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Abstract:
This report details the progress of my Major Music Project, entitled Developing As a Music Producer. During the process, I recorded a total of five artists, this included three EPs, one double single, and audio for a function band promotional video. The genres ranged from singer-songwriter acoustic, to Metal. One of the EPs will not be used as it is not up to the standard I want or am capable of.
During this process, I have greatly improved my abilities in both in the studio and in post-production. I am now much more efficient at obtaining good sounds in the studio through better mic placement, better mic combinations, gain structure etc. I have also become much more competent with guiding the artist to get the best performance from them, and helping them change and improve their tracks where needed.
I will be using the material created in this process to create a portfolio of my work, to show potential clients the best of my production skills. I will also be using quotes from each of the artists about their experience working with me. 
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1. Introduction

The concept of my project, Developing As a Music Producer, was as the name suggests, to develop my abilities in various aspects of music production. I wanted to improve my skills and confidence in my own abilities in order to be more appealing to potential customers. 

 This includes the technical aspects of production. When recording an artist in the studio, I wanted my recordings to be as clean and high quality as possible, and improve my knowledge of studio microphones and mic positioning, as well as obtaining the best result from the sound source itself. 

 I also wanted to greatly improve my abilities in mixing and mastering tracks, in various genres. While I had previous experience with mixing, I had not extensively practiced to improve my skills, or researched any techniques applicable to specific genres. 

In addition to the technical aspects of recording and producing, I also wanted to greatly improve my skills in the more creative side of recording. As a musician, the best producers I have worked with have been those who have contributed to the song itself, through arranging parts, suggesting changes or even playing certain instruments, as opposed to just recording what the artist brings in. As a producer, I aimed to develop my abilities in this area, and be able to help the artist create the best possible end product, and help them develop and change the song or songs, without taking away from their original vison and turning the product into something else. 

At the end of this process, my aim was to have developed significantly in all these areas, and become much more competent in myself as a producer, having discovered what techniques and workflows work or do not work for me, as well as improving significantly in working with artists. 

At the end of this process, I will have enough recorded material to develop a digital portfolio for myself as a producer. The artists I will record through the process will come from various genres, so the portfolio will be very diverse. This will be used to show future potential clients my past work and what they can expect. It could also be used alongside a CV to apply for work in established music studios. 

2. Background research

Before beginning the practical side of my project, I conducted some research on some producers who’s work I have appreciated. The two producers I focused on were James Michael, and Elvis Baskette. 
James Michael is a music producer from Los Angeles. Although he has worked with artists form a wide range of genres, his strongpoint is modern Hard Rock style bands. 

The first thing I noted when critically listening to his work, was that his mixes are always very ‘produced’ sounding, as opposed to a more natural sounding mix. This is common in this genre, but I think Michaels work is a strong example of it.

 The drums are generally very compressed, and layered with samples. The kick drum especially will generally have a ‘clicky’ sound, with a boost around 5k and less low end than in some other styles. The drum mix will typically be very drum heavy, and the cymbals will be quieter. 

 Vocals especially have a very processed sound, and are normally doubled and heavily edited to pitch. Guitars are typically layered to create a thicker sound, and are often supplemented with synths and pads low in the mix.
 The mixes overall are generally very compressed, to create a very thick, pumping overall sound. 
A typical example of Michaels mixing style would be the Sixx AM album, ‘Prayers For The Damned Volume 2’. 

The second producer I researched, Michael ‘Elvis’ Baskette, is based in Orlando, Florida. 
Baskette has worked with artists such as Slash, Alter Bridge, Mark Tremonti, Myles Kennedy, and Escape The Fate. Although he works in genres similar to James Michael, his production style is very different. Generally, his mixes will have a much more natural sound than Michaels. Drums are less compressed, and are not layered with samples. The cymbals are generally higher in the mix also, making the drums have much more of an ‘in the room’ sound.

The vocals especially will sound much more natural and less processed. Many of the same techniques are still used (doubling, pitch correction), however they are done in a much more subtle way, to the point where they are barely noticeable. 
He also very rarely uses pads and synths to fill out the track under the guitars, instead only using them if they are a prominent part of the track, as a synth lead line for example. 

There are definite pros and cons to both these approaches. In James Michaels more produced style, the end result is much more polished, big and smooth sounding. However, this extreme editing and processing can sometimes make a track sound very unnatural, which is not always pleasing to the ear. 

Baskette’s approach gives the track a much more natural, organic feel, which is especially beneficial to tracks with a slight classic/old school edge. However, this approach can sometimes lead to a less polished sounding final product, which some would argue defeats the point of a studio recording. An example of this I found was ‘Apocalyptic Love’, an album by Slash produced by Baskette. The album was recorded essentially as a live session, with minimal overdubs done afterward. This was done to capture the ‘live vibe’ from the band. 

While this worked and is audible in the final product, it is also lacking in many aspects because of the recording style. For example, whenever there is a guitar solo break, one of the rhythm guitars drops out, and the solo is hard panned. In a typical layered recording, the solo would have been tracked on a third guitar track in the centre, making the dynamics come up instead of dropping them.

I have taken both these production styles into consideration while producing bands in the studio, with the aim of utilising the best aspects of both.




3. Methodology

After conducting research on producers, I began to look for artists to record. Initially, I booked three artists. Dai C Thomas, an acoustic singer-songwriter, Windshake, an Indie Rock band, and Exit To Main Menu, a Metal band. 

This line-up changed slightly during the process. I did a total of five recording sessions with Windshake, recording three tracks. After recording the tracks, and preparing to mix them, I realised that the performance on the recordings was not of a high standard, and even with editing would not be of the same standard as the other artists I l have produced. Since the point of the recordings was to develop a portfolio of my best work, I decided that these recordings would be best left unused. 

However, I still benefited and learned from the sessions with Windshake, as it allowed me to work with a different type of musician and try different processes. They struggled with click tracks and recording consistent doubles, so I was forced to try alternate techniques.

As an alternative, I produced an EP for The Reality, Joe Lovett’s solo project. 

Additionally, during the process of recording other bands, an opportunity arose to record audio to go with a video for function band R.E.S.P.E.C.T.

Since this was essentially recording a live band, I did not have creative input over the recording. However, since it is contrasting to the other projects I have undertaken, it will be a good addition to my portfolio. 

Before entering the studio with the bands I had booked, I wanted to ensure that I was familiar with the setup and equipment in the studio, so I arranged a live session with Little to Nothing. This allowed me to experiment with the different microphones available, as well as becoming more familiar with the work flow in the studio, control surfaces, monitor sends etc. (Figure 1)






3.A: Dai C Thomas

The first full EP I produced was for Dai C Thomas. This was one of the more creative projects, as he brought the songs to me as basic chords and vocals. 
The first session was spent planning out the tracks, and creating the full band arrangements around the guitar/vocal demos. This gave me an opportunity to analyse the tracks together with the artist, to decide what could be changed and improved. To help this process, we programmed drums along to the demo, to use as a rough guide and help visualise the full tracks. (Figure 2) 

The second session was initially to track drums. However, the drummer booked by the artist couldn’t make the session, so we instead tracked bass using the programmed drums as a guide. I had less input on the bass lines as Dai was a competent bassist, and already had ideas for most parts. 
To record the bass, I used a DI and an amp sim, giving me the option to re amp in the mixing process if needed. (Figure 3)

For the third session, I arranged a drummer myself.
 
To capture the drums, I close mic’d the kick, snare, and toms. I used two overheads as a spaced pair, plus a second pair of small diaphragm condensers on the hi-hat and ride. 
We showed the drummer the programmed drums to use as a guide, but encouraged him to add his own style and flare to the parts where he felt it necessary. (Figure 4)

In the next session, we tracked the acoustic guitars. This was a straightforward process, as it was the only instrument already present in the original demos, so the parts were mostly arranged. To capture the acoustic guitar, I used a stereo pair of AKG microphones, one pointed at the 12th fret, and one at the bridge. I double tracked all the parts to give them a wider spread. (Figure 5)

The fifth session was used to track electric guitars. We achieved this using a fender valve amplifier, and a Telecaster. I used a Sennheiser e906 to close mic the amp, and a condenser microphone further away, to capture a more roomy sound if needed. 

The most difficult part of this process was arranging the electric guitar parts. Since the songs were originally written as acoustic songs, Dai was used to playing one line to cover all aspects of the track. However, since we were overdubbing various guitars, the parts could be simplified. This took some time, but in the end we arranged several parts to complement each other. 

The lead parts also took some time to perfect, as Dai was more naturally a rhythm player. However, in the end this proved beneficial, as the solo parts were minimalistic and complemented the songs, which is exactly what they needed. (Figure 6)

In the final session with Dai, we tracked all vocals. To find the best tone, we tested two mics, a Neumann condenser, and an EV large diaphragm dynamic. While I personally prefer the sound of the EV, Dai has a soft voice, and the Neumann did a better job of capturing the detail and breath. 

After tracking the main vocal, we took time to find the best harmony for each part, with some tracks having three or four layers of vocals. I also doubled any chorus harmonies, to give them a wider spread and more impact than the verse harmonies. 

When mixing this EP, I aimed to keep the mix as natural sounding as possible. Since it is a singer-songwriter style EP, the vocals are the main focus, and I kept that in consideration when mixing. The harmonies are higher in the mix than I would have normally put them, but I boosted them slightly to help the emphasis on vocals.

 The kick drum has a sample low in the mix under it, to help boost the higher frequencies and make it cut through more, but the rest of the drums are the recorded drums. With the snare especially, I was careful not to over compress, giving it a slow attack in order to keep the pop and attack of each snare hit.
The bass is compressed more harshly, to stop it from popping to much and to keep it smooth. 
When mixing, I discovered some phase issues between the two electric guitar mics, so I removed the condenser. Since the guitars were all double tracked, this was enough to fill the space. The acoustic and electric guitars sit very well together, with the driven guitar boosting certain sections very smoothly where needed. 

3.B: Exit To Main Menu

The second artist I recorded was Exit To Main Menu. Initially, we planned to record a three Track EP. However, the band decided their third track was not ready for recording, so we instead decided on a double single.  

The singles were recorded over several sessions. In the first, we recorded drums. the band clearly liked the sound they already had from their drums, so we took time to ensure that we captured that sound as much as possible, so it would need minimal processing. 

I used the same drum mic’ing technique that I used on the Dai C Thomas EP. (figure 8)

In the second session we tracked the bass guitar. This was done using a Sansamp DI. Again, the band were clearly happy with the bass tone they had, so I ensured not to change it too much. I did, however, change the Sansamp settings slightly to smooth it over.

The third session we tracked electric guitars. To capture the sound of the amps used, I used an e906 microphone, and an Aston Stealth. These mics blended together extremely well, and will be my go to microphones for guitar cabs in future. (Figure 9)

Both guitarists were very tight, and the parts they arranged complement each other well. The only part I changed was making some sections overlap into each other, to give the overall track a smoother more polished sound. I also doubled all parts for both guitarists, meaning with both mics I had at least 8 guitar tracks to work with at any one time. 

The final session with ETMM was to track vocals. This was done using the Aston Stealth Mic. The only significant contribution I had to the main vocal, like with guitars, was to record sections separately so they could overlap slightly, to make an overall smoother sound. The scream vocals were also easy to track, and in this genre are a great way to thicken certain lines. 

The most difficult part of this process was tracking harmonies. The vocalist did not have a natural ear for harmonies, so the only way to show him the parts was to play the harmony parts on guitar to him, which is not always easy to translate to guitar. This process was slow, however in the end we tracked all the harmony parts needed. 

I wanted these tracks to have a very produced and polished sound. I added samples under the kick and snare to make them pop more, and strongly compressed the toms to give them a very intense ‘thump’. The cymbals are also much lower in the mix, as is common in mixes for this genre. 

The guitars were also compressed to give them extra punch, and I added a fast gate to make them as tight as possible (I also did this at source in recording, but there was still enough background noise to make a difference). I did not add any reverb to the main guitars, but I added delay to a short lead part, and reverb to a part that swells up in the intro. The vocal has more pitch correction, giving it as slightly less natural but much smoother sound. The double track is also more prominent, making the vocals sound thicker. I also compressed this track more heavily in the mastering stage, giving it less dynamic range, but more punch and attack. 





3.C: The Reality

As an alternative for Windshake, the final EP I tracked was for The Reality. Due to time limitations, this EP was recorded over three sessions, and created using programmed drums. like the Dai C Thomas EP, the songs were initially fairly raw and needed developing and arranging. All the parts themselves were in place, but needed layers, drum parts etc. After programming the drums, I also played the acoustic and electric guitars on the EP.

We initially recorded one DI acoustic track as a guide to build the track around. After the arrangements were complete, we re-recorded the acoustic using Rode stereo condenser microphones, using the same technique I used previously on acoustic guitar. The electric guitars were recorded using a Line 6 Helix direct to the interface. Instead of doubling each guitar track like I had previously, I recorded a rhythm track for left, right and centre. In the mixing stage, I cut the centre guitar from certain sections to emphasise the louder sections such as choruses and breakdowns. 

Vocals for this track were recorded with the Aston Stealth. I tracked doubles for these vocals, but instead of using the double throughout  the whole track, I used it on certain sections more prominently  to make the vocal thicker. This was because the vocalists range was not as high as some others, meaning it was harder to make the chorus ‘pop’ as it was in the same range as the verses. 

To mix the drums, I separate the programmed drums into individual tracks so they could be mixed separately. I took a similar approach to when I mixed the Exit To Main Menu tracks, and went for a slightly more polished and edited, modern rock type sound. 



4: Conclusion

When listening through all my work from the first recordings to the last, there is a definite improvement in my work. I feel my mixes have improved greatly since starting the project, as well as my recording process. After much trial and error, I am now much more efficient at setting up mics for various instruments and obtaining the best possible sound, as well as guiding the artist to obtain the best performance from them. 

While there is always some experimenting and changing things, I now have a much greater idea of what microphone placements and combinations work better for me, and work better for different styles of music. 

One I particularly noted was the Aston Stealth and Sennheiser e906 combination for guitar cabs. I have tried several methods of mic’ing for guitar speakers, but I have found this one works much better for me and my mixing style, and have used it in several recording sessions outside of the project. Things such as this make the overall process faster and smoother, making me look more professional and allowing more creative freedom for myself and the artist. 

I have also become much more confident in telling the artist what I think they could improve on, as well as helping with creative decisions such as structure, layers, vocal layers etc. While I have always had some knowledge in this area, this project has helped me gain confidence to tell the artist my ideas and thoughts, assertively but without insulting them or their playing/singing/song writing. 

Finally, this project has allowed me to create enough content to create my final artefact, my portfolio. I will be using all the final recordings I have created, along with quotes from each artist, to create a portfolio to act almost as a CV for myself as a producer.

 This should make obtaining future work much more achievable, as my biggest issue previously has been not having enough work to back up my production abilities. Using the work I have created during this project, I have already booked my first paid recording project, which is currently in progress.

  With this portfolio, I will search for more recording and producing work for all kinds of artists, to build my reputation, and continue to work on my abilities, with the goal of one day becoming established enough to open and run my own studio. 

Appendix


Figure 1: Practice Session
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Figure 2: Planning/drum programming session
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Figure 3: Bass tracking
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Figure 4: Drum Tracking
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Figure 5: acoustic guitar
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Figure 6: Electric Guitars



[image: https://developingskillsasamusicproducer.files.wordpress.com/2018/11/img_8837-1.jpg?w=924][image: https://developingskillsasamusicproducer.files.wordpress.com/2018/11/img_8836-1.jpg?w=924]







[bookmark: _GoBack]
Figure 7: Vocals
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Figure 8: ETMM Drums
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Figure 9: (Guitars)
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Research Continued: (Research which was not conducted for the purposes of the assignment specifically, however knowledge I have gained during these sessions has been very useful)



As well as researching producers, I took advantage of studio sessions I have recently been in as a guitar player, to analyse the producers I worked with and what they do. 

The first session I took part in was produced by Padge, guitarist of the band Bullet For My Valentine. One thing I noted when working with Padge, was how he moulded every part to work with the others, to become one strong driving sound. 
This is audible in the track we recorded, Throne. 
The main guitar riff locks in tightly with the bass and drums.

Another session I took part in was with Romesh, of Longwave Studios. Romesh’s ear for melody and structure meant he was very good at refining parts of a song to make it the best it could be. In this case, it meant shortening certain sections of a track to keep it a radio friendly length, and repeating sections to make it more catchy. 


Quotes obtained from artists (To be used in portfolio):


“Working with Dan was an absolute pleasure. Everything about the recording process was made easy & relaxed. Easily one of the best up & coming recording artists around the area. This guy more knows his way around the technical side of music.”

- Greg Davies (Vocals w/ Exit To Main Menu)


“Dan mixed, mastered and recorded our bands audio for our new promotional video and we couldn’t have been happier with the final product! He managed to deliver exactly what we asked in terms of sound and absolutely nailed it!  It was a pleasure working with him, very friendly and helped us get everything to the highest quality. I would definitely recommend him to others and we will definitely be using him again!”

- Cerianne Davies (Vocals w/ R.E.S.P.E.C.T function band) 

“Had a very productive and enjoyable time recording my EP with Dan. He was very professional, patient and had great input for various recording methods and for the songs themselves. Top professional!"

- Dai C Thomas (Solo artist) 

“I have worked as a session drummer on several recordings being produced by Dan, the experience was always very professional and productive, there was a close working relationship with everyone, it was a successful few sessions of work.”

- Dom Hoven (Session Drummer, Vocals w/ A Night Like This) 

“After writing four tracks for a music project I had been working on, I found myself ready to record. when speaking to Dan and after showing him the songs, he helped me take them from four acoustic ideas to fully produced songs. Working with Dan to get guitar sounds and drums to build these tracks, he showed me that he really knows how to produce alongside being a great engineer.”

- Joe Lovett (The Reality, Bass w/ A Night Like This)

Recordings referenced: 

A Night Like This, Throne (Track recorded with Padge):https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pDrhIffXFos

Slash, Apocalyptic Love (album produced by Elvis Baskette):
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=i5rRH6OWt58

Sixx AM, Barbarians (Produced by James Michael):
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=38KYZGBJvxg

WordPress Blog:

https://developingskillsasamusicproducer.wordpress.com
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