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An Introduction to PROGRESSION in Lyric Writing 
 
The more active a musical theatre song, the better. You want to find ways for the lyric to 
forward the story, to dramatize a decision, or to make a character take action. Your 
lyrics need energy and motion. 
 
To that end, you should think about progression.  
 
A progression is an underlying organization which gives shape or movement to the idea 
of the lyric.  
 
A lyric with a progression will start the audience at one point and deliver them to a 
different point by the end of the song.  
 
Here's an overview of six fundamental progressions of musical theatre lyrics which have 
an AABA structure.  
 
(To learn what an AABA structure is, check out the last two pages of this document.)  
 
There are many more than these six, of course, and you can devise new ones of your 
own, but with these six progressions, you can accomplish a lot in terms of putting action 
into your lyrics.  
 
Hint: think "beginning/middle/end" in the A-sections, and add contrast it in the B-
sections. 
 
 
Problem-Solution 
A -- state the problem 
A -- why is it a problem? 
B -- possible solution 
A -- take an action 
 
Ex.  
A -- I just killed someone 
A -- The police are after me 
B -- I could run 
A -- I'm going to turn myself in 
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Viewpoint 
A -- This is what I believe 
A -- Because... 
B -- On the other hand... 
A -- So that's why I say... 
 
Ex.  
A -- I think you and I are over 
A -- Because you cheated on me 
B -- I want to stay with you 
A -- But I have to leave 
 
Time (Past, Present, Future) 
A -- Sing about the past 
A -- Sing about the present 
B -- Compare/comment on them 
A -- Sing about the future 
 
Ex. 
A -- I used to hate you 
A -- But my feelings have changed 
B -- Can we put the past behind us? 
A -- Maybe we can be in love 
 
Time (Calendar / Seasons) 
A -- Sing about spring 
A -- Sing about summer 
B -- Sing about autumn 
A -- Sing about winter 
 
Ex.  
A -- We met in the spring 
A -- Summer was wonderful 
B -- Things got rocky in the fall 
A -- I'm cold and lonely in the winter 
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Time (Clock) 
A -- Sing about the morning 
A -- Sing about the afternoon 
B -- Compare/comment on them 
A -- Sing about the evening 
 
Ex. 
A -- Things were great this morning 
A -- I found out you cheated this afternoon 
B -- This is the longest day of my life 
A -- This is my first evening without you  
 
Pronoun Progression 
A -- Sing about me 
A -- Sing about you 
B -- Sing about the relationship 
A -- Sing about us (or them) 
 
Ex. 
A -- I was fine on my own 
A -- Then I met you 
B -- You turned my world inside out 
A -- Now we have a world of our own 
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The AABA song structure in musical theatre 
 
 
An AABA song is structured into four parts.  The parts could be long or short, or inequal, but typically: 
 

8 bars - first A 
8 bars - second A 
8 bars - B-section 
8 bars - final A 

 
The 2nd and 3rd A-sections repeat material from the first A-section.  For example, the first line of each 
the A's lyric might repeat; or perhaps the last line of the stanza might repeat. 
 
The B-section provides contrast; usually a different feel, or tempo, or key, or time signature. 
 
AABA is a refrain.  It might have an introduction and/or verse before it.  It might have a verse before 
AND after it: 
 

Verse 1 
Refrain  (the AABA part) 
Verse 2 
Refrain (repetition of AABA) 
 

Most typically AABA has an intro before it, and some tag after it. 
Intro 
Refrain 
Coda/tag/dance, etc. 
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The AABA structure of Somewhere Over the Rainbow 
 
Note the repeated material in the first line of each of the A's. 
 

First A 
Somewhere over the rainbow 
Way up high 
There's a land that I heard of 
Once in a lullaby. 
 

Second A 
Somewhere over the rainbow 
Skies are blue 
And the dreams that you dare to dream 
Really do come true. 
 

B-section 
Some day I'll wish upon a star 
And wake up where the clouds are far behind me 
Where troubles melt like lemon drops 
Away above the chimney tops 
That's where you'll find me. 

 
Third A 
Somewhere over the rainbow 
Bluebirds fly. 
Birds fly over the rainbow. 
Why, then, oh why can't I? 
 
 


