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Introduction

I recognised this assignment as an opportunity to produce songs in genres of music I had not previously been involved with, expose myself to new production techniques and tricks, and push my boundaries. As such, I worked on a Hip-Hop beat, a Funk-Pop song, and an R&B-Pop track in the style of Drake, Bruno Mars, and Rihanna, respectively.

Song 1 - Fumes

Inspired by the Hip-Hop and Trap sounds of “Jumpman” by Drake and Future and “Popstar” by DJ Khaled featuring Drake, I composed “Fumes”, a bass-heavy track with detuned pads which help create a dark, misty atmosphere. In terms of production, some of the distinguishing elements of Hip-Hop and Trap consist of punchy kicks, snappy snares, complicated hi-hat patterns, 808 bass samples, and ethereal pads. In terms of composition and arrangement, most Hip-Hop beats have a single chord progression that remains unaltered throughout the song. However, producers often introduce or remove different elements to add variety to each section of a track.
“Fumes” begins with an atmospheric pad, setting the tone and allowing the listener to get accustomed to the pace and the vibe of the song right from the start. Bells and snares are introduced in the next section, followed by the chorus, where all of the main instruments are playing simultaneously. Although in its current form, “Fumes” is an instrumental track, I envision rap vocals in the style of Drake or Migos on top of the beat. Consequently, I decided to leave room for singing during the verses by removing the bells, as they occupy most of the mids in the mix, therefore clashing with the frequencies of the human voice.

In the “Deconstructed” series from Genius and the “In The Charts” series from Splice, Supah Mario and Boi-1da describe how they approach producing beats for Drake. Both of them underwent a similar creative process, beginning with finding a melody, then adding the rhythm section, comprising of drums and bass, and then layering various background instruments such as reversed pianos, haunting vocal samples, choirs, etc. I used the same method when I created “Fumes”, starting with the pad chord progression and the melody for the bells, then adding the drums and the 808, and ultimately finishing the beat by adding reversed white noise samples, glide pads, swoosh transition effects, and more. Supah Mario and Boi-1da also inspired me to experiment with different keys and tempos until I found the combination that suited my chord progression and melody the most. However, one of the distinct features of my production is that I designed the pads and bells and composed the music as opposed to utilising pre-made loops created by someone else, like Supah Mario and Boi-1da did.

Following composition, sound design, and arrangement, I commenced work on mixing. I began by processing the kick and the bass, considering that this is the foundation of a hard-hitting Hip-Hop beat. I watched various drum mixing tutorials, including Devoon’s video “How To Make Your Kick Kick” in which he mentions that most drum samples have been processed already by other producers, underlying the importance of refraining from over-processing. In “Fumes”, I used a kick sample from the “Certified Gold” expansion pack, which has already been processed by the Grammy award-winning sound designer Snipe Young. As a result, I had to be very precise about the techniques I used for shaping its tone and its transients. I used the PuigTec EQP-1A to boost the low end of the kick at 60Hz to give it more thump. Additionally, I brightened up the kick by boosting at 10000Hz to enhance its presence. Recording engineer, Dave Darlington, explains how Smack Attack, a transient shaper from Waves, can be used to add bite to a kick drum in his “How to Get Drums to Hit Harder: Pitch And Attack” video. Similarly, I adjusted the attack and the release time of the transient shaper to bring out the click of the kick, and then I used the mix knob to blend it to taste. In continuation, I sent my kick to an empty bus channel to add parallel compression, for which I decided to use the CLA-76 compressor because of its unique “All” ratio function and its “Bluey” mode, which adds more grit. In combination with a fast attack and a medium release, the high ratio setting has enabled me to heavily compress the signal, subsequently obtaining a very piercing kick sound. Ultimately, I blended the compressed signal from the bus channel with the original one, achieving the desired punchy kick drum that defines the sound of Hip-Hop.

Moving on, I processed the bass, intending to make it audible even on speakers that cannot reproduce low frequencies. In the “How Producer Focus… (Kendrick Lamar, Dr. Dre) Shapes Bass Lines” video, producer Focus… demonstrates how to use the Renaissance Bass plugin to add harmonics to an 808 for it to be audible on smaller speakers. In “Fumes”, I used 3 Renaissance Bass plugins, adding harmonics at 123Hz, 87Hz, and 44Hz to obtain a grittier bass tone, bring out the rumble of the 808 and enhance the sub frequencies for listeners who have good sound systems. In the “How to Fix Uneven Bass Levels in Your Mix” video, producer Sean Divine illustrates how to achieve an even bass sound using the Bass Rider plugin. I find this tool particularly useful because it significantly accelerates the mixing process, allowing me to quickly fix any volume differences without having to automate individual notes. I then sent the bass signal to an empty bus channel to further process the signal without affecting the source. I filtered out the low end and introduced saturation above 210Hz using the Saturn 2 distortion plugin for more harmonic richness. Last but not least, I applied the technique from Devoon’s “How to mix your drums with the 808” tutorial in which he uses a Trim plugin to invert the phase of his signal, resulting in a wide sounding 808. I then blended the original clean bass with the wide and distorted one, obtaining a well-rounded, tight bass tone for my track.

After finishing the rhythm section, I started mixing the rest of the instruments. Following EQ and compression, I used the Infected Mushroom Pusher plugin to excite and boost the dynamics of the mid and high frequencies of the pads and bells, consequently sonically enhancing the mix. In the “How to Make Your Synth Patches Sound Super Wide” video, Jeff Sandstrom uses Vitamin to widen the sound of his synths, explaining how this particular plugin allows the user to adjust the stereo width of five separate bands simultaneously. I used Vitamin on pads and all three layers of bells, not only to obtain a wider mix but also to create space for the vocals to sit in the centre of the mix.

Song 2 - You Are The One

During the songwriting camp at Tileyard, I wrote “You Are The One”, a Funk-Pop track in the style of Bruno Mars and Mark Ronson. Funky guitars, strong bass lines, and keyboard instruments, mainly synthesisers and organs, are the essential components of this genre, but brass instruments also play a fundamental role in some songs, such as “Uptown Funk” or “Perm”. In contrast with Hip-Hop and Trap, Funk-Pop music is meant to stimulate the listener and make him want to dance. Bearing that in mind, I started with a four-on-the-floor beat, and I built the rest of the song around it. I laid down a jazz-influenced piano chord progression for the verse, chorus, and bridge, a groovy bassline, and multiple funky rhythm guitars that play in unison. During the chorus sections, I introduced new elements, including violins, horns, arpeggiated keys, and more.

Being a guitar player at the core, I was particularly interested in learning various guitar recording and mixing techniques, intending to obtain the signature clean, bright tone of Funk guitars. Graham Cochrane from The Recording Revolution offers a unique perspective on this topic in the “Recording Guitar And Bass: 3 Steps To A Bigger Sound - TheRecordingRevolution.com" video, advising players to record every guitar part twice, using a different amplifier on each track. His approach consists of blending two unique guitar tones and then panning them left and right, respectively. I followed his advice, but instead of double-tracking my guitar, I decided to quad-track it to achieve an even richer guitar sound. I used the MXR M76 Studio Compressor pedal for compression because of its distinctive CHT (Constant Headroom Technology) feature that provides lots of headroom, enabling me to obtain a clear, transparent performance. Additionally, I eliminated the low and low-mid frequencies of the third and fourth rhythm guitars to avoid mid-range muddiness, subsequently injecting a tiny amount of chorus for more character.

When comparing “You Are The One” to “Treasure” and “Locked Out of Heaven” by Bruno Mars, I observed that there are some elements that should be improved, one of them being the bass guitar. In my mix, the bass lacks the metallic sound of the strings and the clarity that comes from the mid-range frequencies of the instrument. To fix that, the best solution would be to hire a professional bass player and rerecord the bass using high-quality equipment. Alternatively, I could replace real bass with a software instrument such as the Scarbee Rickenbacker Bass from Native Instruments, or Bass Fingers from Waves like producer Austin Hull did in the “How To Make Funk / Disco Pop (Charlie Puth, Dua Lipa, DNCE, Doja Cat) | Make Pop Music” video. However, despite its fantastic tone, the Scarbee Rickenbacker Bass is very limiting in terms of the performance possibilities. It is impossible to program bass slides, slaps, pops, and other sounds that would make it seem more realistic. Bass Fingers, on the other hand, has many adjustable performance settings to choose from, but its tone is not nearly as great as its competitors’.

In terms of vocal production, Sean Divine explains step by step how to achieve a clean, crisp sounding voice in his “Mixing Vocals with Waves Plugins - R&B Lead” video. A crucial part of the process includes using subtractive EQ to remove any unwanted frequencies surrounding 275Hz, which predominantly causes the vocals to sound boxy. In continuation, I applied approximately 6db of compression using the Renaissance Compressor to even out the quiet and loud parts of the main vocal. Furthermore, I brightened up the voice by adding a 3db boost at 15000Hz, and I used a DeEsser to reduce the harshness caused by the excess sibilance. In the “How to Use Waves Doubler - Get Wider Vocals” video, Producer Unders explains how to use the Doubler plugin to widen vocals. The Doubler creates two copies of the original signal, which can be hard-panned to the left and right, respectively, and then slightly delayed from one another, creating a double-tracking effect. Lastly, I sent the signal from each vocal track to two empty bus channels to add reverb and delay, followed by an EQ on each of them to remove frequencies that would cloud the mix. In regards to the backing vocals, mix engineer Tony Maserati says: “We don’t need more than one s. Your ear can’t discern between how many s’s are there, unless they’re out of time. In this case, we want to hear a little bit of that double s, but much lower level. That’ll keep the lead vocal in the centre, in front of the listener”. Therefore I set the Threshold on the DeEsser at -40db on all backing vocal channels to prevent high frequencies from clashing in the vocal stack. Finally, I tuned the vocals using the Waves Tune Real-Time plugin because of its smooth, natural-sounding correction. I learned how to adjust the settings to avoid robotic-sounding vocals from the Waves video “Waves Tune Real-Time - Plugin Tutorial and Demo with Dave Darlington”, featuring producer Dave Darlington, who says “You don’t want the audience to feel that you’re doing to much, but you want to present your artist in the best possible light”.

Considering that the session consisted of more than 70 tracks, I decided to group instruments using track stacks to have more control during the mixing stage, as suggested by producer Mick Guzauski in the “Mick Guzauski Masterclass on Pop and Funk Mixing [ft. Jamiroquai]” video. Furthermore, I colour coded and labeled the audio and MIDI regions on each channel, which enabled me to keep everything organised and rapidly visualise any instrument category.

Song 3 - Lucky Number

For my third and final track, I decided to delve into the realm of R&B-Pop and experiment with a more atmospheric, darker sounding production in the style of “Needed Me” and “Yeah I Said It” by Rihanna. Some of the characteristics that define her sound include lush vocal arrangements, slick production techniques, tight drum programming, and ambient pads. Akin to Hip-Hop music, “Lucky Number” has a constant chord progression throughout the song. The instrumentation, however, varies from one part of the track to another, switching between different elements to keep the listener engaged.

Similar to “Needed Me”, “Lucky Number” begins with an instrumental part to create an atmosphere before the beat drops at the verse. Inspired to create unconventional, unique sounds by producer Deputy, who produced “Bitch Better Have My Money” for Rihanna, I experimented with various effects and modulation automation, achieving an uncanny wobbly instrument, which quickly became a prominent element in my track. To design this sound, I used two creative plugins, Drip and Freak. I used Drip to add saturation, modulation, and reverb, and then I automated the frequency shifter in Freak to add movement and depth. In combination, the wobbly instrument and pulsating bass make up a dark and intriguing sound that creates anticipation. Following the intro, drums and vocals are introduced, along with a subtle low pad which enhances the bass and low-mid frequencies of the track. As the song progresses, more pads are playing simultaneously to add harmonic richness in the mid-frequency range of the mix, consequently boosting the energy of the song. Additionally, to play the pads concurrently with the bass, they are designed to have the same pulsating effect, inspired by the side-chaining effect in “Needed Me”.

While researching drum programming tutorials, I discovered an interesting technique, often used by producer Metro Boomin, which consists of layering snares and claps together. In the “Metro Boomin Drums (Part 2: Snare/Clap Layering and Programming)” video, Adam from imamusicmogul offers a useful tip, advising producers to slightly offset the clap from the grid by a few milliseconds to make it stand out instead of getting lost under the snare. Subsequently, as suggested by Devoon in the “Mixing The Kick And Snare (Secret)” video, I added a Renaissance Axx compressor on the snare drum to brighten it up, achieving a sharper tone that cuts through the mix. Last but not least, I used the Replika XT delay on the clap to obtain a more interesting, dynamic rhythm, similar to the one in “Slide” by Calvin Harris featuring Frank Ocean and Migos. In regards to hi-hats, producer Deputy explains his approach to writing unique patterns in the “Deputy breaks down the beat for Rihanna ‘Bitch Better Have My Money’” video. He programs fast hi-hat rolls and pitch-shifts them down by a few semitones, creating his signature hi-hat sound. I replicated his technique and programmed two consecutive hi-hat rolls at the end of every eight-bar loop during the pre-chorus and chorus, pitch-shifting my hi-hats down by three semitones using the default Pitch Shifter plugin in Logic Pro X.

Influenced by the bridge section of “Desperado” by Rihanna, I decided to shift the dynamics during the bridge section of “Lucky Number”. I achieved this by using a single-band EQ to eliminate the high frequencies of all instruments, resulting in a dampened, underwater type of sound. To avoid having to automate each track individually, I grouped all of the channels in a track stack, apart from the vocals, which remained unaffected by the EQ.

Lastly, taking into consideration that Pop music almost always has a very clean, crisp production, I added the Gullfoss plugin on my stereo out channel to bring out the clarity of the mix. I increased the “Recover” percentage to enhance the frequencies that got lost in the mix and then I tweaked the “Tame” setting to bring down the ones that were too harsh. Furthermore, I used the “Brighten” function to add excitement and boost the presence of the track. “Even though this plugin can clearly do very complex EQ-ing that I couldn’t possibly do myself, the reason I’m gravitating towards using this plugin and other plugins is because it’s easy, it’s quick and it’s simple”, says producer Michael Wynne. He underlines the importance of spending most of the time on the creative side of mixing, the side that requires a human touch, and recommends taking advantage of plugins such as the Gullfoss EQ to rapidly balance the sound of the overall mix. Additionally, I used the Fresh Air plugin to breathe new life into my mix, adding brilliance and shine to the song, without introducing any harshness. Mix engineer Andrew Wuepper, who produced for Justin Bieber, Frank Ocean, Katy Perry, and many other pop artists, says “Fresh Air is my new go to plugin when it comes to adding presence to any vocal—or even my entire mix. It’s like taking a blanket of my speakers”.

Conclusion

In conclusion, producing these songs was an invaluable experience, as it empowered me with new production and mixing techniques and tricks and the opportunity to experiment with songs I often listen to and yet had never tried creating. Although there is a scope for improvement, this was a great learning experience.
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