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Abstract 

 

The collaboration of music producer and artist has long been an effective and successful one, 

with the former providing oversight, technical knowledge and some portion of creative 

objectivity, and the latter focused on the delivery of a performance. Even after the emergence of 

song-writing artists such as The Beatles, producers were still regarded as specialists in their own 

right because they were highly trained studio technicians operating equipment far beyond the 

budgets of average musicians.  With the increased availability of affordable technology, one 

person can now fill all roles, acting as creator, performer and producer. This has seen a reduction 

in the traditional separation of artist/creator and production roles, and led to environments where 

one person can be all entities. Although this can provide an efficient and convenient solution for 

many artists, is it always ideal? Does it provide a more effective translation of the original vision, 

or does the lack of objective oversight and collaborative input prevent discovery of more potent 

outcomes? This thesis explores the nature of decision-making processes, both creative and 

practical, undertaken by an artist/creator acting as the music producer of recordings of their own 

songs, and compares this with input from an external co-producer. A case study will be used as 

the primary vehicle for analysis along with direct comparison of original demos and final 

rendered recordings resulting from the production process. 
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Case Study – A recorded album of original compositions 

 

 

 

Original Songs Included: 

 

Late Bus Home - Caleb James (© Control) 

  Original demo recording (1999) 

  Re-recorded version (2015) 

 

Let It All Play Out - Caleb James (© Control) 

  Original demo recording (2014) 

  Re-recorded version (2015) 

 

A Place To Moor - Caleb James (© Control) 

  Original iPhone recording (2014) 

  Re-recorded version (2015) 
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Intellectual Property Considerations 

 

All music created for this case study is owned by Caleb James. It is included for the purposes of 

personal comparison within the research. The accessibility of the rendered works resulting from 

this project is to be restricted to examiners and Griffith University for marking and archiving 

purposes only. Any included recorded work shall not be made publicly available under any 

circumstances without the express permission of the author.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

I am a passionate songwriter and multi-instrumentalist who has been working in a 

professional capacity in the music industry for over 20 years. Prior to my current role as a full-

time lecturer in song writing, I earned my primary income through producing music for other 

people, most of whom were also the creators. My interest in the process of recording and 

producing music stemmed from a desire to take the songs I was writing and render them as 

developed recordings that met my artistic goals, ready to disseminate. This was a reaction to 

many frustrating experiences in studios, where the in-house engineer/producer would deliver a 

final recording that was completely unaligned with my vision for the songs, and therefore deeply 

unsatisfying. I took the step of pursuing music production in my own right as a way to more 

accurately represent what I was creating. After traversing the steep learning curves involved with 

the development of technical proficiency and understanding of recording equipment and 

processes, I began to create recordings of my own works that achieved a majority of the goals I 

had set. The release of some of these recordings opened up connections with other local artists 

and bands that had experienced similar frustrations with their own music being recorded 

unsympathetically. They sought me out to record their music, and this was the beginning of my 

career as a music producer. 

One of the early frustrations in my own music production journey was the existence of 

intangible elements that were essential to making the original composition work, and these 

elements had little to do with the technical process of recording. In fact, recording sound was 

relatively easy compared to capturing the feeling, the power, and the concept of a song. To this 

end I increasingly employed the studio as an instrument, rather than a collection of technical 

equipment and processes. I viewed the studio no differently to a guitar, a piano, or a drum kit. 
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The studio became an extension of the creative process, not a separate or parallel stream. As 

much as this supported a more inspiring environment for me and my clients, it also added a 

reactive dimension to the process. I heard something, I felt something, then reacted intuitively 

with techniques, approach and sounds that I felt were appropriate to best capture what was in 

front of me. Intuition is often described as a gut feeling—a feeling that can be mysteriously 

compelling for many. Downton (2015) provides a simple description of intuition as “a 

mechanism that connects pieces of knowledge so that learners can make sense of the world 

around them” (p. 1), providing a metaphor of intuition as a piece of string that brings together 

different puzzle pieces. 

Over time I realised that many of my intuitive responses were housed in processes that 

had either proven effective for me previously, or were embedded in how I learnt the process 

initially. Croskerry (2013) supports this by stating that “very little (if any) reasoning occurs” in 

intuitive processing (p. 2446). This was not inherently negative, but it did contribute to situations 

where my production approach turned out to be less than suitable, as evidenced through a lack of 

connection between the artist and the final rendered work—the very thing that caused me 

frustration in the beginning. I began to understand that my creative and technical decisions didn’t 

just impact the sound of the song, but they also became the delivery method for translating its 

core values, and it was the latter that created the strongest bond between the artist and rendered 

work when successful. Following this revelation, I implemented a range of targeted 

communication strategies into my workflow that assisted greatly in maintaining an awareness of 

client satisfaction throughout the process, and also tracking how my decisions were impacting 

their own vision for the songs. 
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The negative impacts of intuition are easier to target when they are set against differing 

views, for example, the artist’s views. Likewise, they can be confirmed as appropriate if the 

visions of both parties align. There is a primary difference, however, between producing the 

work of others and producing work you have generated yourself. I suggest that the dialogue 

tends to be more internalised in the latter, and because any reflection or consideration comes 

from a mind formed by the same experiences and discoveries, it is far less likely to generate the 

depth of informative opposition that assists in identifying optimal choices with client-based 

projects; where the clients are part of the decision-making process. The availability of 

technology that is powerful and affordable has seen exponential growth in self-produced music, 

and although this can provide an efficient and convenient solution for many artists, is it always 

ideal? Does it provide a more effective translation of the original vision, or does the lack of 

objective oversight and collaborative input perpetuate the untested intuitive choices and prevent 

discovery of more potent outcomes? This provided the foundation for my central research 

question: as the songwriter, can I consistently translate my songs into effective rendered works 

using self-production? 

The auto-ethnographic nature of this investigation results from the author also being the 

subject of testing and analysis. Consequentially, there is an important set of sub-questions that I 

hope will assist in understanding this more deeply: 

• Are there any aspects of my broader production/sound engineering approach that 

are preventing the potency of translation between concept and rendered work? 

• Can I critically compare any outcomes to the original vision for my songs in a 

meaningful way without external input?  
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To respond to these questions in a practical way this research project is focused around a 

case study— comparing two production approaches (self-produced and co-produced) and their 

impact on the translation of three selected songs into rendered works. This will be supported by 

the development of an appropriate methodology for analysis. The study will also be informed by 

a review of relevant literature on the main aspects involved—the producer/client relationship, co-

production and self-production, and translation of song to rendered work. Although scholarly 

literature is drawn on to support the framework and approach of this research, some of the 

literature relating to relevant aspects of music production is in the form of magazine interviews, 

biopics and documentaries, and autobiographies of seminal music producers. While these are not 

academic in nature, they serve to support my investigation by providing information about the 

practices of experts in the field to illustrate the broader connection between producer and creator 

roles, and the aspects of this working relationship that affect the final rendered work. 

Because of my experience with both music production and song writing, I can articulate 

both sides of the primary relationship in the case study. However, in order to truly identify the 

impact my production approach has on the translation of my song to a recorded work, I need an 

environment where my choices require justification and reasoning, enabling the documentation 

of these choices for further scrutiny and critical reflection. I employed a co-producer for this 

purpose (see Appendix A), who was informed about the nature of the research topic but who had 

no previous experience with the songs we would be recording and producing. This enabled direct 

comparison between our intuitive reactions throughout the production journey; providing a 

regular and reliable point of reference for comparing the outcomes of the self-produced and co-

produced versions of each song; and assisted in recognizing and analysing the impact my choices 

had on the development of each song. This was applied to both the technical and creative aspects 
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of the project. It was also important that the co-producer was appropriate for the style of music, 

and articulate enough to provide useful discussion when required.  

The findings of this examination look closely at my reactions to the evolution of my 

songs, and whether the over-familiarization with my own vision impacts my ability to 

objectively consider suggestions for improvements from a co-contributor. In particular I am 

looking for commonalities and outcomes regarding my creative and technical choices across 

three selected works and relating this to the broader impact of intuition in my role as a music 

producer. 

Ultimately this research is designed to help answer questions about my own creative 

practices that have interested me for many years. I am hopeful that this deeper analysis of my 

own processes gives me an understanding of how to minimize any negative impacts associated 

with recording and producing my own songs, and discover techniques I can implement to 

consistently manage these aspects in my decision making. It is hoped that this will prove relevant 

for other self-produced artists, and music producers in general and provide impetus for their own 

critical reflection and personal development whilst contributing to a pool of shared techniques 

for our mutual benefit.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

It is useful to begin with defining the language used hereafter in relation to the role of the 

songwriter and the producer. Firstly, the word vision is used to describe the final outcome of a 

rendered recording as imagined by the songwriter during the writing stage. The songwriter’s 

vision for the song could be read as the songwriter’s mental and emotional picture of a final 

rendered translation of their song that is yet to be realised. This vision is often made up of 

multiple factors, including a core message, core emotion, performance approach, sonic aesthetic, 

instrumentation and more. Each song tends to be unique regarding these factors so throughout 

the methodology chapter, there will be clear description and analysis of any key factors as they 

relate to the individual song. 

Historically the term ‘record-producer’ was used in the context referred to in this thesis, 

however this is also tied to the medium of the time when producers first came to prominence—

the vinyl record. The term ‘track producer’ is also sometimes used to describe the same role, 

however the more modern terminology that will be used herein is ‘music producer’ as it reflects 

the role without being tied to a specific medium or project size. ‘Self-produced’ refers to work 

than has been produced by the artist themselves, with ‘self-producing’ referring to the action of 

an artist producing their own work. ‘Co-produced’ refers to work produced collaboratively 

between the artist and an external producer/collaborator, with ‘co-producing’ referring to the 

action of an artist and collaborator producing the artist’s work together. 

Defining the role and function of a music producer is important for this investigation, and 

is examined through the results of previous research. Historically, the role of a music producer 

was more that of an A&R agent (artist and repertoire) who acted on the record company’s behalf, 

as a bridge between the artist and the recording engineer—the latter of whose job it was to 
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capture a live recording with as little interference or influence over the performance as possible 

(Cleveland, 2014). The priority was capturing a clean recording so as to preserve as much clarity 

and detail as possible in the final product. The introduction of Rock N Roll in the 1950s brought 

with it some new challenges for music producers and studio technicians, namely the fact that the 

‘sound’ and energy of the recording became an important component of generating excitement 

and interest from the record-buying public (Millard, 2005). The recording studio, and the people 

who worked within it, were no longer bound by technical processes created and enforced by 

unions of the 1930s (Horning, 2004)—there was an active pursuit of new sounds and techniques 

that could push an artist’s music to the head of the pack. 

Antoine Hennion (1989) describes the music producer’s role as that of an intermediary, 

between public and artist, and between music and media. Another useful description comes from 

Mike Howlett (2012), who refers to music producers as a nexus, acting as a “means of 

connection between the artist, the technology, and the commercial interest” (p. 1). Throughout 

the 20th century, successful music producers were increasingly regarded as specialists in their 

own right because they were seen as arbiters of public taste, capable of taking an artist’s songs 

and rendering them into saleable, profitable works. A capable music producer not only facilitates 

the connection between artists and the recording technology required to capture their 

performances, but can also act like a funnel, filtering multiple artists and their songs through the 

producer’s specific ‘conduit’ to the marketplace. This conduit is formed by the technical and 

creative choices each producer employs as a part of their particular method (Howlett, 2012). If a 

music producer has enough hit records behind them, their ‘sound’ (shaped by their conduit) 

becomes increasingly valuable, sought after by record companies as a path more likely to 

achieve financial success. In some cases, such as British production house Stock, Aitken and 
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Waterman, the producer’s sound becomes so successful and identifiable that they surpass the 

level of fame achieved by their clients (O’Hare, 2008). 

One of the ideas behind an artist employing the services of a producer is the addition of a 

more objective perspective on their art, however there is very little that is truly objective about 

the role of music producer. Many peers have had successful full-time careers as music producers 

but it would be difficult to find any two of them who carried out their role in the same way, using 

the same techniques and approaches. This is due to each producer having natural preferences for 

workflows, equipment, environment, speed of execution, hierarchical structure, and sonic 

design—all of which is informed by their particular journey up to this point. In this respect, it is 

logical to argue that this unique history establishes the palette from which choices are drawn 

regarding the above preferences, and guides each music producer’s intuition within their role—a 

subjective, rather than objective, approach. Further to this point, Muikku (2008) suggests it is the 

quality of subjectivity, based on experience and proficient studio skills, that is important within 

the music producer’s role. This subjectivity informs much of the producer’s intuition, guiding 

many of the regular choices the role of music producer entails, including those that are housed in 

the creative, and can be an important ally in selecting the best-fit response to a situation or 

scenario. Claxton (2012) describes the intuitive process as follows: 

 

[The brain] often does this without any supervision, or even accompaniment, by 

conscious thought. The brain is designed to hook up perception with motivation, action 

with imagination and memory, and emotion with reason (p. 80). 
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This statement is particularly useful in respect to comparing production approaches in the 

case study underpinning this dissertation (self-production and co-production). Perception is 

directly tied to motivation, including the unique vision of both producers, and the actions 

undertaken by each producer to achieve their vision draw on both the tools formed through 

history and experience (memory), and the potential to use these tools in a flexible manner 

(imagination). It is hoped that this research will aid in identifying the intuitive responses of both 

producers, and attempt to analyse their influence over the final rendered works. 

It is only natural that through the process of attempting to identify the intuitive origins of 

particular choices, that some discussion around habit and/or bias might occur, but I wish to make 

it clear that the focus of this thesis is not psychological in nature, partly due to scope restrictions, 

but also to prioritise the practical activities that characterise the recording process. Any analysis 

of intuition will be personal in nature and not placed in a societal or professional framework. 

Regardless, it is clear that a music producer’s choices (intuitive or otherwise) directly affect the 

end result of any client they work with, and this research will focus on the specific impact of my, 

and my co-producer’s choices, and look for consistency and contrast between both approaches 

when producing my music. This leads to another useful topic of discussion: the evolving role of 

the music producer and how the producer/artist relationship has changed. 

Although there are countless examples of traditional separation of producer/artist roles 

throughout popular music, the 1960s introduced a new kind of working relationship between 

producer and artist; The Beatles being a primary example. Early in their career, The Beatles and 

their producer George Martin exemplified the traditional separation of roles, with the band 

fulfilling writing and performing duties and their producer undertaking all aspects of the 

recording. As the band matured and started creating more sophisticated material, the studio 
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morphed from a technical space into an increasingly creative space, with the separation of 

producer/artist roles morphing into a much more collaborative exchange.  

By the time The Beatles were recording their ‘Sgt Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band’ 

album, the studio was no longer merely a space to accurately record a live performance—it was a 

creative space where the band could experiment with strange new sounds, often resulting in 

recordings that used effects and techniques that weren’t possible to replicate in the live arena. 

George Martin’s experience with the equipment was now put to use in far more inventive ways; 

ways of working with existing technology that could create pioneering new sounds, including 

“backwards recordings, spliced collages, artificially doubled vocals, and instruments sped up or 

slowed down” (Sisario, 2016). The studio also became an increasingly shared space, in which 

both artist and producer contributed to song refinement, performance aspects, and ultimately the 

‘sound’ of each record. It is worth noting however, that by this stage in their careers, The Beatles 

had become much more aware of the studio—with an increased understanding of aspects that 

were previously mysterious to them—which enabled them to insert themselves into every aspect 

of the recording process. 

I argue that in this point in their development, the band members themselves were acting 

more as co-producers in the recording process, their studio experience facilitating an 

understanding of the technology available, and the ability to communicate effectively using 

music production terminology. As much as George Martin was allowed input into the song 

refinement process, the band became actively involved in steering—or at least instigating the 

investigation of—production processes that would capture their songs, Strawberry Fields being a 

prime example (Webb, 2006).  



COMPARING TWO MODES OF MUSIC PRODUCTION FROM THE PERSPECTIVE OF THE SONGWRITER 11 

This leads to an important area of discussion: the nature of creative conflict between 

producer and artist, and its potential role in generating quality outcomes. In the case of 

Strawberry Fields, John Lennon was not happy with the initial recording and felt the original 

vision for the song was not realised to his satisfaction. According to Geoff Emerick, the engineer 

from the session, “It was, I believe, the first time a Beatles song had been re-recorded in its 

entirety” (Webb, 2006). In the end, Lennon preferred the start of the original version, and 

requested that Martin splice the two versions together. With the two versions recorded in 

different keys and at different tempos, this required some clever editing and manipulation of the 

tape machines to achieve. What this does illustrate, however, is an artist with considerable 

authority over the rendering of his song, the translation of his song—a co-producer. Strawberry 

Fields is regarded as a masterpiece in terms of both song writing and innovative production, and 

it’s interesting to ponder whether the outcome would have been as impactful without creative 

conflict. 

Guy Morrow (2012), as co-manager of Australian band Boy and Bear, documents the 

conflict between the band and the producer of their Moonfire album, Joe Chiccarelli: 

…with regard to the question of whether the conflict that occurred in this creative group 

was necessary for the production of an album that became critically and commercially 

successful; while the band members themselves believe that the conflict was negative and 

destructive, a commercially successful album was the result of the process. The tension 

caused by the band pulling left and the producer pulling right arguably led to the 

production of an album that was not as well received critically as the band would have 

liked, but one that did connect with a broad audience. 

 



COMPARING TWO MODES OF MUSIC PRODUCTION FROM THE PERSPECTIVE OF THE SONGWRITER 12 

Another useful inclusion is the album ‘In Utero’ by the band Nirvana in 1993. The 

recordings the band had undertaken with producer Steve Albini were not approved by the record 

company for release as they sounded too raw for commercial radio. It is not uncommon for a 

record label to suggest alterations to recorded works that they have ownership over, especially as 

they are depending on a level of commercial success to recoup their financial investment. What 

is of interest in this case is the refusal by Steve Albini, upholding his anti-establishment ethos—

the very reason the band had selected him to work with—refused to alter any of the recordings 

and mixes he had done, leading to considerable delays in the release of the record. This may 

have been done in defence of the band and their art, but it was apparently not done with their 

blessing. In his biography of Kurt Cobain, Sandford (2013) documents comments by Cobain 

during an interview with Newsweek: 

…being commercial or anti-commercial is not what makes a good rock record, it’s the 

songs, and until we have the songs recorded the way we want them, Nirvana will not 

release the record. 

This not only suggests an active involvement by the band in production process (co-

production), but also reinforces the desire by the creator of the work to capture their creations in 

a rendered form that feels true to their vision, and infers an underlying qualitative benchmark 

that has not been met. Further to this, during an interview with David Fricke (1994), Cobain 

explains the reasons behind the delayed release: 

It wasn't the songs. It was the production. It took a very, very long time for us to realize 

what the problem was. We couldn't figure it out. We had no idea why we didn't feel the 

same energy that we did from Nevermind. We finally came to the conclusion that the 
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vocals weren't loud enough, and the bass was totally inaudible. We couldn't hear any 

notes that Krist was playing at all. 

 

This reinforces the impact choices made during the production process, both creative and 

technical, can have on the ‘feel’ of the rendered outcome. Ultimately compromises were made 

with another mixer being brought on board to complete the album to the satisfaction of the 

record company, and the album reached #1 on the Billboard charts on its release. 

The Foo Fighters spent nearly four months and a million US dollars producing songs for 

their fourth album ‘One by One’, most of which were ultimately scrapped. According to Grohl 

this was because “It didn't feel right. With our band, the most important thing is that the songs 

feel right and the recordings feel good. It's more about the feel than anything” (Childers, 2017). 

Their instincts to scrap and re-record the album paid off, with the new version resulting in a 

Grammy award for Best Rock Album in 2004.  

In some of these cases, one could argue that the commercial success of the album 

represents effective translation of the songwriter’s vision, but in the case of Boy and Bear, the 

research was not conducted from the songwriter’s perspective so any argument would be highly 

suggestive. In Kurt Cobain’s case, although he felt some songs from In Utero (Cobain, 1993) 

needed re-recording as they had missed the mark (Fricke, 1994), there are conflicting accounts 

regarding his satisfaction with the final version of In Utero (Steinke, 1993), so this is less reliable 

also. This is where the focus of my case study provides additional potency—as the songwriter, I 

can articulate with absolute certainty the comparison between my original vision for each song 

and that of the final rendered work, and as the producer I can tie specific choices in this role to 

outcomes regarding translation of song. The Foo Fighters example is more closely linked to the 
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case study I propose here, as the primary songwriter—Dave Grohl—also has a good 

understanding of studio craft and music production due to the depth of his experience and a 

strong DIY ethic, however this was not explored more deeply in terms of how specific 

production decisions affected the different outcomes between either version of the album; rather 

it was a broad comparison between their usual live-tracking approach vs a multi-tracked and 

overdubbed approach. Also, there is no comparison between self-produced and co-produced 

impacts, which are the focus of this thesis, as both versions included the use of an external 

producer—Adam Kasper and Nick Raskulinecz respectively (Brannigan, 2011). 

In my research into self-produced artists/albums, I discovered that disparity often exists 

between what is officially credited in terms of defined roles, and what is anecdotally credited to 

participants regarding their contribution to the sound and feel of final rendered works. The 

perception of an artist by the broader press and public can tend to generate and reinforce 

mythologies that may provide more interesting stories, albeit without questioning the accuracy of 

the data. A good example is the album ‘Bad Reputation’ (Jett, 1981), where multiple online 

forums suggest this is one of the best self-produced albums of all time. This probably stems as 

much from the iconic nature of Joan Jett as a pioneering female artist as it does from her image 

as a renegade, however this is not the truth: Kenny Laguna, her long-time manager, collaborator 

and co-writer produced Bad Reputation (Laguna, 2000). 

One of the most iconic self-produced albums, and indeed one of the most researched from 

the 20th century, is Pet Sounds (Wilson, Asher, 1966) by The Beach Boys. Brian Wilson, the 

primary songwriter in the group, added weight and reality to the concept of an artist producing 

their own songs. The album is widely regarded as one of the most accomplished and influential 

rock records in history, leading Rolling Stone writer Jordan Runtagh (2016) to state that “Pet 
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Sounds has become shorthand for a fully realized artistic vision”. Much of the mythology around 

the making of Pet Sounds is supported by research, including the extraordinary lengths Wilson 

would go to in order to recreate and capture the sounds and colours that were in his head 

(O’Regan, 2014). In order to fully realise these sounds and colours however, Wilson undertook 

thorough testing of every aspect of the recording and production process, consistently comparing 

the rendered work with his vision for the songs, and adjusting accordingly.  

It is this aspect or the music producer’s role or function that is of particular interest in this 

thesis and forms the foundation of my case study design. The songs I write, and the choices I 

make throughout the writing process, are informed by the whole of my experience up to the point 

they are created, including musical and otherwise. It is logical then, to assume that this same 

experience informs my production choices, both technical and creative. I have over 20 years of 

full-time experience in writing, recording and producing songs for artists, many of which have 

been commercial and critical successes. By any standard measure I am proficient at my craft and 

have the technical and creative skills to facilitate the role of music producer at a high level. In the 

majority of cases though, I am acting as producer on behalf of the client and their songs, 

affording me some measure of separation from the particular experience and intuitive approach 

that the artist employed to create the work in the first place. This helps to maintain a level of 

flexibility and openness regarding options at each stage of the production process. But when 

producing my own work, can I act with the same level of flexibility and openness? Or are my 

intuitive responses, born from my unique experiential history, so ingrained that I don’t question 

them with the same vigour? And what impact does including a key collaborator—in this case a 

co-producer—have on the translation of my songs? 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

 

The goal of this research is to further my own understanding of the nature and impact of 

my decision-making processes as a music producer—particularly when producing myself. 

Therefore, this research is auto-ethnographic in nature; as defined by Lyall Crawford (1996): 

“Auto-ethnography epitomizes the reflexive turn of fieldwork for human study by (re) 

positioning the researcher as an object of inquiry who depicts a site of interest in terms of 

personal awareness and experience” (p. 167). I am asking questions about my own specialised 

process within the field of music production, and how this affects the translation of my own 

songs into rendered works—positioning myself squarely at the centre of the research, as defined 

by the auto-ethnographic approach. A comparison of the two primary modes of music production 

discussed—self-produced and co-produced—could be conducted by an external party given 

specific parameters (technical and commercial), but the focus here is on the translation of song 

into rendered form. I argue that in this instance, only the songwriter can provide a true 

comparison of the outcomes of both production methods and their impact on the original song 

vision. As the songwriter, and an experienced music producer in my own right, I am in the 

unique position where I can provide direct personal analysis of my goals and the final recordings. 

I can also provide clear distinction between the impact of different performance and technical 

processes from both the artist and producer perspective. This is where the auto-ethnographic 

methodological approach provides such a useful framework to work within. 

More broadly, ethnography also creates a useful framework for analysing the decision-

making practices of any participant as it supports the idea that human behaviour is contextual. 

Robert Burns (1994) states that “tasks are accomplished with pre-suppositions, beliefs, and 

anticipations” (p. 246), adding that ethnography is capable of taking these larger social and 
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political affecters into account. Music production is highly contextual, and is multi-facetted in 

this regard, as the producer not only carries their pre-suppositions, beliefs and anticipations into 

every project in a purely personal sphere, but also into technical, artistic, and social spheres that 

consider both the client/artist and the external consumer of the final work. Additionally, the 

successful translation and rendering of art for the external consumer, and on behalf of the 

client/artist, often relies on responding to current trends and public taste—both of which 

represent clear examples of social and political affecters within the music production landscape. 

The vehicle for this research is a case study: recording an album of my original songs 

called ‘Songs for Space Travel’. The inclusion of a case study here is fairly simply to justify, as 

they are a common tool of ethnographers or participant-observers, who focus their research 

around the study of something in action, as it occurs. I am acting as both a participant and 

observer in my own auto-ethnographic study so my reasoning is well supported by previous 

researchers in these fields (Reda, 2007; Ellis, 2008; Schell, 1992). Advocates like Yin (1981) 

have done much to provide clarity around purposeful creation and implementation of case 

studies, creating useful frameworks that add weight behind the justification of their inclusion in 

research projects. This thesis is centralised around how my choices as a music producer affect 

the translation of my own original songs—so ‘how’ and ‘why’ are central to the exploration, and 

Yin (2014) supports the implementation of a case study as a logical tool when these questions 

form the basis of the primary research. As the choices within the music production role are 

numerous and interconnected throughout the production process, simply analysing final 

recordings would not provide the depth of discovery I require for my own growth and 

understanding. The case study creates a perfect opportunity to observe the impacts of my choices 

as they occur—the focus on causality resulting in both exploratory, and explanatory outcomes. 
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The primary analysis undertaken in the case study is a comparison between two working 

modes (self-produced and co-produced) and their impact on selected songs from the album. Two 

versions of each song will be included—the original demo recordings, and the rendered 

outcomes of the case study. It is important to reiterate that the focus of any comparison is 

ultimately about the effective translation of my original song vision into rendered form. Despite 

the demo recordings ranging from basic voice memos through to more fleshed-out demo 

recordings, they are included to provide some additional support regarding my original 

intentions, and vision, for each song.  

It is also important to explain the broader design of the case study, as this will hopefully 

clarify my reasoning. The original design was based around recording two discrete, fully-realised 

versions of each song: a self-produced version, and a co-produced version. However, this is 

plagued with potential issues, largely because each time a song is produced, recorded and mixed, 

there tends to be a unique range of contributors that affect that particular render of the song, and 

this is virtually impossible to replicate for any successive efforts—reducing the usefulness of 

comparison. These contributors can include basic things such as: diet, sleep, the particular mood 

of the participant during each session, and any external influence in the days leading up to each 

session—all of which can affect decision-making processes. Also, the initial enthusiasm for new 

work that exists during the initial recording sessions would tend to wane over any successive re-

attempts. For this reason, I have chosen to capture both the self-produced and co-produced 

impacts as a real-time discussion and interaction—meaning every session includes both myself 

and my co-producer as participants. Each session therefore acts as a living comparison between 

my intuitive choices and those of my co-producer. This means potential variables, that might 

occur due to separate and discrete recording sessions for each version of the song, are removed 
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as potential issues. This also provides an effective environment for comparison as results of both 

working modes, and their impact on the original vision for each song, are immediately available 

to the songwriter, and resulting choices can be made as a direct outcome of this comparison, all 

within the same session. This comparative analysis utilises both reflection-in-action (during the 

employment of the action) and reflection-on-action (after the employment of the action), and 

Schon (2016) supports this as a highly useful technique, particularly when the goal of analysis is 

improvement of a skill or diagnosis: 

Consider, for example, a physician’s management of a patient’s disease, a lawyer’s 

preparation of a brief, a teacher’s handling of a difficult student. In processes such as 

these, which may extend over weeks, months, or years, fast-moving episodes are 

punctuated by intervals which provide opportunity for reflection. (p. 278) 

This is exemplified by the role of music producer and the music production process, as 

the primary goal is to deliver successful client outcomes via the translation of their songs into 

rendered works, and therefore further supports the design of this research. It is important to 

acknowledge, however, that both myself and my co-producer are aware that this is a research 

project, and this will naturally encourage a heightened awareness of our choices and intuitive 

responses to the music. This is not without precedent though, as reflection-in-action is widely 

accepted as an effective tool within this type of research, especially when the participants have a 

high level of proficiency at their particular craft. In this case, my co-producer and I both have 

well over 20 years’ experience in the music production field, the duration of which we owned 

and operated our own successful production businesses full time.  
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Due to the personal focus herein, it also leads to a qualitative, rather than quantitative 

approach to analysing any data and the resulting outcomes of the case study—aligning with three 

important features of qualitative research as stated by Alan Bryman (2008): 

1. An inductive view of the relationship between theory and research, whereby the 

former is generated out of the latter 

2. An epistemological position described as interpretivist, meaning that, in contrast to 

the adoption of a natural scientific model in quantitative research, the stress is on the 

understanding of the social world through an examination of the interpretation of that 

world by its participants  

3. An ontological position described as constructionist, which implies that social 

properties are outcomes of the interactions between individuals, rather than 

phenomena ‘out there’ and separate from those involved in its construction 

Denzin (2003) adds that qualitative researchers stress “the intimate relationship between 

the researcher and what is studied, and the situation constraints that shape inquiry” (pp. 13). 

The primary method of data capture supports this: a detailed recording diary of the entire 

recording/production process, including regular targeted discussions between both producers 

around decision making processes (both creative and technical). This generated a body of data 

for examination throughout—and after the completion of—the case study, and enabled useful 

comparison of each participant’s interpretations and contributions. It also allowed for clear 

documentation in real-time, and the inclusion of a passive third party (my studio assistant) meant 

the documentation could occur without either of the main participants stopping or slowing their 

regular processes to type or translate any spoken communication into written form. This 

protected, as much as possible, the usual mode of working for both producers as they were free 
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to operate as they would on any normal recording project. This was important as the primary 

goals here were to analyse my self-production processes, and compare them to the processes of a 

co-producer. Breaking any natural working mode to capture data would have encouraged an 

overly-critical dissection of every minor step throughout the process, significantly increasing the 

chance of capturing less useful data around the decision-making process of myself, and that of 

my co-producer—reducing the accuracy of any comparison.  

This research is tightly bound in creative practice, therefore the practical aspects relating 

to the case study are considered with the same weight as the written material; this includes the 

quality of the final recordings. However, in order for the comparison of any self-produced and 

co-produced modes to be more useful, it is important to provide some specific targets for 

analysis. Each song tends to have its own unique set of challenges and requirements, so rather 

than include these targets as a prescriptive list to follow, I include them as considerations 

regarding the effective translation of each song: sonic impact (including technical choices made 

during the recording and mixing stages); arrangement; instrumentation; performance aesthetic; 

overall coherence and focus of the song message. This will not take the form of listed 

subsections, but will inform a holistic view of how relevant choices throughout the production 

process affected the outcome of each selected song. 

Morey (2009) undertook a comparison of two versions of the album Whatever That’s 

What People Say, That’s What I’m Not by English band The Arctic Monkeys—the initial demos, 

released to fans by the band; and the final studio versions released commercially on the album 

proper. While much of the comparison is focussed on technical aspects relating to frequency 

spectrum, dynamics, stereo field, and effects use; there is also weight placed on the difference in 

performance approaches and the level of proficiency displayed by both the band and the 
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producers of both versions. This supports the idea that music production acts as a translator of 

the song into rendered form, as translation does not merely imply a copy, but a deconstruction 

and reconstruction of original elements into the required medium. 

Detailed preparation was undertaken for the project design of the case study. A range of 

factors was considered, including the challenges involved with documenting and analysing my 

own work, and any potential issues were addressed through careful planning and creation of 

some clear guidelines. The detailed discovery and refinement process can be found in Appendix 

D. At the heart of the project design is the inclusion of a co-producer, primarily to create an 

environment where my decisions needed to be justified and explained, assisting in discovery and 

enabling useful data on my own processes to be captured. Although every effort was made for 

both producers to be present for all aspects of the recording process, this was not feasible in all 

cases. Due to conflicting schedules and the physical distance between the two producers’ own 

studios, some parts or sounds had to be recorded separately, but regular phone conversations, in 

conjunction with the sharing of mp3 files to document any progress, ensured both parties had 

involvement every aspect, whether in physical attendance or not.  

It is useful here to briefly include the broader goals of the album, as discussed and agreed 

by both producers. Although the songs include elements of rock and electronica, they are largely 

housed in the country and folk genres, which tend to prioritise more acoustically driven 

instrumentation, vocal clarity, and natural dynamics during the recording and production process. 

This is done to add an air of realism and immediacy to the captured performances, which tends to 

increase the feeling of authenticity and honesty for the listener, supporting the storytelling focus 

of both genres. Although these goals are fairly logical given the selection of songs, there was still 

clear discussion between myself and my co-producer to ensure that these useful, albeit broad, 
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boundaries were consistent between both parties from the outset. We agreed that the final result 

should represent the songs in a way that was sonically pleasing, but raw in terms of performance 

and nuance, focussing on the story/message of the lyric.  

The scope of this research paper does not allow for in depth review of every song from 

the album—rather selected works have been chosen based on their usefulness in identifying any 

positive and negative impacts of my music production choices on my own music. Each song will 

be discussed according to three keys stages of the production process: the original vision of the 

songwriter, the pre-production, and the recording. The three songs capture three different 

development processes in relation to the main project: “Late Bus Home” is the oldest song and 

identified by both producers as a foundational representation of the record, and one with which I 

was possibly the most overly-familiar; “Let It All Play Out” is a song that changed significantly 

in terms of translation impact due to re-imagination of the instrumentation and overall approach; 

“A Place To Moor” is the most reactive song regarding production processes as it was written 

during recording so there was no developed visions for the track from a song writing or 

production perspective.  

Research will be carried out in three main stages. The Process stage catalogues 

developments resulting from decisions made by the co-producers. It documents the production 

process of each selected song, including the original vision of the composer, pre-production, and 

recording. The Identification stage will analyse the captured data from each song with a focus on 

identifying specific aspects of both the self-production and co-production approaches that 

impacted on the translation of song to recorded work. Data will be captured through informal 

discussions between both producers and a detailed recording diary, excerpts from which form 

Appendix C. The Analysis and Comparison stage will directly compare the original song demos 
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to the rendered works of the selected songs, looking for alignment and/or contrasts between the 

self-production and co-production processes and documenting tangible examples of notable 

impacts relating to translation of original song vision into rendered form. Ideally, this will serve 

to identify negative impacts of self-production and create opportunities for the development of 

management techniques that can be incorporated into future workflows. 

 

Selected Work #1: Late Bus Home 

Process 

Original Vision: The Composer 

“Late Bus Home” is a song about a woman who is trying to love and support her male 

partner and a disheartened man who is increasingly lost to his work, withdrawing his affection 

and connection from the woman he loves even though he knows this is hurting both of them. It 

was the first musical work composed specifically for my own album back in 1997, and the 

original demo recording of this song is included on the accompanying media. The original 

recording features a stable but sparse, repetitive drum rhythm that utilizes only the kick drum and 

the snare drum, excluding any cymbals or toms. There is no bass guitar, which is unusual as it 

typically supports most drum rhythms. The lack of subdivisions in the pulse of the drum rhythm 

forces the listener to focus on slow quarter notes, which tends to feel deliberate and less upbeat. 

The main chordal instrumentation is performed using an electric guitar with that has been highly 

affected with tremolo, a system that automatically modulates the volume of the instrument up 

and down at a set rate. All these elements combine to create an unstable musical foundation for 

the song; a more isolating mood, leaving a space that is only filled by the vocal. This pushes the 

listener’s attention towards the lyrics and the vocal delivery. Another unusual aspect of my 
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original version of the song is that the entire vocal is harmonized, with both vocals being treated 

as equal. The richness of this sound and the less common approach was incredibly attractive to 

me and this became the backbone of the entire song. It was to feel slow, measured and lonely. 

 

Process: Pre-production 

My co-producer and I decided to use “Late Bus Home” to set the tone for the entire 

album therefore it was first to be recorded. When reviewing the original demo recording, we 

both noted the tempo was too slow and that there was not much dynamic evolution throughout 

the song. We concluded that the demo version was more laboured and frustrating than slow and 

measured, despite how successful I felt when I initially wrote and recorded it, so the tempo was 

increased from 66 beats per minute (bpm) to 70 bpm. This is important, as it reveals how initial 

instincts can be less effective at reaching end goals when they are not tested or refined, which is 

a large part of the music producer’s job. References for the production approach included Beck’s 

“Golden Age” (Hansen, 2002, track 1) and songs from the Stax records catalogue, including Otis 

Redding’s cover of “Change Gonna Come” (Redding, 1965, track 3).  

On more than one occasion during the recording of “Late Bus Home” my co-producer 

raised concerns regarding the rhyming in the chorus lyric (see Appendix B) as he felt it came 

across as cheesy and insincere. Through experimentation we discovered the rhyming was not the 

cause, rather it was the use of the word “gladness” that was at the heart of his concern, so we 

worked through options until settling on the word “madness” as a replacement. My original 

design was to have two equally balanced harmonized voices lead the entire song, creating a 

unique colour and feel for the track, however the co-producer raised concerns that it was robbing 
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the song of intimacy as the two voices directly competed for attention and reduced his ability to 

focus on the details of the performance.  

 

Process: Recording 

As part of our project design, we recorded the drums for the entire album over a few 

initial sessions. This provided a thread of commonality throughout all the songs as the drum kit, 

recording space and microphone setup would be identical, and this meant we could target 

specific additional sounds and layers for individual songs without losing connection across the 

entire record. 

There are many ways to record a drum kit and I have rarely met an engineer or producer 

that utilizes all of them regularly. They tend to favour a couple of techniques that suit their tastes 

and workflows and focus more on varying the source itself than the setup of the microphones. In 

this case our source was a vintage 1960s Ludwig drum kit which has a loose resonant tone with 

plenty of warmth and character. Even though the source undoubtedly has a huge impact on the 

variation in sound, the microphone selection and set up still impart a tonal shape and spatial 

character (Lewis, 2011) to the recorded drums that tends to frame the boundaries of everything 

that follows during the recording process so it is important to choose this wisely. I would 

typically use a mid-side (M/S) microphone technique for an album like this as it provides a very 

wide stereo image. Due to its distance from the source, and the incorporation of a perpendicular 

figure 8 microphone, M/S tends to prioritize the room rather than the direct sound of the source 

and this movement and mixing of sound reflections before they reach the microphones creates a 

sound that is generally less clean and tight than it would be with other typical microphone 

techniques, for example XY, ORTF and/or Spaced Pair, which are directed more towards the 
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direct sound coming from the source. See Figures 1–4 for illustrations of these microphone 

techniques. 

 

 

Figure 1. Mid Side (Lemmer, 2005)    Figure 2. XY Pair (MacKensie, 2012) 

   

Figure 3. ORTF Stereo (Robjohns, 2014): 

       

Figure 4. Spaced Pair (MacKensie, 2012) 
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In my mind M/S supported the rawness of our master sonic goal; however, the mixing of 

reflections before reaching the microphones tends to reduce dynamics because it reduces our 

ability as listeners to perceive clear changes in energy, volume and tone. My co-producer 

suggested supplementing this with a technique named after producer Glyn Johns, who developed 

a unique stereo set up above and beside the drum kit supported by a close kick drum microphone. 

Johns employed this to great effect for many artists including Led Zeppelin. Although not as 

wide as M/S it still provides a wonderful stereo image but with a lot more dynamics and we 

agreed to pursue it. Initially we tested it with some of my microphones but these were not 

sympathetic to the Glyn Johns technique, which mirrored my previous negative experiences with 

the set up. After replacing these with two of my co-producer’s tube microphones the results were 

excellent and much closer to what our sonic design required.  

The electric bass for all songs was recorded at my co-producer’s home studio. We 

auditioned more conventional options including Fender Jazz and Precision style basses but 

settled on an old Masonite bass that had a more unusual tone with lots of low frequency energy. 

This was recorded direct through a vintage Pultec preamplifier into our digital audio workstation 

(DAW). Throughout our initial discussions on this project one of the first aspects we locked 

down was the use of simple, low frequency focused bass that operated more as a support than a 
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feature. This would aid in preserving the main harmony instrument and vocals as the centre of 

each song. I played mainly root notes with minimal passing phrases and kept the majority of the 

voicings low. 

Electric guitar is one of the feature contributors to “Late Bus Home” and we both felt 

strongly about protecting the feel of the guitar from the original demo as it was central to the 

sonic identity of the song. To achieve this while keeping within our project design parameters, 

we selected one of my cheap custom-built guitars and recorded it direct through a low powered 

1960s Gretsch guitar amplifier, which contains an excellent on-board tremolo.  

 Throughout the vocal recording I adjusted my delivery to reflect my co-producer’s 

primary suggestions: that the vocal be more conversational in tone, and less reliant on constant 

harmonies to allow more detail to come through on the main vocal performance. I took a rough 

bounce home and listened to it over a few weeks. There were aspects to the delivery that were 

not convincing enough for me and did not sound settled, so I gave myself more time to become 

comfortable with the variation in performance approach and re-recorded the entire vocal, most of 

which is in the final version you hear. I also undertook a third recording session where I replaced 

the chorus vocal and much of the backing vocals and harmonies, and created a new transition 

vocal hook.  

 

Identification 

My co-producer supported many of my instincts and approaches, as his views mirrored 

my own in many respects. This was encouraging as it suggested my vision for the production 

seemed to reflect similar values expected from a third party. However, there were some key 

moments where differences of opinion revealed the opposite. 
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The lyrical change described in the recording process for this song reveals a clear 

disjuncture between my intention and its outcome. I had a reasonable motivation and clear 

justification for using older, romantic language in the song, and I even came armed with 

references by Emily Dickinson and Robert Browning. However, both my co-producer and our 

student assistant, who have very different personalities and tastes, raised concerns that it felt 

insincere and cheesy. In that moment, I could have defended my position and moved forward 

regardless, convinced by my own reasoning, but I noted that my co-producer had not raised 

concerns with any other lyrics on the album, all of which had clear motivations behind them as 

well. Additionally, he had raised this as an issue nearly a year earlier during our pre-production 

phase. It would be logical to assume there is a greater chance that I have failed in translating my 

intention than there is of my co-producer repeatedly misunderstanding the outcome of this 

particular song, especially considering he enthusiastically embraced my lyrical approach and 

style on the remainder of the record. This adds a further aspect to the original question raised in 

my introduction: How do I know my creative intentions are being translated effectively through 

my delivery method without inviting external review? Without external review I would have 

remained convinced about the effectiveness of my approach and continued onwards, blissfully 

ignorant that my message had not been communicated clearly. I include a caveat here though: the 

external review I received was from a trusted source that had proven to be sympathetic to my 

overall vision.  

Ineffective delivery methods can apply as much to lyrical creation as they can to choices 

made over the course of a recording project, including the selection of a microphone technique, 

choice of instrumentation, layering of parts, or the design of a performance dynamic—these and 

many more are ultimately the purview of the music producer. The challenge is in attempting to 
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self-identify any failing delivery systems such as the case with my lyrical approach for the 

chorus of “Late Bus Home”. When you are the creator of the intent and you assign any measure 

of reasoning to that intent, you are likely to increase your perceptions of the method being 

successful because you fully understand the origins. This only increases with habitual 

employment of particular methods as the automatization reduces the conscious consideration that 

would normally be applied to new information (Ouellette & Wood, 1998). Unless explicitly 

advised, a third party will likely have no knowledge of your reasoning and they will tend to make 

independent judgments based only on the rendered version of your method.  

The suggestion to reduce and alter the use of equal harmonised voices in the verses was 

personally challenging to accept, but I did not rule it out immediately and promised my co-

producer I would work through it while we recorded material for other songs. This proved 

fruitful as the extra time gave me the chance to rehearse different iterations of dynamic approach, 

intonation and tonal shape until I found something that worked well with the track. It is 

important to note that I fully understood the logic of his suggestion but my bias towards the 

original version, formed over nearly two decades of repeated listening, was not something that 

could be dismissed through will alone—it required time to disassociate from my established 

preference. This holds true for the change in drum feel too, as the sparse repetitive nature of my 

original drum loop was a cornerstone of the initial demo. While my conversation points during 

the pre-production stage were tending more towards tonal shaping, my co-producer was more 

concerned with improving the design of the rhythmic groove and identified the lack of evolution 

in the drum part as a major contributor to the dragging feel of the song. He had me add a simple 

8th note hi hat pattern and light ghost notes in between the primary snare drum hits until we 

found a groove that felt like it preserved the core concept of the original beat but moved the song 
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forward in a more interesting way. The experiment was successful in that it solved many of our 

concerns around the dragging feel and reduced the pressure to increase the tempo beyond what 

felt relaxed and measured. 

Another important identification relates to the employment of recording techniques, in 

this case the Glyn Johns microphone technique. I had attempted this set up early in my career but 

removed it as one of my regular options due to unsatisfying results. By comparison my co-

producer had positive outcomes during his early attempts and it became on of his preferred 

techniques. The Glyn Johns set up is more suited to some microphones than others, as the 

microphone positioning results in increased high frequency content. It was only after hearing the 

difference between my microphones and my co-producer’s microphones in this configuration 

that I embraced the technique. To be clear, both sets of microphones are high quality and were 

set up identically; the main differences were the frequency response inherent with each design, 

the microphones capsules themselves, and the design of their respective tube power stages. After 

hearing the Glyn Johns technique work so effectively, it is now a completely valid option for me 

to use in future.  

 

 

Selected Work #2: Let It All Play Out 

Process 

Original Vision: The Composer 

The music and melody for “Let It All Play Out” was written over two evenings during 

August of 2014. It came out of a period of high stress and multiple health issues with older 

family members and is centred around the idea that even difficult times form a part of the 
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broader journey of moving forward, exemplified in the lyric “Each wave that crashes down on 

us, still pushes us forwards, drags us back to the shore”. I pictured it being recorded in a very 

simple manner on acoustic guitar with a single lead vocal supported by sparse harmonies. The 

chords are intentionally ornate avoiding use of simple, complete major or minor chord voicings 

except when resolution felt required. The main melody begins with a chromatic climb over 

descending chords, a semiotic reflection of the core message of the song—moving forward one 

step at a time even though everything else may be working against us. I developed a melodic 

motif throughout the second half of the song that I pictured being performed with wide-ranging 

dynamics by a small string section. 

 

Process: Pre-production 

The song was received well during the shortlisting stage of the project and although my 

co-producer and I discussed very little in terms of production ideas or recording approach, the 

song was inherently strong enough for both of us to add to the final list. Although I did have 

strong feelings about the quality and importance of this song to my own song writing catalogue, 

it is worth noting that “Let It All Play Out” drew no direct references from either of us, which 

contrasts with most other songs from the album. My co-producer raised a concern during the first 

few shortlisting sessions that he was wary of having too many songs consisting of just acoustic 

and vocal and he was not particularly fond of finger-picked acoustic guitar styles, of which I am 

a prolific employer. We also discussed the possibility of arranging and recording a string quartet 

to perform my melodic motif. 

During a lengthy period between recording sessions, I played the works-in-progress 

(WIP) and temporary demos while I went about readying myself each day. Over repeated listens 
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I became frustrated at the constant sound of the acoustic guitar. In particular, I felt like the 

current, albeit demo treatment of “Let It All Play Out” was diminishing the impact, power and 

importance of the song. One evening, a week before the eventual recording of the song, I 

experimented at home with converting the guitar parts onto piano and immediately felt like the 

scale of the song was being realised. The tonality, dynamic range and voicing options of the 

piano felt immediate and potent so we began discussions around which sources and locations to 

use for the recording. The decision was made to use an upright rather than a grand piano, as it 

would feel less polished and more closely aligned with the stylistic design of the record. 

 

Process: Recording 

In the days before our scheduled recording session, the upright piano we had booked 

developed a major fault and some keys were not reproducing sound at all, an obvious hindrance 

to recording. I secured another studio as a last minute replacement however it came with a grand 

piano, the instrument we had chosen to avoid. I suggested a set up I typically use for grand 

piano: two matching microphones in a spaced pair configuration. I do this because gives a wider 

stereo image on speakers when each microphone is hard panned left and right, and I can also 

control the width to suit through adjustments to microphone placement at the source. I also used 

two microphones in Blumlein1 configuration as room mics, one of my favourite methods as it 

                                                 
1Blumlein pair is the name for a stereo recording technique invented by Alan Blumlein for the creation of recordings 

that, upon replaying through headphones or loudspeakers, recreate the spatial characteristics of the recorded signal. 

The pair consists of an array of two matched microphones of bi-directional (figure 8) pickup pattern, positioned 90° 

from each other, generally with one centered directly above the other. The array is oriented so that the line 

bisecting the angle between the two microphones points towards the sound source to be recorded (see 

diagram). The pickup patterns of the pair combined with their positioning, delivers a high degree of stereo 

separation in the source signal as well as the room ambiance. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Microphone
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preserves a natural stereo image of the sound source. These techniques captured the performance 

to both producers’ satisfaction. 

After some initial test recordings, my co-producer suggested I be gentler with the 

dynamics overall, as the feel of the performance was coming across as too structured and the 

louder sections were sonically harsh rather than impactful. I responded with appropriate 

adjustments and the resulting takes were excellent. We also dropped the use of a click track as 

timekeeper. When we compared takes done with the click track to earlier warm-up takes 

performed only with my own sense of pace and timing, the earlier takes not only felt far more 

expressive, but they also sounded better—less even, conscious and precise. It is worth noting that 

my co-producer initially raised this point. 

The vocal recording for this track was one of the most difficult to capture correctly as it 

requires matching a very specific dynamic captured during the piano recording—this was done 

without my co-producer over two separate recording sessions. One of the main issues with this 

way of working was the need to keep moving between the recording space and control room in 

order to manage playlists of different takes and operate the technology I was recording with. 

There were times where this impeded my ability to maintain consistent performance approaches 

between takes. 

Toby Wren, who has worked for me on many projects, arranged the strings for “Let It All 

Play Out”, taking my main melodic motif and expanding it across a quartet consisting of cello, 

viola and two violins. Usually the quartet would be recorded together whilst performing the chart 

at the same time, though this was not the case for this song. Rather we had a single performer 

layer all the parts, one at a time. The end result is thoroughly convincing as a quartet, even if it 

does not represent the normal recording approach. My decision was partly informed by my 
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experience on Pro Tools software: I felt comfortable in the knowledge I could manipulate the 

individual tracks into a cohesive whole. The arrangement was done to the initial acoustic and 

vocal so after my conversion to piano some of the voicing and harmony construction needed to 

be adjusted. I also removed the string parts in the beginning of the second verse during the 

editing process as they distracted too much from the main vocal. 

 

Identification 

Attentiveness is not an absolute. Rather it exists on a scale that can be guided or 

corrupted based on predetermined parameters. How we pay attention to something influences 

how we consider it. If I present a finished mix of a song to someone for comments, the nature of 

my directions will dictate an entirely different focus and resulting response. For example, “tell 

me what you think of the mix” compared to “tell me what you think of the snare drum”. The 

influences that shape our attention can range from obvious to subtle but their impact can be 

equally effective. I created “Let It All Play Out” on acoustic guitar and it was formed so 

effortlessly that I did not question any of the contributing parts, including the instrumentation. I 

was happy with it as it was, so during my review of the WIP bounces it is unlikely I would have 

paid particular attention to the acoustic guitar without the passing comment made by my co-

producer during the shortlisting stage. His concern was that the dominance of acoustic and vocal 

instrumentation would create disinterest over the length of the album. I believe this added a level 

of attentiveness that was searching for these elements and resulted in frustration at their overuse. 

Rather than “Let It All Play Out” feeling like an important song in my canon, it had disappeared 

into the over-saturation of acoustic guitar. This prompted testing the song on different 

instruments. Hearing this song on piano is entirely satisfying for me as the composer—it adds a 
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weight and potency to the melody and lyric that I had sought from the start. However, without an 

external influence it would have been recorded on acoustic guitar, the instrument I wrote the 

song on.  

  I am accomplished on a variety of instruments so it is interesting that even with my 

history of reviewing different instrumentation for other clients, and having the ability to readily 

change instrumentation, I had still accepted the default state in which the song was created 

because it was my own. I suspect this was because the creation of the song was not associated 

with much review or refinement, but it still reflects a bias towards the original representation of 

the song, and this bias had influenced where I focused my attention. 

The piano is a very dynamic instrument and while this supported the dynamic nature of 

“Let It All Play Out”, it also presented the challenge of discovering where the dynamic 

boundaries of my performance were in relation to how it sounded when recorded. This represents 

one of the central challenges with producing your own work, especially when you are the 

primary performer. The physicality of performing means a performer is likely to base some of   

their performance assessment on how it felt when they actually performed—the touch of a piano, 

guitar or bass to the fingers forms part of how we evaluate our own performances. However this 

does not necessarily translate onto speakers when the performance is recorded. For example the 

overall intensity of my early performances were too harsh on replay despite my fingers and mind 

telling me it was what the song required. It is possible that I could have recorded my piano 

performance entirely by myself, but I argue it would have taken longer due to conducting the 

evaluation process after, and not during each performance as my co-producer was free to do. 

Also the constant switching between a performance mindset and analytical mindset would cause 

a break in flow, and make it difficult to stay clear regarding direction. 
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Selected Work #3: “A Place To Moor” 

Process 

Original Vision: The Composer 

This song was written only hours before the third drum recording session. I had spent the 

previous evening at home with my wife watching Inside Llewyn Davis, a fictional film 

documenting a week in the life of a young singer as he navigates the Greenwich Village folk 

scene of 1961. The compositional techniques and overt focus on the lyrical stories and 

expression in performance resonated strongly with what I was trying to achieve with my own 

record through this project. In fact, I felt so inspired that I deferred sleep to experiment with song 

ideas until the early hours of the morning. One of the first songs that first evoked real emotion 

during my childhood was “The Wreck of the Edmund Fitzgerald” by Gordon Lightfoot (1976). 

The storytelling was so evocative to me that I remember creating pictures in my head to support 

the story I was hearing through the song. I have always held this song in high regard and I 

decided to put my hand to a song inspired by workingmen of the sea, partly as a tip of the hat to 

Lightfoot but also as a challenge to myself. I created my own oceanic tragedy: a sailboat that sets 

out to sea off the coast of Ireland, in the face of a storm, manned by poor men motivated to 

provide for their families, and the subsequent loss of all hands to the depths. As I played through 

the developing song I recalled a scene from the film Once (Carney, 2007) where a group of 

friends and musicians are sitting around a kitchen table singing the folk song “Gold” (O’Farrell, 

1982). The lack of pretense and commitment to feel and expression brings a sharp focus to the 
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story, and the instrumentation consists of whatever people brought with them and/or was 

available in the house. I wanted my new song to capture some of this feeling. 

 

Process: Pre-production and Recording 

Due to creating the song mere hours before the recording, there was no pre-production 

undertaken other than my own refinement after the initial creation appeared. Unlike the other 

shortlisted songs, my co-producer had no history with this new song and no time to create a 

working plan for how to capture it, so he relied heavily on my description of the story, my 

inspiration from the films mentioned above, and the reference to “The Wreck of the Edmund 

Fitzgerald”. The drummer, my co-producer and I were relying purely on instinct to generate 

rapid but appropriate reactions, lending an energy and “in the moment” quality to the song that 

might not have been possible had we rehearsed it more. 

My co-producer has set his personal studio up in a converted garage that is a spacious L-

shaped area, doubling as a rumpus area with a pool table—a typical home space by most 

standards. By comparison, my studio facility has a recording space that is quite small and is 

acoustically treated to be much less reverberant in order to prevent unwanted early reflections 

spilling into any microphone I record with in the space. The deadness of my room created more 

isolation between layered sounds but this also tended to create a feeling of the album being 

created in a professional space, and this worked against our project design somewhat. The idea 

of letting the sound of a non-studio space imprint itself as a percentage of the captured sound 

further supported my “kitchen table” vision as listeners would unconsciously recognize familiar 

spatial qualities in the background, so all guitars were recorded in the converted garage room.  

After auditioning a range of acoustic guitars, we settled on an unusual Alver arch top acoustic as 
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it had an unrefined sound with enough imperfections to create a unique sonic character, and it 

sounded much more like a guitar you would find lying around somebody’s house rather than a 

professional studio instrument. I have to admit to a period of adjustment during the subsequent 

listens, as it was a much smaller sound than the Yamaha guitar with which I had composed the 

song.  

The song needed some low frequency sound to help provide weight to the overall sound, 

especially as the main acoustic was much narrower in terms of frequency response. Instead of 

using a bass guitar, I suggested my 1970s Yamaha YC20 Combo Organ, which has a droning 

bass section that creates a synth-like constancy but with the harmonic colour that adds warmth to 

the tonality. It is my favourite option for steady low frequency support and it worked perfectly 

on this occasion.  

Even though my lyrics did not explicitly mention Ireland as the location, I felt that I could 

create a sense of location through the use of specific instrumentation. Firstly, I developed a 

mandolin part that created a rolling Celtic-style rhythm based around the root and dominant of 

the key. As with many additional parts I created for the album, my co-producer challenged me on 

the complexity of the parts and wherever possible encouraged me to simplify any new ideas. I 

also suggested a fiddle player might create a stronger sense of location and add more to the 

“kitchen table” feel we were aiming for. 

The fiddle was recorded during a session my co-producer could not attend. This was 

something he deferred to me, as he did not have the same level of drive or clarity that I had for 

potential parts. I did not send the fiddle player the current version of the song beforehand as he is 

an accomplished improviser and I wanted to capture his raw reaction to the song. In keeping with 

this aesthetic there was no substantial refinement of parts. Using small sections from the 



COMPARING TWO MODES OF MUSIC PRODUCTION FROM THE PERSPECTIVE OF THE SONGWRITER 41 

recording performance I experimented with different reverb and delay effects to create sounds 

that mimicked qualities of whale calls. This is when the real sonic identity of the song revealed 

itself and I felt like we had upheld the power of the song’s story. 

 “A Place to Moor” was the first song we recorded main vocals for and the session was 

undertaken with both producers present. Contrasting our approach for the guitars, both my co-

producer and I generally prefer to capture main vocals in a dry, dead space. This provides far 

more flexibility in terms of placing the vocal where it needs to sit in the final mix. As my studio 

is set up precisely for this kind of recording we decided to relocate there for all vocal sessions. 

My co-producer suggested we use my preferred chain of outboard gear for the vocal, as I was the 

most familiar with both the space and the equipment. This consisted of a Wunder Audio PEQ2R 

pre-amplifier, based on the Neve 1073 console channel strip, followed by a Purple Audio 1176 

Compressor, which is a replica of the UA 1176 Revision D/E Blackface compressor, and finally 

routed through a Pultec tube equaliser. Every microphone has a different frequency response and 

this can have a marked effect on which parts of the performer’s voice are accentuated. In my 

case, I have a voice that contains a broad low frequency energy combined with an airy high 

frequency and less mid-range frequency components. The dynamic microphone I used for the 

temporary vocal tracks emphasises mid-range frequencies, so it was a natural compensator for 

the frequency shape of my voice. Over repeated listens I not only became used to the sound of 

the microphone, but also started to hear it as an option for the recording proper. However, when 

tested against a range of large-diaphragm microphones, it was clear the dynamic microphone was 

overly focused on the mid-range at the expense of the natural warmth of my voice. Essentially it 

was less a compensatory effect and more a misrepresentation of my vocal character. We 

ultimately chose an Audio Technica 5040, as its unique design provided excellent detail across 
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the full frequency spectrum. As with the piano recording, I relied on my co-producer to convey 

how he felt my performance translated on the control room speakers, additional to my own 

impressions as I was performing each take. Through repeating this process a few times, we 

discovered a performance dynamic and approach that we both felt captured the energy of the 

song appropriately and communicated the story of the lyric faithfully. 

 

Identification 

 This song is included due to its unrehearsed and undeveloped state as we entered the 

recording process. In my opinion, this represents the upper end of what is possible when 

producing your own work, but there were still important contributions from my co-producer. An 

important difference between “A Place To Moor” and the previous songs is that the artist/writer 

carried out the only pre-production—the co-producer did not contribute until the recording stage. 

In this regard, the vision for the song was almost entirely my own, and it was only as each 

recorded layer was added that my co-producer increasingly understood what was in my head.  

 I begin with a positive identification of the self-produced aspects of this song: speed. The 

song arrived so quickly, and my intentions were so vividly tied to the references that inspired its 

creation that it would have taken some effort to communicate all of these details to a 

collaborator. The pace at which I worked on this song, and the sessions I conducted 

independently, provided a major benefit by keeping my vision for the song vivid; providing a 

heightened sense of clarity. Yes, my descriptions and references helped inspire suggestions from 

my co-producer, but most of the elements that define the song have come directly from me. The 

use of fiddle to reinforce specific qualities of my vision, using selected audio from the fiddle 

performance to mimic whale sounds, and the atmospheric construction of the introduction and 
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reprise are central to the maritime nature of the story and create a vivid imaginary world to 

support it. While many of the other songs on the record have faced various forms of revision, “A 

Place To Moor” has remained unchanged and was, in fact, the first song to be completed. It is 

possible that results of an equal quality could have been achieved with the historical 

producer/artist model but I believe that in this case, it would not have been realised with the 

same speed or purity of vision.  

Another positive identification is the role habit and bias played in my selection of the 

Yamaha YC20 keyboard for the droning bass sound that features throughout. I have used this 

sound on many of my productions so I know it very well. The repeated use over many different 

projects has led to an intimate understanding of its functions, when to employ them, and how to 

employ them successfully—a proficiency. I knew intuitively that it would work because I had 

experienced success with it in similar circumstances many times before, and this assisted in 

maintaining the speed of the production process.  

Although much of this song was formed from parts I envisioned and captured myself, 

there were still important contributions from my co-producer; for example his suggestion to use 

the Glyn Johns technique that forms the bulk of our drum sound for the record is essential to the 

dynamic nature of the underlying rhythms, and his encouragement to use the Alver acoustic 

guitar with its small unpolished quality, perfectly supporting my “kitchen table” reference. 

Interestingly, although I enjoyed the sound of the Alver in isolation, it was hearing it alongside 

melodies and lyrics that were previously connected with a different guitar that required 

adjustment of my perspective over time. Without my co-producer’s encouragement, familiarity 

would have led me to record using the guitar I wrote the song on, a large Yamaha acoustic with a 

full-bodied tone. This appears to be a minor difference, but any changes to a foundation sound 
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within a production can have huge consequences, as every sound that follows is selected and 

customised according to what already exists. 
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 Analysis and Comparison 

 These comparisons are undertaken by the songwriter and much of the information 

provided is personal opinion. However, as the goal of this examination is to investigate the role 

habit and bias play in self-produced music within an auto-ethnographic framework, including 

how effectively the core values of the song and the original vision are translated in the final 

rendered recordings, this is entirely valid—the writer/producer is the only person who can 

accurately compare these outcomes. 

 

Late Bus Home 

“Late Bus Home” was the first song I wrote for this project, approximately 17 years ago. 

I have heard the original version many times since I recorded it in 1999 and had no major issues 

with its presentation or performance delivery. There are significant differences regarding the 

overall production aesthetic, rhythmic design, dynamics, performance delivery, and layering of 

parts. 

When comparing the production aesthetic of both versions, some interesting 

considerations regarding the perception of quality emerge. The new version undoubtedly sounds 

more professional in terms of frequency response, stereo image and depth, but to say this 

immediately improves the quality does not take an important factor into consideration: identity. 

A recorded song’s identity comes from the sum of all its parts, including the song itself, the 

instrumentation, the combining of different sounds in a particular way. To me, the instrumental 

elements of the original “Late Bus Home” have a unique identity due to the stranger combination 

of sounds, the absence of bass and cymbals, the unusual panning and relative levels of each 

element. There is a charm to the original that the new version does not have—I suspect this is 
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partly due to using more expected sounds in the new recording, supported by bass guitar and a 

balanced stereo image. Although the charm and unique identity is engaging at first, it wanes over 

the length of the song due to a lack of evolution and a vocal performance that does not provide 

the intimacy the lyrics require, and as a result does not feel like it centres the song.  

By comparison, the new recording is entirely structured around the vocal delivery, and 

the dynamics evolve through a range the original song did not come close to covering. The 

rhythmic changes to the drum pattern contribute considerably to reducing waning attention, and 

the evolution in the drum parts provides much needed development as the story progresses. 

Although the charm of the original has been lost somewhat, there is an elegance to the new 

version that the original does not capture, and this has allowed for an intimate vocal delivery that 

is more faithful to the lyric. The new production approach also allowed for the inclusion of more 

sophisticated layering of parts, including the bridge vocals and strings, which have become a 

personal highlight. To summarise in simple terms, the new recording of “Late Bus Home” feels 

grown up compared to the original, and the loss of charm in exchange for maturity and depth has 

been worthwhile. 

 

Let It All Play Out 

It is worth noting that the original recording was not formally produced but a working 

demo of the song, including minor performance mistakes. However, it still represents the original 

intention I had for “Let It All Play Out”—a simple rendering with acoustic and vocal. The first 

thing I notice when comparing both versions is the way I perceive and identify the main 

instrumental motif. On acoustic guitar, partly due to the close voicing of notes and the finger 

picked approach, the motif is mixed into the chord movements and picking rhythm to a point 
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where it is more difficult to clearly identify. On piano, the extra distance in voicing between the 

chords and the melody and ability to provide more individualised rhythms with both hands 

creates a space for the motif where it is never challenged. On guitar it sounds tricky, but on piano 

it feels timeless. 

Another considerable difference is how the vocal interacts with both instruments and the 

resulting effect this has on listening attention. The guitar tends to share more common 

frequencies and subsequent harmonics with the voice and although this is not inherently bad, it 

does tend to create some competition for the listener between both of the main elements. The 

piano provides much greater opportunity to explore chord voicings that leave space for the voice 

and this creates a listening environment where the lyrics and vocal melodies are uncontested in 

terms of focus. The most striking comparison to me as the songwriter is the difference in impact 

between the chorus lyric of both versions. With the acoustic guitar, the lyric has a more reflective 

nature, whereas the piano brings a weight and authority to the words, which aligns perfectly with 

my aspirations for “Let It All Play Out”.  

The comments above also apply to the inclusion of the string quartet, as the viola and 

violins particularly tend to occupy a similar space to the vocal. The piano created the opportunity 

for the strings and vocal to work off each other without further competition from the acoustic 

guitar. The timbre of the piano also adds grandeur to the recording, giving the strings an extra air 

of sophistication. Hearing this song on piano is entirely satisfying for me as the composer and I 

now regard this as the true representation of the song. 
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A Place To Moor 

The original recording was made on an iPhone while I created and refined the song. It 

captures the moment I settled on the feel for “A Place To Moor”—this occurs around 3 minutes 

and 30 seconds when I move from finger picking to strumming a 12/8 pattern. From this point 

on, the recording is faithful to the original concept. The first thing that struck me when 

comparing the iPhone recording to the produced version is that they feel like natural extensions 

of each other. Whereas “Late Bus Home” and “Let It All Play Out” have major points of 

difference in their delivery and feel, the new version of “A Place To Moor” feels more like an 

extension of the original creation. The dynamics and feel are mostly mirrored, albeit with 

enhanced support from a fuller arrangement.  

One of the most important contributions was technical in nature: the Glyn Johns 

microphone technique used to capture the drums. It has a remarkable ability to translate the 

performance dynamics of the drummer in way that feels expressive and detailed without being 

overly balanced and even in the stereo field. This provides a much more organic sense of 

interaction between not only between the parts of the drum kit itself, but how it relates to 

everything else on the speakers. Although the fiddle and droning bass exemplify the mood I was 

intending to create, the drums provide a stable foundation that allows these other elements the 

freedom to move in more interesting ways. They also steer the dynamic evolution of the song. 

One of the highlights as the songwriter is how promptly the mood is established without 

feeling forced. From conception through to the final recording, this song has remained perfectly 

true to my original vision and intentions—a less common occurrence than most songwriters 

would care to admit.  
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The analysis and comparison process was very useful in that it provided the opportunity 

to view both versions of each song as a whole, whereas the process documentation stage was 

more centred on the details and the building blocks of the production process. Without taking a 

step back to view the larger picture it would have been difficult to measure the impact of the 

choices I had made, and it would have proved more difficult to identify the impacts of my habits 

and biases on the final rendered work. These discoveries will be discussed in the following 

chapter. 
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Chapter 4: Findings 

This chapter provides a holistic review with the goal of identifying impacts my self-

production workflows have on the effective translation of my original song vision, and 

documenting discoveries made during the comparison of self-production and co-production 

environments in the case study. Additionally, this chapter seeks to identify management 

strategies that might minimise any negative impacts that exist due to my own music production 

workflows.  

At the beginning of this thesis I included two central questions: are there any aspects of 

my broader production/sound engineering approach that are preventing the potency of translation 

between concept and rendered work? Can I critically compare any outcomes to the original 

vision for my songs in a meaningful way without external input? The following findings cover a 

range of aspects that respond to these enquiries, and the response to these questions form the 

basis of the conclusion that follows. 

 

 

Personal Attachment 

As a songwriter, I tended to take particular things for granted. Although I went into the 

production process with an open mind, it was sobering to discover areas I had closed to review. I 

discovered that once the initial writing of the song was complete, the original elements involved 

in the writing process became the expected foundation for the production to be built on, and not 

something that would change. I had become biased towards certain aspects of the song’s 

presentation simply because they were the first contributors that worked successfully. This was 



COMPARING TWO MODES OF MUSIC PRODUCTION FROM THE PERSPECTIVE OF THE SONGWRITER 51 

revealed during the pre-production stage where my discussion topics revolved around sound 

selection and overall aesthetic, and contrasted my co-producers focus on core rhythms, lyrics, 

and feel. “Late Bus Home” provides an excellent example of this: I had acknowledged the 

dragging nature of the original version, but my suggestions related more to the overall tempo of 

the rhythm, rather than re-evaluating the drum pattern itself. I had heard this song in its original 

form for nearly two decades so I had essentially conditioned myself to expect what was already 

there in the foundations. This is important as it suggests that even in an environment primed for 

reflection there are areas that can potentially be closed to evaluation because they are already 

regarded as accepted. Furthermore, if this acceptance has been reinforced over an extended 

length of time these closed areas will not even register as targets in the consciousness of the 

person who is attempting to self-evaluate. This mirrors the findings made by Croskerry (2013) in 

his study of misdiagnosis rates in the medical profession, where doctors undertaking active 

diagnosis were still vulnerable to perceiving presented symptoms in a biased way—if the doctor 

has already accepted what a particular set of symptoms suggests as the core problem then any 

potential solutions they consider are tied directly to this initial conclusion, even if there may be 

other contributing factors.  

A producer’s job is not only to capture and hopefully improve what they are given, but to 

identify existing problems that are preventing the foundation from being as solid as it should be. 

It is worth noting that this is rarely an issue when I produce somebody else’s songs as there is a 

measure of objectivity and I have no history with the song’s creation, but it was evident 

throughout the self-production environment. 

Most of my clients tend get defensive at times when challenged with suggestions for 

improving their songs, and I had moments like this when dealing with my co-producer. 
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However, any time my instincts told me to defend my creations I systematically delayed 

comment and allowed the options presented to be tested before making a decision as to their 

suitability or relevance. Repeating this process revealed two previously connected targets of my 

defence mechanisms: core elements and supportive elements.  Whilst the removal of core 

elements will break the framework of the core song, supportive elements can be removed with 

the bulk of the song remaining intact: much like a house frame constitutes its shape and form, the 

cladding materials and paint alter the context/perception. Remove the cladding and a house will 

still stand, but remove the frame and it collapses.  

Without separating these two contributions to the song, the lack of distinction made me 

feel I had to defend every element as an equal part of the whole. The truth is that I only needed to 

defend elements that carried the central message, such as the looping hypnotic feel of Late Bus 

Home or the ‘musicians around a kitchen table’ ethos of A Place to Moor. In both of these 

examples, the outcome can be achieved via many methods so defending a particular method 

without proper experimentation or testing can actually be more destructive to your end goals. In 

some cases, even the core elements—despite them forming the origins of the song—were useful 

targets for change (including the move from acoustic guitar onto piano for Let It All Play Out). 

Supportive details are important, but they can often be interchanged quite effectively without 

having major impacts on the core values of a song. In many cases the changes made to 

supportive elements improved the connection to the central message of each song, and ultimately 

made the translation of my songs even more effective. For example, the selection of the raw-

sounding Alver acoustic guitar as the primary thread throughout A Place to Moor resulted in the 

core message being conveyed incredibly effectively—via the introduction of a sound that was 

unpolished and honest, directly supporting the folk ethos behind my ‘musicians around a kitchen 
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table’ concept. The core element was the use of an acoustic guitar, but there are many different 

acoustic guitars that could be used, and they each have a sonic specific character to impact—

hence the importance of testing options and not moving too quickly into an all-encompassing 

defensive position e.g. ‘this is the guitar I wrote the song on so it is the best option’. 

By giving myself the space to ponder, reflect on, and search for connection between any 

options presented and my original song vision—especially in the midst of a process filled with 

some level of time pressure—I could create an environment for my mind to understand and 

adapt. This supports assertions made by Claxton (2000) that if the unconscious realms of our 

human minds are given time to ponder and quietly reflect, this can sometimes have greater 

impact on discovery and understanding than the use of “questing intellect” (p. 4). During this 

discovery process, I remembered occasions throughout my adolescent years where, when I was 

faced with important decisions, my father would remind me that there was very little risk in 

taking a little more time to think before making noteworthy choices. 

A humbling discovery during the case study was the result of a single word: gladness. As 

an established songwriter, I generally have a solid reason for undertaking something in a 

particular way, but if it is not generating a response that reflects understanding from a listener, 

then adjustments should be made, otherwise the purpose of communication itself has been 

broken and corrupted, and the translation is ineffective. The effectiveness of the lyrics for “Late 

Bus Home” had gone untested for nearly two decades. It is easy to find examples to support 

almost any approach you wish to take as a songwriter, such as my lofty references to Dickinson 

(1862) and Browning (1855), but this provides no guarantee of effectiveness. This can only be 

measured through feedback from other people during some form of testing, or against reactions 

from consumers after dissemination. 
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Habitual Processes 

It is useful here to define my use of the word habit, as this word can generate different 

meanings for the reader depending on the context. In general terms, habit is often referred to as 

an automatic process that results from repetition of an action, or combination of actions, rendered 

by the brain into its neural pathways so as to provide efficient and unconscious access to 

frequently required responses. However, this is too simplistic to cover the range of complex 

actions required within the role of music producer, as there is generally a combination of 

intuitive, rather than instinctive, actions required for any one process, and a measure of 

consciousness is always applied through the regular employment of choice. These choices are 

considerable and persistent throughout any project they undertake, and of course the idea that all 

of this can be simply automated and stripped back to a chain of completely automatized and 

unconscious habits is ridiculous. So, although some of the discoveries that follow refer to 

habitual practice, this is to be considered in the more holistic context of an action that is fully 

informed by my experiences, history, education and environment. 

One of the curiosities that fuelled this research was around my habitual use of particular 

equipment, or chains of equipment in my production processes. I confirmed that there is a happy 

medium between habitual and biased use of equipment that you know and personally love, and 

conscious consideration that causes experimentation and exploration of new ideas, combinations 

and approaches. For example, with such large gaps between recording sessions, a major benefit 

in using my favourite go-to pieces of gear was that a certain level of consistency and proficiency 

was deliverable, regardless of other aspects having changed over time. But without occasional 

testing and re-auditioning of preferred equipment, there are missed opportunities to expand and 
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grow the production palette possibly resulting in the systematic use of techniques without 

sympathetic consideration of the subtle difference between performers and artists. For example, I 

needed to record my voice so I used a signal chain that is proven on other voices. While it 

functioned acceptably, without auditioning variables in the chain against other options I would 

not have found the microphone that was most supportive for my vocal tone and dynamic 

delivery. What is important here is that the bulk of the signal chain remained unchanged, it was 

only one variable—the microphone—that was changed. This is an excellent example of using 

habitual systems to generate consistent technical quality (proficiency), but including conscious 

evaluation to creatively make adjustments that enhance the strengths of the performer 

(expression). This directly supports the findings made by Caffin, Lemieux & Chen (2006) and 

Glăveanu (2012) regarding mastery, proficiency and expression—I have repeated the process of 

recording a human voice so many times, and become so adept at it, that it takes virtually no 

conscious energy to manage the functional aspects of the recording chain, rather I am listening 

for how each part of the chain is affecting the perception of the performance itself and making 

creative decisions to ensure meaningful translation to the recording medium occurs. This 

supports my statements during the literature review that music producers need to be rehearsed 

enough in their processes that they can be applied in a flexible and creative manner. 

It can also be important to revisit techniques that have previously proven unsuccessful in 

early attempts, particularly if many other producers employ them. The Glyn Johns microphone 

technique is a case in point as my previously unsatisfying experiences had created a negative 

bias towards ever using the technique—supporting the claims made by Arts, Verplanken & 

Knippenberg (1998). After hearing it work so effectively with more appropriate implementation, 

it is now a completely valid option for me to use in future. This is ultimately not about copying 
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others, but about sourcing information that provides useful context for the implementation of the 

techniques in a way that suits your own workflow and approach.  

As documented in my recording diary (Excerpt 1 in Appendix C), one of our early 

priorities was to stay away from clichés and techniques my co-producer and I had used before. 

This was partly introduced after discussing the nature of the research topic with my co-producer, 

but also due to our resistance to create another instance of an album model we had both done 

before. We wanted to push into new avenues with our creativity and technical approaches. 

However, despite regular conversations around justifications, and testing options, we ended up 

with things we have historically and frequently used. Some of this is because the techniques and 

sounds are defined and tested by many producers before me and they are so established because 

they have worked before. Simply desiring to pursue new territory does not automatically reduce 

the effectiveness of these existing, tried and true techniques. Instruments such as organs, 

tambourines, shakers, tremolo guitars, Ebow, and Wurlitzer piano all made appearances on my 

album because they worked so well, despite the fact we had used them many times before. 

It is possible to argue that through testing and ending up where we normally go, I have 

proven that the management of habit and bias can go unchecked. But this is not true because it is 

through our constant testing and justification processes that we both confirmed our existing 

designs were appropriate, and discovered new elements that became the pivot or central point of 

interest/feel in the songs. Without the checks and balances process we would simply not have 

discovered these and the album would have been worse off for it—in fact, the album would have 

sounded just like other albums we have both done. Also, I would have mimicked my demos too 

closely and not allowed the songs to develop into full-grown versions of themselves. 
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Identity & Collaboration 

There is another potential benefit for self-produced recordings. Although they can be 

narrower in scope due to the lack of external influence and refinement, this can result in a much 

more focused delivery of the core message, resulting in a clear sense of identity, one that is 

recognised easily by consumers of the music. I use “A Place To Moor” as a prime example of 

focused delivery that exemplified the original song writing vision and my core message. My 

habits and biases directly informed the creation of the work in the first place and the close 

proximity of the writing and recording stages (mere hours) meant very little was altered, 

compared to the songs what went through the usual preproduction process. I created the 

parameters for the song and followed them directly through to the final stages of recording. 

Although I feel that this song needed to be kept within its original parameters in order to meet 

my specific intentions, there were still important contributions from my co-producer which 

facilitated these goals—the Glyn Johns microphone technique captured the dynamics needed 

from the drum performance, and the unusual Alver acoustic guitar created a foundation for the 

track that upheld my “kitchen table” ethos for the song. This reveals a key point for me: Even 

though self-producing my own work can lead to occasional triumphs, there are also many times 

this might not be the case—as illustrated through the three selected works in this thesis. The 

primary challenge becomes making each song consistent in its connection and translation to the 

consumer of our work, and this is very difficult due to the difficulties involved in self-assessment 

and evaluation. In my opinion, “Late Bus Home” is a far more sophisticated and eloquent 

representation of the song when compared to my original design, and this is primarily due to 

input from my co-producer. This suggests there is a reduced risk of inconsistency when some 

form of critical input from an outside party is utilized.  
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Even renowned self-producers rely on support and contribution from trusted 

collaborators. For example, Trent Reznor of the band “Nine Inch Nails” is generally recognised 

in the popular press as a heavily self-produced artist, but he still relies on trusted allies to see his 

visions through to completion in an effective manner, including using Alan Moulder as a regular 

collaborator and mix engineer on his work. 

I seriously doubt that an external producer would have imagined “God Only Knows” 

(Wilson, 1966, Track 8) in the way Brian Wilson did, but even Wilson had reliable, trustworthy 

collaborators and contributors to assist in realising his vision—among them an accomplished 

backing band in The Wrecking Crew2, a proficient engineer in Chuck Britz, and a lyricist in 

Tony Asher. There is no shame in sharing the workload, or in letting external opinion alter your 

initial instincts for a song. The key is that this is not done flippantly, and preferably with a 

carefully chosen ally. My co-producer was chosen based on a range of factors including previous 

experience with the genre, proven track record with commercial quality releases, and an 

approach that was more collegial than dictorial.   

Once I had chosen an appropriate collaborator, I had to then communicate what I was 

trying to achieve and it was through these initial interactions that I made another important 

discovery. When trying to communicate how I perceive my own music, including stylistic 

references, my choice of language had unintended consequences regarding the design of the 

production aesthetic. I tended to favour simple direct phrases or references in order to be 

efficient and clear, but the additional information I left out meant my collaborator had no choice 

but to either search for the first example he mentally associated with my comments, or to create 

                                                 
2 "The Wrecking Crew" (sometimes called "the Clique" and "the First Call Gang") was a loose-knit circle of Los 

Angeles' top studio session musicians whose services were constantly in demand during their heyday in the 1960s 

and early 1970s. In varying configurations, often anonymously, they backed dozens of popular acts on numerous 

top-selling hits of the era. They are considered one of the most successful session recording units in music history. 
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his own ideas to fill the sizeable gaps. For example, my use of the word “Americana” to describe 

my stylistic intentions immediately triggered a memory of Tom Petty from my co-producer and 

led to a suggested recording approach that was far removed from what ended up being ideal to 

support my vision. He was using existing information, previously established in his mind to 

search for meaning and connection to what I was presenting to him (Taylor & Lamoreaux, 

2008). This predetermination of expectations based on associated bias happens at all levels of the 

industry. Renowned music producer Don Was (2012) recounts an experience he had while 

producing Bob Dylan: 

[T]here’s a moment where Bob is standing at the piano trying to tell me what he wants to 

do next, and I’m arguing with him. I had a preconception about what Bob Dylan should 

sound like on a record. I hadn’t even heard the song, so what preconception could I have? 

Bob Dylan is telling me what he wants to do, and I’m thinking, “Well, this goes against 

the way I’m hearing my imagined Bob Dylan record.” I was arguing with him about why 

it wouldn’t work before we even tried it. 

Words matter, and information needs to be presented as clearly as possible to anyone that 

will be contributing to what I do. Excepting the “Americana” error, this is reinforced through the 

case study, as the central factor in my successful collaboration with my co-producer was our 

ability to communicate. Part of what informed my co-producer’s understanding of my intentions 

was the initial demos and/or live performances he heard. “Late Bus Home” was a fully 

developed demo and received immediate, enthusiastic engagement from him, whereas my simple 

acoustic and vocal performance of “Let It All Play Out” did not. After prompting him for a 

reason, he acknowledged he thought the song was very strong but that he did not hear ideas yet. 

What I learned here provided further understanding why some the productions I undertook early 
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in my career were not as well received by the client as others. In most cases where the 

connection between the artist and the rendered work was not strong, I had started with very 

sparse demos that could be taken in a wide range of directions. This increased the chance of 

either holding back due to minimal evidence of intentions, or choosing a wrong direction from a 

sizeable list of options, even if I personally preferred it. In fact, my personal preferences are far 

more likely to come into play in that environment because they are all I have to rely on and there 

is very little to provide physical feedback or comparison. So it would seem that the timing of 

involvement for collaborators should be not be haphazard. Developing my own vision and 

privately shortlisting from the options available provides a much clearer literal example of my 

intentions and aims. I can use my habits and biases during this process to give my work identity 

and connection to myself, then involve contributors at appropriate times to provide more 

objective feedback and evaluation. 

 

Listening & Attention 

The final discovery I wish to discuss here relates to listening, in particular how I listen 

when I producing my own work compared to clients’ work. Throughout a client-based project I 

will undertake a range of listening activities designed to identify as many factors as possible that 

are contributing to the work, with the goal of evaluating these factors thoroughly. The activities 

may include active listening in front of my studio speakers, listening from the car park outside 

my studio door, and passive listening at low levels while I read magazines. All of these things 

are designed to help me notice different aspects of the song and the production. I employed these 

techniques for this self-produced case study, resulting in some useful evaluation, but even over 

repeated listening sessions most of the important discoveries came after comments and prompts 
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from external contributors—my co-producer and my wife. What this suggests connects partly to 

what I mentioned above: once a song is initially created, my sensitivity to the core elements 

involved in that process is diminished because I accept them as permanent foundations. But it 

also suggests there is a tendency for me to listen through a filter of potential rather than reality. 

To clarify, as the writer I have a strong vision for most of the songs I write and with my 

production experience, I cannot help but picture each song finished even as I listen to a work-in-

progress. As explained in the literature review (Dantzer
 
, Heijnen, Kavelaars, Laye, & Capuron, 

2014), constant conscious processing is exhausting so our minds work to reduce conscious 

attention in any areas it can, but in order to evaluate my own songs and productions properly I 

need to actively listen. When producing myself, the key is to pay attention in a variety of ways. It 

is unlikely that I will notice particular elements unless my attention has been steered specifically 

towards them, as happened after comments from my co-producer. But without externally 

suggested targets, how do I know which elements to focus on? It is potentially too time 

consuming and exhausting to listen to every single element, and this could be destructive to 

maintaining a clear vision for the big picture as I am so preoccupied with narrow fields of focus. 

It might be possible to create a workflow that can provide useful self-directed targeting of 

important elements within the production of a song, but I can see potential complications. For 

example, I could create a simple checklist that consists of “drums”, “guitar”, “bass”, “keyboards” 

and “vocals”, and listen to the song multiple times while focusing on each of these elements 

individually, but this does not provide any meaningful assistance to steering my attention toward 

specific aspects of these elements or how they connect to my overall vision. The “drums” 

element alone can have different aspects that require evaluation, including timbre of each part 

and how they connect as a whole, timing of the overall drum performance and each part of the 
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drum kit in relation to each other, rhythmic design and feel, groove and dynamics. If I expand 

this further in order to cover any areas of potential importance in our self-evaluation process, and 

apply it to all the other elements listed in my checklist, I see a quickly diminishing return on 

investment for time and energy and a high likelihood of losing drive and passion for the project. I 

believe that there is no substitute for using well-timed feedback from a trusted ally, peer or 

collaborator to assist in targeting the areas that are reducing the effective translation of my songs 

to a recorded work, and ultimately to the consumers of my music.  

 

Additional Findings 

One of the repeated themes that appears throughout the case study is that of taking time. 

It is very difficult to respond to new ideas beyond surface reactions without allowing time for 

your mental and emotional facilities to process them. Almost all the major improvements 

regarding song translation in the case study required the prompting of new information, followed 

by time to ponder and reflect properly on the impacts of this new information. Even in hospitable 

and collegial environments, including the case study in this research, it is far easier to respond 

from a pre-existing position when there is not adequate time to reflect. The amount of time 

required is different in most cases, but the key idea is that enough time is allowed to effectively 

consider different options—and in some cases to physically test these options. This could be 

taking a few extra seconds to consider an external idea before responding, or weeks of passive 

listening to demo recordings until major changes feel essential (such as the move from acoustic 

guitar to piano for Let It All Play Out). There is obviously a point of reasonableness here though 

as too much consideration or reflection can reduce focus and clarity relating to both the central 

goal and any deadlines relating to product delivery. The key seems to be building a mode of 
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deeper consideration into workflows so it becomes a practiced, habitual process that might 

ultimately become efficient in its own right. E.g. new information is presented, proper 

consideration is applied through practice, options are then aligned with central goals, and a 

decision is made. 

Although the focus of this thesis is auto-ethnographic in nature there was an interesting 

discovery that relates to the habits and biases of external contributors. Every human being is 

subject to these core cognitive functions and they develop them in personalised ways. It is logical 

to assume that my habits and biases are not going to be mirrored exactly in another person, 

despite the chances of sharing some commonalities. This led to a significant additional finding. 

 The speed and accuracy I can achieve in many cases as the performer of my own songs in a 

recording environment, is less to do with my competency than I initially thought. As previously 

stated I am proficient on a variety of instruments and capable on many others, but during the 

early stages of the case study, the production approach was designed around a live band 

performing my songs and this required additional performers as it is obviously not possible for 

me to play everything simultaneously. I selected a group of proficient musicians who understood 

the stylistic goals of the album, including an accomplished piano player. I booked a rehearsal 

with myself and the pianist in attendance so I could get him familiar with the songs. I showed 

him the music, communicated my intentions, played through a few of the important piano songs; 

then I recorded what we had done and took it home to review. Although his playing was 

imaginative and stylistically appropriate, I felt immediate disconnection with his interpretation of 

the piano parts for the song. I also noted that through no fault of his own, the pace at which I like 

to work was so reduced during the translation of information at rehearsal that it was affecting my 

decision-making processes and creative workflow. It was not only more efficient for me to play 
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most of the instruments on the album, but also it preserved more of the core values of the song as 

layers were added, rather than each layer containing variances introduced by 3rd party performers 

bringing their own slant to each part. Every time a core idea was communicated to an external 

performer acting as session musician, the information given was interpreted through their tastes 

and experience, their biases and habits, and absorbed into their existing performance style. This 

resulted in a completely different design in terms of performance approach across the entire 

album. I would play all the foundation instruments aside from drums, which would provide as 

exact an interpretation of my vision as possible regarding core parts, but I would use the biased 

interpretations of external musicians for select contributions to provide controlled diversity when 

needed. As with my choice of co-producer though, these decisions were not haphazard—I 

carefully thought about which musician would provide what a particular song needed based on 

my knowledge of their tastes and existing track record. Select contributors included a harpist, a 

blues guitarist, a backing singer, a fiddle player, a one-woman quartet, and a song writing peer. 

Another important observation concerned the challenge of producing myself as the 

primary performer—how the physicality of performing can influence my perception of what is 

appropriate regarding dynamics and feel. Although compelling in the moment, these 

performances don’t necessarily translate on playback once they are recorded. For example, the 

overall intensity of my early piano performances for “Let It All Play Out” was too harsh on 

speakers despite my fingers and mind telling me it was what the song required. It is possible that 

I could have recorded my piano performance entirely by myself, but I argue it would have taken 

longer due to conducting the evaluation process after, and not during each performance as my 

co-producer was free to do. Also, the constant switching between a performance mindset and 
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analytical mindset can cause a break in flow, and result in a loss of clarity regarding performance 

direction. 

 

Management Strategies 

This comparison between self-produced and co-produced music production 

environments, and their respective impacts on song translation, has not only provided useful 

identification of aspects my self-production process that require review, but also my broader 

production workflow when working with external clients. However, identification is only 

meaningful if it leads to systems that facilitate better management of these workflows and 

processes. I have created and employed various systems over the last decade particularly, and 

this research gave me the chance to not only test existing models and look for ways to improve 

them, but also to discover new systems that can be implemented and tested over time. For my 

own use and to provide clarity for those who read this thesis, I provide a list of management 

strategies that have resulted from this research.  

 

Taking time: 

Allow time to process new information, as biases or over-familiarity with your own work will 

tend to overrule the evaluation process initially. Additionally, avoid making decisions too rapidly 

when conducting an active review of decision-making—at least until the facility for proper 

consideration is developed and naturally more efficient. This will provide a more thorough 

examination of available options. Ponder issues and quietly reflect as needed—the unconscious 

not only looks after automated tasks, but it also finds connections and solutions to problems 

and/or new information that conscious attention might not achieve. 
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Translation: 

Continue to use gut reactions and instincts to form initial ideas as they are invaluable in forming 

identity and creating connection to the core values of the song, but look for opportunities to test 

whether these values are being effectively and successfully translated to a third party. Transition 

points between major stages of a project are logical moments to engage with external review as it 

reduces the chance of wasting resources in areas that are ineffective—for example, between song 

writing and preproduction; between pre-production and recording. It is important to test 

translation at stages that logical support this: asking for external opinion of a track that is half 

recorded is not ideal as most of what remains to be completed has to be imagined by the listener, 

defeating the point of testing your translation.  

 

Collaboration & Communication: 

Provide clear information in both spoken and musical form to collaborators, preferably through a 

developed demo recording resulting from individual experimentation. Avoid involvement of 

collaborators at very early stages as this creates a greater risk of receiving feedback and 

suggestions that is less sympathetic to the original vision. This is due to their biases targeting the 

first available personal connection to the sparse information you have presented. The more useful 

detail you can provide, the more refined their connections and resulting suggestions will be. Do 

not be haphazard with selection of collaborators. Choose reliable and trustworthy people who 

understand your intentions. 

 

Continue to test: 
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Find opportunities to test techniques that have previously failed, especially if they are widely 

used by other producers. Seek out examples of successful implementation that favour the 

techniques in question, looking for contextually appropriate information you may have missed 

initially. Discussions and demonstrations with peers who favour these techniques can provide the 

context needed to employ the respective technique successfully. 

 

Mindfulness: 

Insert stages of reflection/comparison/analysis into production workflows so that over repeated 

use, they become habitual. This will reduce inconsistency regarding translation of core song 

values and minimise negative impacts of self-production processes (including habit and bias) on 

the final rendered works. For example, recording initial demos of songs while they are instinctive 

and comparing these at key production stages during the recording proper, can provide simple 

clear identification of changes that have occurred through the creative process, and how these 

have impacted the original vision for the song. Additionally, documenting the original vision as a 

simple written brief can provide a tangible reminder of the parameters you originally set out as 

you progress through the production process, whilst removing the pressure to rely on memory 

which can be unreliable.  

 

Listening and Attention: 

Employ passive listening at various volumes to reduce overt focus on new elements and digest 

the production as a whole. Support this with active listening directed at specific targets within the 

song and production and work through any key aspects systematically when conducting a review 

of works-in-progress. To avoid over-saturating the listening process with endless checklists, seek 
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out a trusted ally who may be able to target specific areas for review. This will further aid in 

evaluating the effectiveness of your song translation, and reduce the chance of becoming 

disengaged with your work through the process of trying to discover listening targets in the first 

place. 

 

Development: 

Set aside time for continuing research and development of skillsets. As careers extend there is a 

tendency to rely on tried and true methods and this can result in a break between the producer 

and what is current in the industry. Do not be afraid of repetition as this will lead to proficiency, 

but continue to absorb new information that helps maintain flexible, creative application of 

techniques and approaches. This is important as trends form part of effectiveness in translating a 

song to a recorded work for consumers. 

 

Conclusion 

There are two important questions posed in the introduction to this research, and although 

both have been largely addressed in the findings, I will attempt to summarise my response to 

both here. 

 

Firstly, are there any aspects of my broader production/sound engineering approach that 

are preventing the potency of translation between concept and rendered work? Although the 

answer to this is most definitely yes, the nature of the findings adds a complexity to this response 

that requires clarification. The answer might be better presented as sometimes, but not 

necessarily in a consistent manner, and with varying degrees of effect depending on the song.  
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Generally speaking, this research confirmed the growth and proficiency that comes from 

experience. Many of the major deficiencies in my music production approach have already been 

laid bare and addressed over the early part of my career, as is the case with most specialists. It 

has been largely affirming to carry out a review of my processes, and much of what I have 

developed is still very effective, but there are always areas to improve—hence the personal 

nature of this research. In fact, it is this, the level of my experience, that informs my first 

observation. 

Almost anything can be reasoned and reasoned well with more experience. In music 

production terms this can include microphone choice, gear selection, recording techniques, post-

production techniques, mixing choices, and performance aesthetic to name but a few. I generally 

have a very good reason for pursuing a particular direction regarding any of these elements, but I 

have been reminded through the course of this case study that reasoning is only truly defendable 

when it is tested in reality. Many of the most exciting and inspiring sounds I captured as a young 

music producer were directly due to experimentation and ‘breaking the rules’—doing something 

just because. As my experience level has increased, I have witnessed this approach failing as 

often as it succeeds, which is why my early outputs tended to be inconsistent. Some releases ‘hit 

the mark’, while others were flawed but showed potential. As my skills improved, and my 

professional rates increased over time, so did the expectation that my work would be useful to 

the vested parties in a reliable way. This led me to employ techniques that would provide stable 

and consistent outcomes, and the just because approach would sometimes be overlooked because 

it appeared irresponsible and immature. This was particularly the case as I got busier with back-

to-back projects, as I had less frivolous use of studio time that might extend the final product 

delivery past the contracted deadline and step outside the contracted budget. This is not 
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necessarily a weakness, but it can affect the potency of song translation because a level of 

experimentation is not employed to discover what is the actually most potent. Rather, there is a 

discussion; a plan is created; the plan is actioned. This is connected to my second observation: 

my habitual use of technical processes, which form a large part of the music producer’s roll. 

Like my most music producers, I have a range of techniques that I employ regularly 

because they give me consistent and reliable outcomes. However, one impact of this reliability 

can be the closing off of some parts of my workflow to further review: If something ain’t broke, 

don’t fix it. This has the potential to not only stifle personal development somewhat, but more 

importantly, it can affect the sonic identity of my recordings and productions—sometimes in a 

homogenous way. Using the Glyn Johns microphone technique for the drums is one of the 

defining characteristics of my album. It is sonically satisfying, but dynamically superior, to the 

mid-side technique I tend to lean on for many projects. Yes, the mid-side technique would have 

functioned well enough, and I could have drawn more out of the sound during post-production 

processes, but the Glyn Johns technique provided an immediate result that influenced the shaping 

of every successive sound. In this respect, it is not a small thing at all. I have already begun 

testing and re-evaluation of my existing workflows and have re-introduced a range of techniques 

that I had discarded or ignored previously—resulting in an increase in personal enjoyment (due 

to discovery and re-discovery) and additional customisation for current client productions that I 

feel matches their song vision even more closely.  

 

Secondly, can I critically compare any outcomes to the original vision for my songs in a 

meaningful way without external input? The answer is: sometimes, but not consistently enough. 

For example, even a song like A Place to Moor—which was delivered primarily on instinct and 
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adhered tightly to my initial vision—had significant contribution from my co-producer (the 

external input). Without his opinion and influence, I would have pursued my usual technical 

choices regarding microphone selection, microphone technique, post-processing and more. I 

argue that the major contributors to the potency of the song translation are the instrumentation 

and the dynamics of the recorded performances. The instrumentation may be based on my self-

produced design, but the specific choices within this design have had a lasting impact on the 

rendered song. Without my co-producer, I would have used my usual acoustic guitar as the basis 

for the song—a larger dreadnought with a full sound—most probably because I wrote the song 

on that very guitar. This would have meant the drums, organ, and mandolin would have been 

recorded around this central sonic character, and would most likely have been treated in a way 

that allowed room for the larger sound of my favourite acoustic guitar. The resulting impact of 

choosing a raw, unpolished, and small sounding acoustic guitar such as the Alver led to the 

drums, organ and mandolin providing the size, and therefore the dynamics of the proper 

version—particularly as they are all elements that enter and exit the arrangement over time, 

whereas the guitar is constant throughout. The choice of the Alver guitar was not something I 

came to by myself and had I self-produced, I think I might have been convinced my standard 

processes had captured the song well, but hearing the result of our collaboration makes it hard to 

imagine me capturing the same level of immersion. The same ingredients might have been there, 

but the quality of the ingredients and the final result is superior exactly because of external input. 

Interestingly, the larger dreadnought acoustic works more than adequately for the song in a live 

environment, and particularly whenever I perform the song in a sparser setting, but it would not 

have translated as effectively as the Alver has in the rendered version of the song. 
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This is the confronting aspect of this case study: the idea that without comparison or 

proper testing, effective evaluation of song translation is inherently problematic when self-

producing. Technology increasingly presents itself as a one-stop shop for creating and 

disseminating creations, and particularly for home studios, this is particularly alluring as it is 

very affordable. This gives us the means to create, capture and manipulate by ourselves—

including evaluating the translation of our songs into rendered works, and refining as needed. 

The main issue with self-evaluation is that deficiencies in the translation can easily be missed 

because the writer’s evaluation processes automatically compensates for them. They are the 

creator of the work, and they have an implicit knowledge of the history behind each 

compositional choice (including chords, melody, lyrics, arrangement, instrumentation, tempo, 

key among many others), which they can access unconsciously to ‘fill in the gaps’. As the writer, 

even with my considerable experience as a music producer, I still missed some obvious issues 

and potent creative options. This was only addressed because of external input.  

So as the songwriter, can I consistently translate my songs into effective rendered works 

using self-production? There are other songs from my album which have remained true to my 

original vision, where my co-producer acted much more as a facilitator than a moderator. I may 

have achieved very similar outcomes for these songs in a self-produced environment, however I 

only came to this conclusion after each co-produced song was completed, meaning my ability to 

predict effective translation in a self-produced environment still relied on comparison and I could 

not predict which songs until afterwards. An entirely self-produced version of the album would 

still have a percentage of songs reach the goals I had set, but after comparing the self-production 

and co-production impacts during the case study it is obvious that the song translation would be 

inconsistent. The majority of the songs on the album are stronger and truer to my original 
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intentions because of direct challenges made by my co-producer, meaning that the translation of 

song to rendered work across the entire record is more consistent. This is where external input is 

not only powerful, but I argue essential to successful song translations, particularly over time. 

In another example, my passion for wordplay and lyric development leads to stories and 

messages that, in my opinion, are presented with quality and skill because of my experience. But 

this same level of experience can lead me to hypothesize a listener experience that is in reality 

ineffective, despite my wordplay deriving from well researched and refined development. The 

use of the word ‘gladness’ in Late Bus Home has the weight of intellect and personal research 

behind it, but this is of no consequence if what listeners experience when they hear that word 

contrasts my original goal for using it in the first place. 

It was also humbling to discover how quickly I could remove some aspects of my songs 

from further consideration during the pre-production and recording stages because I assumed 

they were foundational elements, and therefore beyond revision. I never operate this way when 

producing other clients, but this became obvious even from the early stages of pre-production—

the drum feel on Late Bus Home being a primary example. My perception of its importance and 

assumed irreplaceability was more the result of it being the first piece of the puzzle when I 

created the song, rather than with any measure of effective translation. Again, external input 

from my co-producer brought this to my attention, and the song is better for it. 

The inclusion of appropriate external input, conducted at logical steps of the production 

journey, via discussion with peers and informed appreciators can contribute considerably to 

effective translation of original song vision, but it must be done with an open mind, by listening 

properly, and by applying conscious evaluation against the original vision itself. It is not 

necessarily co-production that needs to be the vehicle for this external input, although a music 
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producer covers all major aspects of the translation (technical and creative) and can therefore 

provide useful feedback across all of these aspects, whereas a song writing peer or music 

appreciator might only be useful for feedback on select aspects. If self-production is the primary 

mode of production to be employed, I suggest that a largely self-produced process, including 

external input as required, rather than an entirely self-produced approach will greatly increase the 

consistency of song translation, resulting in greater satisfaction for not only the creator of the 

work, but the listener who consumes it.   
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Glossary of Terms 

Bounce Combining multiple tracks of audio into a rendered stereo file. 

Bridge A part within a song used to connect sections such as verses and choruses. 

Channel strip A channel strip is a device that allows the output of an audio device to be 

amplified to a line level and integrated into some other system.  

Click Track A click track is a series of audio cues used to synchronize sound recordings 

Compressor An electronic effect unit that reduces the volume of loud sounds or amplifies quiet 

sounds by narrowing or "compressing" an audio signal's dynamic range. 

Control room A space separated from the recording area to enable sound isolation and a 

centralised area for housing recording equipment. 

Co-producer A creative and technical contributor who shares responsibilities within a music 

production team. 

Deadness The effect of significantly reducing the reflection of sound waves in a space. 

Delay An audio effect, which records an input signal then plays it back after a period of time. 

The delayed signal may either be played back multiple times, or played back into the 

recording again, to create the sound of a repeating, decaying echo. 

Demo/s A demo is a way for a musician to approximate their ideas in a fixed format to thereby 

pass along those ideas to record labels, music producers, or to other artists. 

Dynamic microphone A robust microphone capable of handling high sound pressure levels and 

generally less sensitive to changes in sound energy than condenser microphones.  

Early reflections Sound energy that strikes any room boundary surface and then strikes another 

surface and so on until the reflection losses energy and is reduced to below audibility. 
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Finger-picked Fingerstyle guitar is the technique of playing the guitar by plucking the strings 

directly with the fingertips, fingernails, or picks attached to fingers. 

Ghost notes A musical note with a rhythmic value, but no discernable pitch when played. 

Gretsch An American company that manufactures guitars, basses and drums. 

In-house engineer A sound engineer who is employed within an existing studio to facilitate 

recording of any clients the studio secures. 

Large diaphragm microphone A microphone with a diaphragm either ¾” or larger, resulting in 

high levels of sensitivity to changes in sound pressure. 

Ludwig A manufacturer of drum kits since 1909. 

Master recording The original completed audio recording from which copies can be made. 

Mid-side A stereo microphone technique using a forward facing microphone (mid) and a 

sideways facing microphone (side – figure 8). 

ORTF A stereo microphone technique using two matched small diaphragm condensers placed 17 

centimetres apart at an angle of 110º. 

Outboard Gear Equipment or “gear” used to capture and/or alter how a musical instrument 

sounds during the recording process. 

Panning The distribution of a sound signal between the left and right sides of a stereo sound 

field. 

Playlist One layer of many recorded on the same audio track within a Digital Audio Workstation. 

Pre-amplifier An electronic device that amplifies a weak signal to line level for recording or 

sound reinforcement purposes. 

Pre-production Work done on a recording after the initial recording has taken place. 

Pro Tools Digital recording software that is prevalent in recording studios around the world. 
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Reflections Sound energy that strikes any room boundary surface and then strikes another surface 

and so on until the reflection losses energy and is reduced to below audibility. 

Rendered work Final output ready for dissemination.  

Reverb Prolongation of a sound; resonance. 

Signal chain A series of signal-conditioning electronic components with the output of each 

component supplying the next. 

Spaced Pair Two matched microphones facing directly forwards and placed an even distance 

from a sound source, separated to the left and right boundaries of the source. 

Stereo field The perceived left-to-right space where individual elements can be panned between 

two speakers. 

Tremolo An automated system for raising and lowering volume of a sound signal at a specified 

rate. 

Takes Individual attempts at recording a part. Multiple attempts represent multiple “takes”. 

XY A microphone technique using two matched microphones with one capsule placed directly 

above the other at an angle of 90º, the intersecting 45º line is aimed at the sound source 
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Appendix A: Co-Producer 

 

 

Doug Roberts is an experienced and valued member of the Australian music production 

fraternity. He has worked on projects for many high profile artists, including Mick Jagger, John 

Farnham, Boom Crash Opera, The Badloves, Diesel/Wilson, Jon Stevens, and Things of Stone & 

Wood. 

He began his career in 1989, working at Metropolis Studios in Melbourne as the house engineer 

until 1994, when he left to start working freelance. After an interim period where he was based 

in the old Gotham Studios facility, he built a custom studio on his own property in the late 1990s. 

Roberts moved to Queensland’s Gold Coast in 2011 and is currently lecturing in Music 

Technology for Griffith University.  
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Appendix B: Lyrics 

 

 

Late Bus Home 

 

It's been a long long day, but it's done 

Caught the late bus home to clear your mind 

A thousand miles away... dreaming now 

  

PRE CHORUS 

Holding your heart through the sadness 

Finding joy in this madness 

She loves you 

  

Wish this bus had wings and could fly 

Let's leave this smoky haze far behind 

If there's a set of keys close by 

  

PRE CHORUS 

Holding your heart through the sadness 

Finding joy in this madness 

She loves you 

She's a beautiful girl, don't deny her 

She can't understand when you fight her 

  

CHORUS 

She loves you 

She loves you 

She loves you 
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Lyrics (cont.) 

Let It All Play Out 

 

A light 

Burning down on us 

We are but sailors 

Lost in the ocean 

  

Each wave 

That crashes down on us 

Still pushes us forwards 

Drags us back to the shore 

  

Help me on my way 

I’m burdened and feeling tired 

And ruled by an empty soul 

That will never even wear the cost 

Let it all play out 

Let it all play out 

  

A call 

Echoes around us 

Stumbling explorers 

Lost in the wilderness 

A fire 

Still rages inside us 

Burning like lovers 

Lost in each other’s kiss 
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Lyrics (cont.) 

A Place To Moor 

 

They set sail before dawn with a storm rolling in off the coast 

Put paid to the warnings although they were much braver than most 

But the truth is the vultures were circling long before that 

Either bring home the fish or their homes would go back to the bank 

  

A whiskey for courage and a coin in the ocean for luck 

The last 40 days their small boat had not either of much 

Eyes on the point and the stars and a compass for sight 

‘Til they saw rolling in, only darkness where there should be light 

  

  

And all of these halls 

Filled with voices and calls 

From the souls of the rich and the poor 

All these pockets with holes 

Leaking sea to the shores 

And the heart only wants a place to moor 

  

  

The waves were like hands trying to steal able men from the boards 

While they rammed home the hatches to save what they could of their haul 

Holding thoughts in their [letters in] pockets, for their lovers, their wives and their young 

Waiting back in the commons, for fathers and husbands and sons 

  

The cap’ fought the wheel and the wind like a primitive sport 

With the wind tearing hard at the clews tryin’ to keep him from port 

When it tore through the mainsail the old boat was stripped to the bone 

And the sea reached to claim what the sky had betrayed far below 

 



COMPARING TWO MODES OF MUSIC PRODUCTION FROM THE PERSPECTIVE OF THE SONGWRITER 91 

Appendix C: Recording Diary Excerpts 

 

Excerpt 1 

*Additional notes taken by assistant Steve Thornely 

 

Day 6 of recording 

February 6th, 2015: 

 

Caleb mentions his reluctance to repeat production approaches he has done on previous 

records. Doug is also hesitant to make another Badloves record—wants to move away from what 

he's done before.  

Referencing things that you loved about the seminal records, after having moved away 

from records your dad liked in your 20s. Hammonds, Wurlitzer, tremolo guitars, crunchy vocals.  

Both producers are also wary of reacting against ideas that would work just because they are not 

excited by them anymore.  

Starting the process in a space that you're comfortable with, and then push the barriers to 

keep you excited and inspired, regardless of if pushing the boundaries is necessary for the 

project. It keeps you engaged with the process.  
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Excerpt 2: 

 

 

Day 3 of recording 

December 18th, 2014: 

 

Dale Rankine came in to play drums. He has been one of my collaborators and musical 

allies for nearly two decades. I watched “Inside Llewyn Davis” (Coen & Coen, 2013) the night 

before and after being inspired I wrote a song at midnight from scratch before coming into the 

studio. This was interesting as Doug had not heard this song at all. This was the first song we 

recorded and it came up incredibly well. Dale and I locked into the pocket very quickly and there 

was a range of unspoken communications that made this process powerful and useful. This 

connects to the deeper issue of working with, and around, your habits and biases with your 

clients from a producer point of view. If you do this effectively, you draw closer to each other in 

terms of creative simpatico - this makes the bonds and trust deeper, which results in more 

freedom, and less energy expended on explaining your ideas, or debating a range of options. It 

becomes easier to select and reject particular options from a list because there is a history of 

doing this responsibly and successfully. In the beginning though, there is no shortcut to this 

process. In order to build this working relationship there is often a need for lengthy discussions, 

awkward creative clashes with unknown outcomes and unclear direction. There is a need to fail 

in front of each other as well, and then recover together. 

I am tending to find that Doug and I are deferring to each other’s strengths quite rapidly - 

Doug is generally leaving the song writing refinement to me as I can work far more quickly and 

deal with more options simultaneously in this regard. Doug has a strong ear for groove and 

rhythm (which makes sense as it underpins an entire song, but he tends to lean towards ‘ghost 
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notes’ and  back beat approaches to rhythm which has been suggested for quite a few of the 

songs. This definitely works in a lot of cases, but it is one of the main differences I have noticed 

so far in our approach. I tend to search for rhythm in an angular way to create interest, whereas 

Doug is more forthright. Neither approach is wrong, or superior, but there have been times 

already where his approach has improved the foundation of a song “Late Bus Home” (ghost note 

Lanois backbeat) and where my approach has lifted a song up a level “Not The Same” (atypical 

Tom heavy chorus beat).  

 

 

 

 

Excerpt 3: 

 

 

Day 1 of recording 

December 10th, 2014: 

 

Fairly unplanned in nature. Only the first song has been decided on due to insanely busy 

lives for both producers. Interestingly, Doug selected “Late Bus Home” as the centre, and 

beginning of the record. This is the FIRST song I wrote for this album over 15 years ago. It isn’t 

necessarily the strongest song, but it represents the boundaries and general feel of the record 

incredibly well. I gave Doug no opinions or hints as to which songs I liked or preferred, yet he 

came to the same conclusion as me. This means I not only recognized this as a songwriter, but 

also as a producer at the time. 

Based on conversations over how to record, we decided our original idea of a fixed band, 

recording live, wasn’t applicable for most songs as it was steering the entire album in a direction 

that the songs themselves didn’t feel natural in. So we are basing the record around myself 
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playing most of the parts, with key contributors being a range of drummers providing the feel 

foundation for a pocket of songs each. 

Angus Hall (1st year from GC) is playing the first few songs (yet to be decided, but will 

be chosen based around his feel). I am having a go at Late Bus Home. Originally this was 

recorded incredibly lo fi and sparsely, but the own reimagining took in more of a bombastic, 

rocky direction. It has never sat right we me as the songwriter, even though my producer helmet 

suggested it should be better. Doug also had the same reaction (without prompting) when he 

heard both versions.  

I am going to attempt to play drums on this song as it is so sparse - and to use it as a test case for 

the Doug and myself, without the added influence of external players being in the studio. It will 

be just the two of us. 

 

CONVERSATION AT THE START: 

After a fairly complex drum setup instigated by Doug—we had a chat and some questions.  

LATE BUS HOME: Doug hears it as Roy Orbison meets Stax and in light of our overall 

discussion regarding record feel and sound, Daniel Lanois techniques are popping into his head. 

Loopy elements in the verses. 

Doug hears ghost notes and hypnotic grooves, even using delays on the snare to create 

movement and immersion. He also hears plenty of dynamics—much more extreme. Verses being 

very down, choruses being very up. Main ideas revolve around slowing the attack perception of 

the snare drum with bags of rocks, delays etc. 
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Appendix D: Planning & Project Design 

 

The auto ethnographical nature of this project was logical as it supported direct growth and 

deeper understanding around the core research: As the songwriter, can I consistently translate my 

songs into effective rendered works using self-production? The vehicle for testing this was a cast 

study comparing two modes of music production and their impact on the translation of my 

original song vision into rendered form. The central topic arose through personal reflection and 

analysis and this paper was an attempt to provide some detail to support long held suspicions, so 

it makes sense that I involved myself actively in the research. However, one of the major 

challenges with implementing an auto ethnographic approach was ensuring the observation itself 

wasn’t negatively impacting the nature of the thing that was being observed. That is, by 

consciously analysing my production decisions I ran the risk of affecting the decision-making 

process itself, and there can be a tendency to second guess normal procedures due to 

stopping/analysing/dissecting while attempting to be creative. This is counter-intuitive as the 

core goal was the accurate analysis and observation of my existing approaches and decision-

making techniques. Considerable time was invested at the onset of this research to evaluate 

methods of operating that would minimize the impact of the observation process, whilst 

maintaining as usual and natural a workflow as possible for both participants in the case study. 

 

Part of what informed my solutions to this challenge were based around my own depth of 

experience producing records over two decades. When two parties are working together for the 

first time, it is very common for there to be an initial period of feeling each other out—a process 

of assessing a complex range of contributors to enable a productive and collegial working 
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environment for the length of the project (as much as possible anyway). Some of these 

contributors may include: Personality differences, stylistic preferences, communication styles, 

creative approaches, differing workflows, evaluating hierarchy and chain of authority. 

 

It is ideal that these complex aspects develop naturally so both parties feel understood, and 

therefore comfortable to bring their thoughts and opinions to the table. It would have been 

incredibly destructive to this initial process, and therefore the project at large, to actively analyse 

every process and discussion during the early stages. However, these early stages are rich in 

useful data as they tend to contain some of the strongest gut reactions and unrefined forms of 

communication. This raw dialogue is important regarding the establishment of big-picture 

stylistic influences at play from both parties—how they each imagine the final outcome of the 

project will sound. Built into these instinctively formed imaginations are rich, unique histories 

and considerable prior experience within each participants mode of working. It is possible that 

these histories both directly, and indirectly, inform the very structure and shape of each imagined 

outcome so it was important that these initial interactions were captured. The range of solutions 

implemented: 

• Only the core masters question was discussed with the co-producer. All other 

communication was regarding recording the album as per normal which resulted in 

standard interaction throughout the pre-production and development stages. This 

preserved the natural quality of the discussions resulting in honest data and clear goals. 

• Although both producers are highly efficient with their skills, speed was not prioritized - 

this created less focus on moving quickly towards a deadline without time for 

contemplation and created many opportunities to discuss and reflect as needed.  
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• To reduce the potential corruption of normal processes, active analysis and review was 

not introduced from the onset—instead it was introduced over time so it became a natural 

part of the workflow for both parties involved. Discussions and justifications were 

allowed to happen organically as they would in an unwatched creative state, but were 

discretely documented and recorded from the onset by an assistant, capturing data that 

was useful for comparison and reflection. This assisted greatly in keeping the reactions 

and justifications as honest as possible. 

• The original goals were referred to as needed but were not laboured over during the early 

recording sessions to allow for the usual evolution of ideas throughout the main stages of 

development. The benefits of this are clear during the Findings chapter. 

• More formalized interviews and questions were slated for later in the process, when there 

was room for more intellectual analysis without impeding the normal creative process 

which was critical to the research to preserve. 

 

There was a noted contrast however—between wanting to minimize the impact of observation to 

maintain as much normalcy as possible, whilst altering the traditional way both producers work 

by making them work as a team, and not individuals (which is their usual modus operandi). This 

reinforced the need for clear communication during the explanation phase and added weight to 

the importance of including a co-producer who was stylistically appropriate for the music . Doug 

Roberts is a highly respected and experienced Australian music producer who has worked on 

many seminal albums over his career. He has produced a wide range of music but is primarily 

known for the organic nature of his productions, focused heavily around real instruments and 

feel-based performances. As previously identified, this is entirely relevant as these traits are 



COMPARING TWO MODES OF MUSIC PRODUCTION FROM THE PERSPECTIVE OF THE SONGWRITER 98 

hallmarks of the folk-rock genre. His experience level and confidence also reduces the potential 

for the balance of music production responsibilities to swing more towards myself, which would 

reduce the opportunity for justifications on my behalf. Likewise, we have healthy respect for 

each other’s abilities that gave me confidence a truly collaborative environment would be 

achieved. 

 

As explained in the Album Details section, an album of material was selected for the case study 

as it represents a historic watermark for work ethic in music production, but it also provides the 

project with enough depth to facilitate a healthy amount of captured data. The songs chosen for 

this album come from a vast collection that was purposely written for a solo album I planned on 

starting nearly 20 years ago. This album was a chance to step away from constantly investing in 

other people’s work and to focus on my own songs without any commercial pressures. However, 

my work for other people was so constant and holidays so sacred, that I continually postponed 

what was essentially a project for myself. As a result of this constant postponement and habitual 

regular song writing the list of eligible songs was very large. Involving my co-producer Doug 

Roberts at this point was simply too overwhelming for him, so considering stylistic compatibility 

and looking for common threads I reduced the potential songs to a shortlist of 24 before 

including him in the remainder of the selection process. These songs were recorded in various 

forms over the years - from basic Dictaphone samples to more realized demo recordings, 

compiled into a Dropbox folder and sent on. The history of each song and the nature of my 

attachment to each composition was intentionally withheld to prevent influencing his choices. 

Although the analysis of individual songs provides specific examples of habit and bias in 
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practice, it is important to firstly discuss the ‘big picture’ design for the project and how it was 

conceived between the co-producers, as this lies at the core of our stylistic preferences. 

 

One of the early moments that excited me about this project was the initial discussion I had with 

Doug regarding the project and the style of music I was working on. Based on a few descriptive 

words I used in early conversations (“Americana” and “folk”), Doug had a preconceived idea 

about how the recording would go and what the set up would be, which mirrored my own: Get a 

highly competent band together to play the songs as live as possible and rehearse until they felt 

and sounded great, then record. However, when I played through the songs with just voice and 

acoustic guitar in our first meeting Doug completely threw out his original idea, as the songs 

presented in an entirely different manner to what my descriptions had suggested to him. Further 

to this, I had rehearsed some of the songs recently with a pianist and realized that the feel and 

approach for many of the songs worked because I had played the parts myself. Also, the speed at 

which I like to work with song writing and arranging felt hamstrung by having to slow down to 

show someone else how to play something I could capably perform myself. I am competent 

enough to play every instrument excluding drums to a studio recording standard. 

  

On reflection I considered changing the idea of a band set up to a solo artist/development 

approach—myself as the artist. The creative team could essentially be Doug and myself, with a 

drummer. This way we could chop and change direction rapidly without having to retrain or 

immerse other musicians that weren’t particularly suited to any new directions (although they 

might have been suited to the original idea). 
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When I rang Doug to discuss this I discovered that he had reached the same conclusion while 

driving home from our first meeting. He also noted that the music has much more hybrid 

potential than standard Americana or folk, which spawned the idea of using electronic element, 

looping 3approaches and sonic twists to create interest. Our first concept was to track a group of 

songs in one or two sessions, live and in a band set up - this redefined approach meant a more 

flexible way of working. Excluding the drum recording we both agreed that a song by song 

approach would work much better, working where we felt the most motivation, immersing 

ourselves until either the song was done or the motivation had dissipated, then moving on. 

 

With this in mind, Doug selected the final songs from the shortlist based on the strength of his 

instinctive reactions to them. This ensured a deeper connection between himself and the songs 

we would work on, increasingly the likelihood he would bring strong ideas to the recording 

sessions. These would support or challenge my own ideas requiring me to regularly justify my 

approaches and workflows. The final selection of songs suggested a 1970s style of production 

would be appropriate, meaning minimal editing would be applied to the performances, layering 

would be applied through different sounds rather than stacking multiple takes of the same sound 

together (a more modern pop approach), the sound of each recording room would be used to 

contribute towards the personality of the record, and vintage equipment would most likely 

feature in the technical side of the recording process.  

                                                 
3 A technique used in recording where a short section of a performance is recorded, edited to a set tempo then 

repeated, or looped. Typically the looped performances are between 1 and 4 bars long. This is highly prevalent in 

electronic music due to it’s strict focus on exact timing around the beats and subdivisions of a bar. 
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On top of this foundation we would add interesting and unusual support sounds to keep us both 

inspired, provide some modern twists and prevent simple mimicry of the 1970s bands we were 

referencing. 

 

Following this we discussed the nature of instruments to be used on the recording. Both Doug 

and myself have considerable collections of guitars, basses and keyboards but interestingly both 

of us have moved away from name-brand staples such as Fender and Gibson that have easily 

recognizable tonality and now prioritize less common instruments that tend to have more unique 

tonal characteristics such as Alver, Greco, Silvertone and one-off handmade items. We also 

noted that this didn’t apply as much to keyboard instruments with both of us preferring vintage 

staples such as Wurlitzer, Rhodes and B3 Organs. We felt confident that between our collections 

we could provide all the tones necessary for our sonic goals on the album. 

 

A common practice during the pre-production process is the use of external reference recordings. 

They not only provide literal examples of techniques and sounds but they are a highly useful 

form of communication between collaborators. Often the use of a reference track can reduce 

confusion and even conflict between the parties involved by reducing the chance for skewed 

interpretations of purely verbal communication. For example, the use of the word “warm” to 

describe an aspect of a sound or feeling is so open to interpretation from different people that it 

contributes very little specific information to a conversation, however when paired with a 

reference example the likelihood of others understanding the correct context is greatly increased. 

In order to form a direction for the album that would aid in making appropriate technical 

decisions we needed to create a clear sonic design before commencing with recording. Despite 
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both Doug and myself playing different music to support our statements it was clear that the core 

aspects we were referencing within our examples were identical: raw dynamic sounds (often 

featuring the space they were performed in) that prioritized character and performance over sonic 

perfection and clarity, supported by interesting and unusual sound layers. Artists added to our 

master reference list included The Band, The Rolling Stones, Beck and The Frames. Producers 

added to the list because of their approaches to recording included Tchad Blake, Steve Albini 

and Glyn Johns. 

 

Although every effort was taken for both producers to be present for all aspects of the recording 

process, this simply was not feasible in all cases. Due to conflicting schedules and the physical 

distance between the two producers’ own studios, some parts or sounds had to be recorded 

separately, but regular phones conversations, in conjunction with the sharing of mp3 files 

ensured both parties had involvement every aspect, whether in physical attendance or not. We 

would then discuss and analysis anything recorded during absences at our next combined 

recording session. Vocal recording was the only major aspect that fell into this category, due to 

damage caused from constant lecturing that prevented long periods of singing. To work around 

this, we conducted several test recording session where we undertook comparisons of different 

microphones, outboard equipment and performance dynamics for each song. We would then 

record a pass through as a record of our decisions, supported by photos and videos of the 

equipment settings. I would then record my vocals a song or two at a time after hours, recalling 

our settings from the archived pictures and videos, and following the example recording we had 

captured for each song.  

 




