesky

each timethey rideby. BerkleeShares.com
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Number o Phrases GettingYour Balance

F youlook at the way phrasesstack upinto sections, you will havea better understandingof
balance. Still, you may ask what differenceit makeswhen asectionis balanced or unbalanced.

Theanswer isthat unbal anced sectionscreatea sense of forward movement, while balanced
sections stop themotion. Likea juggler, you rely on moving and stoppingto createspecia effects
inyour act. Baancing or unbaancingsectionsdf your lyriccan serveat least three purposes.

1 Spotlightimportantidess,

2. Moving onesection forward into another section,

3 Contrasting onesection with another one.

Look at each of these:
1 Spotlightingimportant ideas
Thisistheeasiestand most practical use of baancing. When a section has an even number of
phrases, thelast phrase, the balancingposition,isa perfect place for important ideas becauseitis
a placewherethelyric structurestopsmoving. It shinesa spotlight on whatever you put there.
Y ou should use the position well. Hereisa smpleexample from Buck Ram:
YesI'm the GREAT PRETENDER
Pretending that I'm doing well
My needissuch, | pretend too much
I'm lonely but no onecan tell
Thelast phraseisin the even-numbered position, balancingthe section. This position spotlights
thelastidea, "'I'm lonely but noonecantdl.” It ssemsto bea very importantidea, almost a sum-
mary d thesection. So puttingit in balancing position spotlightsit effectively.
Asawriter you must decidewhichideasare most important, and then put them wherethey are
themost likely to be noticed. The balancing positionisawaysa good place.

EXERCISE 2 REARRANGE THE FOLLOWING EXAMPLESSO THE MOST IMPORTANT | CEA (TO YOU)
IS IN THEBALANCING OR STOPPING POSITION. (RIGHTNOW " LOVELY ASA SONG" B SPOTLIGHTED.)
a. WOMEN OF THE EVENING (Keepthis here)
Helpyou get long
Hereand thenthey're gone
Lovely asasong

Rewrite

b If youthink you need me
If yon want to pleaseme
Try another time
Learntoread thesigns

Rewrite
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Number of Phrases Getting Your Balance

2 Movingonesectionforward into another section
Moving isimportant when youintend to connect one unba anced section to another equaly
unbal anced section. The example below baancesthree phraseswith threemore phrases:
[ Who arethesechildren
who schemeand runwild
| whospeak withtheir amiles
[ what arethe secrets
they tracein thesky
| eachtimethey ride by.

Usingan odd number of phrasesto unbalance a section workswondersif you want to build up
pressure, for example, in atransitional section between verseand chorus.

Baby can you seeit

Baby canyou seeit

Baby can you seeit

Repesatingthe same phrasethreetimes createsdramatic movement, but you can get the same

effect usng different phrasestoo. The pressureto move forward builds up smply becauseyou
fed the need for a balancing position.

Onemoretimeto reachyou

One moretimeto touch you

Onemoretimeto tell you

EXERCISE 3: TAKEAWAY A PHRASE OR ADD A PHRASETO UNBALANCE EACHOF THE EXAMPLES
BELOW.
Example:  Look at Mr. Smart Guy
Cheatingin school
Stedingit from someonedse
Payingit cool

Rewritez  Look at Mr. Smart Guy
Cheatingin school
Payingit cool

Your turn.

a Unlist your number

Sip under cover
Solit for thesummer
Takeonalover

Rewrite
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Number d Phrases Getting Your Bdance

b. | wonder who youre seeingin your dreams
What fantasiesyou follow in your deep
Il watch besdeyoutill the morning light
Whileyou go chasingshadowsthrough the night

Rewrite:

3. Contragtingonesection with another one.

Thisisthethird practical usedf baancing. When you aready have a balanced section, you can
write another section to match it except at theend, whereyou unbaanceit, usudly by adding
another phrase.

THE GREAT PRETENDER
by Buck Ram

vesel Oyesl'm THE GREAT PRETENDER
Pretending that I'm doing well
My need issuch, | pretend too much
I'm lonely but no onecan tell

vere3 YesI'm THE GREAT PRETENDER
Just laughingand gay likeaclown
| ssemto bewhat I'm not, you see
I'm wearing my heart likeacrown
Pretending that you're sill around
In thiscasetheextraphrasein the last verseisa surprise. Of course, the balancing positionin
versethreeisspotlighted, but thesurprise extra phrase spotlights both lines, especidly thelast
phrase.
This unbalancing strategy isal so useful when you have two verses that lead into a chorus.
Make thefirst versecompletely balanced, then unbal ancethe second verse by addingan extra

phrase. Thisunbalancingwill makeit moveforward into the chorus. Thefirst and second verses
of Kevin Cronin's " CANT FIGHT THISFEELING" providea good example.

| can't fight thisfedingany longer
And yet I'm sull afraidtoletit flow

What started out asfriendship hasgrown stronger
| only wish | had thestrengthtoletit show

| tell mysdlf that | can't hold out forever
| say thereisno reason for my fear
'Cause | fed so secure when were together
You givemy lifedirection
Youmakeeverythingsoclear —»
BerkleeShares.com
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Number of Phrases Getting Your Balance

Unbalancingthe second versemakesit moveforward. It throwsitinto theair, just like jug

ding Noticethat if you reversethetwo verses, the motion stops.
EXERCISE 4:

A. UNBALANCETHE SECOND VERSEOF THE FOLLOWING EXAMPLEBY INSERTING EXTRAPHRASES
TO MAKE IT MOVE FORWARD.

versel:

vere 2

Somegirls havethe restlesstouch
Way they hold you lets you know
They'll get you burningfor awhiie

Start you up and let you go

Somegirls havetheleaving touch
They'll hold you onceand moveaong
Its hard to keep 'em stisfied
Morningcomesand soon they're gone

Revison of verse2

B. BALANCETHE SECOND VERSE OF THE FOLLOWING EXAMPLETO MAKE THE. MOTION STOP.

vasel:

veae2

Gold from Acapulco
49 Desoto

Runni ng for the border
Partnersincrime
Danger's getting closer
Goalittledower
Engines overheating
Startingtowhine

AgentsfromtheBureau
Treacherousand thorough
Waiting at thecrossing
Bidingtheirtime
Movingto surround us
Desperation hounds us
Closingin around us
Troublecoming down now
Closetotheline
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Revision of verse 2
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