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In this essay I will explore how differing production and post-production techniques can affect the outcome of music. I will explore how 3 different producers approach their work in vastly different ways and discuss how this affects the final outcome of the music. I hope to find new insights in how to include the different styles of production in my own music, whether it’s to improve my music or just to have tried a different approach. I also want to discover new techniques for post-production, particularly relating to giving music a unique sound and using the studio and DAW as another instrument.

My first producer is Rick Rubin. He has a different outlook to many producers in that he doesn’t have technical knowledge, instead his focus and success has been based on getting the absolute best performance from the artists. He started in his dorm room in New York, producing Hip-hop records under his label Def Jam. As listed by Will Brewster (2016), he has since produced many albums from a wide variety of genres, with notable examples such as “Licensed to Ill”, by the Beastie Boys, “Blood Sugar Sex Magik”, by the Red Hot Chili Peppers and “American Recordings” by Johnny Cash. He also, for the most part, likes to take a long time recording his records so he can produce the best from the artist. For example, Licensed to Ill, took 2 years, with the Beastie Boys writing approximately 2 songs a month. He says taking this long to produce the album made it what it is, as the artist could have a natural flow to writing rather than being told “Ok, we have 6 weeks to make an album.” This didn’t make the label happy while it was being produced but was worth it in the end as the album was a hit both then and still is now.

Despite most of Rick Rubin’s albums being produced with a rather laid back attitude to time, he has proved he can still produce to a high level under pressure, even if it didn’t necessarily bring the same level of success as previous efforts. An example of this is Kanye West’s Yeezus, in which he was presented with 3 hours of music, mostly without lyrics, and was told he was releasing the album in 6 weeks. Yeezus debuted at no.1 and went platinum, but unfortunately didn’t hit the projected sales targets, deeming it a relative failure, despite still being very commercially successful. The album did however receive favourable reviews from critics and the lower than projected sales figures could possibly be due to the lack of a radio single being released with the album.

As Rick Rubin doesn’t have any technical knowledge he employs a team of engineers to help create the record. This allows him to fully focus on the band. As Rick Rubin discusses in his interview with Zane Lowe (2014), a large portion of his approach to the music revolves around him befriending the musicians and finding what makes them give the best, most intimate performance they can. This varies from artist to artist, with some needing to just be alone to focus on themselves, whereas others thrive on being surrounded by friends, encouraging them to demonstrate their new music. This is part of why he likes to spend so long making a record, so that the artist can be as comfortable as possible surrounded by whoever brings the best out of them. Rick says there is no way to know how an artist will best perform until he is there in the moment.

Rick Rubin attributes much of his success to being in it for the music not the money. He says when starting Def Jam the sole intention was to make music he liked, with the hopes of making just enough money to produce the next record. I think this labour of love helped make the records as good as they are, as the listener can feel the passion coming through, making the records even more relatable and special to listen to.

My second producer is Butch Vig. He has produced albums from the likes of Nirvana, Foo Fighters, Green Day and Muse, along with countless other massive artists within the alt-rock genre. Butch Vig is very different to Rick Rubin in that he has the technical skill along with the pure production elements. His style of production, much like Rick Rubin, focuses heavily on getting the best performance the artist can muster, then adding to it after with his distinct mixing style. Butch also makes sure to not detract from the artist’s vision, as he said he did in the beginning, instead letting the artist find their own direction and fulfil their own goals.

Butch Vig’s style is recognisable by the raw sounding performance, enhanced by clever arrangement and melody. Butch isn’t a fan of digital corrections after the fact, which adds to the raw sound and he initially developed his style of mixing by being limited to few pieces of outboard gear. He believes this left him to get the best performance from the artists and not be too hung up on the technical aspects of the post-production. For example, in his video about drum sounds with Rhythm Magazine (2012), he says “you can have a terrible drum kit and a great drummer will make it sound good, but it’s hard to do the opposite”.

Butch Vig also isn’t scared to explore the full range of the software where he feels it’s appropriate. He says in his band Garbage they set the record for the highest ever track count and has since then produced music with 230-240 tracks in Pro-Tools. This is a stark contrast to the days of tape with hard limits of 24 tracks (although tracks could be summed to make more room, such as Queen’s Bohemian Rhapsody which had as many as 180 vocal overdubs summed to a 24 track tape). He is versatile and happy to use whatever technique is suitable for the record. He produced the Foo Fighters Wasting Light in Dave Grohl’s garage using a tape machine. He says “sure, it’s fuzzy and scrappy sounding, but it feels really passionate in the performances, and that's what we set out to do.” He particularly likes the way the record is exactly the same as them playing live, which is a particular dislike of his when a band is super tight on record, but sloppy when performing live.

Part of Butch Vig’s struggle with Nirvana’s Nevermind was dealing with when Kurt Cobain was going to give the performance 100%. As stated by Larry Barleet (2016), Butch claims Kurt could be very moody and when in the wrong mood the vocal recordings wouldn’t be up to standard. This ties in with Butch saying half of his job as the producer is psychological, to get the artist to relax and let their guard down and their inhibitions fade away. He says this helps him both understand and deliver the artists vision the best he can. This is a very similar outlook to Rick Rubin, both focusing heavily on making the artist comfortable to give their most intimate performance.

My final producer is Zac Carper. His production is very different in that he is far less well known and has produced far less commercially successful records. The two main record he has produced is his own band’s self-titled first record, “FIDLAR” along with The Fright’s record “You’re Going to Hate This” and SWRMS “Drive North”. The Frights record has elements of production from both Rick Rubin and Butch Vig, namely Zac’s focus on getting the best from the artist.

Zac got to know The Frights while touring with them, then got really close to the band while recording the album and this friendship I think helped get the best performances possible from the band whilst in the studio.  Zac says with The Frights he had to learn the balancing act of how hard to push, saying to Kristian C. Libman (2016) “Sometimes I’d push too hard and then pull back, so I tried to balance between pushing them and making sure they were not going to kill themselves.”

While recording bands he says he has helped them develop – but also made him realise that a producer could be a valuable addition to his own band FIDLAR and could help develop both the band and the band members. It has opened him up to the idea that more collaboration could further enhance his own music.

In the making of “You’re Going to Hate This”, Zac had a large focus in the arrangement of the songs. On much of the album he had a less is more philosophy, as this lets the louder parts have more impact. He also experimented a lot with layering, one example being making the chorus smaller than the verse on All I Need.

Zac was very important to You’re Going to Hate This record beyond the producing and arrangement. Not only did he play ukulele on one of the tracks, Of Age, but he was very creative in the mixing process, using the studio as an instrument, adding synths, effects and dramatic processing, completely changing the feel of much of the album. He also wasn’t scared to completely change tracks, one song he decided to delete the guitar and bass and replace it with synths.

Zac’s production style was very different when producing his own album. As he wrote most of the songs he just recorded what he’d written, rather than seeing the studio as another instrument. He also had no external input to give him suggestion, whether it be for arrangement or any other aspects of his compositions. This isn’t necessarily a bad thing however, as FIDLAR was very successful within its genre and gained the band the stability to pursue music as a full time career without too many financial worries. The DIY approach is also typical of punk rock nowadays and it could almost be looked down on to start out being able to afford a producer considering the style of FIDLAR’s music.

After researching these 3 different producers, along with many others in less detail, I wish to create a guide to production and post production for my dissertation next year. I will be focusing on rock music in particular, however many of the techniques will be applicable to most genres of music, especially in the production side. This will require much more research, both practical and non-practical. I will also need to collaborate with others to produce my own material for the post production section of the guide.

My proposed title for my dissertation is “Producing Rock Music – From the First Idea to Finished Product”. I will have sub-headings for the different aspects of production and post-production, from mic placement, working with a ban, to mixing different sections of a rock track.
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