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In this essay I will be providing an analysis of three different genres and understanding their impact on commercial pop music. Having looked through the top ten from January 2018 until February 2020, it is fair to assume that the top three genres have been Hip Hop (Trap), Electronic Dance (Future Bass) and RnB (Rhythm & Blues) Music. I will be looking at the elements of production that consistently drive these genres to the top of the charts, both historically and more recently and dissecting the characteristics that define them. 

Hip Hop (Trap)
As a sub-genre of Hip Hop, Trap Music began life on the Atlanta rap scene in the early 00’s and quickly became popular in Southern part of North America. Trap music essentially the art of selling drugs to make ends meet, ‘the “trap” being the socioeconomic problems within the ghettos across America and appropriate of African American culture. [b]
Typical songs lengths are between 02:45 and 3:30 minutes long, the lower end of that range becoming popularized with the advent of streaming services and the hunt for more listens/views on social media platforms. Lil Nas X dominated the genre in 2019, with “Old Town Road”, with the original composition having a runtime of 01:53, with most of the rap sections being sung. This later inspired a slightly longer remix with Country and Western heavyweight Billy Ray Cyrus, to solidify the song’s controversial and eventual acceptance in the C&W genre. 
As with a lot of Hip Hop, song structures are quite basic with many following the simple 16 Bar Verse- 8 bar Chorus two or three times, to build a sub 3-minute track. However, I’ve found that for breaking artists, in pursuit of streams or listens, (which are recorded once songs have been played for 30 seconds or longer on Spotify), ‘music is being consumed in a different way’, with more emphasis on ‘singles and much shorter songs’ Hassan, A (2019). 	For breaking artists, the catchier or “hook” parts of Rap songs tend to come from repetitive choruses or pre/post choruses. These are mostly led by the artists themselves, who will often repeat two or three words repeatedly through these parts. Lil Pumps “Gucci Gang” is a great example of this formula, where he applies this formula to the majority of the song and says the words “Gucci gang” repeatedly 53 times throughout. This sounds very tedious to listen to; however, the songs popularity was heightened by the ‘fact that it was only two minutes and four seconds long’. Hassan, A (2019). I have also attempted to make a catchy hook for my song, however, if I redid this, I would aim to get a female vocalist or somebody with a higher singing register to re-do these parts.
Sampling is used heavily in this genre and many of today’s producers use an array or sampling and resampling method. To mimic this, I created a looping instrumentation and bounce the audio into a single file, then ran the instrumentation though a plugin called “Halftime” by Cable guys (B), which slowed the sample down to half time and then added some Vinyl Flutter effect to it using XLN Audio’s RC20, to give the sample more saturation, warmth and flutter C).										The process essentially draws out the more harmonic qualities of these samples, essentially lowering and the pitch and slowing down the tempo to result in a more melancholic or moody variant.
Lead melodies are finally added through plucked sounds (like the guitar in Old Town Road), or through bell sounds. These melodies are usually reserved to simple single note counter melodies to the chord progression and bass notes and occasionally detuned.
Trap music is predominantly driven by rhythm, with the drums taking centre stage. Trap music is predominantly defined using sounds generated by the Roland TR-808 drum machine, which are usually mixed at a higher level than the other instruments. The sounds of the Roland TR-808 drum machine have mostly characterized not only trap music, but modern pop music in general. 									So much so that now pop artists that were not synonymous with Hip Hop, have begun to occasionally dip into the “Trap” genre, my reference track by Ariana Grande - 7 Rings is a good example of this. Even conscious rappers like Kendrick have employed the skills of super producers like ‘Mike Will Made It’ to diversify their sound and gain more mainstream traction in tracks such as ‘Humble’.
The typical tempo is anywhere between 120 and 150 BPM but remains energetic through the use of the 16th note triplet hi hats. These hi hat patterns (which occasionally include 32nd or sometimes 64th variations), really stick out of mixes intentionally as they are usually battling the lower frequency bass notes, but when placed immediately before or after snappy 808 snares, create tension and rhythm to the drums. 					Another trick I found useful when listening to the reference tracks were how the closed hi hats were often pitched up and down and increasing/decreasing in volume, to give the impression that certain sections are being sped up or slowed down. These additions are great at the end of each 8-bar phrase to give the listener anticipation for the chorus or drops in the song.
“Modern hip-hop sounds the way it sounds because of the 808” – Alex Noyer (Buerger, M 2018). 808 sub bass patterns are also prevalent, with notes often sliding from a lower to higher register using a portamento sliding effect. This adds more interest to the song and keeps perception of a moving bass part frequent. 							808 bass hits are usually played like a kick and usually layered underneath each hit to give the kick more impact. I found that using a kick that had more character or punch in its mid to high end really stands out and manages to create the desired effect. A great sounding “boom” from the 808 sub bass is often achieved by using saturation or distortion and made to sound “too loud” on purpose, as these elements are more audible on mobile devices and give the impression that the Bass is louder than it actually is. This can be achieved by added distortion to the sub bass or equally, using a sample which has these characteristics in it already. Norris, C (2015). 
I found that adding distortion through a plugin like Soundtoys Devil-Loc usually does the trick. For my track I favoured a mixture of the two options by using a sample that was quite “gritty” and then adding a little distortion to it. I then took out some of the out the lower frequencies from the kick, to create the effect.
R&B (Rhythm & Blues)
For the purposes of this essay I have chosen to focus on a more recent development of the genre, which is being revived by artists such as H.E.R., Ella Mai and Khalid. This is more in line with the sound of the early 90s, with soulful characteristics and unique sound design of gospel roots.
The essential characteristics are usually a minor/major 7th or 9th chord progressions played at irregular intervals (gospel chords), that help bring warmth or depth to the tone or ‘feel’ of the song. In terms of the sound selection the Rhodes, Wurlitzer and DX7 keyboard sounds have been staples of the genre, however in my analysis I’ve noticed modern producers like ‘DJ Mustard’ who produced Ella Mai’s ‘Trip’, who favours the use of a piano and an 808 drum machine played at a slower tempo than his usual Hip Hop, that he is renowned for. Often keyboard and piano sounds are introduced at the beginning end and middle eight or each track, as opposed to the relative Major/Minor Key change. [f]
To achieve this, I played these chords using RnB/Gospel pre-sets from a chord generator ‘Cthulhu’ and routed them into the midi input for my VST (Spectrasonic’s Keyscape), which had a great sounding Rhodes Keyboard loaded into it. I then tweaked with the chorus and vibrato and tremolo effects until I had what resembled a tone that sounded like it was pulsating. I then played some extra notes through the progression to add movement to the chords.													The lead melodies in RnB generally tend to stay more static and discreet, as the movement is provided by the dynamic chord progressions and frequently a walking bass in bridge sections. For my track “Soulmate” I decided to add a vocal sample loop which I found and chopped, then pitched up and looped through Serato Sample. This adds another element of a song that could otherwise be quite repetitive and clearly defines the chorus section.
Claps, Snare’s, or Finger Snaps usually come with heavy amounts of reverb on them, with lower frequencies cut out to make way for Bass sounds. Hi Hats, drive along at 8th which in my track was a percussive shaker with lots of reverb on it. I programmed the drums using Native Instruments Maschine and created them after the progression and chord structure to accentuate the key changes in the composition, along with a transition chime effect that blends each part together. 										To keep the movement and variation going in the song I added an African percussion loop with lots of reverb on it which gives an ethnic element to the otherwise modern drums. Finally, I added the hi hat pattern to it, which I emulated from the reference track, with alternating 8th and 16th note hi hats playing through the whole song.
I had initially recreated the reverse foley sound, akin to the reference track “Sativa” which sounds like a typewriter or some mechanical noise being played in reverse, however I did not feel that this sound worked throughout the song and left it for the bridge section instead. “Soulmate” was recorded in E Minor and by the time the bridge comes around I decided to change to the relative major key of G, but kept the same drum pattern the same. I also played the accompanying bass with a different rhythm, to break the repetition of the song.
Modern RnB vocals in this genre are also changing, from more traditional multi-layered stacked vocals through songs (with more emphasis on harmony), to single lead vocals and more simplicity. H.E.R.’s Lights On track is a great example of this in my research, but also newer RnB artists such as Daniel Ceaser and Ella Mai are also recording songs in this fashion[c].
For my track I used single lead vocals throughout it to give more emphasis on the voice. I added some reverb, chorus and tuning to the vocal and after comping all the takes, creating a vocal stack on a bus and routed all parts to it. The result seemed quite pleasing with heavy compression and then finishing it off with using Antares Autotune for the more challenging phrases, but as these vocals are purely for reference and are ready for a singer to re-record over. 
Reflecting on my song, I think it captures the feel of the reference Track “Sativa”, however I would opt for a better vocal performance potentially from a female vocalist. I would also add more harmonies to the chorus and pre-chorus sections. 
EDM – Future Bass
Electronic Dance Music has taken many cues from other genres, such a snare drums from the Roland TR-808, which are prominent in Hip Hop and mini build-up’s and drop sections from House or Dance Music. Married with RnB vocals, form artist such as Justin Beiber, Future bass has become an umbrella term for bass music characterised by less intense drops, pulsating synth chords, exotic percussion and sometimes brass sounds. Turner, D (2017)
Similarly, to Hip Hop Trap music, this genre is heavily driven by percussive elements with the use of snaps, claps and snares, my reference track “Lean On” being used in different sections to add variation, but never together at the same time. My song, which also incorporates a similar technique to identify its different parts, uses a different kick pattern, however the key distinguisher here is the reggaeton loop that plays through the more energetic chorus sections. These sections have lots of movement and stand out to all other parts that are being side chained to the kick pattern, Hodgson, J (2010).
With my reference track “Lean On” by Major Lazer, there are a handful of elements and variations throughout the music that keep the listener’s interest. The same chord progression runs throughout the track except for the transitions into the main Chorus and is even present through the Middle 8. 									The synth used is a “pluck” and has ample amounts of reverb on it with side chained compression set with a long release to give that pumping effect throughout the song. This add another rhythm to the whole track and gives the song that “head-nod” feel to it, accentuating the kick which takes up most of the lower mid frequencies. There seems to also be a deep sub bass that comes in on the pre-chorus, which follows the same bass notes of pattern of the synth chord and along with the kick, provides the much sought after punch from each hit. 
I decided to recreate many elements of Lean On’s drum patterns as the minimal approach provides clarity for the different parts of the song but, ‘taken together, all these ancillary components do an enormous amount to make the listening experience more immersive, emotional, and atmospheric, as well as actively re-engaging the attention of wandering ears’. Senior, M (2016)
Build-ups and Drops are key focuses for EDM and are typical the more memorable parts, with ‘Lean On’ and to achieve this a build-up typical involves a riser or low pass filter being applied to “open up” a sound slowly with a brief 1 bar silence and then a reggae snare rolls with heavy reverb on it. For my track I silenced the drums and added a unique transition effect, with white noise (which faded in and had sidechain added to it. This technique of build anticipation is fundamental to pop music generally, where producers don’t make the chorus bigger, but make what becomes it smaller [d].
The most effective and memorable parts of the songs is the main chorus which is typically a synth made by chopping a vocal sample, being pitched up and then played as an instrument itself. The hook includes a vocal synth which is basically made up of a vocal sample that has been pitched up and chopped, the result sounds like an instrument itself and is often the standout aspect or “hook” of the song. I wanted to make the vocal part sound rhythm and relaxing as opposed to Major Lazer’s Lean On, to allow more vocals to be added to the chorus. 				 							These alone, however, sounded quite flat, so I layered an additional synth sound with lots of reverb, the same sidechain and placed them under the Vocal chops in the mix, to bring out the main melody of the chorus. Even with all this instrumentation playing I would still have liked to add vocal on top of it, so I included a lead instrument of how a vocal melody could potentially sound, as a reference point.
Conclusion 
The reference tracks are representative of the types of genres that are prevalent in modern commercial pop music. Hip Hop and Trap drums have had repercussions on the pop music industry and influenced some of the most commercially successful songs of today. All three tracks have over 6 billion streams combined on Spotify and have been released within the last 3 years, which indicated exactly how popular they have been in a short time period. 
With the rise of the bedroom producer and digital streaming, music has become so accessible and experimental and as a result, this has birthed new terms for sounds, which have become sub-genres. 									Whilst researching my reference tracks I came across the terms ‘Moombahton’, ‘Trap-Hop’, ‘Synthwave’ and countless others, to distinguish between different producer’s signature sounds. Essentially, I have tried to stay true to the genres’ roots, as much as possible for distinction, and to capture the unique characteristics of each style.
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Songs Analysis
Legend
Red - Instrumental Section 
Blue – Pre-Chorus
Green - Chorus 
Yellow – Bridge / Middle 8 / Breakdown
Orange - Verse
Purple -   Chorus 2nd Version
Pink – Post Chorus
 Fig 1. Hip Hop (Trap) Song Structures 
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Fig 2. RnB Song Structures
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Fig 3. EDM Song Structures
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