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Abstract:
This report documents the process of a major project that involved the creation, production and release of a 5-track EP of original music. The purpose of the project, as well as to create and release music, was to display the development and evolution of my song writing and production skills, which were skills that had never been explored, even though I felt there was always potential for me to perform well in these fields. Overall the project was a great success, and has prepared me to undertake the process again with more knowledge and insight into song writing and production techniques and workflow, as well as the steps and experimentation required to improve these skills.
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Introduction:
This report is a means of documenting the details and development of the major project process, displaying the way in which the project evolved from its vague beginnings to its final, concentrated artefact. The report will provide a description of the final outcome of the project and the background information behind it, the methodology of how I composed the album and pieced it together with production as well as how my song writing, and production evolved as more time was put into the project. Following this will be an analysis of each track of the EP, before presenting final thoughts and deductions made upon completing the project.

After much deliberation on a list of names, the EP was titled Hindsight, as it is an album of reflection to the past and an insight into situations either myself or those close to me have faced, how they were dealt with and how simple it all seems when looking back at it all. Hindsight is a 5-track EP in a Dream-pop style, which creates a very down tempo, dreamy atmosphere in its instrumentation and sound. There are pop and R&B influences on chord progressions and the vocals, especially on some of the hooks and verses which is most apparent in the opening track. The lyrical content of the album is very personal and anecdotal, as it is an album of reflection to difficult situations in the past, not always directly involving me or my actions, but all from my perspective and how I thought I or others were feeling when looking back on them. The EP was recorded and produced by myself; the project being the first time I had decided to write original music as well as taking charge of recording and producing. The albums’ instrumentation consists of synths and drum machines, with live vocals, and guitar in the final track of the album. Though the style of the EP did take influences from other artists, the music has a distinctive style that is developing into a unique sound, and as I spent more time with the songs and instruments they really evolved, and all became standout tracks. While they all have a cohesive sound, each track has its own identity and message that is very heartfelt and personal in its content, with the music always matching the mood of the lyrical content. The EP was released on all major music platforms, including Apple Music, Spotify, Amazon Music and Deezer, and was performed live in full in a stripped back, acoustic performance at a release show in Cinema & Co. in Swansea.



Background Research & EP Release:
Approaching the project in the initial phase was very daunting, with song writing and production being foreign practices to me at the time. So, to prepare for the tasks that laid ahead, I listened to a lot of songs in similar styles to the one I began developing within my songs as a way of finding inspiration, as well as to make a note of the tonal characteristics of the instruments used, alongside the harmonic and melodic content. As the idea of the EP being a DIY venture with myself providing everything for it became the principal force behind the project, I also listened and analysed albums that had been self-produced to see what sort of techniques I could adapt into my own album.

Once the EP was completed it was released as part of a joint EP release show with Hayleigh Smith, in Cinema & Co. Swansea, where it was performed in full along with one cover, as a stripped-down acoustic set. This was decided to suit the atmosphere of the night, with all the support acts also performing acoustic sets. The cost and promotion of the show was split between Hayleigh and I, posters were produced and put up by the both of us around Neath and Swansea. A Facebook artist page was created to promote the EP and event page, and I also had a promo photo shoot with Liam Dorey, who I also recruited to photograph the night.

Methodology:
The song writing process throughout the project was a gradual evolution and a case of improvement, as more songs were written, and the routine became more comfortable. At the beginning of the project, the style of the album was focusing on a folk/blues/pop style in the same vein as Hozier, who I was trying to emulate, sitting at the piano to create chord progressions and singing over them to come up with melodies. However, I found that this became restrictive to my workflow, with it being difficult to finish songs in a natural way, and prevented my song writing from being able to develop into its own entity. So, following this realisation I made the decision to abandon this idea, and create my own vision with a more personal style and aesthetic.

The final writing process became a procedure of unearthing chord progressions at the piano, placing them into Logic on one of a few synths that had been adopted across multiple tracks in terms of their sound, one of the defining factors if what gives the EP its particular sound. These progressions were then looped and listened to as I established a vocal melody; or a different lead melody or bass line if they came to mind first. Although familiar synths were reused across various tracks, I always made sure to make use of new sounds in each song to produce variation and distinction, and I think this combination of both familiarities, yet dissimilarity in each song is what really helped make the sound unique. Finally, once the structure was defined and arrangement of the song was finalised and recorded, all vocals would be recorded and then I would move on to the mixing process. 

When mixing the songs, the first focus would be on the levels and panning of all the instruments and vocals, making sure everything was at a reasonable volume and had adopted its own space. Next came the EQ of each instrument, boosting frequencies that held the desirable sounds and tones through the help of Logic’s analyser within the graphic EQ, as well as making use of sweeping through the frequencies to locate and cut any nasty or harsh frequencies, if there were any discovered. Even though a pop filter was used, I found that there was always a nasty sibilance issue with the vocals at around 10kHz, so I made sure to cut that specific frequency to soften the sound, also using a light De-esser to help with this problem. Then I would use a compressor on the vocals, synths and kick, and snare drums until they were compressed, fat and full, but not so condensed that they lost any dynamics. Then I would add delay to the vocals and other instruments where necessary, a subtle method of filling out any empty space. I found a drum sound that I really liked, so I decided to keep this as similar as possible throughout each song as way of almost gluing the songs together by keeping a familiar sound within the variations of synth sounds. The kick sound was achieved through doubling up one drum machine’s more realistic room and beater-oriented sound, with a much deeper, low-end focused kick.

I would follow this process for each song, adjusting each step to suit the sound and atmosphere of the song until the results were desirable. To master each track, I used a high-pass filter on the linear phase EQ to take out everything below 30Hz to reduce as much muddiness as possible. I then used the adaptive limiter set at -0.1dB to make sure the song wouldn’t clip at all no matter where it is played and then added slight compression and slightly boosted the gain to even out the peaks and increase volume, while also retaining all the dynamics in the song.


Analysis of Songs:
Get Gone:
The first song on the EP is Get Gone, in the key of A minor, 4/4 time and with a tempo of roughly 90bpm. The lyrical content is very much focused around female empowerment and self-confidence, with the vocal melodies and delivery taking a lot of influence from contemporary R&B songs. The instrumentation consists of vocals, synths and a drum machine. The song makes use of a lot of extended chords, with most chords being major or minor 7ths, particularly in the intro where there is also a diminished 7. With the chords being held over each bar and the bass line leaving a lot of space for the vocal. The vocals in the first verse are delivered in a spoken word style as it is much more percussive and rhythmic, allowing for a sassier, self-asserting delivery which is beneficial to providing a strong, self-empowering message. 

There is a lot of development throughout the song with new parts being added with each repetition of a verse or chorus, with a new melody in the vocals of the second verse in stark contrast to the first, which keeps the listener interested and adding a new layers into the track with extra synths prevents it feeling empty where there was unwanted space. I achieved this by layering synths playing either similar parts to the chords but with single root notes, or by using synths to create secondary layers or melodies. 

Questionable Actions:
The second song is called Questionable Actions and has a more mellow tonality being in a major key. It is in A major, 4/4 and has a tempo of 80bpm. The instrumentation again consists of vocals, synths and a drum machine. The chord progression in the chorus of this song turned out to be quite interesting, going from A major, to Db7 (2nd inversion). Normally in A major the Db chord would be a minor chord as it is the 3rd chord in the scale, however I used a Db7 and I think it really helped to emphasise the major tonality and create a hesitant yet uplifting progression.

The lead synth in the intro helps to create a sense of push and pull with the way it wavers up and down in both pitch and volume, which suits its slower tempo. As this is a slower song, I felt that I needed to make some more interesting rhythmic parts within the synths. In the choruses I achieved this by having the bass play arpeggios of the chords in semi-quavers. I used the same idea in the verses, but instead opting for a lead synth with an arpeggiator to come in on a later repeat that follows the same chord progression as the main synth, adding texture as well as rhythm. This synth is also panned to the left and right throughout the verse using automation, only coming to the centre as it transitions to the chorus, also getting louder through volume automation. The choruses also develop and use more synths as layers as the song progresses, the second chorus also makes use of a synth playing arpeggiated notes but this time as quaver notes to offset the bass which is playing semi-quavers and the synths and pads which are holding minims.

Deception:
Deception is a ballad-influenced song in the key of Eb major. It is in 6/8 time and set at a tempo of 80bpm. The voicings of the chords are all in their root positions though they cover two octaves which helps to provide them with the thicker sound. Although there are thick layers of synths, there is a lot more space in this song compared to the previous two, it gives the feeling that there is air surrounding each instrument. The message behind this song came from a friend who was betrayed in a relationship, and though there wasn’t a lot that could be done to help at the time, listening and understanding how they were feeling became the inspiration for the lyrics. The song is structured in a way that lets it build in intensity as it progresses, starting with a verse and single chorus, followed by a second verse with a new melody and a double chorus into a strong bridge before a final chorus. The bass provides a strong rhythmic presence in this song, with the vocal line following the bass for the first time through the verse, which really helps shift the feel of the vocal line in the second verse, while also feeling like an organic change. The synths are a bit sparser compared to other songs, with an arpeggiated synth being the main focus of the verses and long, held chords from a synth in the choruses which allows more room for the vocals to take focus. The backing vocals in the chorus use call and response against the sustained notes of the lead vocal and I think this technique works really well for this song, and the delay on them fills out the space left over from the lead vocal. The song closes with a strong double chorus, but with a very soft ending, as throughout the song the protagonist has realised that they’ve been saying that they “won’t be a fool” but realises that they are, just for the one person that hurt them.

Childhood Games:
Childhood Games is one of my favourites from the album, and I think it’s the song that is the most quirky and unique. It is a song about recalling innocence, and how when you’re young you have all these ideas and make all these plans for life because everything seems so simple, then when you get older you begin to realise that life isn’t anywhere near as simple as you once thought.

The song is in a major key and has a very light-hearted sound, with the synths all using softer, higher pitched voicings, with the chorus having an almost child-like melody to it. The vocals also use a softer tone and have an innocent expression to them, to help convey the message. The bass and kick drum work in unison to help to drive the chorus, with the bass making use of octave jumps to fill the gaps in-between the main notes. The verses make use of some more interesting choppy rhythms in the chords played by the synths, with the second verse in particular making a more pronounced use of short, sharp stabs. The bridge changes feel totally, dropping to half-time in the drums and the vocals also become more pronounced and use a stronger tone, as the realisation of lost innocence hits home in the lyrics, so I wanted the overall feel to reflect this, returning to that innocence in the final chorus. The vocals at the end start to overlap with the chorus and pre-chorus, which gives the impression of children arguing over who’s right.

Star-Crossed:
The final song of the EP, another one of my favourite songs from the EP, is Star-Crossed. This song is about a pair of ill-fated lovers that just weren’t meant to be, no matter how hard they tried to make it work.
I think that this track is one of the strongest on the EP in terms of vocal performance and has one of my favourite hooks in its chorus. It has a very spacey atmosphere to it through the use of a lot of panned, arpeggiated synths that twinkle like stars, which pairs well with the idea of being star-crossed. There are also pads in the background that help with the feel of drifting in space. The bridge also introduces some higher voiced strings that carry on into the final chorus, with a new synth doubling up the main synth from the first chorus to really fill out the sound.

One of the most interesting things about this song is the structure. Other songs on the EP have quite a traditional song structure of an intro, verse, chorus, verse, chorus, bridge and chorus, but this song is different. It has quite a long intro, one long verse, a chorus, guitar solo, then a bridge and a strong double chorus to end, dropping down to a single fading synth right at the end, I think it really makes the song stand out and made it the perfect track to end the EP on.
Conclusion:
To close, I think that I have developed greatly as a songwriter throughout this process, with these songs being the result of experimenting with various different instruments and analysing different songs. The first songs that were written at the start of the project also helped show me what I was doing right and also what needed drastic improvement. After deciding to try and create my own style instead of restricting myself to one, I found these brand-new ideas and avenues to explore in terms of what sound I could create, which has started to develop into my own sound. The release show also allowed me to do what I love the most involving music, which is performing, and being able to perform my own music to the people I’m closest to, was a very special experience that I’ll always remember. Taking on the recording and production in this project has also helped me with getting to grips with the idea of producing music, as that was an area I was very uncomfortable in, and is probably the area that needs the most improvement, but I am still very proud of the music I have created, and I can’t wait to experiment more with my sound, production skills and song writing.
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