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THE ART OF
MUSICAL
STORYTELLING:
MASTERING
CHORD
PROGRESSIONS
FOR
SONGWRITERS

Every  songwr i te r
knows the feeling. You
have a melody in your
head, a lyric that burns
to be written,  but the
music  itself  feels  just
ou t  o f  r each .  The
bridge between a great
idea  and  a  finished

song  o f ten  comes
d o w n  t o  o n e
fundamental  element:
the chord progression.
A  strong  progression
does  more  than  just
support  a  melody;  it
provides the emotional
landscape, the tension
and  release,  and  the
very  architecture  of
y o u r  s o n g .  F o r
decades,  musicians
have turned to trusted
resources to demystify
this  process,  and  few
n a m e s  a r e  a s
synonymous  with  the
practical,  hands-on
study  of  harmony  as
Richard  Scott .  His
work,  particularly  his
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comprehensive  guide
Chord  Progressions
For  Songwriters
Richard  Scott,  has
become  a  staple  for
artists looking to break
free from creative ruts
and  build  a  deeper
understanding  of  how
music  works .  Th is
article  explores  the
world  of  harmonic
motion,  the  enduring
v a l u e  o f  S c o t t ' s
systematic  approach,
and how you can apply
these  principles  to
write more compelling,
memorable songs.

THE ESSENCE OF
HARMONIC
MOVEMENT IN
SONGWRITING

Before  div ing  into
specific  methods,  it  is
crucial  to  understand
w h y  c h o r d
progressions  are  the
backbone  of  modern
m u s i c .  A  c h o r d
p r o g r e s s i o n  i s  a

sequence  of  chords
played  in  a  specific
order. Think of it as the
narrative  arc  of  your
song.  Just  as  a  story
h a s  a  b e g i n n i n g ,
middle,  and  end,  a
progression  creates  a
j o u r n e y  t h r o u g h
different  levels  of
tension  and  stability.
The  listener  feels  a
sense  of  "home"  with
the tonic  chord  (the  I
chord) and experiences
a desire to return to it
after  moving  away.
T h i s  p u l l — t h i s
gravitational  force  of
harmony—is  what
makes music feel alive.
Many  songwriters  get
stuck  using  the  same
four  chords  over  and
over.  While  there  is
nothing  wrong  with  a
c l a s s i c  I –V–v i – IV
p rog ress i on  ( t he
foundation of countless
pop hits), relying on it
exclusively  can  limit
your  emotional  and
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creative range. This is
where  a  structured
education  in  harmony
becomes  invaluable.
Exploring  different
progressions  allows
you  to  paint  with  a
w i d e r  p a l e t t e ,
accessing  feelings  of
melancholy,  euphoria,
s u s p e n s e ,  a n d
resolution  that  simple
p a t t e r n s  c a n n o t
provide.

WHO IS RICHARD
SCOTT AND WHY
DO SONGWRITERS
TRUST HIS
APPROACH?

Richard Scott  is  not a
household name like a
pop star, but within the
s o n g w r i t i n g
community,  he  is  a
revered  educator.  His
b o o k ,  C h o r d
Progressions  For
Songwriters  Richard
S c o t t ,  i s  o f t e n
d e s c r i b e d  a s  t h e
"bible"  of  harmonic

reference. What makes
Scott's work stand out
is its sheer practicality.
Instead  of  focusing
heavily  on  complex
music theory that can
overwhelm  beginners,
Scott  provides  a  vast
d a t a b a s e  o f
progressions organized
by  key,  s ty le ,  and
emotional  quality.
The  methodo logy
b e h i n d  C h o r d
Progressions  For
Songwriters  Richard
Scott  is  built  on  the
idea  of  choice.  Scott
presents  thousands  of
potential  sequences,
allowing the songwriter
to treat the book as a
menu  or  a  spark  for
inspiration.  If  you  are
writing a sad ballad in
the key of G minor, you
can  flip  to  a  section
and  find  dozens  of
opt ions  you  might
never have considered.
This approach removes
the  guesswork  and
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technical  calculation,
freeing you to focus on
what truly matters: the
melody,  the lyric,  and
the emotional  delivery
of your song. It is a tool
designed  for  action,
not  just  theory.

A
Referenc
e, Not a
Rulebook
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
liberating  aspects  of
Scott's  philosophy  is
that  he  encourages
experimentation.  The
sequences in his book
are starting points. You
are encouraged to alter
them,  change  their
order,  or  use them in
f r a g m e n t s .  T h i s
mindset  prevents  the
common  p i t fa l l  o f
becoming  too  rigid  in

your writing.  The goal
is  not to replicate the
book  perfectly,  but  to
use it as a catalyst for
your unique voice.

BUILDING YOUR
FOUNDATION:
DIATONIC
HARMONY AND
KEY CENTERS

To  truly  benefit  from
any  resource  l i ke
Chord  Progressions
For  Songwriters
Richard  Scott,  you
need a basic grasp of
diatonic harmony. This
is the system of chords
that  naturally  occur
within a given key.  In
the key of C major, for
example,  the  diatonic
chords are:

I (C major) - The
Tonic: Home
base, stability.
ii (D minor) -
The Supertonic:
A gentle
departure, often
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leading to the V.
iii (E minor) -
The Mediant: A
softer, more
melancholic
chord.
IV (F major) -
The
Subdominant: A
lift, often used
before the final
cadence.
V (G major) -
The Dominant:
The king of
tension. This
chord creates a
strong pull back
to the I.
vi (A minor) -
The Submediant:
The relative
minor, a very
common source
of sadness or
introspection.
vii° (B
diminished) -
The Leading
Tone: A tense
chord that also
resolves strongly

to the I.

M o s t  o f  t h e
progressions you write
will  start  from  these
seven  chords.  The
magic  happens  when
you learn how to move
between them. Scott's
b o o k  p r o v i d e s
structured lists of these
movements,  from  the
m o s t  c o m m o n
(I–V–vi–IV) to the more
adventurous (ii–V–I in a
minor  key  or  using
inversions).

ESSENTIAL
PROGRESSIONS
EVERY
SONGWRITER
SHOULD MASTER

While  Scott's  book
offers  thousands  of
options,  a  few  core
progressions  form  the
bedrock  of  Western
music. Mastering these
will  give  you  a  solid
foundation  to  build
u p o n  u s i n g  m o r e
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advanced references.

The "Pop"
Progressi
on: I – V –
vi – IV
T h i s  i s  t h e  m o s t
famous  progression  of
the last 50 years. It is
the basis for "Let It Be"
(Beatles),  "Don't  Stop
Believin'"  (Journey),
and  "With  or  Without
Y o u "  ( U 2 ) .  I t  i s
uplifting, predictable in
a  satisfying  way,  and
incredibly  versatile.
Scott's  book  offers
var iat ions  on  th is
p a t t e r n ,  s u c h  a s
changing the order  to
v i – I V – I – V ,  w h i c h
creates  a  s l ight ly
different  emotional
feel.

The
Classic
Cycle: I –
IV – V
The  foundat ion  of
blues,  rock,  and  early
country  music.  This
simple  three-chord
structure  is  the  most
direct way to create a
song.  I t  has  a  raw,
powerful  feeling.  Scott
expands  on  this  by
offering  blues
turnarounds  and  12-
bar  variations.

The "Doo-
Wop" or
"50s"
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Progressi
on: I – vi –

IV – V
A  s l i g h t l y  m o r e
sophisticated  version
of  the  I– IV–V,  th is
progression  adds  a
touch  of  melancholy
w i t h  t h e  v i  c h o r d
before  resolving.  It  is
the sound of early rock
and roll  and doo-wop,
but  it  also  appears  in
modern indie and pop
music.

The
Descendi
ng Bass: I
– V – vi –

iii – IV – I
– IV – V
This  longer  sequence
creates  a  feeling  of
moving  downwards,
which  often  evokes  a
sense  of  nostalgia  or
journey.  It  is  common
in  epic  ballads  and
s i n g e r - s o n g w r i t e r
music.  Scott  provides
dozens of variants that
extend  or  compress
this  pattern.

HOW TO USE
RICHARD SCOTT'S
METHOD TO BREAK
WRITER'S BLOCK

Random1.
Selection: Open
the book (or
reference guide)
to a random
page. Pick a
progression you
have never used.
Force yourself to
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write a verse or
chorus using it.
The unfamiliarity
will push you out
of your comfort
zone.
Genre2.
Hopping: Look
up progressions
associated with a
genre you do not
write in (e.g.,
jazz or gospel).
Try to adapt
them to your
style. This cross-
pollination often
yields the most
original results.
Partial3.
Borrowing:
Take only the
first two chords
from one
progression and
the last two from
another. This
hybrid approach
creates unique
sequences that
are still grounded
in proven

harmonic logic.
Focus on4.
Emotion: Scott's
work often
categorizes
progressions by
mood (e.g.,
"Bright," "Dark,"
"Restless"). Start
with the feeling
you want to
convey, not the
key. This keeps
the emotion at
the forefront of
your writing.

GOING BEYOND
THE BASICS:
MODAL
INTERCHANGE AND
CHROMATICISM

O n c e  y o u  a r e
comfor tab le  w i th
diatonic  harmony,  the
next step is borrowing
chords  from  parallel
keys.  This  is  called
modal  interchange,
and it is a hallmark of
s o p h i s t i c a t e d
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s o n g w r i t i n g .  F o r
example, in the key of
C  major,  you  might
borrow a bVII chord (Bb
major)  or  a  bIII  chord
(Eb  major )  f rom  C
minor.  This  injects  a
sudden,  bittersweet
color  into  your  music.
R i c h a r d  S c o t t ' s
resources are excellent
for this,  as they often
list  progressions  that
use  these  "borrowed"
chords.  Using  a  bVII
chord (like using an F
major chord in the key
of  G major)  creates a
rock  or  bluesy  edge.
Using  a  iv  chord  (F
minor in the key of C
m a j o r )  c r e a t e s  a
powerful,  emotional
l i f t .  These  are  the
"secret  weapons"  of
top  songwriters.
Another  advanced
technique  is  using
secondary  dominants.
This involves placing a
dominant  chord  (a  V
chord)  before  a  chord

that  is  not  the  tonic.
For example, in the key
of C, you might play E7
(which  is  the  V  of  A
minor)  before  moving
to  Am.  This  adds  a
jazzy,  sophisticated
tension that grabs the
listener's  attention.
Scott's lists are full  of
t h e s e  k i n d s  o f
harmonic  twists.

APPLYING
PROGRESSIONS TO
SONG STRUCTURE

It is rare for a song to
u s e  t h e  s a m e
progression  for  the
verse,  chorus,  and
bridge. The magic of a
great  song is  often in
the  contrast  between
sections.
The Verse: Often uses
a  chord  progression
that feels less settled,
more circular. It might
linger on the vi  chord
or the ii chord, creating
a  feeling  of  searching
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or  setting  up  a  story.
You might use a long,
flowing  progression
f r o m  C h o r d
Progressions  For
Songwriters  Richard
Scott  that  takes  four
o r  e i g h t  b a r s  t o
complete.
The  Chorus:  This  is
where  you  want  the
strongest  sense  of
arrival.  The  chorus
progression  usually
features  the  I  chord
(the tonic) prominently
and often ends on it. It
is  more  direct  and
memorable.  Scott's
reference  sections  for
"Bright"  or  "Resolved"
progressions  are  ideal
for chorus writing.
The  Bridge:  This  is
your  opportunity  for
maximum  contrast.
The  bridge  should  go
somewhere  the  verse
and chorus did not.  It
m i g h t  m o d u l a t e
(change  key)  or  use
c h o r d s  f r o m  a

completely  different
m o d e .  S c o t t ' s
extensive lists  provide
the perfect  source  for
finding  that  "out  of
nowhere"  sequence
that makes your bridge
unforgettable.

THE EMOTIONAL
DICTIONARY OF
CHORD
PROGRESSIONS

O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
valuable  lessons  you
c a n  l e a r n  f r o m
studying  harmony  is
the  emotional  weight
of  specific  intervals
and chord qualities.  A
major  chord  generally
feels happy, bright, or
stable.  A  minor  chord
f e e l s  s a d ,
introspective,  or  dark.
A  diminished  chord
feels tense, anxious, or
u n s t a b l e .  A n
augmented chord feels
mysterious,  floating,  or
alien.



Chord Progressions For Songwriters Richard
Scott 11

11

By combining these in
a sequence, you create
a  n a r r a t i v e .  A
progression that moves
from A minor (sad) to F
major  (bright)  to  G
major (resolved) tells a
small  story  of  moving
from sadness to hope.
Richard Scott's method
helps  you  understand
these  relationships

without  needing  to
a n a l y z e  t h e m
intellectually  every
time.  Over  time,  you
in terna l i ze  these
e m o t i o n a l  c u e s ,
allowing  you  to  write
faster  and  with  more
intention.

PRACTICAL TIPS
FOR DAILY
PRACTICE


