
Writing for rock and pop instruments: verse-chorus form   61

Now compose a melody for your chord progression. Bear in mind the limits and range 
of the performer you are writing for. Give the melody a strong shape, with phrases 
which fit in with those of the chord progression.

Step 7: creating a drum pattern
When you begin adding a drum pattern to your melody and chord progression, the 
overall mood and feel will begin to take shape. If you are not intending to include a drum 
track (for instance, if your composition is for voice and guitar only), you will need to add 
a rhythmic element to your accompaniment instead. This is covered in step 8.

A good first step is to start with a simple 
drum pattern of one, two or four bars. 
If you are using a sequencer, you can 
build up a drum track one instrument 
at a time, setting the software to record 
on a loop in mixed mode and then 
overdubbing the instruments one by 
one. You can then cut and paste this 
loop to form a continuous track. 

Concentrate first on the bass drum, snare and hi-hat. At this stage, you are looking for 
something that will give you the right feel, so you can add details later. Here are some 
patterns to try out with your existing material: 

The first five are straight rhythms in 44 while numbers 6–8 are swung and written out 
in 128. Note that you can also use less common metres, such as 34 or 54. 

Once you have a basic pattern, this should provide you with a good starting point. 
Although it is tempting just to repeat this pattern all the way through your song, doing 
this can make your song sound rather repetitive. Your song will be more effective if 
you vary the drum pattern intelligently. 

In the last bar of a four- or eight-bar phrase, the drums often play a fill – a mini solo, 
where they depart from the basic pattern. When leading into new sections, the fill is 
often quite prominent and inventive. It usually involves more of the instruments in the 
kit, especially toms, and can end with a crash cymbal on the barline. 

Here are some examples:
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Here are some possible melody openings for the first few bars of the chord 
progression above:

Melody 1 is a little dull as it is mostly on the same note and the rhythm is fairly square. 

Melody 2 is a more developed version of melody 1. It has more interest as it alternates 
between two notes in the first two bars and incorporates some syncopation, giving it 
more of a natural feel.

Melody 3 has a wide range and a more varied contour, being based on the notes of 
the accompanying chords, and would require a good singer. Notice again the use of 
syncopated rhythms, which help the line to flow.

Melody 4 is a more lyrical melody, using sustained notes that will allow the vocalist 
or instrumentalist to be expressive. Writing a slow melody like this is well worth 
considering, and might form a good contrast with a faster-moving line elsewhere in 
the song. Notice that the second four-bar phrase repeats the harmonies of the first 
four bars, a change to the original chord progression. You might find that you need to 
change the chord progression if your melody takes you in a different direction. 

When you feel you have found the right opening, you can extend it for the duration of the 
complete chord progression. Aim to keep the same character, perhaps by starting each 
phrase with the same rhythm or melodic outline, but also try to give the line some overall 
shape, such as getting gradually higher, including increasingly large intervals or covering 
an increasingly wide range of notes. Here is how a continuation of melody 2 might look:
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Although you are advised not to use commercial 
drum loops, if you have access to any, you could 
look at some of these for ideas and then base your 
own ideas on them. The ‘add drum pattern’ 
plug-in on Sibelius might be a good place to start, 
although of course you can’t use these in your 
piece. Alternatively, listen to the drum tracks on 
actual songs. 


