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ADDITIONAL PRAISE FOR THE SONGWRITER’S HANDBOOK

“The Songwriter’s Handbook is a witty, drole, yet informative tome rich with colorful anecdotes and important information for any aspiring songwriter. I highly recommend it.” —David Benoit, GRAMMY-nominated pianist, composer, and arranger


“I greatly admire Mark Winkler’s excellent songwriting skills—his understanding of the songwriting craft is second to none. In this book, he shares invaluable insights alongside his own personal experiences which are funny and poignant. This is such a valuable handbook for all up-and-coming song-writers everywhere, whatever their level of experience.” —Claire Martin, OBE, jazz singer, three-time winner of the British Jazz Awards


“Mark Winkler lays out clearly and concisely the rules of the road for writing popular songs. He gives you the lay of the land and the map of the territory. Don’t wait for the angel of inspiration to land on your pen—get down to work with The Songwriter’s Handbook and get ready for the ride of a lifetime.” —Ben Sidran, producer and keyboardist; host of NPR’s Jazz Alive


“What a brilliant work on songwriting! The information on lyric writing is wonderfully detailed and on point. This well-researched book is full of insights that will help boost every artist’s musicianship.” —John Clayton, GRAMMY-winning bassist, composer, producer, and leader of the Clayton Hamilton Big Band


“Few creative endeavors are as challenging or as rewarding as crafting timeless lyrics. Mark Winkler’s expertise—both as a respected songwriter and an uplifting mentor—is distilled into chapters rich in practical guidance, uplifting empathy, and a profound commitment to the power of the popular song.” —Dan Kimpel, author, educator, and music journalist


“I had the opportunity to sit in on a Mark Winkler songwriting class many years ago and was delighted to see what a natural gift he had for teaching (as well as writing songs). I knew his book would be good, but I was blown away by how comprehensive Mark’s topic coverage and analysis are. Great job!” —Lorraine Feather, singer, lyricist, and songwriter; three-time GRAMMY nominee and seven-time Emmy nominee


“Mark Winkler is top in his field, and his book is a reflection of his talent. It’s fun to read and totally instructive at the same time. You will learn so much, and you will be smiling when you see how good your songs get! The Songwriter’s Handbook will make a real difference in a lot of songwriter’s lives.” —Allan Rich, Oscar- and Golden Globe-nominated writer of songs for Whitney Houston, Natalie Cole, and Barbra Streisand


“Whether you want to write a song, sing a song, or even just appreciate music in a new and fascinating way, this is an amazingly entertaining book! Mark Winkler is a masterful teacher and an even more masterful storyteller.” —Andrea Marcovicci, Golden Globe-nominated singer and actress; inductee, Cabaret Hall of Fame


“Considering how personal and subjective songwriting can be, Mark Winkler skillfully and carefully distills the process into easy-to-understand (and apply!) step-by-step suggestions allowing for individuality. The tone of each chapter fosters camaraderie, encouragement, and guidance.” —Rene Marie, GRAMMY-nominated songwriter and jazz singer


“Mark Winkler is a gifted—not to mention prolific—lyricist who really knows his stuff. If you have an interest in good lyric writing, or just insightful show-biz stories, then you need to get this book!” —Grant Geissman, GRAMMY-and Emmy-nominated guitarist/composer


“One of the most educational, insightful, and complete books on songwriting I’ve ever read. It’s not only a primer on how to craft great songs, but a meticulous map on how to navigate the often murky, and always turbulent, waters of professional songwriting.” —Phil Swann, songwriter and author
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This book is dedicated to my late husband of thirty-four years, Richard Del Belso. His constant love and support were just what this struggling artist needed. He was my best advisor, confidante, and critic. He opened my eyes to the world, and then I wrote what I saw.
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FOREWORD

I admire the way Mark Winkler tells things like he sees them. And because he sees with such clarity, he tells in memorable detail. So, when Mark Winkler tells us how to write the lyrics to a song, we start to see, clearly, how we can do it. Through precise examples and detailed exercises, Mark makes something as magical and mysterious as songwriting into something actionable and doable, without robbing the process of that magic.


“Specificity gives your song authenticity!” Mark tells his students with conviction. I love how he is at once catchy and instructive by example. Well-chosen details, he teaches us, evoke emotion. They make the song feel personal and real. Mark provides numerous exercises to help us enact this and other valuable principles, authentically.


My favorite exercise in this book is one Mark has been assigning to his classes at The Songwriting School of Los Angeles for more than a decade, asking students both online and in-person to “Re-Write the Beatles.” We take the classic song, “Penny Lane” and write our own version about a place specific to us—while precisely following the rhythm, rhyme, and form of the original. This yields far more than a simple parody.


As emerging songwriters, the process of inserting our life’s details into the space where McCartney’s have gone allows us to briefly step in the footprints of a master, matching our stride to his. We trace the rise and fall of stresses in the lines to learn their rhythms. We map the pattern of rhymes and go where they lead. We follow the path of an iconic song and learn to forge paths of our own.


Beyond the mechanics of how the lines move, we get marching orders for the sections themselves. The strategy of each line becomes an instruction manual for how to drive a lyric forward from start to end. With specific examples, detailed explanations, and exercises like this one, Mark makes something lofty feel attainable. He takes something elusive and moves it within reach.


In addition to teaching the craft of lyric writing, this book offers helpful professional advice as well. As a platinum lyricist with hundreds of cuts to his name and as a charting jazz recording artist, Mark acknowledges the people who steadfastly shepherded him along in his career. He urges aspiring song-writers to find respected “gatekeepers” of our own. No, not dear mom, who will tell us everything we do is genius (thanks, mom…). He means industry pros who know to call us out when the work is not there yet. The best gate-keepers don’t just tell us we’re not there—they point the way. In this book, Mark Winkler points the way with confidence and encouragement.


I have had the privilege of introducing Mark Winkler to countless enthusiastic workshops and classes at The Songwriting School over the past dozen-plus years, and I feel proud and honored to introduce him and this, his first book on the craft of songwriting, now. When I read these pages, I hear Mark’s cheery, melodic voice in every line—irreverently funny, genuinely insightful, and generously kind. In them, he cites as examples the lyrics of many students from The Songwriting School and from his classes at UCLA Extension. His teaching pulls inspired work from his students. They adore him every bit as much as he loves songs and songwriters. His affection for the work and for those who do it comes through in each section of the book.


The Songwriter’s Handbook is our guide for that important work. Let’s get to it!


—Rob Seals
Founder and Director of The Songwriting School of Los Angeles thesongwritingschool.com







PREFACE

One of the perks of teaching new students all the time is the wonderful discovery that each student has their own personal story to tell. And it’s my job as an instructor to have them write that story in their own “voice”—and not in mine.


I’ve been wanting to write this book for a long time. While teaching lyric writing classes over the last twenty years, I had formulated a syllabus. Then through the different classes I’ve taught, I had refined and polished it and filled it in with stories, insights, and little nuggets of wisdom that would come up when working through the material. But it took the COVID-19 epidemic to give me the necessary time to sit down and do it—and a little bit of serendipity.


Heather Perram Frank contacted me about being a private student. She had been recommended by Chris Loudon, longtime jazz vocal critic for Jazz Times magazine. In the business, he was one of those people who “got” me and constantly supported my work through the years. So, when Heather mentioned she wanted to write songs, he suggested me with a strong recommendation. It turned out Heather had been an editor and worked with Chris on several magazines through the years. I gave her songwriting lessons, and she took to it like a literary duck to water—and she helped me shape the first draft of my book. A nice bargain for both of us.


At the beginning, I had a hard time just using the syllabus to write the book. Too dry—and it even bored me to read what I had written. But, writing about 500 songs through the years and many magazine articles, I was well aware of my “voice,” and I decided to apply it to my syllabus. And voilà—suddenly, the book became fun, and I looked forward to working on it. However, what is my “voice”? It’s not dry or fussy or overly cerebral and boring; rather, it’s “breezy,” somewhat like a friend telling you all the exciting things they’ve just learned. I have read many songwriting books that are overly intellectual and long winded, and I didn’t want this one to be one of them. I don’t believe being lofty or brainy makes you learn better. And I did not want to be too fanciful, talking about stuff that was too much in the clouds. I like to be down to earth and get into the nuts and bolts.


This book contains the step-by-step “how to” for writing a lyric, but more than that, it talks about what it takes to be a working songwriter: how to work with co-writers, how to present your songs, how to network in this industry, and what not to do. Being a songwriter is very “people intensive,” and through the years, I have observed that the songwriters who are easy to get along with have a better chance of making it.


Writing a lyric is very personal and specific. And those two words can be very scary to some people. Through the years, I have noticed there are three types of students who come to my classes: one type is totally in touch with their emotions and can easily express them. Then, at the opposite end is the student who, for whatever reasons, is disassociated from their emotions and cannot express them or even “fake them” to write a song. The third type of writer is the most common: this type of writer does a dance with their emotions—sometimes accessing them easily and then, at other times, having to dig deep to find them. The more you write and the more you “dance”—I think it gets easier to tap into the stuff that will communicate what you are feeling. You must have access to and a relationship with your emotions in order to write.


It’s valuable to write about the things you may be fearful of saying, but if you do, and you have the techniques to do it well, those scary subjects can have a wonderful chemistry. You will be rewarded for being brave. For, as my late husband used to say, “Life favors the bold.”


I can teach almost anyone the techniques of writing, but I’ve noticed over the years, not everyone has something to say. In the final analysis, that’s what makes a writer. And if you are a writer, you’ve got to tell that story or you’ll bust—no ifs, ands, or buts: You have to write that song, or you’ll stop breathing or roll up into a little ball and fade away.


I just wrote a song today and, after all these many years, it was still as exciting, challenging, and amazing as when I started writing. Actually, more so than when I was in my twenties, wearing my mullet and being a waiter in Beverly Hills—now I know what I’m doing. And like every songwriter (trust me on this), this song is the best song I have ever written! I know it is.


Mark Winkler







1

INTRODUCTION

I wish I remembered the name of the guy who saved my songwriting career.

It was a long time ago, about 1974. I’ve asked a few of my friends, but no one can remember him…all I can recall is that he was a crusty, no-nonsense older man. I remember his office was on Sunset Boulevard, but every L.A. music publisher’s office was on Sunset in those days.

Up until that time, I had been writing songs without any formal instruction (I’d also learned to play the piano along the way). I already knew the drill and I played and sang him my three songs. To give you an idea of the quality of my material, one song was called “King Kong.” Since his secretary or a phone call didn’t interrupt my songs, and he didn’t cut me off after a verse or two, I thought that maybe this time I’d get somewhere.

After I finished my songs, he looked at me and asked, “Who do you think you write like?” Since I was a middle-class Jewish guy who played the piano and favored the Great American Songbook, I answered, “Randy Newman.” I even played this guy “I Want to Be Bored with You,” a song that I thought captured Newman’s signature jaunty, yet nostalgic chords.

My would-be publisher crossed his arms and said, “No, you’re not good enough to be Randy Newman. You need to take some songwriting classes.” No coddling from this guy! Naturally, my heart sank, and I went through the seven stages of grief in thirty seconds on a loop—and left the office feeling really mad at this man. Now, I’d like to give him a medal, thank him for being honest with me, and for changing my life.



[image: fig_2_1.jpg]
Mark Winkler at the piano (photo by Angie Slagg, used by permission).



After my ego recovered, I enrolled in this crazy 1970s learning institution called the Sherwood Oaks Experimental College and took my first songwriting class with a seasoned songwriter, Al Kasha, a two-time Academy Award Best Song winner. (You might remember one of those songs, “The Morning After,” which was lip-synched by actress Carole Lynley just before the boat sank in The Poseidon Adventure.)

Taking Al’s class changed my life. It taught me the rules for writing a good song. It also introduced me to three songwriting partners for the next few years (and an ex-girlfriend), but most importantly, it started me on a song-writing journey that I’m still enjoying to this day.

Since I’m probably older than you are and somewhat crusty, perhaps I can do the same for you.







2

A WORKING SONGWRITER

Most of us in the music business start out wanting to become superstars, to sell out stadiums, have legions of social media followers, and to have our every song hit the top of the charts. That’s not the way it usually works. Don’t get me wrong; I hope you’re the next Taylor Swift or Bruno Mars or Ed Sheeran. But there’s one thing I can promise you—if you learn your songwriting craft well, have good people skills and work ethics, you will find a place in the music industry. It can be the backup plan your parents are always saying you need. How do I know this? Because it happened to me. When people ask me how I rank in the music business, I always tell them I’m “fame-adjacent.”

I grew up in a musical family. My mom, Marceline Marlowe, was a big-band singer and filled my head with dreams of touring with a band, staying up late and eating spareribs with the horn section; you know, the stuff of dreams. My mom’s sister, my Aunt Shirley, also was a singer and on most Friday nights, the family would get together around the piano and sing. My mom would usually do “What a Difference a Day Makes” or “Embraceable You”; my Aunt Shirley would belt out “The Man I Love”; my older brother Bob would sing “Because of You” and sometimes my grandmother or grandfather would sing. Grampa Schneider favored Al Jolson songs. Though my mom gave up showbiz to raise a family, she never stopped loving it.

So, no wonder by the time I was nine, I was already dreaming of being a singer and was writing little snippets of songs. Around the time I was in high school, Aunt Shirley discovered I could sing and decided I should meet this guy, Jimmie Haskell, who had played accordion in the Herb Silvers band that she sang with, but who now was a big arranger. He arranged “Bridge Over Troubled Water” for Simon & Garfunkel and “Ode to Billie Joe” for Bobbie Gentry. He also worked with Mama Cass, Jose Feliciano, and The Grass Roots, among others.

Before I knew it, I was at his apartment singing “Goin’ Out of My Head” while he accompanied me on a Fender Rhodes electric piano. Jimmie took me under his wing and got me writing songs. They were rather terrible. It was the late 1960s and my songs were somewhat psychedelic retreads of what I was hearing on the radio. Jimmie decided to produce some masters (finished recordings) of two of my songs. I thought it would be no time before my songs were being played on Los Angeles’ KHJ “Boss Radio” and I would be touring with Sky Saxon and the Seeds, or Sonny & Cher.

The masters didn’t sell, but I started singing with a wedding band in Long Beach and learning a lot of songs. It was in a horn band—because Chicago and Blood, Sweat & Tears were big in those days—and let me tell you, nothing is louder than a horn section when the players are all in their early twenties! I learned that a lot of the lyrics I was singing were fairly bad (I need only to refer you to “Color My World” by Chicago, which makes no literal sense) and I started thinking, “I can do better than this.”

That brought me to the publisher’s office that drove me to the songwriting class where everything began for me. From there, I started writing with some talented people including Jim Andron, and we started getting some of our songs recorded by LTD and Stephanie Mills. I joined a great songwriting group that met every Monday night at Jim’s house, which forged some powerful connections and writing relationships for me.

During this time, I was singing and making demos. I was the bastard pop child of Billy Joel or Barry Manilow. I got some bites, but nothing really happened. One night at the songwriter’s group, I played my latest demo, and Jim, my cowriter said, “How nice, you can always count on Mark to be middle-ofthe-road.” Even though he probably meant it as a compliment, I decided that I was a lot quirkier and more original than that.

Also, during this time, I discovered that the wedding band I was singing with was also a jazz band in the style of Tom Scott and the L.A. Express, and I really dug their tunes. This was at the same time that I discovered a yet-unsigned Al Jarreau at the Bla-Bla Café in the San Fernando Valley, and Manhattan Transfer, and Michael Franks. So, one day while noodling on the piano I came up with an idea for a theme album called Jazz Life, where every song would use jazz as a metaphor for life. I was singing a lovely combination of jazz and pop that allowed my lyrics to be deeper and more reflective of who I was. With my songwriting partner Jim Andron, I did a demo of five of our cowritten songs and amazingly, got it signed to a small label in Seattle called First American Records.


[image: fig_5_1.jpg]
My first album, Jazz Life (photo by Orah Moore, used by permission).



When the album came out, it did nicely on jazz stations in the United States. The first time I heard it on our local jazz station KBCA, I was driving on the 405 Freeway in Los Angeles. As a Carmen McRae song ended, I heard the funky little chords of my song “Bebop” and then my voice coming through my car radio. Nothing quite prepares you for hearing your voice on the radio. It sounds eerily familiar, yet somehow different. Of course, I missed my turnoff and got lost for about twenty minutes. It was worth it.

After the release of Jazz Life, I didn’t become Al Jarreau or the Manhattan Transfer, but the album became a minor classic in Japan, where it was written up in magazines and even in a book as a 1980s jazz classic. So far, it’s been rereleased three times in that country. Through the years, I was also signed to two lucrative publishing deals in Japan and have had many of my albums come out on a plethora of labels there. That’s the cool thing about show business—it never happens the way you think it will.

During the 1980s and 1990s, while getting some more of my songs recorded and performed by artists like Randy Crawford, Dianne Reeves, and Dee Dee Bridgewater, I began making a name for myself as a singer/songwriter in the mold of Dave Frishberg or Ben Sidran. I started as a lyricist, then became a recording artist/singer-songwriter.

My husband’s best friend, Bob Schrock, was the artistic director of a small but plucky gay theater, The Celebration, in L.A. He was having a hard time filling seats, but he noticed every time he did a musical or a show with some nudity, the place was packed! So, one day he came over to dinner and said he had an idea for a new musical revue called Naked Boys Singing!

As you’ll see later in the book, titles are very important in songs and, as I found out, in naming musicals. If it’s as bold and specific as this one is, it can attract and even deliver you an audience. He wanted the show to be a lighthearted musical revue featuring a cast of eight abundantly talented (and naked) guys. I love musicals and was delighted that he wanted me to write some songs for it. Luckily for me, the previous week I had connected with a very talented writer named Shelly Markham who had a lot more experience writing musical numbers than I did. I wound up writing two and a half songs for the show, and Shelly taught me a lot about writing for musicals. I am proud to be part of the group of thirteen extremely talented writers who created the show. The show opened and was a big hit in Los Angeles and in New York.

In the early 2000s, I wrote more musicals. Play It Cool also made it to Off Broadway and Bark (for which I also wrote the book/script) and Too Old for the Chorus have played all over the country. I wrote another show that had a short run in L.A. and one that never got produced.



[image: fig_7_1.jpg]
Poster from Naked Boys Singing (artwork owned by Michael D’Angora, used by permission).





[image: fig_8_1.jpg]
Mark (right) with Barbara Morrison (center) and arranger/pianist Eli Brueggemann (left) at the recording of their duet “Sweet Spot” (photo by Richard Del Belso).



As my career as a singer heated up in those days, other jazz singers sought me out to produce their albums and I added “record producer” to my résumé. I also used the independent record label I established, Café Pacific Records, to release some of the singers I produced.

Then, in the middle of writing one of my musicals, I decided to fulfill a lifelong ambition and become a songwriting teacher. To be honest, I didn’t know if I had anything to teach, but it didn’t take me long to realize that I had thirty years of experience to share. Teaching songwriting has become the most satisfying occupation of all. And to think, I started out just wanting to be a superstar (how boring!).

The bottom line to all of this, the foundation on which it is built, is knowing how to write a good commercial song. It’s helped me in each new profession I’ve undertaken. If you know the elements of a good song, and you can spot one when you hear it, you can go a long way. Just think of Clive Davis. The recording and entertainment industry is built on great songs.


[image: fig_9_1.jpg]
Mark (back row, fourth on the left) with UCLA class (photo by Mark Winkler with students’ permissions).



I say I’m “fame-adjacent” because “the people who know” probably know my name and respect me. I usually get good reviews, in the musical theater world everyone knows Naked Boys Singing!, and in my world of jazz and jazz singers, I’m a legit star.

I’ve been teaching lyric writing for over twenty years, over eighteen years at the UCLA Extension, and over ten years at the Songwriting School of Los Angeles; this is after shorter stints at the Learning Annex and the Songwriters Guild. This book is based on the syllabi I created to teach lyric writing for these institutions. Over the years I’ve refined it and fleshed it out to teach my students in a way that I hope is down-to-earth and fun. I’ve never been one to lecture in “professor-speak.” As in songwriting, I like to use a conversational language that is easily understood, and I will attempt to do the same in this book.

While I’ve never had anyone like Bruno or Taylor in my classes, I am proud that my students have gone on to enjoy solid careers in show business. They write for animated movies, cowrite hit songs, have become powerful agents and publishers, sing in Academy Award–winning movies, and put out a lot of great indie albums!

So, now that you know a little bit more about me—let’s write a lyric!
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HOW TO JUDGE IF YOUR LYRIC IS GOOD

A few years ago, I had a young woman in my class who was a triple threat: a singer, dancer, and writer—very much in the mold of Beyoncé.

It seemed that every week she was riding a different emotion as she prepared for class. One week, her songs were as good as Beyoncé’s and Sia’s. The next, her songwriting was terrible, and she felt worthless.

Emotions are a wonderful thing to tap into when writing your songs, but a bad thing when you are evaluating your work. In my opinion, she was a talented woman who was learning the craft of songwriting. Her efforts were inconsistent, which is the norm in the first stages of learning how to write songs. I remember sitting her down and telling her the good news: there is a way to tell if your song works or not. Writing a song is not like inventing the wheel; it’s a process that’s been done almost the same way since the first decade of the twentieth century.

What changes in songs is the vernacular (the way we speak, the slang and phrases we use currently), instrumentation, rhythm, and subject matter. Of course, most songs are about love. But the song lyric is considerably tied in with the times it is written, and the times keep on “a-changing”—as Dylan so beautifully put it. For example, from the 1920s until the 1960s, it was perfectly acceptable for a woman to sing about loving a man who cheated on her and even beat her (e.g., “My Man,” “Bill,” or “Black Coffee”). Today, that stance is unacceptable, and almost ludicrous, to a modern audience.


Winkler digresses…

When I was a young songwriter, I remember going to see hit tunesmith Barry Mann being interviewed. He, with his wife and lyricist, Cynthia Weil, have written such classics as “On Broadway,” “Just Once,” and “You’ve Lost That Lovin’ Feelin’.” The interviewer asked him how he went about writing a song, and he replied he didn’t know, and that he never even knew if he was going to write another song again. I started shaking in my young songwriter boots! Here’s this veteran songwriter—and he doesn’t even know if he’s going to write another song. However, now that I’ve been writing for quite a long time, I think Barry was artistically fibbing just a little, or maybe for his particular psychology to work, it was glamorous and a little bit dangerous to not know when his next song would appear. And honestly, sometimes artists don’t like to reveal how the magic is made.


[image: fig_12_1.jpg]
Mark (center) with Barry Mann (right) and Cynthia Weil (left) at the L.A. opening of Play It Cool (photo by Richard Del Belso).



This book will teach you the ways to write a good lyric and provide you with the criteria to judge whether your song is good or not. When I was a new songwriter, it would bother me when my songs were inconsistent and just “laid there.” I knew my lyric wasn’t working, but I didn’t know how to fix it.

I had just written a lyric for a wonderful melody by David Benoit titled “Land of the Loving,” which was sung by Dianne Reeves on David’s breakout album This Side Up, and I was riding high. Then, David asked me to write another lyric for his next album and I wrote a turkey, which he didn’t record. I remember looking at it and not knowing how to fine-tune it. Now, I realize the song was lacking some of the techniques needed to make it really good.

So, through writing and teaching songwriting these many years, I’ve added quite a few tools to my tool belt I’d like to share with you.

Here are some of the things you will learn:

What a verse must accomplish

What a chorus must accomplish

Different kinds of rhyme

Prosody

Specificity

Repetition

Writing lyrics to a melody

Where the title should appear in the song

Having a consistent tone

Telling a compelling story

Using alliteration and anaphora

Being conversational

How to be authentic and believable

Knowing who is singing and who they are singing to

Knowing what your song must accomplish

Lyrical hooks in addition to the title

Picture words

Knowing these techniques of songwriting gives you the criteria to go beyond your emotions and see if your song has the stuff it takes to work in the viable marketplace—to be “good.”
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COME UP WITH A GREAT TITLE

The first step I take when I’m beginning to write a song is to come up with the title.

One of the fastest ways I know I’m working with an amateur songwriter is when I ask for the song title and they say, “I don’t know” or “I haven’t come up with it yet.” Know this: successful songwriters, from Sza to Post Malone, start with the title.

Why is that so?

A great title is more than half the battle in songwriting because


	It tells you what to write;

	It attracts your listener because it’s catchy;

	It’s specific; it sets the direction of the song;

	It can contain alliteration, pictures, unique elements, and/or a surprise to get the listener hooked;

	And much like the name for a cologne, a car, or a cereal, clever song titles can “brand” a singer.



From this minute on, start a title folder on your phone, on your computer, or even in an old-school notebook. Whenever something strikes you as interesting, write it down.

Here are examples of some of my favorite song titles:


	Justin Timberlake’s “SexyBack”



This was his first big song as a grown man and not just a member of a boy band. The song, written with Timbaland, was a little experimental, a little dangerous, basically announcing that Mr. Timberlake was back and sexy. It became his first number one single on the Billboard Hot 100 and is one of the best-selling singles of the first decade of the 2000s.

Each of these song titles branded the singers as future superstars, illustrated their personas, and introduced them to the public:


	Billie Eilish’s “Bad Guy”

	Barbra Streisand’s “I’m the Greatest Star”

	Lizzo’s “Truth Hurts”

	Madonna’s “Material Girl”

	Jennifer Lopez’s “Jenny from the Block”

	Pink’s “Don’t Let Me Get Me”



Here are some examples of titles that are surprising and spark curiosity:


	“Die a Happy Man” won the 2016 CMA Single of the Year for Thomas Rhett.

	“That’s What I Like,” a huge hit for Bruno Mars, and was the Song of the Year at the 2018 GRAMMY Awards.

	“Shape of You” was a huge international hit for Ed Sheeran.

	“Watermelon Sugar” is a very provocative title by Harry Styles.

	“My Life Would Suck without You” was a 2009 megahit for Kelly Clarkson.

	“All About That Bass” made a name for 2014 newcomer Meghan Trainor.

	“The Bones” by Maren Morris was a hit on both pop and country charts in 2020.

	“hot girl bummer” is a song you can’t get out of your mind and in the summer of 2020 this was it by Blackbear.

	“Unbreak My Heart,” Diane Warren’s power ballad, became a huge hit for Toni Braxton—notice the title isn’t, “Please Mend My Heart,” which would have made just as much sense, but is not half as catchy.

	“Who Let the Dogs Out,” was a one-hit wonder for the Baha Men in 2000. Through the years, every time I say the title in class, it gets a laugh. “Funny” is a great quality in a title.



Single-word titles have always been popular. Single words are punchy, concise, and in our short-attention-span society, seem perfect:


	BTS’ “Dynamite”

	Imagine Dragons’ “Believer”

	Lorde’s “Royals”

	Post Malone’s “Circles”

	Miranda Lambert’s “Bluebird”

	Megan Thee Stallion’s (featuring Beyoncé) “Savage”

	Kendrick Lamar’s “HUMBLE”

	Pharrell Williams’ “Happy”



Country songs have some of the best titles:


	Sam Hunt’s “Body Like a Back Road”

	Ashley McBryde’s “One Night Standards”

	Jordan Davis’s “Slow Dancing in a Parking Lot”

	Toby Keith’s “Beer for My Horses”

	Joe Nichols’s “She Only Smokes When She Drinks”

	Miranda Lambert’s “Crazy Ex-Girlfriend”

	Kenny Chesney’s “She Thinks My Tractor’s Sexy”



And then there are “bad titles.” These are titles that don’t do you any favors as a songwriter. They tend to be generic.* They don’t seem to suggest a story. They don’t make the listener curious. I’m not saying you can’t write a good song from them; I’m just saying you have to work twice as hard to do so. Here are some examples:


	“I Love You”

	“I Need You”

	“You Look Nice”

	“Happy Times”

	“Just Because”

	“Thinking of Things”

	“Days”



*Since they’re generic, there will be hundreds of songs of the same title, opening you to the possibility of mistakes in reporting from your performing rights royalties (despite metadata).


INSPIRATION FOR TITLES

Here are some overall thoughts about where to look for ideas. Generally, you can’t copyright a title. The only book title I’ve heard about that is copyrighted is Valley
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