
On Writing - Joel Merzetti Answers Kayt’s Essay 
 
 
Hi Kayt,   (and if this feels like an informally formal 
interview, I guess it is.) 

 
JPM:  Question: Have you ever sat down and cruised 
through a pile of writings chronologically? 
To watch yourself evolve, and witness how you tackle a 
topic, as years go by? 
  
KL:  Yeah, I totally have.  I suppose it happens once every four or five years.  I’m usually 
distracted, avoiding some other task at the time.  It does feel quite natural though, to look back 
at those vulnerable beginnings from so very long ago.  It’s like meeting my younger self. 
 
Topics do evolve.  It’s true.  Sometimes, I like to embed a lesson in a song or poem, something 
I’ve learned.  It’s neat to come across those little gems because the reminders are really 
important. 
 
JPM:  Another question: Do you ever think that the strongest melodies are the ones that precede 
lyrics? (Announce themselves before you consciously feel a certain topic to write about.) 
Or - that a melodic line, or the "feel" of the thing (rhythm, chord change) - suggests a certain 
way to write the words. 
  
KL:  Rarely, and for me, never.  I find it nonsensical to force words onto a melody.  For example, 
in any song, from verse to verse, the basic feel and approach may be consistent, but the words 
are different, so the melodies and rhythms of them are going to turn out differently, and 
delightfully so!  If the lines are intended to be heard by the listener, whose experience of the 
lyrics moves through the time of the song, it must evolve in the way a story is told.  When a 
melody is held precious, it loses its power to inspire.  It becomes commonplace.  The words 
never quite fit. 
 
JPM:  Or better yet: that the mood suggested by the musical half - affects the way you're going 
to write it? 
 
KL:  For me, melody is usually the result of the delivery of the words, as they move across the 
chords.  Sometimes, I’ll develop a song, and come to realize that I’d not found the truest 
melody yet, because I’d been singing what would eventually be the harmony to that true 
melody. 
 
For me, a melody that doesn’t evolve from the delivery of words is a solo. 
 



JPM:   If you write a lot of free verse, do you ever feel frustrated by the tyranny of the metre and 
the rhyme? 
Or better yet - do you ever find yourself writing free verse "lyrically?" 
(reason for this question) 
Many free verse workshops are frequented by writers who never write lyrics, or lyrically (though 
they can be excellent at writing classic free verse) and it often happens that for them, free verse 
that has a lyrical rhythm to it - challenges their "free" sense of style, somewhat. 
As if it's a mixture of two things that aren't supposed to mix. 
 
KL:  I don’t find meter to be tyranical!   That’s funny! 
When writing in a format, I find the rhythm of the lines to be energetic.  I like the emphasis of 
certain kinds of repetition, whether it’s the rhymes or certain sounds or syllables.  I find that it 
can give a sense of purpose to the way the words land within a verse or a chorus.  Concerning 
rhyme, a rhyme doesn’t have to be perfect for me!  I don’t mind if an approximate rhyme fits 
the bill better than an ideal one.  Rhythms too, can change, in the way that a verse drives 
forward, or is arrested. 
 
Concerning free verse, outside of music, I do tend to write in a way that moves nicely.  I like the 
way words carry currents through the phrases.  The intrigue of free verse is that it is intended 
to be read, so the beauty of a free verse passage is also in the way it appears upon the page.  It 
suggests stops, starts, breaths, long continuations and it’s always an option to use punctuation 
to unite the parts.  Or not.  Instead the passage of time, over the course of a song, the passage 
of time occurs as the gaze of the reader falls down the page through the lines. 
 
Your question is interesting because free verse seems to contradict many ideals of poetry, but it 
does communicate ideas poetically in images and stories.  It uses all of the same devices to 
deliver a sense of time and place and the 
reason for taking the reader there.  Often 
too, free verse “quotes” from the dictates 
of conventional poetry, by falling into 
moments of rhythm or rhyme, and I 
believe that these moments are 
intentional.  Even for those writers who 
don’t want to force it, moments like 
these occur.  Why not let them? 
  
JPM:  I love what you say about visceral 
awareness - as in some internal organic process that makes all the sounds a listener is hearing - 
blend in such a way that the sum of all the parts become somehow greater than the whole. 
If some part of your sound srikes a chord inside a listener (remembering a favourite thing - or 
just a powerful emotional memory) then they're going to identify with that. 
(loved the sights and scents bit!) 
  



KL:  Thanks JP!  You write like that too.  Admit it! 
 
JPM:  Can you pinpoint that time when songwriting became more frequent, and why? 
(The why of it - is always what fascinates me.) 
  
KL:  Poetry since I was 13 years old.  It came on in a flood that has never subsided.  Songwriting 
started when my old friend Gus Apostolos encouraged me to improvise and try my words to his 
inspiring playing.  We were never able to play the same thing twice, so we recorded a lot of 
stuff on cassettes so that we could remember the really amazing moments.  We did some good 
work.  Many years later, I had been jamming with Gus and a number of other musicians, never 
notating anything in stone.  Some beautiful recordings emerged, but the writing was still 
ephemeral. 
 
The moment you’re asking about occurred when I was randomly given my first mandolin.  I took 
to it with unexpected ease and curiosity.  It wasn’t a very good instrument, and the strings were 
set very high.  It hurt my fingers badly.  What it gave me was the means to have an instrument 
by my side at all times.  I could play it watching TV.  I could fall asleep with it and forget about 
it.  I could wake up and it would be there.  It revealed itself to me quite quickly.  After a short 
while, the body of the instrument vibrating against my belly became a comfort to me.  For the 
first time in my life, I could accompany my own singing, and the songs began to pour. 
 
JPM:  The songs that "escape" (the dreamcatcher)......has one ever consciously come back 
again? 
  
KL:  Never!  So sad.  Many lost songs.  I’ve got to get them notated so quickly!  So inconvenient 
sometimes.  (Shakes head.) 
 
JPM:  Do you ever use any kind of internal censor? (such as - absolutely won't write about that!) 
  
KL:  Um.  Yes. 
Occasionally a subject gets written about indirectly.  Or, as you’re aware, I have a slew of 
‘secret’ songs that I don’t feel right about releasing or playing publicly.  There are lots of ways 
that a singular expression can be used to refer to a person or circumstance that effectively says 
what I need to say though, so self- censorship is not generally a limitation.  Haha.  Good 
question! 
 
JPM:  I've always been intrigued by the whole idea 
of universal theme.  
(as if - consciously writing for the listener's 
identification) but then - is it ever really that out 
front? 
Or more to the point: the listener's understanding. 
But as you say - a listener can have any reason at 
all for liking your work. 



 
We write - to be understood. 
We write - to be accepted (wecomed, liked?) 
We write - to give some sort of shape to whatever (otherwise) remains formless? 
  
The story that is always the same as someone else's. 
If this be the qualifier of good writing - the personal transition into public, 
do you feel a set of "personal rules" comes into play? 
  
  
KL:  I don’t think there’s a song that exists, with lyrics, that isn’t about something. 
 
Hmm.  Universal themes, and personal rules. 
I suppose I can give an example.  Once, I was writing with a friend and we differed on a lyric 
that described a drunk girl on a dance floor.  My co-writer wanted to literally paint the picture 
of the girl as she lay on the floor, passed out.  I had a hard time with this because I found the 
image vulgar but not off-limits, preferring to use suggestions of the scene that could be 
interpreted in several ways.  I liked the lyric “on the floor” that could mean that she was either 
on the dance floor, or lying on the floor.  I liked the words “lost”, “spun” or “searching” in 
combination with the obscurity of the word “fallen”, to infer drunkness without using the word 
“drunk”.  I felt strongly that the image could be interpreted in different ways by different 
people that way.  Some folks would see a passed out drunk chick – possibly if that was their 
experience – while others would see a troubled girl, and the intended image wouldn’t be wrong 
either way. 
 
I’m not sure I write to be accepted, and while I’d love 
for everyone to like the material, it’s not realistic.  I 
know, for me, there are lots of songs out there that 
are about things I’ve never experienced, so it’s not 
possible to be totally universal.  Inversely though, it’s 
good practice to not be so exclusive about a subject.  
Most subjects can be more broadly treated so that the 
story can be related to by more people. 
 
Finally, I’m not opposed to very specific writing.  I just 
prefer not to, very often.  I think there’s a “time and a 
place” for certain topics, and some are only relevant 
for short moments in history.  These may become 
popular songs for their associations.  Sound tracks and 
theme songs fit this bill.  News-related lyrics work for this.  Historically-relevant song writing 
does too.  But I think one would be hard pressed not to find some universal themes in these as 
well.  After all, aren’t they news-worthy for a reason? 
 



JPM:  One final question: 
  
The solitude that accompanies writing. 
(in whatever way, and for whatever reason)  
-not the why of it 
-or necessarily the importance of it  
-but something else....................(what would that be?) 
  
KL:  I suppose I’m involved in my own experience when I write, so there’s a solitude in that 
sense.  The presence of others is sometimes a distraction, but sometimes not.  It depends on 
the person.  There are folks whose company is conducive to my feeling secure.  There are also 
individuals whose demands for attention make it impossible to be creative in any practice. 
 
To speak of the experience of being involved in writing is to speak about my life, for sure.  The 
words and ideas come so often while I am with people, and also at other times, but the process 
is an evolution within me.  “The solitude that accompanies writing” is a false statement for me 
though, because writing and the creative process itself is terrific company! 
 

JPM:  This was fun. 
What you wrote really made me stop 
and think - about songwriting 
in a different way. More concrete. 
More organic. 
  
As if - it's a thing that one does. 
Instead of something that one gets 
away with (games of peekaboo & 
tiddleywinks.) 
  
Like the snapshots taken of the ceiling 
of the Cistine Chapel -  
because, after all.....one can't take the 
ceiling away with them........ 
  
j 

 
KL:  JP, you rock.  Let’s do this again sometime! 
Next time, your turn.  lol 


