
From “The Fine Art of Songwriting” (indiemusicacademy.com/fas developed and 
taught by songwriter, performer, and educator, Steve Leslie: 

  How to Tell a Story with Words & Music: 
Principles of Great Narrative Songwriting 

 
“It is our business to give people the thing that will make them say, ‘Oh, yes, I know 
what you mean.’ It’s never to tell them something they don’t know, but something 
they know, but hadn’t thought of saying.” Robert Frost 

“Trust your talent. Make the need felt which only you can provide, and create the 
taste by which you shall be enjoyed.” Emerson 

Part One: Preparation 

I. It seems to me there are two fundamental approaches to starting a song 
and the process involved:  

1. Subjective Point of View (Private Writer) 
• “This really happened or is happening to me.” 
• Personal not necessarily Universal themes 
• Vagueness: ”I’m not sure what it means, but it’s cool.”  
• The listener can interpret meaning for themselves 
• The realm of the singer-songwriter 
• Often writes his/her way into a title. 

2.   Objective Point of View (Public Writer) 
• “Solving” Songs 
• Slanting toward the market  
• Universal Themes 
• The realm of the “Stand-Alone” or Staff-Songwriter 
• Usually starts with a title or “idea” 

Alice (In Wonderland) asks the caterpillar sitting on the mushroom, “Which 
road should I take?” The caterpillar says, “Where are you going?” Alice says,” 
I don’t know.” Caterpillar says,”Then it doesn’t matter.” 
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 If you prepare your table, the meal is easy to cook.  

II. Two Basic Types of Ideas/Titles: 
1. Those that express or “savor the moment”: 
• AABA songs (1930-1950) “Golden Age of American Songwriting” 
• I Need You Now (Recorded by Lady A) 
• I’m Glad There Is You (J. Dorsey, P. Madeira) 
• Let It Rain (Recorded by Mark Chesnutt) 

2. Those that communicate or “tell a story”: 
• The House That Built Me (Recorded by Miranda Lambert) 
• The Gambler (Recorded by Kenny Rogers) 
• Hotel California (Recorded by The Eagles) 

III. Where Do Song Ideas & Titles Come From? 
• American Slang or Common Phrases Dictionaries  
• Conversation  
• Book Titles  
• Television, Movies, Videos 
• Other songs 

IV. Titles of Ambiguity 
1. Substituting one word for another: 
 1. I Must Be Losing Your Memory 
 2. They Don’t Break ’em Like That Anymore 
 3. Last Time for Everything (Brad Paisley 2022) 

2. Using the opposite: 
 1. I’d Rather Have What We Had 
 2. My Strongest Weakness 

3. Using the figurative and/or literal meaning: 
 1. Here Lately (mp3) 



 I’ve noticed how there haven’t been fresh roses sittin’ on the windowsill  
 There’s just empty space, that old blue vase is gone 
 Here Lately, I’ve noticed how I haven’t heard her laughter  
 As it echoed down the hall, and I recall a house that was a home 
 Here Lately  
 Been thinkin’ just how much I miss my baby 
 And I’d do anything she wants me to 
 I’d say “I love You” again, but she aint been Here Lately 

 2. Just another old-time feelin’, a scar I thought was healin’ 
 Every time your memory breaks in, and you’re back under my skin 
 It Hurts All Over Again 

3. His heart is poundin’ like that old guitar, Lord, just listen to it ring 
 All he ever played was the blues before 
 But love can do wonderful things 
 Hey, Johnny’s got some Brand New Strings 

 4. Somewhere In That Neighborhood  
  
V. Titles of Alliteration 
A device of phonic echo like assonance, consonance, and rhyme is the repe-
tition of a particular sound in the stressed syllables of a series of words.   
Alliteration works like good voice-leading in musical harmony, with each 
shared consonant functioning as common-tones between chord changes: 
 
 1. Johnny and June 
 2. I Do, But I Don’t 
 3. Candy-Cane Christmas 

VI. Titles that “Finish the Thought” 
 1. Love is funny, or it's sad 
         it's quiet, or it's mad 



 It's a good thing or it's bad 
 But Beautiful 

 2. I can talk to God, confess my sins from here to hell and back again 
 Something’s come so easily, but I’m losing her ‘cause I can’t say 
 Those three words to make her stay 
 That’s Hard For Me 

VII. Titles that Place Us Somewhere Specific: 
 1. Streets of Philadelphia 
 2. Walking in Memphis 

VIII.  Putting Your Title Through the Paces (Title Tumbling) 
 Example: “There You Go Again” 

1. Replace the subject with different personal pronouns (More in Part Two: 
Point of View): 
 There She Goes Again  There He Goes Again 
 There They Go Again  There We Go Again There I Go Again 
 (Here) We Go Again  (Here) I Go Again 

2. Add the opposite: 
 Here You Come Again  Here She Comes Again 
 Here They Come Again Here He Comes Again 
 Here I Am Again   There She Is Again 
 Here We Are Again  There We Are Again Here They Are Again 

3. Eliminate and/or add words: 
 You Go, Girl   There Again  Here Again 
 You Again    We’re There Again We’re Here Again 

IX. Emphasize Each Word in the Title 
How we say something conveys as much meaning as what we say: 



 Example: “ I Can’t Love You Anymore”  

 I Can’t Love You Anymore  I Can’t Love You Anymore 
 I Can’t Love You Anymore  I Can’t Love You Anymore 
 I Can’t Love You Anymore 

X. Recommended Exercises 
1. Put the following titles through the paces above (Title Tumbling): 

• I Must Be Losing My Memory 
• There Goes the Neighborhood 
• Don’t Let Me Go 
• Take Me Back 
• She’s Gone Too Far 

 
XI. Writing the BIG Idea 
Restraint matters when harnessing something of size. The mind tends to 
“shrink,” when faced with large topics like death, fate, world peace, etc., 
wanting, instead, to make sense of smaller, controllable, and connected parts.  
So, let the BIG idea emerge through an accumulation of specific details: 
 
  1. Where Were You When The World Stopped Turning?  (AlanJackson) 
 2. Where Do You Start?  (J. Mandel, A. & M. Bergman) 

XII. Triggering Town (Richard Hugo) 

• "Triggering subject" starts the (poem), or causes it to be written. The real 
or "generated" subject, which it comes to say or mean, is generated, or 
discovered in the process of writing. 

• For Hugo, a useful triggering subject is a small town that has seen better 
days. 

• “You have a better chance of finding your triggering subject in another 
town not your own. Your own town often provides so many knowns that 



the imagination cannot free itself to seek the unknowns. With a strange 
town you owe the details nothing emotionally.” 

According to legend, Hall of Fame Songwriter, Dennis Linde, created an imag-
inary town with multiple characters he would include in his songs. For in-
stance in "Goodbye Earl” he wrote about Earl’s Engine Repair, as well as Mary 
Ann and Wanda, all of whom appeared in other songs throughout Dennis’s 
career. He wrote about Samantha in “Callin’ Baton Rouge” and she showed 
up in a number of other songs. Dennis created a map of his town and hung it 
in his work space. The map included, among other things, the water tower 
from his hit song “John Deere Green”.  According to those who knew him, he 
would wake up in the morning and say to himself, “I wonder what’s going on 
in town today?”  

XIII. Regionalism 

 A poet’s hope: to be 
  like some valley cheese, 
  local, but prized everywhere. (W. H. Auden)  

• Tom Waits (New York City) 
• John Denver (Colorado) 
• Michael Martin Murphy (Western Cowboy) 
• Chris Ledoux (Rodeo Cowboy) 
• Gillian Welch (Rural 1920s) 
• James Taylor (Copperline)  
• Jimmy Buffett (Salt Life)  
• John Mellencamp (Small Town Indiana)  
• Dr. John (New Orleans) 
• George Strait (Texas) 
• Others?  

 



For exclusive videos, downloadable pdfs, and mp3s of this course and so 
much more see: The Fine Art of Songwriting (indiemusica-
cademy.com/fas)  
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