DARE MASON

SOUND  PRODUCTION  MASTERCLASSES

A range of workshops and lectures by an industry professional for students of music and music technology

Why should students attend a masterclass?

In college, students become well acquainted with theory, are given opportunities for hands on experience in the colleges facilities and, quite rightly, are taught the fundamentals of how the studio works.

Masterclasses take this education one step further into the realm of music production. Students will learn inside information on the esoterics and secrets of production from a professional producer. Just interacting with an industy practitioner will give students valuable experience and insights that will inspire them and have a beneficial effect on their coursework and end of year results.

Who is the tutor?

Dare Mason has produced over 40 albums and singles for labels such as Sony, Arista, Warner Bros and BMG. Trained as an engineer at the world famous Townhouse Studios in London, he now runs his own recording studio, the VIP Lounge, based in Penzance. Dare is a member of the Cornish Music Industry Forum, the Creative and Media Steering Group for Cornwall, has taught music technology at Humphry Davy School for the past 6 years and has lectured at Truro and Penwith colleges.

Who are the courses suitable for?

Post – GCSE students. Those taking Creative and Media Diploma level 3 and above, National Diploma in Media/Music Tech/Music, A level in Music Tech, HND in Sound Engineering or Multimedia Integration, degree courses such as FDA in Pop Music. Postgraduate students in sound engineering/production.

WORKSHOPS

Two one-day workshops are offered, one day of recording, one day of mixing. Ideally these will be combined for a comprehensive insight into song production.

One Day Recording

In this workshop, students will gain invaluable first hand experience of working with a professional record producer in a commercial studio. One of the most valuable things students will learn is “session procedure”. It’s a sort of etiquette of the studio and ranges from one’s personal behaviour to how to make a cup of tea. Good session procedure promotes efficiency and harmony within the studio. These are important considerations in a commercial environment where time and budgetary constraints are important.

Students will also learn about pre-production (analysing and structuring a song), mic techniques, compression, eq and a host of other recording techniques.

Most of the education will be through observation, though there will be a chance for some hands on involvement.

This workshop is for up to 6 students. It is ideally suited to musicians in a college band who have an interest in production, plus non-musicians to make up the numbers who can act as assistants to the producer. A typical case would be a four piece band with two assistants. 

Between them, the band and the producer will chose one song to record. This will allow sufficient time to be able to “produce” the song rather than merely record it.

The schedule for the day will be flexible but, as an example, may consist of :

10am – 10.30am
Meet and greet at the VIP Lounge. Quick tour of the facilities

10.30 – 12.30pm
Begin setting up to record, mic’ing instruments, setting up headphone mix, plugging in effects and processors, getting “sounds” on instruments.

12.30 – 1.00pm
Lunch

1pm – 2pm
Band records live version of the song. Producer and students critically evaluate the song and its arrangement. They make decisions re the the song’s structure, tempo, time signature etc

2pm – 6pm
Record the song for real. This will usually involve “layering” (overdubbing) the various instruments, one by one.

6pm
Finish. Students are given a rough mix of the song on CD.

One Day Mixing

This workshop is the perfect companion to the recording workshop. If this option is chosen, each student will be given a copy of the raw

files of the song that was recorded. Students will then be asked to mix the song on the college’s or on their own equipment. Their mixes will then be evaluated prior to a mixing session at the VIP Lounge. Dare Mason will conduct this mixing session passing on valuable mixing tips (setting up, balancing, eq, effects, processors etc) while the students observe. A typical schedule might be :

10am – 10.30am

Re-meet and greet

10.30am – 12.30pm
Evaluate students mixes

12.30pm – 1pm

Lunch

1pm – 1.30pm

Set up mix

1.30pm – 5.30pm
Mix

5.30pm – 6pm

Burn CD of ALL mixes for each student.

Not only is this workshop a unique learning experience, it also provides the band with a fully produced version of one of their songs. This recording can then be used as material for coursework, can be submitted to agencies, venues etc to get live work, can be uploaded to myspace etc or can be used in any situation where the musicians need to professionally present their music. 

LECTURES

Lectures can be one or two hours long. One hour will provide a basic understanding of the chosen subject whereas a two hour lecture (with a ten minute midway break) will provide an in depth knowledge of the subject.  They are designed to give students specific insights into studio, production and the music business. Currently, four different lectures are available.

The Role of the Record Producer

Dare Mason will introduce this seminar by telling his own story – how he became interested in becoming an engineer, the training he underwent at the Townhouse, his experiences working with top class artists and producers, through to his decision to open his own studio.

He will then turn to the specific subject of the record producer.

Subjects to be covered will include :

· The role of the record producer – what does he or she actually DO? What is he or she responsible for?

· Stages of production – from rehearsals and pre-production through recording, mixing to post-production. What is the purpose of each of these stages and how is the producer involved?

· Different types of record producer, including the difference between the producer,  the recording engineer and the mastering engineer.

· Why employ a producer? Self-production. 

· How to find a producer

· How to become a producer

The lecture will be accompanied by a powerpoint presentation.

Examples of tracks will be played to illustrate the difference between demos and finished masters. Student participation will be encouraged in the form of discussions of these examples.

It is envisaged that roughly half of the lecture will consist of spoken presentation of information and half will consist of listening and discussion.

Microphone Techniques

We will be discussing which mic to use and where to place it. Dynamic mics vs condenser and ribbon mics. Close as opposed to distant mic’ing. Stereo mic’ing techniques such as X-Y and decca tree will also be covered.

We will then focus on specific instruments and the various ways of mic’ing them up. These will include –

· vocals

· drums

· acoustic guitar

· electric guitar and bass

· acoustic piano

The lecture will be augmented by the use of audio examples. For instance, students will hear the diffence between vocals recorded close up to the mic as opposed to a foot away. Or the difference between a guitar amp speaker being mic’ed in the middle of the cone, or further towards the edge.

Signal Processors
Any professional engineer or producer will admit that a decent mix cannot be achieved without the judicious use of signal processors. They are the engineer’s secret weapon and one of the keys to achieving a cohesive, balanced sounding mix. They can be used to produce a specific effect, to make elements of the song “sit” in the mix or to clean up or eliminate unwanted noise.

We will focus on the three main signal processors –

· Compressors and Limiters – mono and stereo. How to use them. When to use them. What do they actually do? Different types of compressors. Hardware or software?

· Noise gates – how do they work and when would you use one? Duck or gate? Use of sidechains.

The lecture will be supported by the use of audio examples. For instance, students will hear the difference between a compressed and an uncompressed vocal, or a gated and a non-gated snare drum.

Effects and Production Tricks

There are a plethora of both hardware and software based effects available in even the most basic studio. One of the secrets of producing a song well is to understand and use effects well. Effects can place an instrument in an acoustic space, they can enhance the sound of an instrument or they can simply make an element of the mix or indeed, the whole mix, sound weird, strange or unusual.

At first we will focus on the standard and ubiquitous effects of reverb and delay.

· Reverb – the differerent types of reverb eg hall, plate, gated and when to use each type. The origins of reverb and its development to today’s hardware and software versions.

· Delay – different types of delay eg, slap, ping pong, analogue or digital and their various applications.

We will then move on to  the use of  effects such as –

· Chorus

· Flanging

· Harmonizers

· Lesley Speaker 

· Detuning

· Distortion

· Filtering

· Autotune

Dare will also pass on some production tricks and tips he has picked up or invented over the years. These will include the use of reverse reverb, the doctoring of instruments and chaining of effects.

Students will be encouraged to come up with their own methods of creating new sounds or modifying existing ones.

The lecture will be augmented by audio examples from Dare’s recordings but also from recordings by well known bands and artists to show that the use of these effects depends on personal taste and fashions of the time.

