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[bookmark: _Toc532320195]Project Summary

My dissertation will explore the role of the producer in creating music. I will research the producer’s importance in the creative process and how they impact the end result of music. My aim to investigate if the producer is in fact more important than the band themselves, or if the musicians are the most important.
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This dissertation will focus on the roles of Rick Rubin, George Martin and AI music production. It will analyse the impact the different producers had on the outcome of the music they produced and whether it was for better or for worse.

As someone who enjoys music production and would like to pursue it as a career, I am interested to determine whether my statement is true – as I believe the producer plays a massive role in the outcome of all music. The producer may not always change music for the better, but I think still plays an important part of the music.

In chapter one I examine Rick Rubin’s production, discussing a few key artists he has produced, and exploring why and how he has managed to produce so many top albums.

In chapter 2 I examine George Martin’s production, focusing on his time with The Beatles, along with the revolutionary recording techniques he helped invent, and see why he was so important.

In chapter 3 I look to new emerging AI technology to view how it is changing the production landscape, potentially decreasing the role of both human producers and musicians.

In chapter 4 I will summarise my findings and put forward my argument for the producer’s role in music.

I used a variety of sources. Most of the relevant sources for the topic came as interviews, as it is a personal topic to each producer and not scientific. I also researched using google scholar but did not find many sources of much use. I found a couple of sources relating to Rick Rubin using the University’s online resources, but most of my research came from journalists. Most of the information for the AI came from tech blogs, as it’s at the cutting edge of what is available.
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Rick Rubin has a very different production style compared to most producers. He has no technical knowledge of using a mixing desk or DAW but focuses purely on getting the best from an artist in both the artist’s writing and performance. Rubin has a team of engineers who focus on the technical aspects of recording, so he can give his full attention to the artist. Also, Rubin only produces music he likes, as a fan (One, 2014), and won’t release music if both he and the artist aren’t proud of the end product. Rubin believes his main job is “to be a governor of taste” (Hiatt, 2007). In fact, Rubin would say his main strength is his ability to listen to the artists and the music they play, and then provide feedback in the best way for the artist.

Rubin’s discography is full of popular artists top albums (Ankeny, n.d.)and his ability to inspire artists to create their best music (Grow, 2016) has been widely acknowledged. This is often put down to the efforts Rubin makes to really understand both the artist and what the artist is trying to achieve (One, 2014). (Williams J. , n.d.) Rubin will only ever love or hate something in the studio, a track will never be just ok (Williams J. , n.d.). Rubin also wants to discover something new and not just put out the same old that everyone has heard before. A notable example of this is Public Enemy, where his partner Russell Simmons told Rubin he was wasting his time signing Public enemy (Williams J. , n.d.). Rubin quickly proved Simmons wrong.

Before recording with an artist, Rubin meets with the artist and gets to know them (One, 2014). Rubin likes to create a relaxed environment for the artist to set the tone for the production. He likes to have walking meetings on the beach rather than a regular office meeting. This creates a far more relaxed atmosphere which also suits many creative people much better (Hiatt, 2007). As Rubin gets to know an artist, he spends time experimenting how to get the best possible performance from them. He will listen to everyone’s ideas, often before voicing his own production style, in case someone has a better idea than himself, or that could be combined with his own ideas (One, 2014).

The approach Rubin uses to get the most from an artist varies wildly. Sometimes it involves giving the artist a confidence boost, convincing an already great artist that they still have it, such as with Damien Rice and Johnny Cash (cloakdaggerproduction, 2015)(two examples of Rubin’s ability to bring artists back to their best (Ducker, n.d.)). Alternatively, it may involve questioning whether what he is hearing is an artist’s best work and if the song and performance is up to scratch (One, 2014). Rubin also believes he must give the artist the most comfortable setting for the individual, with no expectations so the artist feels completely safe to play anything. Rubin will try bringing the artists friends in, along with leaving the artist alone, experimenting with what the artist best responds to. He also experiments with different settings, such as recording the Red Hot Chili Peppers in a house rather than a studio, to break the Chili Peppers out of old habits (Blatt, 2014). He even had Anthony Kiedis singing alone in a bedroom as it was where and how Kiedis felt most comfortable (Ankeny, n.d.).

Rubin spends much of his time meditating as he believes it helps him find ways to get the best from each artist he produces. Rubin believes criticism and judgment is essential to getting more from an artist. As artists become successful an inflated ego often comes attached to the success. This may prevent the artist from growing and improving their music, particularly if they are constantly told they are doing great work. Rubin believes his objective criticism helps the artist improve rather than stagnate (Blatt, 2014). When giving this criticism, Rubin says the meditation takes away the baggage (Hiatt, 2007). Rubin also believes in dyadic meditation. He considers that being in a meditative state himself is contagious, even if the artist doesn’t perform meditation themselves (Blatt, 2014). However, some artists do perform meditation, for example, both the Red Hot Chili Peppers and Tom Petty would meditate before every session to focus on the job at hand and decide what could be done to get the best from each session (Karaslamb, 2013).

Rubin usually likes to spend lots of time on each album, with the belief the album should take as long as it takes. He will only finish an album when he believes it’s the very best it can be. This also transcends into how long each recording session is – a session with Rubin will usually last from midday until six pm. However, if the artist is having a bad day Rubin will cut the session short. Conversely, if the session is going particularly well, he will stay as long as it continues to go well (Karaslamb, 2013). At the same time this doesn’t mean that Rubin isn’t open to different ways of working. For example, when working with Kanye West, producing Yeezus, he adapted to West’s way of working, complete with very short deadlines (One, 2014). When West called Rubin to ask for help producing Yeezus, West told Rubin he was coming to play an album. West arrived with three hours of material, much of it without any lyrics (Blistein, 2013). Rubin instantly assumed this was a project for the next year and was shocked when West said the deadline was five weeks (Karaslamb, 2013). Rubin said, “I was panicked the whole time” but now says after working with West he is much better prepared to work with shorter deadlines. The album required long days, with Rubin and West working fifteen to sixteen days in a row, for fifteen hours a day. The peak of this extreme work ethic resulted in West recording lyrics to five songs in two hours, with two of the track’s lyrics written there and then. Rubin focused on achieving the “edgy minimal and hard” sound West wanted, experimenting with minimalism by removing elements from West’s samples rather than adding to them. An example is “Bound 2” where West brought a fairly standard r&b track with a sample he had found. Rubin focused on stripping back the r&b elements, leaving a punk feel. Rubin also significantly stripped down the length of the album. West initially wanted sixteen tracks and Rubin suggested it could be cut in half. West instantly exclaimed “That’s what I came here today to hear! It could be ten songs!”

As is shown from all of the above, Rubin has a far larger influence on the music he produces than he may admit (Edwards, 2014). Rubin won’t release anything other than the best he and the artist can produce. Rubin also has an uncanny ability through experimentation and patience to get much more from an artist than the artist would have been able to produce on their own, at the same time encouraging the artist to strive for excellence. This is proven by Rubin’s impressive discography (Hiatt, 2007), along with countless awards he and his albums have acquired. Rubin has won eight Grammy’s and has had a staggering eighteen Grammy nominations (Grammys, n.d.). Without Rubin’s input and influence many of the popular albums many of us enjoy today would never have had the magic that made them so good.
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George Martin was one of the world’s most renowned producers of the 20th century, best known for his work with The Beatles. He is often referred to as the fifth Beatle, as he was instrumental in creating many of their tracks. Many believe that without Martin, The Beatles might not just have been different or on a smaller scale, but maybe not famous at all, as no-one else gave them the chance to record. In fact, many believe The Beatles would be unrecognisable without George Martin (Shepherd, 2011).

George Martin started his career in production by producing comedy bands for EMI, working for their label Parlophone. He was looking for a big hit when he signed The Beatles to Parlophone. Martin gave The Beatles the start they needed, by signing them after they had been turned away by every other record company (H., 2017). He didn’t like their music initially (didn’t like the sound due to poor equipment), calling them unpromising, however he did like the voices of John Lennon and Paul McCartney, along with the humour of the band. As Martin (as the head of Parlophone) was looking to capitalize on the UK’s emerging rock and roll scene, so he took a chance (Bible B. , n.d.). 

Martin was crucial to turning The Beatles into hit-makers, he taught them the importance of hooks (the part of the track that grabs a listener’s attention). He would transform compositions to make them instantly catch the listener’s attention and contributed wherever needed or requested. Martin had the ability and vision to get the most from compositions (X, 2017).

Recording the first Beatles album, ‘Please Please Me’, Martin’s main aim was to capture the live excitement of The Beatles (X, 2017). He had the band record everything they knew to see what would work, so they played through their live set. The album was rehearsed and arranged on the spot, (Bible B. , n.d.) and all recorded in just one day, split into three sessions (DrSalvadoctopus, 2013). Martin wanted to find The Beatles a hit song for the album, initially asking them to cover ‘How do you do it’ (DrSalvadoctopus, 2013), but the band didn’t like the track, so asked to try one of their own compositions, ‘Please Please Me’. When the take was finished, Martin told the band from the control room “Gentlemen, you have just made your first number one record” realising the magic of what he had just witnessed (Bible B. , n.d.). Shortly afterwards ‘Please Please Me’ reached number one. 

Martin was unlike most producers at the time, as he had a far more hands on role in composition (Brusco, n.d.), contributing significantly to arrangement and orchestration, along with creating some really innovative recording and editing techniques. He gave advice and suggestions that helped form some of The Beatles biggest tracks, such as speeding up the tempo of the number one hit ‘Please Please Me’ (Stolworthy, 2017). He composed orchestral accompaniments to many tracks, despite initial friction from the band., Paul McCartney took some persuading from Martin to let him try the string quartet heard on ‘Yesterday’, another big hit for The Beatles.  Once it was recorded Paul was so happy with the result, he went around telling people about it for weeks (Lineham, 2016). (French horn on ‘for no-one’)

Martin’s contribution to composition went further than standard instrumentation. He had to interpret some strange requests, particularly from John Lennon, as John couldn’t articulate his musical ideas very well. When John described the soundscape he desired for ’Being for the Benefit of Mr Kite’, he wanted a circus atmosphere and wanted to “smell the sawdust on the floor”; on another track wanted it to “sound like an orange”. (Shepherd, 2011) When Martin received these requests, he would go about creating them in unusual ways. To create the requested circus atmosphere, he cut up old calliope tapes and randomised the order, turned it all upside down and stuck it all together. Without Martin’s ingenuity ‘Being for the Benefit of Mr Kite’ would have been very different, if it had been created at all.

Martin would create sound effects for The Beatles, often by using some very unusual sources, such as including excerpts from a BBC broadcast of Shakespeare’s King Lear (Lifton, 2016). Martin would often experiment with random loops on tracks and would go about composing stories with sound effects, such as creating the illusion of animals being eaten or threatened by the next animal in ‘Good Morning Good Morning’ (H., 2017).

Martin was very innovative in using the studio as an instrument to add to the music, going far beyond standard recording techniques of the time. The three main uses of tape manipulation in the era of The Beatles were cut and paste, punch in (to record different takes of a section), and multitrack recording, with a four track tape recorder (later eight in Abbey Road). Martin would take these techniques and use them in innovative ways (for the time). For example, the solos in ‘A Hard Days Night’ and ‘In My Life’ were recorded at half speed and an octave below, then sped up, as otherwise they would have been too difficult to play. On later albums, such as ‘Sgt Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club’ and ‘Revolver’, tape speed manipulation was used for aesthetic purposes rather than out of necessity (Lineham, 2016). Martin would also find ways around issues in takes, for example double tracking poor vocal takes, and would cover up notes sung off-tune with a piano note (Hodenfield, 1976). However, Martin did still believe that what was recorded was the most important element to a track (Beech, 2018).

Martin used experimentation in the studios in interesting ways himself and saw this as an important facet to his work. As The Beatles grew more confident, he actively encouraged them to do the same (Beech, 2018). Martin helped The Beatles utilize the full capabilities of the studio, transforming them from a live to a studio band, which was especially important as The Beatles grew tired of touring (H., 2017). Martin would also try different hardware to create new sounds, such as a Leslie speaker for an atmospheric sound (Hodenfield, 1976).

On The Beatles track ‘Strawberry Fields Forever’, John insisted on splicing together the start from one take and the end from another (X, 2017). Martin stated “Well there are only two things against it. One is that they’re in different keys. The other is that they’re in different tempos” to which John replied “Yeah but you can do something about it, I know. You can fix it, Martin.” (Heart, 2017) At the time the only technology available to match this were scissors to splice the tape and varispeed to adjust both the tempo and pitch, which were linked and couldn’t be adjusted independently. Fortunately, Martin found a point where the two takes could be matched, and everyone was happy with the end result.

Martin’s role extended beyond the music. He knew how to get the best commercial impact from an album track listing, starting and ending sides of records with the best tracks (Brusco, n.d.). He was also considered by some the anchor needed by The Beatles to continue recording, (Lineham, 2016) keeping the band together. Without Martin’s support it is very likely The Beatles would have broken up.

Overall George Martin was essential to The Beatles’ success. He gave them their initial opportunity to record when no-one else would. Martin recognised their potential and provided a platform for the music, giving The Beatles the chance they needed. But he also added so much to the music through his arrangement, orchestration and even occasionally helping with composition and playing on tracks. Martin himself said “without my instruments and scoring, very many of the records would not have sounded as they do. Whether they would have been any better, I cannot say.” (Lineham, 2016)  Considering the enormous success of The Beatles and the songs he scored, Martin is very modest to state he may not have made the tracks any better. John Lennon said “Martin made us what we were in the studio. He helped us develop a language to talk to other musicians.” (Lineham, 2016)  Lennon, though not straight after Abbey Road, eventually recognised the talents of Martin, especially how he managed to interpret the weird and wonderful requests, along with achieving what seemed to be technically impossible. Whilst Martin didn’t write The Beatles tracks, he did add the sparkle and magic that made them so special to so many people (Stolworthy, 2017).
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AI is becoming increasingly relevant with regards to music production. It can be utilised in an increasingly complex manner as software is developed, along with PC’s becoming more powerful, in many aspects of music production. There are tools to compose, either completely or as an aid. There is mixing software which can automatically choose relevant settings. Finally AI mastering services exist which can complete a track.

At the most basic level, AI can be used to generate notes, such as with Synthimuse (Synthumuse, n.d.). Midi notes can be generated, either completely randomly or limited by using pre-defined parameters, such as a scale to follow, programmed by the user. However, with Synthimuse, these midi notes are just numbers without a user selecting an instrument to play the notes. Music created in this way may be used in conjunction with other music to help compose a whole track.

David Bowie helped create the software Verbasizer in 1995, as an aid to write lyrics. Verbasizer took sentences and randomised the order of the words (Braga, 2016). Bowie used Verbasizer to speed up his creative process and help himself overcome writers block (Media, 2016).

Logic Pro X, one of the most popular DAW’s (digital audio workstation) program suites, includes AI powered drummer software, simply named Drummer, which can instantly create drum beats to fit a track (Deahl, 2018). The software can be programmed to create its own beat, or to follow a recorded audio track or midi track (Vandeviver, 2018), to create a convincing drum pattern. The generated drum track can then be edited almost infinitely to a musician’s desire and while it still requires a musician’s input to create the beat, it will produce a good basis with very little interaction, and is a great song writing aid.

AI can have a widely varying role when it comes to composition. It can range from creating musical ideas, from creating small parts of tracks, to even composing whole albums. Some of the first complete tracks composed by AI were created by software such as Aiva and DeepBach (Galeon, 2017). Aiva was used to create classical music and Deepbach baroque. Initially these styles were easiest to compose for as they don’t require lyrics, so a computer could create convincing music by just analysing the melodies and chords of the music they were required to create.

The heavy metal AI band, and software, DADABOTS was created by using software based on a biological brain (Christian, 2017). It uses a neural network to “learn” how the music is composed. It was fed chunks of audio from the band Krallice a few million times and was then asked to work out what was coming next (Austin, 2017). Each time the software made a selection the neural network would be strengthened, and it would create a more accurate representation of heavy metal. The resulting music is very convincing. Despite not including any recorded instruments, it sounds like there are guitars and drums playing, along with heavy vocals. It contains many defining characteristics of the genre (Christian, 2017). The song names were then created using a probability equation to suit the tracks (Austin, 2017).

AI was utilised to create the SKYGGE album ‘Hello World’ (Marshall, 2018). Hello World was created using Sony’s Flow Machines software, which was initially used to produce Beatles style melodies (Deahl, 2018). Flow Machines works by analysing existing music, specifically the chords and melody’s, to detect patterns. It was given fifteen thousand tracks to analyse before creating the Beatles style track (Jordan, 2017), but still needed human intervention for arrangement and production, by Benoit Carre (Machines, 2016).

With the album ‘Hello World’, generated by Flow Machines, the AI was used to generate melodies and chords, along with lyrics. The generated music was based on the music inputted to the software and each of the different inputs took differing amounts of time to get the desired outcome. Sometimes good melodies and chords were generated instantaneously, but equally sometimes the software would require significant generation to get the result the artist wanted (Williams P. , 2018). The music input would consist of scores an artist wanted the AI to take inspiration from, along with audio files with the textures they envision (World, n.d.). The lyrics were generated by the AI randomising syllables (Twistedmalemag, 2018) based on what it believed fitted with the instrumentation. The lyrics are however largely nonsensical as the AI doesn’t yet understand language, so are based purely on the musicality. Any meaning behind the lyrics is purely coincidental, such as ‘Magic Man’. This is currently the largest flaw with AI produced pop music, as lyrics are so essential for the listener to make a connection with a track (Avdeeff, 2018). Overall, Flow Machines is still heavily reliant on a musician, as it requires heavy guidance and adjustment to create a desirable piece of music.

Amper is an AI music composer designed to work with musicians to create original music. It creates original chord structures and instrumentation, leaving just style and rhythm to the musician. It uses deep learning to create music (Deahl, 2018). It uses music theory rules and has been taught what triggers human emotion in music, to help it create music that will resonate with listeners (Galeon, 2017). However, as it isn’t complex enough to compose full tracks by itself, it requires human interaction to guide structure and instrument styles. There can be an element of surprise with the result, as it can vary wildly and may or may not be any good; the software has no gauge of quality. The CEO of Amper, Drew Silverstein, believes AI is a good progression of music production, as it speeds up the process (Fox, 2018).

Taryn Southern, a popular YouTuber has created an album, I Am AI, using Amper to aid with composition. Southern initially tried Amper to create background music for her YouTube videos, because it was proving too time consuming to compose herself - and too expensive to outsource the music. (Marshall, 2018) After using the software in her videos, she quickly decided Amper’s output was strong enough to create the basis for the actual music rather than just background music (Christian, 2017). Amper is designed to work with musicians rather than replace them and still requires human interaction, although Southern says it has helped her, as someone not so musically inclined, to produce far more interesting and complex music than she could have otherwise (Galeon, 2017). In the album ‘I Am AI’, Southern used Amper as a composition tool to create a basis for the songs. Very little actual output from Amper remained in the resulting tracks, however, as Taryn mainly used it as inspiration and changed up the instrumentation with a human producer for the resulting tracks.

AI’s uses have also expanded to mastering tools, such as LANDR and CloudBounce. These represent two cheap and quick software alternatives to a professional mastering engineer (behindthespeakers, 2017). They have been said to give a very convincing master in a way accessible to many, although they can’t quite match a real engineer for a variety of reasons. They lack the ability to make musical decisions and can’t adapt to stylistic choices as a human can, and they lack the personal touch and interaction a mastering engineer can give (Inglis, 2016). They are however great tools, particularly for polishing demos in a cheaply if cost is a significant production factor, as well as giving those who may not have been able to afford a professional mastering service the opportunity to take their music to the next level. It also can be used as a tool for producers and mixing engineers to see how their music reacts to a master, allowing them to improve their mixing skills.

Overall AI represents a very important step forward in music production. It reduces the burden on the musician, speeding up the music creation process, while also giving those not so musically skilled an easy platform and the ability to create their own music. However, AI isn’t quite there yet with regards to completely producing music, with all the current services requiring human interaction on some level. Also, much of the music, particularly the lyrical content, doesn’t yet have the depth of feeling that a musician can create.
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Over the course of my research I found that producers often have a great impact on musicians, but not always. Rubin, Martin and AI all influenced the music in very different ways.

Rubin focused on making the artist do their best, through listening to their thoughts, constructive criticism and finding the best way for an artist to work. I interpret this as him unlocking an artist’s potential, rather than particularly adding anything musical himself. Rubin attracts artists as he has a reputation of making the best music an artist can make, which is reflected in not only the massive sales and many awards he holds, but also the way he restored artists confidence, bringing artists who thought they were done back to their former glory. 

Martin had a large musical influence on The Beatles, due to his musical theory knowledge, so contributed far more than just technical expertise. Above this, his position in Parlophone enabled him to sign The Beatles, after they had been rejected by many other labels, and without him The Beatles may not have had a chance to release their music to the world. Martin had the skills to let The Beatles imaginations go wild and could think outside the box to create solutions to problems found in the studio.

AI production is a separate issue, as currently musicians can already do everything AI can. However, AI provides those not so musically skilled the opportunity to create their own music without requiring a producer, so it can create music from some they may never have tried otherwise. It still currently requires considerable interaction from the musician, so unless that changes in the future AI won’t be overtaking musicians’ roles completely.

Overall, I think while the producer is vital to music, they aren’t any more important that a musician, but rather they are an equal necessity as one would not be complete without the other, so I disagree with my statement: The producer is more important than the band.
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