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Introduction
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Hi there, and thanks for getting a copy of “Studio Focus: Volume 3”!

This volume will cover areas such as lead sounds, arpeggios, percussion, pad elements, as well as additional production tips.
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Chapter 1: 

Lead Elements
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Lead elements are usually made up of higher and mid-range frequencies.

This means that it is often useful to remove lower frequencies with an EQ, to help create a cleaner low-end for your track’s mixdown.
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By removing certain frequencies, you can create a newer character for your element, allowing other elements to be heard more too.
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If you want to add some more character to a lead element, you can add a chorus plugin to add some depth.
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The chorus plugin can help to replicate the result of increasing the unison amount of a synth’s oscillator.

The original nature of the lead element also remains the same, without the need for drastic FX chain processing.

You can add some higher-frequency-character to a lead sound by using a distortion plugin, such as the overdrive plugin in Ableton® Live Suite™.
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If your distortion plugin can do so, as shown on the overdrive plugin on the previous page, you can add some high-end crunch to a lead element.

By keeping the dry/wet mix fairly low, you can also have a subtle layer of this effect, without changing the element too much.

By adding dynamic processing such as compression, you can also improve how well the lead sound ‘sits’ in the mix.

A subtle amount of compression can give some control, without being too overbearing in the track.

However, heavier compression, especially with a lead element that has reverb on, can add a lot of presence that may work in a certain track with fewer elements, for example.
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A multiband compressor can also be a useful plugin to use on a lead element, allowing more precise control over the dynamics of specific frequency bands.

For lead elements, FX plugins such as delay and reverb can be useful for adding spatial depth.

If you use a small amount of reverb and delay, you can use more compression without the element being too cluttered.

This layer could be from a synth perhaps, where you can add more detail to such as portamento, to add variation from the other chords possibly.
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Build-up Effects

You can automate FX plugins such as a reverb to give a build-up more depth, which can create a more impactful start to a chorus, for example.

By creating a ramp-up or upward-curved automation envelope of a reverb’s dry/wet mix can achieve this effect.
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This increase in reverb is then removed before or as the chorus begins, creating a contrast of sound, adding more impact for the chorus.

You can also give a lead element more power by using a saturator, which can give a gentle driven distortion effect.
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Chapter 2:

Arpeggios
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Arpeggios are good for adding melodic depth to a track.

They can also create new ideas for your track due to the addition of multiple harmonies all playing at a similar time.

Arpeggios can be any speed, either synchronised with the track’s time signature (e.g. 1/16th notes) or as a frequency amount in hertz.

By using a more flexible ‘hertz’ measurement, you can create more gradual transitions in speed, by automating the hertz amount.

Arpeggios usually follow a musical scale notation-wise.

By adding some portamento onto an arpeggio, you can add more character to the element as well.

Arpeggios are often found in breakdown sections, but can be also effective anywhere in a track if needed.
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You don’t always need to have the arpeggio change notation with the chord progression, as sometimes one repeated arpeggio in key with the track can still work over the entire chord progression.

Pitchbend Automation

You can automate the pitchbend of a synth to create a more dynamic arpeggio melody.
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By setting the pitchbend downward range to a maximum amount that the synth or sampler can reach, you can create a more prominent ‘roll-down’ effect at points of the arpeggio phrase.

Often, the last beat of the 1, 2 or 4-bar section can be good to have a pitchbend automation envelope, signifying the end of each phrase more.

Synth & Samplers

You can change the amp/volume envelope of a synth or sampler to create more dynamic arpeggios.

For example, by using a shorter attack, decay and release time and a low sustain level, you can create a pluckier sound.

This can be good for faster note patterns that an arpeggio may have.

You can add further dynamic to an arpeggio, by automating these amp/volume envelope parameters.

For example, you could gradually increase the release and decay time as well as the sustain level during a build-up section for more emphasis on this section.

Also, you can create a more softer arpeggio element by having a small amount of attack time on the synth or sampler’s amp/volume envelope.

You can also use this attack time on a filter envelope too, to add more character to the element.

FX Processing

Often with arpeggios, more reverb, delay and spatial FX plugins can be good to use.

This adds more atmosphere to the element, particularly during breakdown sections.

If the arpeggio is made up of mostly higher frequencies, then this gives you more room for reverb as you will not be impacting any of the lower end frequency elements with the reverb’s output.
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Another way to ensure your arpeggio doesn’t clash with other elements is by using sidechain compression when the kick drum is playing.

If sidechaining an arpeggio which is mostly made up of higher frequencies, then less volume reduction will also be needed.

This also keeps the track’s elements more varied, so they do not all follow the same sidechain amount.

Notation

You can have an arpeggio travelling upwards, downward or even both ways.

This can create a more unique-sounding pattern, and could even be used as more of a lead melody topline too.
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Adding Character

By adding some white noise to each arpeggio note, you can add some more high-end presence.

You can also use an LFO to pitch down on every note-hit, from a high octave to the original note pitch.

By setting this LFO speed to high, this creates more definition on each note.

Layering Arpeggios

You can layer 2 different synths playing the same arpeggio pattern, to add more depth to the element.

For example, you could have a more percussive, shorter synth sound made up of mainly higher frequencies, layered with a more mid-range layer with a longer release time.
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