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Twists On Lists

Critique sessions are very popular these days, and at any given session, we speak a great deal about
song form. Songs have parts called verses, choruses, bridges, tags, climbs and we can represent the
order of these in a song by using letters to represent the different parts. Thus a song might be of the
form A-B-A-B (verse-chorus-verse-chorus), A-B-A-B-C-B, (verse-chorus,verse-chorus-bridge-
chorus), A-A-A (verse-verse-verse), or many other variations. We also speak a great deal about song
genreor type. We refer to a song as a country tune, ballad, pop, folk, rock, protest song, church
hymn, rap, blues, torch song, show tune, etc. What we do not speak about often enough is song
format. There aretwo primary song formats: lists and stories. A song of any form (ABAB) or of any
genre (country, rock) can be either alist or astory. Writers often run into trouble when operating in
the border land between the two, because they should not mix. There are clear guidelines for
successful lists and story formats, and we will now take alook alook at those.

Whatisalist Song?

A list song isone where:

(a) the main point of the song (the focus) is stated completely in asingleverse (or verse-chorus
combination) i.e., any verse (or verse-chorus) could stand on its own asa complete unit.

(b) each subsequent verse restatesthesame point in adistinctly different way



(c) if any verseisremoved from the song, it isnat critical tothe sense or success of thesong in
communicating themessage

(d) thereisno required relationship in time between events described in one verse and those
any other

Whatis a Story Song?

A story song isone where:

(a) The flow of the verses depicts a sequence of eventswhich in tatal make the song@ point.
A single verse (or verse-chorus) is not enough by itself to stand alone and convey the
message.

(b) if any verseisremoved from the song, something critical to the overall logic of the song is

lost

(c) thelyric addresses the six OWED, who, what, where, when , why, and how

(d) thereisan explicit or implicit relationship in time between the eventsin the verses (i.e.,

verse #2 occurs 3 hours after verse #1)

It should be easy to tell the difference between lists and stories, and it should be very easy to write a
OlstOlyric, right? Well, let@ take a look. Dan Fogelberg@ Q.ongerOis clearly a list about the
magnitude of hislove. The only point of the song is Ollove you a lotO.All the lyrics just re-state that
point using different metaphors e.g., Longe than thee are stars up in theheavens Highe than any bird
eve flew/Degpe than any forest primeval ... Sounds easy? We have to remember scope and semantic
field. The metaphors are consistent with each other in that they are all about natural things like
forests, stars, birds, fish, and oceans, and they are all about ObgOthings. It would not be appropriate
to insert an item about the height of a skyscraper in alist of natural wonders, or an item about a grain
of sand in alist of big things. Lists must be consistent.

Hereisathe chorusfrom OAl God@ CrittersOby Bill Staines (an ABABABABAB folk song)

All God@critters haveaplacein thechar

Somesing low, somesing highe,

Somesing out loud on atdephmewire

Somejust dap thdér handsor paws or anything they®@ega now...

Now here are the five verses, all of which support the chorus, re-state the same message, have
overall consistency, and can stand alone:

Listen tothe bass, it@ the oneon the bottom Singin@n the nightti me singin€in theday
Wherethe bullfrogs croakand the hippopotamus Thelittl e duck quacks, then he@ on his way;,

M oansand groans with a big @-doO And the @ossum, he ain® got much to say,
And the old cow just goes oo. And the porcupinetalksto himsdf

Now the dogs andthe cats, they takeup the middle 1t& a simple song of livinGsung everywhere
Whilethe hong/bee humsandthe crickes fiddle By theox andthefox andthegrizzly bear

And thedonkey brays andthe pony neighs Thegrumpy alligator and the hawk alove,
And the old coyotehowls Thesly racoon andtheturtledove...

Listen tothe topwith thelittl ebirds singing
On themdody with the high notesringing
And the hootow! hollers over everything



Andthejaybird disagress

What about Church Hymns? A quick look through a hymnal will show that most hymns are

3-5 verses all of which re-state the same message. Any single verse can stand alone, thus, hymns are
list songs. Well known examples are QAmerica the BeautifulQ with verses extolling different virtues
of our country, and OAI Things Bright and BeautifulO, about the natural world.

Another shape that a list song can take is that the first verse or the chorus can state the song®
message in a general way and then all the following verses can serve as more specific, supporting
examples. In this case, each verse can be internally consistent within itself in scope and semantic field,
but not necessarily consistent from verse to verse. Thisis fine, aslong asthey state exactly the same
message, and each serves as a specific supporting example of a more general case presented in the
first verse or chorus.

There are yet other twists on lists... Let@look at the lyrics from Bill Joel@ OMovin OutO:

Anthany works in thegrocery store saving his pennies for someday

Mama Leoneleft anaoteon thedoor, shesaid (Bonny move out tothecountryO
Working too hard can giveyou aheart attack, you ought to know by now,
Whoneadsahause out in Hackensack? Istha all you ge for your money?

It seems such awasteof time, if tha@what it@ all about,

If that@ movin up, then 1@ movin out.

Sargent OQeary iswalking thebest, at night hebecomes a bartender

Heworksat Mr. Cacciatore® dowvn on Sullivan Strest, across from theM edical Center
He@trading in his Chevy for a Cadillac, you ought to know by now,

If hecan®drivewith abroken back, at least hecan pdish thefende

It seems such awasteof time, if tha @ what it@ all about,

If that@ movin up, then 1@ movin out.

It@ a pop/ rock song with an (A-A) format. Isit story or list? Your first impulse might be to say it@ a
story, but if you look closely, verse one and verse two share no dependence on each other at all.
They are both self-contained statements of the song® message. It is true that within thensdves. they
are short stories, but the overall song isalist of short stories.

Another example of alist of storiesis OGarbageO,recorded by Rosenshontz. Here, the message of the
song, whose chorus consists primarily of the exclamation OGarbage!Ois that the trash we generate,
both physical and intellectual, is messing up the environment.

Mr. Thampson callsthewaiter, orde's steak and baked paater

Leaves theboneand gristleand heneve eatstheskin

Then thebus boy comes and takes it, with a cough contaminates it
Dumpsit in acan with coffee grindsand sardinetins

Then thetruck comes by on Friday to haul it all avay

And athausand trucksjust likeit are converging on thebay... (tochaus)

Mr.Thampson starts his Cadillac, windsit up thefreaway track
Leaving friendsand neighborsin a hydrocarbon haze...
He@joinad by athe cars, sending gassestothestars



Theetoform asexding doud tha hangsfor thirty days
And thesun looks down upo it withitsultravioe tongue
Turnstosmog and satlesdown and endsup in our lungs.. (tochaus)

Coming hame, takes off his shoes, settles down for theevening news
Whilethekidsdohamework with theTV in oneear

While Supeman for thethausandth time sdls sexy ddIs and conquers crime
They dutifully learn thedaeof birth of Paul Revere

In thepape thee@ a piece about themayor@ middle name,

And hegdsit read in timetowatch theall-star Bingogame.. (to charus)

Thus, we have three stories, with the same character (Mr. Thompson), yet all self-contained examples
of a specific type of pollution, and not interdependent on each other (Mr. Thompson does not have to
be in each verse for them to make sense). Thisisalist of examplesin the form of stories.

Above, | stated that one should not mix list format and story format. That is not the same asusing a
list of stories. Theruleisthat either all the verses should be interdependent for time and context (a
story) or noneof the verses should be interdependent for time and context (a list). Problems with
weak lyric construction arise when some verses are independent examples of something, and others
in the same lyric bear a sequential dependence on one of the other verses. In that case, you are
mixing the two formats, and what you really have is aredundant verse (one of the independent ones)
or an illogical/ inconsistent verse (one of the dependent ones). Thisis amajor cause of confusing and
unfocused lyrics but is often hard to bring out at a critique session because it may be difficult to
detect and explain.

If we look at actual story-songs which are not lists, we have classic examples like O®ward of the
CountyO, OTaxiO, OBg JohnO, OlaurieQ OlukaO, Oleaving on a Jt PlaneQ Orhe Wreck of the
Edmund FitzgeraldO,and OBother Love® Traveling Salvation ShowO All are sequences of verses
which together, weave a complete tail, and no single part can stand alone. Every verse interrelates to
all the others, and no verse can be removed without losing a piece of logic. Good story songs tend to
be more difficult to write than lists because of the required connections of time and logic and
consistency across all parts of the lyric. For great examples of the story format, listen to the work of
Harry Chapin.

Some songs are very subtle about whether they are lists or stories, but if you apply the tests listed
above, youd find that if well written, they are one type or the other. Pay particular attention to the
importance or non-importance of time. In songsthat try to describe a moment or a feeling, it iseasy
to do asa list by specifying characteristics of that moment (what do you see, how do you feel, etc.),
but it is extremely difficult if not impossible to do asa story, because timeisn®flowing.

To help you really think about it, look at your own songs, verse by verse. If they cannot easly be cast
asalist or astory, then perhaps somere-writing may bein order.
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