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8.  Song-Placement 

(A Whole Lotta Sunlight”) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Overview 
 
The song that accompanies this chapter is A Whole Lotta Sunlight from the musical 
Raisin with music by Jeff Woldin and lyrics by Robert Brittan.  It’s an unusual song that 
is sung to a potted plant by a woman who has lived her entire life shut-up in the projects 
and is looking forward to owning a home of her own at last.  The choice of the object of 
the song – the potted plant – and the choice of the topic – a whole lotta sunshine – 
come together naturally to express the depth of this woman’s longing for a home, a 
place where she can plant her potted plant in the ground outside instead of keeping it 
penned up in a pot on her windowsill. 
 
It took some imagination to conceive of this song.  It introduces the character of Mama, 
who has just returned to her walk-up apartment after a hard day.  After complaining 
about how tired she is from climbing the steps compared to the time when she could do 
it without thinking, she spots her plant on the table, and addresses it directly, and sings. 
 
This is Mama’s “want” song.  There is nothing in the dialogue in Lorraine Hansbury’s 
original play, A Raisin In The Sun, about wanting a home of her own with a garden at 
this point.  She does tell us she hasn’t decided what to do with the insurance money she 
will receive from her husband’s estate.  In the musical she doesn’t get that far.  There is 
no one else in the room when she comes home, so she talks to the plant.  By the time 
she finishes the song we know she wants a home of her own, so even when she tells us 
she hasn’t made up her mind yet, we know exactly what she is at least going to try to 
do. 
 
It’s very effective and clever song placement. 

In This Lesson 
• How the bookwriter collaborates 

with the songwriter(s) to decide 
where songs go, what they may be 
about, and who sings them. 

• How the Composer reads the 
libretto carefully, looking for clues 
to inform the music. 

• How the Lyricist reads the libretto 
carefully looking for clues to 
inform the lyrics 
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The Bookwriter’s role in Song Placement 
 
There are many things the bookwriter can do to suggest a song without making a note 
in the stage directions (song here about wanting a home and garden).  If a character 
has a moment alone, or even a moment with others present where it is appropriate, the 
bookwriter may create a monologue with heightened language that causes the 
songwriting team to perk up and say “bingo!” that’s a song.  The bookwriter might make 
marginal notes indicating where a song might be possible, or maybe even create a line 
or two of “poetry” hoping the hook the lyricist into a song idea. 
 
Probably the best thing the bookwriter can do is to simply write each scene as carefully 
as possible, using the diction called for in the character’s backg 
round, experience, etc  and provide details and imagery in the dialogue that sit 
comfortably on the character’s speech patterns. 
 
This is not to say the bookwriter should write the draft, then turn it over to the 
songwriters and hope for the best.  Song placement is a collaborative effort.  The 
bookwriter should sit down with the songwriter(s).  Listen first to their ideas about where 
songs might go, and what they might be about, then share his or her own ideas.  This 
should spark a lively discussion that could go on for weeks as the collaborators gather 
to discuss the project, share their current work and plan what’s next. 
 
It is the bookwriter’s responsibility to police the language of the lyrics, making sure the 
lyricist has kept the lyrics within the believable parameters of the characters’ speech 
patterns and diction as expressed in the book and suggested by what we know of the 
character’s background and personal agenda – what the character(s) want(s). 
 
Songs in musicals are not really about providing information or exposition for the 
audience.  We may hear specific information and learn some exposition during a song, 
but this is not the purpose of a theatre song.  A good rule of thumb:  leave the nuts and 
bolts of the plot to the dialogue.  Use the songs for the action of the story. 
 
Of course, the action of the story is part of the plot, and generally consists of two types 
of events: 

1.  An event we know is coming and anticipate, like the dance at the gym in West 
Side Story or the fashion show in Milan in Kinky Boots. 

2. An event that surprises us like the way Marian misdirects the authorities looking 
to arrest Harold Hill in The Music Man.  As much as she despises or think she 
despises the man, she recognizes the magic he has worked on her brother, 
causing him to forget he is self-conscious about his stuttering and just blurt out 
his excitement about Professor Hill and the band instruments. 

Once basic decisions have been made about where a song will go, what it will be about 
and how it will function, it will become the bookwriter’s job to work with the composer to 
insure that the energy of the moment in the play matches the energy in the music at the 
start of the song.   Many factors affect this moment:  What the character wants at the 
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moment, what the circumstances permit the character to say and do at the moment, 
whether the character is alone or in the presence of others, whether the character fully 
understands the consequences of the moment, etc.  This is important because the 
moment the music begins, the audience pays a different kind of attention, and an 
expectation has been raised.  If the song does not fulfill that expectation, the song will 
not succeed. 

 

The bookwriter also has a responsibility to insure that the song functions in the story, 
that it brings about a change of condition, or signals a coming change of condition.  In 
Oklahoma, the song “Surrey With The Fringe On Top” is all about the surrey.  It’s 
perfectly reasonable to say the surrey is the topic of the song.  However, in singing 
about the surrey, Curly does more than merely describe it.  He goes on in the second 
refrain to describe the ride to the box social in the surrey.  In the third refrain he sings 
about the ride home after the social, indicating there might be some physical contact 
between the occupants of the surrey.  Curly is using the topic (the surrey) as a device to 
get Laurie to agree to attend the box social with him.  The function of the song is to 
show how a boy is trying to get a date with a girl.   

 

In the best theatre songs, the function of the song uses the topic of the song in an active 
way, but the topic of the song is not the function of the  

The composer’s role in song placement 

Once the team has decided where a song should be placed, what it might be about and 
how it might function, the composer has to examine the scene and begin to decide what 
the music will need to do to accomplish the plan.  Will the song be angry?  Charming?  
Wistful?  Clueless?  Determined?  What is the prevailing attitude of the character(s) who 
will sing?  Then the composer needs to take this question one step further:  how does 
this character or set of characters sound under the circumstances of the scene?  What 
kind of music is the character capable of creating? 

 

Every composer will have a different response to these issues, even if they were all to 
write a song for the same character at the same moment in the same show (which is 
what happens in the NMI Core Curriculum).  This means there is no right or wrong way 
to write this moment – only your way, or the way you hear it.  Slip into the character’s 
shoes for a moment before you start to listen for the music.  What’s going on around the 
character, how does the character feel at this exact moment – happy, sad, nervous, 
excited – once you are in that condition as the character, then let the music start to form 
in your mind’s ear.  Grab that.  Work out a sketch of a melodic line and a harmonic 
progression to support it on your keyboard or guitar. 

 

Now you have the beginning of something to talk about with your collaborators.  You 
have played a role in placing the song and you’ve taken the first step toward realizing 
the moment musically. 
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Composers need to also think about the structure of the score.  What was or will be the 
song immediately prior to this one?  What will be the song that follows?  Will there be 
too many ballads back to back?  Too many songs in the same style, in the same key, 
for the same character back to back?  Too many solos in a row.  Too many ensemble 
numbers in a row? 

 

Composers will also make decisions about the key signature, whether the song is in 
major or minor mode, or some other mode, such as the distinctly Lydian mode of the 
song “Maria” from West Side Story with its emphasis on the raised 4th tone of the scale 
on the key word:  ma-RI-a…  What is the harmonic palate of the song?  Is it a simple 
rock ballad with a 1-4-5 progression, a Brazilian samba with lots of altered chords 
featuring the upper extensions of the 9th, 11th and 13th tones of the scale?  None of 
these decisions should be arbitrary.  Rather they should emanate from the composer’s 
mental ear.  Compare, for instance the accessibility and simplicity of Great Big Stuff 
from Dirty Rotten Scoundrels to the musical complexity of Here I Am from the same 
show.  The first is sung by a wanna-be con man who is learning the ropes.  The second 
is sung by an experienced con woman who is telling us she is just a simple soul while 
the music and clever lyrics tell us there is much more to her.  One phrase of the lyric: 
“this nice sincere sancerre is French” – say it out loud – tells us she is no babe in the 
woods, and the music presents the line so we can’t possibly miss the cleverness of it. 

 

It is not possible to teach a composer to take advantage of all the tools available.  In 
fact, I believe the road to real success for composers is to limit the tools in each 
instance:  don’t try to do it all in one song.  Stay true to the character in the moment. 
Use your background in composition but exercise restraint and write music that suits the 
character rather than music that explores the composer’s length, width and breadth of 
style.  Learn to express yourself within the confines of the character in the moment.  Do 
not permit yourself to be merely derivative because you are writing a genre song – a 
romantic waltz, a jazzy rag, a mournful lullaby.  Instead, tie it to the character in the 
moment – what kind of lullaby does this person sing?  Let your personality influence it 
and make it original, but never let your personality overshadow the character’s reality. 

 

It is possible to use technical musical terms to describe the process of writing the music 
for a theatre song, but I am not sure this is as useful as treating the process narratively.  
I say this because writing a theatre song is not a formulaic activity.  Algebra is 
arithmetic, not mathematics.  Any given pop genre might have a formula one can follow 
(but even in popular music, formulas grow tiresome quickly) but a theatre song is artful 
(or should be) and art by definition is not formulaic.  Theatre composers are dramatists 
first, composers second. 

The lyricist’s role in Song Placement 

The lyricist must work closely with the bookwriter once the team has decided to place a 
song in a scene.  The lyricist must evolve the topic of the song and, often with the help 
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of the bookwriter, imbue the song with an active function in the story-telling.  This may 
require a lot of back and forth between the bookwriter and the lyricist.  Here are some of 
the possible questions both need to ask: 

• What is the prevailing feeling of the character during this song? 

• Is the character being introspective, trying to solve a dilemma, trying to determine 
a course of future action? 

• Is the character trying to choose a present action because of a previous event? 

• Is the character trying to convince another character or group of characters to 
act? 

• Is this moment defensive or offensive?  Thoughtful or thoughtless?  Positive or 
negative? 

• Is the character or characters singing in a moment of stasis?  Transition?  
Expectation?  Action? 

• What is the thought that provokes the character(s) to sing?  Does this thought 
develop during the song?  To what end?  What is the audience’s expectation at 
the end of the song? 

• Is the topic of the song an accessible metaphor for the character’s moment? 

• Is the topic of the song the object of the character’s moment? 

• Is the topic of the song related to the character’s needs or wants? 

• Does the song go where the character wants it to? 

• Does the character make a discovery during the song that changes the direction 
of the character’s wants and needs? 

There are hundreds of other questions we could ask at any given moment.  Probably 
the most important question is:  why does this need to be a song rather than dialogue?  
What has raised the stakes so that only a song can get the job done?  Emotions run 
hotter during the songs, and the audience is most attentive during the songs of a 
musical. 

Once the team has spotted the song and discussed its potential topic and function, it will 
be the lyricist’s job to take the idea and develop it through several stanzas into a clear 
form (A-A-B-A, A-B-A-B, etc.) and to work with the bookwriter to make it function in the 
story.  This may involve creating a lead-in moment in the dialogue that seems to push 
the song onto the stage.  It may require some underscored dialogue in the song, 
including dialogue between stanzas and perhaps even an entire section of dialogue 
between refrains.  Songs often require this kind of manipulation in order to make their 
function clear, sometimes becoming musical scenes rather than stand-alone songs. 

Some musical scenes are planned from the beginning.  The team examines a scene 
and comes to the conclusion that the entire scene can be rendered as music and lyrics 
and doesn’t require the transition from spoken language to singing.  This is especially 
true as the action intensifies in a story, when the characters are so fully committed and 
evolved that singing trumps all talking. 

When such a musical scene is contemplated, the collaborators need to work closely 
together, either literally working in the same room or trading their separate components 
back and forth via technology with increasing frequency.  Writing a musical scene is like 
writing a whole musical, but in microcosm: 
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• Outline the scene 

• Identify components of the outline for musical separation 
o Introductory verse or verses 
o Statement and Development stanzas 
o Conclusion stanzas 

• Write the music and lyrics for the song or songs that will comprise the musical 
scene 

Note the plurals in the outline above.  It may involve more than one song, include 
reprises of songs heard previously in the score, or make use of leitmotif to characterize 
the different people who are needed to sing during the scene. 

The marriage of music and lyrics is one of the miracles of the American musical theatre, 
especially in some of its most successful musical scenes: 

• The Tonight” quintet in West Side Story 

• “Soon, Later, Now” in A Little Night Music 

• “Are You Ready Gyp Watson” in Destry Rides Again 

• “The Brotherhood of Man” in How To Succeed In Business 

• “Eat A Little Something” in I Can Get It For You Wholesale 

• “The Telephone Hour” in Bye, Bye Birdie 

These are just a few examples of how writers have dealt with their scenes in the past.  If 
you don’t know these shows, try to find examples of them to study.  You can find some 
on YouTube if you are persistent.  Serious students can go to the library at Lincoln 
Center and be given permission to view videos of some of the original productions by 
appointment. 

 


