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Introduction
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Hi there and thanks for getting hold of “How to Make Music: Volume 3"!

This volume will continue to go through all the processes and methods used to create and form elements and structures of an overall track.

So let’s get straight into it!
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Chapter 1: “Starting the Project”
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When starting this track, I had a style in mind already that I wanted it to sound like. So with this in mind, I started creating synth patches which would work well for this genre.

After creating some chord and bass synth sounds, I then began writing some melodies to get some ideas going for the chord progression of the track.

After some time, I found a nice progression, with some unique-sounding lead melody patterns to get the main chorus ‘hook’ idea going. 

Now I could start to roughly plan out the structure of the track, which helps to picture the track as a whole more, and then creating more ideas for other parts of the track too.
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Bass Group
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Bass Layer 1

The bass of this track was a stack of 3 bass layers, all making up one overall sound. 

The top layer was a synth with one oscillator 7 semitones above the first oscillator. The first oscillator was a saw wave, and a triangle wave sub oscillator with just over 50% volume. This added some power to the sound, when compressed together with the other oscillators in the patch. We would be EQing some of its lower frequencies later anyway for a separate sub layer for the group as well.

The second oscillator was a more round-sounding sine wave with a subtle amount of tremolo on.

The tremolo effect was created by using one of the synth’s built-in LFOs, set with a frequency of a 16th note waveform cycle.

There was also a slight amount of around 30% portamento on the patch, with the patch’s polyphony set to ‘mono.’ 

As well as this, there was a white noise oscillator adding about 50% of its volume to the patch, to give the sound some additional high-end frequency texture too.
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The amp envelope of this patch had a short release time, meaning it could be quite articulated with the midi pattern, keeping the rhythm of the track’s low end more defined.

This bass layer’s MIDI pattern also had some pitchbend wheel automation on it, just rolling-off the final note of each 1 bar of the midi phrase to give a nice ‘pitch-down’’ effect.
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FX Chain (Bass Layer 1)

The plugins I used for this bass layer included a chorus to start with, which added some depth to the sound.
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After this was a saturator adding some driven distortion and crispness to the sound.
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After the saturator, I had a delay plugin to add some spatial movement and depth to the sound.
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I then had a reverb plugin to add a subtle short atmosphere to the bass layer.
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Next up in the FX chain, I had a couple of EQ plugins, shaping this bass layer’s frequencies and character further.

You can see these EQs on the next two pages.

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

After the EQs, I had a multiband compressor, giving the layer some more presence. I used 57% amount for a more even output with the original sound.

I then had an EQ after the multiband compressor, trimming frequencies further.

[image: ]Following this EQ, I had a compressor, controlling the dynamics of the sound, before it reached the sidechain compressor at the end of the FX chain, as shown on the next page.
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Bass Layer 2

The second layer of the bass sound in this track, was a plucky, metallic bass, with a more linear sound. This was also a synth patch with a similar ‘7th-note’ chord sound, which had its second oscillator as a ‘rounder’ saw wave pitched 7 semitones above oscillator 1, which was a basic saw wave. Oscillator 2 also had some subtle tremolo created by an LFO similar to bass layer 1. Bass layer 2 had a more present sine wave sub oscillator than layer 1, and a smaller amount of white noise oscillator volume too.

Portamento and polyphony were also the same in both bass layer 1 and 2.

I used an envelope to control the cutoff frequency on a low pass filter on the synth patch, with a low sustain and short decay time to create a pluckier sound when the cutoff frequency on the filter was lowered. This was also similar on bass layer 1, but a longer decay time on that layer for a less intense pluck sound.



FX Chain (Bass Layer 2)

The FX rack for the second bass layer was similar to the first bass layer, just with additional phaser plugin to give the layer a different character of sound. 

I also had a multiband compressor with the same settings as the one for bass layer 1, just with the amount set to 100% for this layer.
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Bass Layer 3

This layer was for forming the very low frequencies of the bass sound, so I used a sine wave from a synth for a warmer more solid tone.
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The FX chain for this layer included some saturation, overdrive and a couple of EQs filtering off a larger amount of higher and some midrange frequencies that were not needed. This layer also had the same multiband compressor & settings on it as the previous two layers, but with the amount set to 45% so that the sub wasn’t too ‘rammed’ dynamically and could still breathe more.
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Chord Layers
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There were 3 elements that were playing the chords in this track, and these were always playing simultaneously. They were a muted electric guitar pluck sound, a saw wave patch with a slight tremolo on one oscillator, and the third was an acoustic guitar VST.


Layer 1 (Electric Mute Guitar)

The muted electric guitar was from a synth, and made up the main weight of the chord layers. I also had a reasonable amount of saturation and a slight amount of overdrive for the tonal aspect of the sound. I also had a ‘small room’ reverb applied, with a short decay time, as it gave it a more ‘live studio recording’ feel.

A subtle amount of delay was on the FX chain too for a slight spatial enhancement too.

After this, I had 2 EQs shaping the frequencies of the sound, followed by a multiband compressor which boosted the dynamics of the sound to give it more presence.

Finally, I had a regular compressor to ‘round-off’ the dynamics of the sound, before it reached the sidechain compressor at the end of the FX chain.

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]


Layer 2 (Synth Chords)

This layer made-up most of the mid-range frequencies, and was 2 saw wave oscillators, 1 octave apart from one another, both with an LFO controlling their pitch to give a subtle tremolo effect. There was some portamento added (about 25%), and as the synth patch polyphony was poly, this meant it gave the chord a nice pitch effect when more than one note was played together.

This second layer also played the same chord midi pattern



Layer 3 (Acoustic Guitar VST)






Chord Layers (FX Chains)
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. tip

Setting a synth or sampler’s polyphony from
‘poly’ to ‘mono’, means that only one note of
the synth can be played at a time, instead of
multiple (poly). This is useful for bass sounds
or lead sounds, where you may want a
gliding effect in-between each note, which
can be adjusted by adjusting the

portamento amount.

(Portamento is the length of time the pitch

of one note takes to reach the pitch of

another note played).
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High and mid frequencies
being removed from the bass
layer 3 using an EQ band with a

high-cut filter shape.
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This indicates how much of the signal

is being reduced by the input source.
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@ tip

It is often best to have a shorter decay time
if you are using reverb on bass layers and
sounds, to reduce low-end frequency
clutter, which can overload the lower

frequency area of your track’s mixdown.

As well as this, try to remove any lower
frequencies from your reverb plugin's wet

signal so that they don't clash with the kick.
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Using the delay A subtle amount of

plugin’s filter to delay to keep the
trim any unwanted mixdown clearer for
frequencies from other elements.

the delay's wet

signal.
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Some lower frequencies A high-shelf EQ band (4)

sloped-off more naturally lowering the higher

using a low-cut EQ band frequencies.
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Using Ableton® Live Suite™’s compressor, just
make sure the ‘sidechain’ button is enabled, and set
the input source to your kick (or whatever element
you want to control the volume change with.) You
can then adjust the threshold of the compressor to
the level at which the ‘sidechain-effect’ will occur as

the signal enters the compressor.

Make sure you click
this switch to ‘on’ as

pictured.
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@ tip

When EQing, a handy trick is to solo the track you're
EQing, then solo and un-solo other sounds too in the
mix whilst they are playing together, to give a running

‘A/B’ comparison.
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Wet reverb signal EQ removing

the lower frequencies of the
reverb to keep the low end of the
mixdown more free for other

elements.

A short decay time for a ‘small

room’ type of reverb effect.

Adecent
amount of
dry/wet signal as
the decay time
was shorter,
meaning less
reverb tail was

present.
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. tip

It is often good to have a separate sub layer for the
low end of a bass group. This allows for more
detailed fine-tuning of the overall sound. For

example, maybe have slightly less or more
portamento on the sub layer to the other layers, for

more depth.
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. Using a compressor for

sidechaining

In previous volumes of this book, | have
mentioned using an LFO volume shaping plugin
(not inlcuded in Ableton® Live Suite™) for
sidechaining. However, in this project | decided
to use a more traditional’ method of using a
compressor with its ‘sidechain’ mode setting
switched on.

These two methods give the same result, so it
doesn't really matter which way you use, and

purely down to personal preference.
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