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Introduction
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Hi there, and welcome to volume 7 of "How to Make Music"!

In this volume, I will walk through another track project file of mine, explaining the parts that went into making it, from starting the track all the way to finishing it.

Hope you enjoy!
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Chapter 1: “Starting Out”
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When starting this track, I had previously made a short 4-bar hook using 5 elements. These comprised various synth patch emulations of guitar sounds. I ended up altering some of the notations and elements for this track. 

After getting some chord progressions and other sounds in the track, including a kick and some low percussion, I then began to arrange the structure of the track, which helped give a better perspective of how the track was going to sound overall.
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Plucked Electric Mute Guitar (Synth)
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I had a synth patch which emulated an electric ‘muted’ guitar pluck sound. I added some saturation and overdrive distortion to give it a more ‘guitar amp’ feel, along with some reverb, delay, chorus, EQ and compression.

Frequency Shaping

The EQ lowered a lot of the high-end frequencies, as the multiband compressor I had in the FX chain brought out these quite prominently. You can see the EQ settings on the next page.
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Dynamics

I had a regular compressor with quite a high ratio, and a threshold level set so it compressed a fair amount of the input signal. This gave a powerful dynamic to the sound, bringing out the reverb and delay from the sound more too.

Adding Character

For these synth chords, I used a chorus plugin to add some more depth and character, without altering the nature of the sound too much. This can be the case with plugins such as distortion.

Notation

As shown in volume 1 of this series, I used a method of keeping the highest note in the chord progression the same for every chord in the phrase. This adds a consistent effect, which may suit the track you are working on. Often with guitar or live sounding elements this can be a useful technique. You can see this in the picture below:
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Pitchbend Automation

I also used pitchbend automation to add some variation to certain notes of the chord phrase, as shown below:
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Guitar Elements
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As mentioned in chapter 1, I had a few guitar elements which I edited slightly as this track progressed. These added a slight ‘natural’ element (even though they were synth emulations of guitars) to the track. Each element had a different purpose in the phrase:

Element 1: First Note of the Phrase

This was a singular note played by a guitar sound with some pitch modulation, giving it a slight ‘wavey’ pitch effect, and played for three beats from the first beat of the 4-bar phrase.
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Element 2: Melody

This element was the same guitar synth patch as element 1, just with slightly more delay dry/wet mix. This played a short 4 note phrase every 2nd bar of the 4-bar segment. This added a melodic element, with each phrase differing slightly during this 4-bar segment too for some variation.
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I also utilised the portamento feature of the synth for this element, by toggling the setting for portamento to ‘mono’. On this synth, this meant that the portamento ‘pitch-glide’ would only happen when between two notes that are held down at the same time. This setting gives you more flexibility with melodies, as you can have certain notes with and without the glide effect without altering anything on the synth to do so.

You can see a close-up of these notes described here, on the next page.
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Element 3: Plucked Guitar

This was a short, plucky guitar patch, which played the rhythm of the chord progression of the track. This helped to accentuate the chords from the synths and bass elements that also followed the same pattern in the track. This was due to the sharp, mid to high frequency attack nature of the guitar pluck.

I also used the same pitchbend automation envelope that I used on the plucked electric mute guitar. You can see the midi notation and the automation envelope for this element on the next 2 pages.
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Element 4: Acoustic Guitar Chords

I had an acoustic guitar VST sampler instrument, playing the same chord notation as the plucked electric mute guitar. This added a further ‘natural’ layer to the main chord progression of the track.

On the FX chain, I used overdrive and saturator plugins, to give the guitar some more drive and crunch.
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You can see all 4 guitar elements in the arrangement view on the next page.
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Guitar Element 4 (FX Chain)
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Bass Layers
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Lower Layer

This bass layer formed the lower frequencies of the combined bass layers. This was created using a synth; oscillator 1 was a saw wave with a unison of 10, and unison detune amount of 50%. Oscillator 2 was a sine wave, with a unison amount of 1, pitched 1 octave below the first oscillator.

I also used a low-pass filter built into the synth, to only allow the lower frequencies of the sound through (the same way a filter on an EQ would).

On the FX chain, I had a saturator and a chorus, giving the layer some more depth and character, along with a small amount of reverb and delay too.

After these, I had a multiband compressor, an EQ, and then a regular compressor, all shaping the sound more, frequency-wise as well as its dynamics. Lastly on the FX chain, was another compressor, being used for the sidechain with the kick.

Upper Layer

This layer was also created using a synth, which had two saw wave oscillators; oscillator 1 was a saw wave with a unison amount of 1. Oscillator 2 was a saw wave with a unison amount of 2, with a unison detune amount of 0. This oscillator was also pitched 7 semitones above oscillator 1. I also had a noise oscillator adding some high frequencies to the layer too.

I had a slight amount of release time on this layer, giving the sound some more length on each note. I also had the synth set to ‘mono’ polyphony, with a slight amount of portamento on too
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