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An Introduction to
Phrasing and Sequencing
By Scott Blanchard

In this edition of the Theory Corner, we’ll take a look at an excerpt from guitarist/
songwriter Greg Horne’s book, Teach Yourself Songwriting, available through Alfred
Publishing. In this excerpt, Greg will introduce a number of integral and helpful concepts
one deals with when composing or songwriting. The focus of this excerpt is the phrase,
or musical thought or idea. With this, Greg will teach you about call-and-response and
question-and-answer phrases in conjunction with phrase lengths, such as common 2-,
4- and 8-bar phrases. He’ll also introduce a technique called sequencing, which is a great
way to create cohesion and unity within your music. One of the best things about this
segment of the book is that it applies to almost all Western music. These standard
techniques and phrase types and lengths are universal concepts employed in more music
than you’ll ever know; having a grounded understanding is essential to not just
songwriting or composing, but also to performing, listening and beyond.
Horne’s simple explanations combined with familiar examples make this book a great
addition to not only a songwriter’s collection, but to anyone looking to have a greater
grasp on the foundational concepts of music. The book includes a CD so you can
easily follow along with all the examples. Speaking of audio, be sure to listen to the
sample tracks included in this document. In addition, there are several instances where
you have a chance to write out or complete phrases or sequences. Check it out!

Using Phrases to Construct Melodies

A phrase is a musical thought or idea. Phrases correspond to lines or sentences in the
lyrics. When you listen to a song, the phrasing of the lyrics and melody helps you
organize the ideas you are hearing. In a well-phrased song, each musical idea is clearly
defined, and there are enough spaces (rests or long notes) to give you a chance to react
emotionally to what you hear.
Phrasing incorporates the rhythmic placement of the lyrics, the notes of the melody
and the interplay of musical ideas with one another. It is embedded in the writing, but
can often be adapted and changed by a performer. Highly improvisational singers like
Aretha Franklin and Willie Nelson sometimes change the phrasing of a song each time
they sing it.
Therefore the word “phrasing” can refer separately to how a song is written, and how it is
executed by a performer.

Phrase Mark
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It is extremely common in our songwriting tradition to use phrases that are 2, 4 or 8
bars long. Sometimes a longer phrase is actually made of smaller “mini-phrases.” Many
kinds of music, from classical themes to down-and-dirty blues, are written in these
phrase lengths. Because of this, we hear 2, 4 or 8 bars as the natural lengths for musical
thoughts. Other phrase lengths subconsciously register with the ear as unusual or different
(which can be good!).

2-Bar Phrases: Call and Response

One of the most familiar uses of 2-bar phrases is in the blues. Often, a 2-bar lyric
phrase—the call—is paired with a 2-bar instrumental phrase—the response. Below is
an example.
Swing 8ths *

Track
1

#4 j
& 4œ
I

Call

œ œ œ bœ œ Œ

woke up this morn - in’

œ œ nœ œ œ œ Ó
œ
Œ
œ
œ
Response

œ œ bœ œ .
J

blues a - round my

3

bed

This works well because it creates dialogue between the singing and playing, and gives
the listener time to picture the image before new words come along.

Question and Answer

Another way to compose melodic phrases is to use question and answer. The first 2-bar
phrase is the question. Sometimes question phrases even move up in melodic direction, the
way a question rises in pitch as you ask it. The second phrase is the answer, which gives
resolution to the question of the first two bars. In the following example, the answer
echoes the melody of the question. It changes, however, even ending on the tonic note,
which is the tonal center of the key.

Track
2

& 44 œ œ œ œ .

j œj œ
œ

Question

j
œ ˙

.
œ
œ
œ
œ

j
œ œ œ œ ˙

Answer

In this example, the question goes up, and the answer comes back down.

Track
3

& b 43 ˙

Question

œ

˙

œ

œ ˙

˙

˙.

œ

Answer

œ œ œ

œ ˙

The definitions of question and answer phrases are quite loose. They are meant to help
you see how to put phrases of roughly equal length together in pairs. It is possible to
write phrases in all kinds of lengths and combinations. You will follow your own ear and
intuition as you write. However, mastering the composition of equal-length phrases will
help you better understand how a lot of music is organized.
Assignment
Below are a few “question” phrases. Your assignment is to write the “answers.”
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˙.

#3œ
& 4 œ œ ˙

1

˙

œ

2

& 44 ˙

œ

˙.

œ

œ œ ˙

& 44 œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ .

j
œ ˙

˙

3

How Longer Phrases Work

A question and answer, or call and response pair of 2-bar phrases can actually make a
4-bar phrase. Likewise, an 8-bar phrase could actually be two or more question and
answer pairs. On the other hand, longer phrases could be composed as continuous
thoughts that can’t easily be broken into smaller components.
4-Bar Phrase
Here is an example of a 4-bar phrase that is one continuous thought, not a question
and answer.

Track
4

& 44 œj œ œj œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œj œj œ œ œ œ œ
œ
œœ ˙
8-Bar Phrase
The 8-bar phrase is a fairly long thought (depending on the tempo of the song). Many
8-bar phrases are constructed of smaller mini-phrases. This one starts off with a question
and answer pair, followed by a 4-bar phrase.
Question

Track
5

Answer

& 44 œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ ˙
& œ.

5

j
œ œ œ

œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œ ˙

4 Bar phrase

œ œ œ œ œ œ
œ œ.


j
œ ˙
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œ.

j
œ ˙

Assignment
Without lyrics, compose three 16-bar melodies using the following phrasing:
1. Four pairs of 2-bar question and answer phrases.
2. Two pairs of 4-bar question and answer phrases.
3. Two continuous 8-bar phrases.

Sequences

Another extremely useful technique is sequencing. This is when a melodic idea is repeated
using the same basic interval structure, but starting on a higher or lower scale step.
Composers like Bach and Beethoven used this concept extensively to add a sense of
organization and familiarity to their melodies. One of the most famous jazz standards,
“Autumn Leaves,” is built on a melodic sequence that works its way down the scale, step
by step. Below is an example of sequencing.

& 44 œ œ œ œ ˙
Melodic idea

Sequence

Sequence

œ œ œ œ ˙

œ œ œ œ ˙

œ œ œ œ ˙

Assignment
Write several 2-bar phrases. Try each one as the seed of a sequence that either goes up or
down the scale in which you are writing. Below are a couple to get you started.
This is a descending sequence; what are the next two phrases?
(Answer: bottom of page.)

#4œ œ œ œ œ
œ
& 4

1

œ œœ œœœ

Try finishing this ascending sequence. (Answer: bottom of page.)
2
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1

œ œœ œœœ


& 44 œ œ œ œ œ œ

Answers

œ œ œ œ œ

2

œ œ œ œ œ

œ œ œ œ œ

& 43

& 43
œ œ œ œ œ

œ œ
œ œ œ

œ œ œ œ œ

œ œœ œœœ

œ œœ œœœ

Track
6

Sequence

Conclusion

For more information on phrasing concepts, be sure to check out the Licks and Tricks
section of this newsletter for some fun playing examples.
If you like what you saw, order Greg Horne’s book, Teach Yourself Songwriting,
at www.ordermusictoday.com and take some of his many lessons on
www.WorkshopLive.com today!
To learn more about phrasing, guitarists will want to check out “Phrasing,” taught by
David Boye and Scott A. Smith, “Phrase Construction III,” taught by Ken Steiger and
Jared Meeker, and “Phrasing IV,” taught by Tobias Hurwitz. Many other lessons dealing
with other topics often include phrasing tips too.
Not a guitarist? Keyboardists will enjoy the Adult Refresher lesson “Phrasing, Ties and
Slurs,” taught by Andrea Amos and Leo Marchildon.
Bassists will enjoy the rock bass lessons “Ties with Sixteenth Notes,” “Additional Blues
Scale Fingerings,” “Groove with All Three Fingerings,” and “Three-Chord Tune,” all
taught by Tracy Walton.
Many other lessons dealing with other topics often include phrasing tips too.
Keep rockin’ until the neighbors complain—more coming right up!
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