Electronic Music Making 101: General Concepts
by Charlee; help me edit this: ch4rl33@ch4rl33.com
To start off, the main concepts that you’ll need to eventually focus on can be divided as follows:

· Melody & Rhythm – Ordering of Sounds
· Melodic “Sense”

· Song Structure

· Instruments – Quality of Sounds
· Choosing & Customizing
· Effect Filters

· Mastering – Mixing of Sounds
· Effect Filters

· Compression & Volume Control

Melody & Rhythm – Ordering of Sounds
Melodic “Sense”
What do I mean by melodic “sense”? Well, if you’re trying to make music, chances are you love listening to it. That being the case, you must use your own good musical judgment to determine whether or not the notes in your melody are coherent. And if you’re trying to make music but don’t love listening to it, then you’re an asshole. 

I don’t want to get too much into theory because music is what you make of it; even if it’s discordant, if you think it’s music, then it’s music. Although theory helps, all you really need is a good ear. Usually, music is written with scales. A scale is a particular set of notes that harmonically mesh well. The scale will also usually determine the mood of your song. You don’t actually have to know any scales by heart because you already know them by ear! 
When constructing melodies (sets of ordered notes in a scale), you will start with your first note or two. Based off these, your next note (or chord) will be determined by what melodically flows with the first one or two. Again, it’s up to you what goes and what doesn’t, but my advice is to guess and check constantly, finding which notes capture the mood you want. This may seem rather tedious, but it will teach you loads about applied musical theory. 
Song Structure
Similar to what I said about melody, the structure of your song is entirely up to you, but I’ll talk about two common forms. 
Generally, songs have a verse and a chorus. The verse is like flow that sets up the story and environment of your song. If you find that your verse gets boring, try adding new instruments, changing up the notes a little, or adding some vocal tracks. Then during the chorus, you want to really bring out the catchy musical phrases that encapsulate your song in a nutshell within those few measures. If you compare it to a company, the verse is like the company’s content, and the chorus is like their slogan. Later, you may want to add a bridge (a set of notes that link different parts of the song) to make sure the transition from verse to chorus is smooth. Even more later, you can add an intro, outro, and/or solo.
Another common method is to make the song like a journey with multiple different parts. That’s not to say the parts should be completely different songs in and of themselves, but rather, they are connected by a unifying melodic theme. The theme can change throughout the song, but it must do so smoothly. Abrupt transitions and lack of melodic sense between different parts of the song really ruins shit.

Personally, I like using a combination of these two song structures.

Instruments – Quality of Sounds

Choosing & Customizing
The great thing about making electronic music is the seemingly infinite repertoire of instruments (given the right program, i.e. FruityLoops, ProTools, etc). That’s also one of the hard parts. Most of the time, the instrument you choose will sound rather cheesy, but thankfully, most computer instruments are customizable! Especially the synths. It’s tough deciding which instrument to choose, but for beginners, just choose one that doesn’t sound too crappy. 
Most of the time, the instruments will have a library of presets configured by the maker. For example, a synth can have presets to sound like organs, trumpets, bells, guitars, or even drums. When you first try customizing the sound, you’ll probably be asking: what the fuck is going on? Usually, the instrument is a panel full of dials with small three-letter abbreviations, and the only one you’ll understand is “VOL”. 

Don’t be intimidated! Your understanding will come with time and experimentation. Try creating a melody, looping it, and then messing with the dials one by one to figure out what each dial does. If you happen to come upon a setting that you made and liked, remember to SAVE THE PRESET. That way, you can just load it the next time you want that sound instead of having to waste time figuring it out again.
Effect Filters
The idea behind these is the same as customizing. The only difference is that these effects and filters are NOT part of the instrument; they are things that you route the instrument through, and that’s why they’re called filters. The digital sound signals coming out of the computer instrument are transformed by the effect filters. Thus, effect filters are usually used to refine the sound of the instrument, though that’s not to say you can’t completely change the sound of the instrument. Effect filters, like instruments, also have presets, and you should use them to figure out what’s going on with the dials on the filter.
The most commonly used filters (by my own standards) are: Reverb, Delay, Chorus, Phaser, and Equalizer. 
· Reverb is like a small echo that gives you the impression you’re in a room with the instrument. The reverb echo is temporally very close to the actual sound, maybe a few milliseconds off. There should be a dial that says “dry” and one that says “wet.” “Dry” is your original instrument sound without the reverb. “Wet” is the reverb echo, so if you want a louder echo, turn up “wet.” 
· Delay is similar to reverb, except the temporal separation of the echoes ranges from quarter-beats to several whole beats. Basically, it will sound like an echo you’d hear if you yelled into the Grand Canyon. 
· Chorus is just what it sounds like. It makes it sound like there are multiple instruments in a choir together. 
· Phaser—I don’t even know how to describe this trippy guy. It’s that thing that makes you feel like you’re travelling through space. When you add a phaser filter, it increases the amplitude of a range of frequencies and decreases the amplitude of the rest. And then, the range of frequencies move up and down, making it sound like you are going through a bunch of worm holes.
· Equalizer is so essential! This filter is key to fine-tuning your instrument because you can make certain frequencies louder, and other ones quieter. For example, if you had a synth that didn’t have enough bass, you could go to the equalizer and increase the amplitude of the lower frequencies.

One final thing about filters in general: the ORDER in which you apply them to your instrument MATTERS. Mess around with it. You’ll see. Then think about. It’s a damn trip.
Mastering – Mixing of Sounds
Effect Filters

This time, these filters are applied to the master track. The master track is like the combined sounds of all the instruments together; basically, it’s your final product track. When I say “track”, I mean sound channel. The filters on this track function in the same way as with the ones for instruments, but conceptually, you must look at the song as a whole and determine what would sound best. The equalizer is very useful here.

Compression & Volume Control
Have you ever noticed that, in most electronic songs, the bassline is quieted each time you hear the thump of the kickdrum? This is compression. When you have a lot of instruments, some parts of your song will be louder when there are more instruments active. Though you may prefer this, it leads to an uneven track volume, which translates to “low production quality” in the real world. 
Compression sets a volume limit and normalizes your audio. It’s called compression because the sound waves look more uniform and squished. Compression is usually a type of effect filter, but it’s so important that I have to set it apart from the others. Without it, your music will sound n00b. Again, you have to experiment with the dials and compare your compression to the professional kinds in popular songs. Like most effect filters, there will be presets for different kinds of compression. You can even use compressors on instruments that vary too much in volume.
