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Welcome To The Roadmap

Ready to level up your riffs and turn half-written songs into release-ready tracks? Follow this roadmap, and
you’ll save years of trying to figure out how.

You’ll learn a structured, efficient method for taking raw ideas to finished songs. No more wandering
around, trying to choose a direction. 

I don’t want to change what makes you you. My goal is to amplify your unique voice and turn your process
into a well-oiled machine! One that pumps out the best songs you’ve ever made. Let’s do this!

Who is this for?

If you’re a modern rock or metal guitarist who wants to:
Write and release pro-level songs consistently.
Build a career making music that you love.

Has:
An audio interface
A DAW (Digital Audio Workstation)
Basic experience in recording and/or mixing songs.

…And is tired of:
Filling up hard drives with unfinished demos and guitar tabs.
Abandoning songs for new ideas whenever you get stuck.
Spending $1000+ on every release, or feeling like you can’t afford to make music.
Wasting hours on YouTube, searching for the missing pieces to your process.
Delaying your music goals, waiting for inspiration.

Then this roadmap is for you!

If the last 5 points felt like a punch to the gut, you’re not alone—there are thousands of guitarists worldwide
who face the same struggles.

The good news? By grabbing this roadmap, you’ve taken the first step to breaking free. You’re going to learn
exactly what you need to finish those riffs gathering digital dust, and discover the missing ingredients to
your process.

How this roadmap will help

Level by level, this roadmap will teach you to conquer the four obstacles that stop most guitarists from
finishing their songs. In a video-game style journey, you’ll face and overcome each obstacle, with its own
story, mission, and skill builder to help you finish any song.

These obstacles are:
1.No Vision Beyond the Riff: You rely on “feeling,” and stumble through the maze of creativity without a

map.
2.Translation Failure: You struggle to get ideas out of your head and onto your guitar/other instruments.
3.Phantom Masterpiece Syndrome: You cram in too many ideas or endlessly tweak, trying to make the

“perfect” song
4.Fear of imperfection (a.k.a. fear of failure, or fear of rejection): You subconsciously avoid finishing,

because letting the world hear your “imperfect” song is terrifying…
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This is not a quick read or cheat sheet. It’s an action companion to motivate and guide you through doing
the thing in the most effective and efficient way possible. The fastest point from A to B is a straight line. I’ve
drawn the line for you but you still have to walk it yourself.

There are four different ways you can navigate this guide:
1.Level Mode (Recommended for first timers): Work through each level one at a time. Don’t skip ahead

until you’ve completed each set of action tasks. Skipping ahead will overwhelm and discourage you
from taking action.

2.Cheat Mode: An accelerated version of Level Mode—skip the fluff and focus on the most important bits
—the Action Tasks. You’ll fly through the roadmap, but still get most of the value and skill building.

3.Checklist Mode: This is how I personally use it—as a visual reference and accountability system. Print
the roadmap overview page and pin it above your workspace to make sure you don’t skip any crucial
steps. Having a clear process keeps you focused and consistent.

4.Sandbox Mode: For repeat readers who want to experiment, remix, or explore other creative options.
Use the roadmap as a flexible playground—mix up the order of levels, revisit earlier stages mid-process,
or use a single level as a focus exercise for a session.

Whatever you do, don’t read it all in one go. Once you start, decide to be someone who finishes by
committing to show up every day and putting in the work. Think of it like a video game—it’s kind of pointless
if you skip all the way to the end.

This guide is as simple as possible, but there are a few concepts that require basic music theory
understanding. If you have questions or get stuck, please reach out to me at me@erickgerber.com.

Are you ready to press PLAY?

About Me

My name is Erick Gerber. I’m an award-winning modern rock & metal composer, producer, and guitarist
based in New Zealand (originally from South Africa).

My band Red Helen won Best Album, Best Core Band, and Best Music Video at the South African Metal
Music Awards in 2017. More recently, a track I produced won Silver at the International Singer-Songwriter
Awards, and several songs I co-wrote have charted on the DRT Global Radio Charts. I’ve written, produced,
and arranged over a hundred songs for artists worldwide, with a 5-star average rating on freelance music
platforms.

When I’m not writing, recording, or playing gigs, I’m either nose deep in a Sci-Fi book/video game, or on the
beach with my beautiful wife and fur baby.

How to use this roadmap
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By completing every level of the roadmap, you’ll turn one of your riffs into a finished song (or write one from
scratch), hone your skills and gain a repeatable formula for writing and finishing better music, faster—every
time.

Quick Note About AI

No AI-generated media was used in this roadmap eBook. A big thank you to
the amazing Christi Du Toit for the illustration.
Also, don’t be fooled by the m-dashes (“—“). Yes, chatbots helped, but I wrote
most of this roadmap word-for-word and had it edited by a real human.

mailto:me@erickgerber.com
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The Beacon’s Call

The city hums with riffs, melodies and half-formed songs. They drift like ghosts,

trapped between creation and oblivion, unable to move on. All musicians in the

Grid live among them, haunted by the echoes of songs they couldn’t finish.

But legends speak of a tower of light where ghosts can be freed. Resonating with

the sound of every finished song—the Beacon. They say those who reach it shed

the weight of unfinished work and ascend, turning echoes into legacy.

No one knows if the Beacon truly exists. But you’ve heard its tone—faint, pure,

calling you through the noise. And now, guitar on your back and your world heavy

with ghosts, you begin the climb.

Prologue:
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Level            02

The Cypher Lab

CHOOSE REFERENCES &
CREATE A SONG BLUEPRINT.

Level            03

The Oracle

CREATE YOUR SONG
STRUCTURE & STORY ARC.

Level            04

The Combat
simulator
USE A MIDI COMPOSITION
TOOL.

Level            05

The Dark Matter
Sentinel

BUILD THE RHYTHMIC &
CHORDAL FOUNDATION.

Level            06

The Ghost Siren

WRITE YOUR MELODIES &
MOTIFS.

Level            07

The Garden

ELIMINATE MUSICAL CLASHES.

Level            08

The Temple

ENTER THE “CONTRACTIVE”
PHASE: REALIGN & EVOLVE.

Level            09

The Merchant

UPGRADE YOUR TOOLS
STRATEGICALLY.

Level            10

The Armorer

GET YOUR GUITAR SET UP FOR
STUDIO.

Level            11

The Foundry

RECORD YOUR SONG.

Level            12

The Summoning

OUTSOURCE & COLLABORATE.

Level            13

The Boss Fight

DEFEAT YOUR PERFECTIONIST
SELF.

Level            14

The Beacon

CELEBRATE & BUILD A
FINISHING HABIT.

Level            01

The Chronos Guild

SET A DEADLINE. ROADMAP OVERVIEWROADMAP OVERVIEW
STARTSTART

ENDEND
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The Chronos Guild

They run the city’s clocks—An ancient order of time brokers in chrome masks,

trading minutes for lifespan. To aid in your quest for the Beacon, you’ve bought a

Chron-Lock, a neural implant that boosts focus, but binds you to a deadly

countdown. If the timer hits zero before your mission’s done, the guild will hunt

you down and reclaim your time—permanently.

Your wrist pulses red. The deal is made.

No more waiting. The countdown begins.

Level 1:

PAGE 7



Fac t : Corey Taylor from Slipknot has said “Wait and Bleed” came together REALLY QUICKLY and wasn’t
thought of as their “big one.” It ended up being their breakout single, introducing them to the
world.

Objective

Set a deadline for your song release! 
Deadlines are catalysts for growth. If you wait for inspiration or until the song feels ready, you’ll wait forever. 
The amount of time spent on a song does not equate to its quality.

Reality Check

Level 1:

The Chronos Guild

Many guitarists and songwriters believe that the more time you spend perfecting a song, the better it will
be. When, in fact, that couldn’t be further from the truth. Here are some facts that might surprise you:

Deadlines and things like that are really good for creativity.

They make you get down to it. If you don’t have restrictions, you

never force yourself to push the limits.

Deadlines and things like that are really good for creativity.

They make you get down to it. If you don’t have restrictions, you

never force yourself to push the limits.

—Jack white (The white stripes)

Fac t : Misha Mansoor and Jake Bowen have talked about how “Scarlet” almost didn’t make the cut on
Periphery II: This Time It’s Personal. The band thought it was “too weird” and weren’t sure fans
would connect with it. It ended up being one of their most-loved songs and a live staple.

Fac t : Kurt Cobain from Nirvana reportedly thought that “Smells Like Teen Spirit” was “kind of a rip-off”
of Pixies and wasn’t convinced it was special. Geffen Records didn’t even push it as the main
single initially. It exploded into a generational anthem almost by accident.

Even with my band Red Helen’s album Trading Past For Pathways, the songs we spent the least time on
ended up getting the most streams.

Moral of the story? As the artist, you can’t objectively judge your own music. The songs you obsess over
rarely connect with your audience the way you expect. So don’t get stuck trying to make one perfect song.
Write and release as many as you can, and you’ll quickly figure out what works. For now, just make the song
as good as you can within your time limit, and put it out there!
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Action task

Fill out the following deadline calendar template.

Choose your start and release dates (49 days or less apart). Then fill in the sub-deadline dates in-between.
This template factors in time for outsourcing mixing & mastering, as well as your distributor’s (CD Baby,
Distrokid, etc.) lead time requirements for DSPs (Spotify, Apple Music, etc). 

If you’re writing a song to pitch to a label, artist, or sync library, consider “DSP Upload Date” as the date you
send your submission. If this song is part of an album or EP, extend the timeline and batch tasks (i.e. all
guitar tracking together, all mixing & mastering together, etc).

https://www.erickgerber.com/


Saturday Sunday Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday

Start Date
(Deadlines &

Planning):

Choose Song
References:

Song Blueprint: Structure/Sstory
Arc: 

Start
Composing:

Composition
Done By:

Import & Edit
MIDI in DAW:

Sign Off MIDI In
DAW:

Guitar Setup
Done & Start

Guitar Tracking:

Guitar Tracking
Done By:

Guitar Editing: Vocal Recording
Day:

Start Vocal
Editing:

Finish Vocal
Editing:

Additional
Creative

Elements:

Recording
Deadline (All):

Export Stems &
Send In For

Mixing:

Final Mix
Deadline:

Send In For
Mastering:

Mastering
Deadline:

Song Artwork
Deadline:

DSP Upload
Date:

Release Date:

Level 1:

The Chronos Guild
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Write a corresponding date for each task:

This is the longest my process takes, but everyone’s different, so feel free to modify the schedule. 

Levels 10 & 12 discuss outsourcing (luthier, vocalist, mixing engineer, etc.)
Some of these professionals may be booked up far in advance and you’ll need
to adjust some sub-deadlines depending on who you outsource and when.

Side Note:

https://www.erickgerber.com/


Discipline +2: Learned to drive output with effective deadlines.

Momentum +2: Discovered that deadlines sharpen creativity.

Discipline +1: Realised that more time doesn’t equal higher quality.

Momentum +1: Accepted that song impact can’t be predicted—only

earned through action.

3

3

0

0

0

0

0

Level 1 Completed

Skill point summary

Skills earned:

Total Skill stats:

Discipline

Momentum

Creativity

Craft

Production

Collaboration

Confidence
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The Cypher lab

Deep beneath the city lies the Cypher Lab, where sound and data intertwine.

You insert the R.I.F.F. drive—a mysterious file said to hold the Beacon’s coordinates

—into the decryptor core. The machine hums, converting noise into pattern, and

pattern into purpose. Patterns emerge: chord sequences, tempo blueprints,

harmonic maps.

You realise your destination isn’t just a location. It’s a song. And the only way to

find the Beacon… is to finish writing it.

Level 2:
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There is no such thing as a new idea. It is impossible. We simply

take a lot of old ideas and put them into a sort of mental

kaleidoscope. We give them a turn and they make new and curious

combinations.

There is no such thing as a new idea. It is impossible. We simply

take a lot of old ideas and put them into a sort of mental

kaleidoscope. We give them a turn and they make new and curious

combinations. —Mark Twain

Good artists copy, great artists stealGood artists copy, great artists steal

—Picasso

What famous song does your riff already kinda sound like? 

Reference tracks remind you of what pro-level songwriting and production sounds like. It’s not cheating—it’s
smart—especially when you’re feeling uninspired or stuck. You already draw from your inspirations anyway.
Doing so intentionally will help you write music you truly love!

Similarly, creative limitations actually improve creativity. Having lots of creative ideas is great, but the best
work paradoxically comes from limiting yourself to some degree. If you keep too many options on the table
for where a song could go, you’ll have no clear path to finishing.

Objective

Create a song plan by analysing your favourite artist’s songs.

Don’t skip this step! You’ll refer back to it at each stage of your song’s development.

Originality isn’t about reinventing the wheel or making every element unique. It’s about connecting ideas
from different inspirations to create something new. Study what works, analyse, create your own blueprint,
then intentionally combine ideas in new ways. Listen actively to figure out exactly what your heroes are
doing and how.

Reality Check

Level 2:

The Cypher Lab
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Action tasks

Side Note:

Use songs by established artists or bands other than yourself—the point
is to use songs that an existing audience already loves. Songs that have
impact.

Step 1: Choose References

If you had to pick one, what famous song would you love your finished song to kinda sound like?

https://www.erickgerber.com/


1. Scales & Intervals
What scales are the riffs and melodies using? (think notes, not guitar shapes). 
What interval choices do they prefer? Large gap jumps or smaller movements?
Do melodies favour certain notes in the scale more than others?

Intro/Main Riff:

Verses:

Chorus:

Breakdown:

Other:

Level 2:

The Cypher Lab
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Tip:

What do you want the production (drums, synths, guitar tones, etc.) to sound like? Pick a famous
reference track:

Step 2: Create Blueprint

Listen carefully to your chosen reference tracks and create a musical blueprint for each section of your
song based on the 7 elements below. Focus on your favourite aspects of the song/s or the ones you’d like
to draw from.

Analysing by ear and theory are skills that take time to develop. While you’re still
learning, AI tools like ChatGPT can help analyse musical elements of songs. You
can also hire a professional to help you analyse and learn while you’re at it.

2. Chord Progressions:
Don’t just think guitar, think full arrangement.
Tip: If you can, use roman numeral analysis, not frets or pitched chord names. This will make it much
easier to translate to your own song later.

Intro/Main Riff:

Verses:

Chorus:

Breakdown:

Other:

https://www.erickgerber.com/
https://www.erickgerber.com/


Level 2:

The Cypher Lab
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3. Rhythmic Choices
Tempo, time signature & subdivision, and phrasing choices.

Intro/Main Riff:

Verses:

Chorus:

Breakdown:

Other:

4. Arrangement/Instrumentation
Besides the usual instruments, what else do you hear? E.g. Strings, brass, synth leads or synth bass,
underlying pads, percussion, sub drops & cinematic effects, etc. List out each instrument or sound.

5. Expressions/Techniques
As a guitarist, this part will be easy. Tapping, hammer-ons, pinch harmonics, sweep picking, these are all
things we tend to focus on, but they’re only one of many aspects that make a great song.

Intro/Main Riff:

Verses:

Chorus:

Breakdown:

Other:

https://www.erickgerber.com/


Level 2:

The Cypher Lab
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6. Production elements
Think guitar tone, FX, EQ, volume, synth sounds, ambient textures, etc.

Intro/Main Riff:

Verses:

Chorus:

Breakdown:

Other:

7. How is everything working together?
E.g. harmonic & melodic arrangements between instruments, rhythmically locking in certain parts, etc.

Additional Notes (Optional):

https://www.erickgerber.com/


Momentum +2: Learned how to choose and analyse reference tracks.

Craft +2: Built your first musical blueprint.

Creativity +1: Practised “stealing like an artist.”

3

5

1

2

0

0

0

Level 2 Completed

Skill point summary

Skills earned:

Total Skill stats:

Discipline

Momentum

Creativity

Craft

Production

Collaboration

Confidence
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The Oracle

The decoded fragments lead you to a subterranean cathedral where the Oracle

waits—a neural seer wired into the collective hum of the city. She listens to your

song’s skeleton and smiles. “It’s not the coordinates you seek,” she says. “It’s the

story buried inside.” Visions flood your mind: arcs, rises, falls—the emotion your

music was meant to carry. The lives your ghosts were meant to lead. You glimpse

yourself at the Beacon—broken, but triumphant. When you awake, the Oracle is

gone. Only the echo remains:

Structure will guide you. Emotion will carry you.

Level 3:

PAGE 17



“Normies” (a.k.a. non-musicians) don’t connect with riffs alone—they connect with stories. Storytelling is
how humans shared meaning and made sense of the world long before music, theory and instruments
existed. If you want your song to have impact, make it tell a story.

Inexperienced writers often loop a demo endlessly, trying to “feel” what’s missing—but this creates two
problems:

1.Familiarity bias: you get used to the song in its current form, losing perspective.
2.Micro-focus: you obsess over details before you have a foundation.

Your lyrics and story aren’t “the things you add at the end”—they shape your structure and dynamics from
the start. Skip that step, and your song will feel haphazardly stitched together. If you’re unsure where to
start, there’s no shame in borrowing a proven structure from your genre’s best artists (see Appendix 1). The
pros learn to choose structures instinctively. But to create something truly distinct, start with your story arc
—and let it shape the music.

There are three effective methods of defining your story arc and song structure. Choose only one and
mark your choice with an X:

Objective

Decide on your song structure and story arc.

When we try to match a song to a feeling or image in our heads, we often think of a single movie scene or
real-life moment that captures its essence. But a song isn’t just one looped idea—it’s a journey. It has a
beginning, middle, and end. Highs and lows. Builds and releases. Contrast and resolution. It’s like a story
that evolves through sound.

Many guitarists start with a single riff, but get stuck because they don’t have a vision for where the song
should go. Our goal is to reveal the bigger picture and compose with intention. When you do, your songs will
feel more cohesive, purposeful and emotionally resonant.

A clear story arc helps you make better structural decisions, e.g:
How long the intro should be.
Whether you need a bridge, breakdown, or ambient part.
When to change tempo, key, or feel.
Whether a solo fits—and why.

Reality Check

Level 3:

The oracle
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Action tasks

Step 1: Choose Method

Copy the structure of one of your reference songs (quick win)

Choose a song structure template on the Song Structure Templates page (see Appendix 1)

Choose your lyrical theme and how you’ll tell a unique “story” with your song. (See Appendix 2)

https://www.erickgerber.com/
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The oracle
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Write out the scenes and descriptions of each song section (or vice versa)
If you’re copying another song structure, write it out in the Section column, but make your scene and
descriptions unique to your song. 
If you’re writing your own unique story arc, list out each stage and emotional description, then match it
with a section type and musical description that you think will be the best fit.

Step 2: Write it out

Section 
(Verse, Chorus,
Breakdown, etc)

Scene/Stage 
(What’s happening in the
story) 

Emotional
Description of part 
(How should the
scene feel)

Musical Description of part 
(What does this feeling sound
like?)

https://www.erickgerber.com/


Level 3:

The oracle
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Here are some archetypes for song structures found in six common subgenres of modern rock & metal.
These aren’t strict rules. Use them as starting points or references.

Template Name Structure Description

Modern Metalcore
Intro → Main Riff → Verse 1 →
Chorus → Main Riff → Verse 2 →
Chorus → Breakdown → Chorus

Based on the song “Hereafter” by
Architects. Reflects the approach of
bands like Architects, Bad Omens,
Spiritbox, etc, who blend ambience,
heaviness, dynamics, clean/unclean
vocals and breakdowns.

Progressive Metal
Intro → A → B → C →
(Instrumental / Transition) → D
→ E → Solo → C reprise → Outro

Inspired by “Omega” by Periphery. Mirrors
the multi-movement, evolving
compositions of bands like Periphery, Veil
of Maya, and SikTh, who emphasize
thematic development over repetition.

Math Rock /
Instrumental

Intro → A → B → A′ (variation) →
C → Solo → D → Outro

Inspired by “Euphoria” by Plini. Channels
the fluid, riff-driven arrangements of
artists like Polyphia and Intervals, with
smooth transitions and minimal
repetition.

Pop Metal / Alt Metal

Intro → Verse → Pre-Chorus →
Chorus → Verse 2 → Pre-Chorus
→ Chorus → Bridge / Drop →
Chorus → Outro

Based on “Mantra” by Bring Me the
Horizon. Takes cues from pop-metal
songwriting, combining catchy hooks,
dynamic verses, and heavy drops.

Slow-Build Metal Ballad

Intro → Verse → Pre-Chorus →
Chorus → Verse 2 → Pre-Chorus
→ Chorus → Break → Build →
Heavy Drop → Chorus → Outro

Inspired by “Caramel” by Sleep Token.
Captures the slow-build emotional arc
that shifts from soft, ambient ballad
sections to an intense metal climax.

Modern Rock / Alt Pop

Ambient Intro → Verse 1
(stripped) → Pre-Chorus → Band-
out Chorus → Instrumental Hook
→ Verse 2 → Pre-Chorus 2 →
Chorus 2 → Bridge (piano to full
band) → Chorus 3 → Outro
(vocal hook reprise)

Based on “The Emptiness Machine” by
Linkin Park. Blends emotional piano and
electronic textures with cinematic builds
and recurring vocal motifs. It alternates
between stripped verses, dynamic
choruses, and a soaring outro.

Appendix 1: Song Structure Templates

https://www.erickgerber.com/
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The Three-Act Structure is one of the oldest and most reliable storytelling frameworks ever created—used
in everything from Hollywood blockbusters to bestselling novels. It breaks a story into three clear
movements: a beginning, a middle, and an end. Its power comes from simplicity: rising tension, a
meaningful turning point, and a satisfying resolution. Because music is an emotional journey, this structure
translates beautifully into songwriting.

The Three-Act Structure

Act Description

1. Setup
Establish the world, mood, and central problem. Introduce the emotional stakes:
what’s wrong, what’s missing, or what the protagonist wants.

2. Confrontation
The tension rises. Obstacles appear. Emotions intensify. This is the heart of the
journey—the struggle, conflict, doubt, or escalation.

3. Resolution
A climax or turning point brings emotional payoff, followed by transformation,
clarity, acceptance, or closure. The journey completes with a new perspective.

Appendix 2: How To Write a Story Arc

The Three-Act Structure

Continue to next page…

https://www.erickgerber.com/


Level 3:

The oracle
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Section Scene/Stage
Emotional
Description of part

Musical Description of part

Verse 1 
(Lines 1–4)

Traveller arrives at the
crossroads and burns the
map, rejecting the old path.

Defiance, burden,
desperation for
change.

Lean, spacious opening.
Moderate intensity. Rhythmic
patterns stable but slightly
tense.

Verse 1
(Lines 5–8)

He admits the old road
was turning him into
someone he didn’t want to
be. Chooses the unknown.

Hope mixed with
fear;
determination;
stepping into
uncertainty.

Slight lift in melody. Add
harmonic warmth or
movement. Building tension
release into “So here I go.”

Final Line “So
here I go” &
Band-In

Moment of decision—
leaving the familiar behind.

Resolve, stepping
forward, a breath
before the plunge.

Sudden break after rise. Burst
into full Band-In.

Verse 2 
(Lines 1–4)

He wanders lost in the
desert. Regret creeps in.

Confusion, self-
doubt, overwhelm.

Steady, busier groove.
Staggered forward motion.
Busier melodic phrasing.

Verse 2 
(Lines 5–8)

He arrives back at the
crossroads—he’s gone in
circles.

Frustration,
collapse,
emotional low
point.

Heavier or more dramatic
instrumentation. More tension,
more grit in vocals. Hi hats
gradually open up, guitar lines
getting higher.

Chorus 
(First pass)

The emotional thesis:
questioning whether he
can let go and rebuild.

Inner conflict,
longing, fear of
change.

Big melodic hook with gang
vocals. Full instrumentation.
Strong emotional lift but still
unresolved.

Bridge

Storm of doubts, but he
notices a “spark”—the
realisation that he must
move despite uncertainty.

Breakthrough,
clarity, rising
courage.

Band out, new rhythm and
strange chords. Cinematic lift
towards end. Technical rising
guitar run.

Final Chorus

He commits to the
process: tear down,
rebuild, move forward no
matter the doubt.

Empowerment,
momentum,
acceptance.

Biggest, fullest chorus. Peak
intensity, wide mix, confident
vocal delivery.

Outro
The forward motion
continues beyond the
song.

Resolve,
continuation.

Chorus instruments continue
with same intensity. Ends
abruptly and decisively.

Here’s a breakdown using my own single Tear Down, Rebuild‘s story arc as an example:

how to apply the three-act structure to a song
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https://www.erickgerber.com/
https://youtu.be/OC4ZmNvmZqE?si=z0YuxSuHlvC7sRfy
https://youtu.be/OC4ZmNvmZqE?si=z0YuxSuHlvC7sRfy


Creativity +2: Understood the value of storytelling in music.

Craft +2: Learned to write story arcs and choose structures that

support them.

Discipline +1: Realised a song is complete when the story feels told.
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Level 3 Completed

Skill point summary

Skills earned:

Total Skill stats:

Discipline

Momentum

Creativity

Craft

Production

Collaboration

Confidence
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Song Structure & Story Arc

Item Acquired:



The Combat Simulator

Armed with purpose, you enter the Combat Simulator—a training grid where music

itself fights back. Enemies spawn in tempo: drones of dissonance, melodic blades,

percussive walls. You dodge, adapt, and strike in time, learning to shape all

instruments as one. Every motion, every pulse draws you deeper into the mind of

the composer. When you emerge, your instincts are sharpened—the storm of

sound is no longer chaos. It’s control. 

Level 4:
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You might be thinking: “But Erick, MIDI composition software costs money, and I don’t have the time to
learn a new tool. How is this going to help me?” Yes, it costs money. Yes, there’s a learning curve. But it’ll be
worth the countless hours and headaches you’ll save during recording - trust me! 

The recording phase is a place for precision and structure—getting the best takes with the best sound. On
the other hand, you want creativity to flow freely in the early stages of songwriting.
Your composition space should feel like a playground, not a work site.

Using a MIDI composition tool also helps you to start thinking like a composer, not just a guitarist. Too
many guitarists come up with an epic riff, but don’t know how the other instruments fit into the picture. A
guitar riff needs drums & bass like a car needs wheels and a steering wheel. An engine alone doesn’t make
it drive.

Objective

Get Guitar Pro or a similar MIDI composition tool.

Writing/composing in your DAW introduces a couple of serious problems that slow you down and reduce
quality:

1.Distractions (trying to nail the part, technical recording issues, scope creep of mixing, editing, etc.)
2.The risk of using great production to hide bad songwriting. 

Using a composition tool is the best way to solve these problems and streamline your workflow. 
Use your blueprint and story arc (everything except ‘Production Elements’ for now) as a guide to construct
your song. Get the creative decisions out of the way now, so when you record, you can focus purely on the
technical and production aspects of your song.

Reality Check

Level 4:

The Combat simulator
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I intentionally start composing with the absolute worst, most basic

synth and MIDI sounds—crappy kick drums, terrible pads, anything

horrible. The goal is to prove the core idea. If you can tap your foot to

the groove and sing back the melody even with bad sounds, then most of

the 'music writing work' is done, and everything that follows (like great

recording quality and plugins) will only improve it. Starting with amazing

sounds and trying to build a groove and melody backwards rarely works.

I intentionally start composing with the absolute worst, most basic

synth and MIDI sounds—crappy kick drums, terrible pads, anything

horrible. The goal is to prove the core idea. If you can tap your foot to

the groove and sing back the melody even with bad sounds, then most of

the 'music writing work' is done, and everything that follows (like great

recording quality and plugins) will only improve it. Starting with amazing

sounds and trying to build a groove and melody backwards rarely works.

—Mick Gordon (creator of the Doom Eternal Soundtrack)

https://www.erickgerber.com/


Action tasks

Download a 7-day free trial of Guitar Pro. You can use any MIDI composing software, but I think Guitar Pro
is by far the best for modern guitar-forward music.

Level 4:

The Combat simulator
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Step 1: download

Watch this YouTube tutorial on how to use Guitar Pro (or find a tutorial if you’ve chosen a different tool).

Step 2: Learn

Tab out your current riff as-is into MIDI. This will help you get the hang of the software. You’ll build the rest
of the song as you move through the upcoming levels of this roadmap. Be sure to make a track for every
instrument listed in your blueprint—or at least the core instruments (guitars, drums, bass and vocals).

Step 3: Create

Side Note:

If you’re enjoying this roadmap and want to support me,
please use this link. If you buy, I’ll get a small commission.

https://www.guitar-pro.com/?ae=1094
https://www.erickgerber.com/
https://youtu.be/2CVAQE7832Y
https://www.guitar-pro.com/?ae=1094


Creativity +2: Began thinking like a composer, not just a guitarist.

Momentum +1: Entered low-friction creativity mode.

Confidence +1: Recognised that good ideas transcend sound quality.
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Level 4 Completed

Skill point summary

Skills earned:

Total Skill stats:

Discipline

Momentum

Creativity

Craft

Production

Collaboration

Confidence
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MIDI Composition Tool

Item Acquired:



The Dark Matter Sentinel

You reach the city’s edge—and there it stands: the Dark Matter Sentinel, keeper of

the harmonic gate. A living void of pure gravity, pulsing with invisible mass,

bending time itself. To move past it, you must build a foundation of rhythm,

harmony and structure solid enough to withstand its weight. Each strike of your

guitar ripples through space, countering the beast’s distortion. When it

collapses, the gate opens, and the silence that follows feels alive—like the first

breath of creation.

Level 5:
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Chords are omnipresent—whether intentional or not. Either you’re aware and in control of them, or you let
them control you.

“I don’t like writing songs with chords”—ever heard this line? You might think that using riffs instead of
chords helps you break free of conventional songwriting methods, but the truth is the chords are there
either way. Chords don’t always look like strummed strings with three fingers held down on the fretboard.
They come in many shapes and wavelengths. If you have one or more pitched instruments in your song, it
has implied chords—whether you chose them or not.

Objective

Build the rhythmic and chordal foundations of your song.

At levels 2 & 3, you mapped out a detailed blueprint of what you want the song to sound like and how it
should flow. Here’s where you can start being creative within the constraints you’ve set for yourself. Use
your blueprint to choose and form the chords and rhythm of your song—basically, everything except melody.

Only build the main sections for now (usually Intro → Verse → Pre-Chorus → Chorus → Breakdown) to set
the foundation. The better, more detailed your blueprint, the easier this step will feel and the easier ideas
will flow. 

Reality Check

Level 5:

The Dark Matter Sentinel
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What’s an “Implied Chord”?

Every note implies a chord that exists in the context of the song, whether or not all notes of the chord are
played.

Let’s say you have a song that starts with a bassline and vocal melody. If the bass plays an E note and the
vocal sings a G note, together they suggest an E Minor chord (The B note is omitted, but implied). As the
melody progresses and the bass moves to different root notes, the harmonic picture becomes clearer. If a
guitar enters with conventional chords, it’ll complete the harmonic picture by reinforcing the song’s key and
chord progression. 
The guitar chords don’t change the picture; they only colour in what’s already outlined. 
Once the picture is perceived, it doesn’t matter whether the guitar plays the missing B note, an E power
chord, or a full E Minor 9th (add♭13) chord—the implied chord remains the same because the surrounding
melody and bass (root) note give it context. You choose the chord’s density based on how clearly you want
to articulate the song’s harmony.

Now, I’m not saying you should shy away from single-string riffs or one-note breakdowns, but don’t ignore
the implied chords that they create either—chords shape the emotional foundation of your song. Rhythm,
melody, and musical expressions simply determine the nuance and intensity of that emotion.

https://www.erickgerber.com/


1 Choose one tempo and stick to it.

3 Copy the chord progression/s of your
reference track/s if needed.

Chords cannot be copyrighted, and chord
progressions are finite. You’re not a fraud,
you’re just choosing from a limited number of
options. Pairing chords with different rhythms,
melodies and tempo will also reslt in a totally
different feel. If you’ve analysed your blueprint’s
chords using roman numerals (not frets or
actual pitched chords like C Major) then this
part should be easy. 

2

4

5

6

7

Best Practices

Action tasks

Use the Best Practices below to create only the main sections of the song for now e.g. Intro, Verse 1,
Pre-Chorus 1, Chorus 1, Breakdown.
Use parts 2, 3, 4, 5, and 7 of your Blueprint to guide you.
Your riff may be a melody itself. That’s okay—it’s still part of the rhythm section. Just hold off on chorus
melodies, lead guitars, and main melodic motifs for now.
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Level 5:

The Dark Matter Sentinel

Unless your story arc or genre calls for multiple
tempo changes, choose a tempo similar to one
of your reference tracks. Tempo makes a huge
difference to the feel, and certain rhythmic
elements of your references won’t translate well
to your song if the tempos are too far apart.

Make sure your rhythms are kick-synced.

Meaning bass and rhythm guitar follow the kick
exactly or vice versa. Of course, not all the time,
but use this as a general rule.

Read up on “harmonic functions” and
“cadences”.

These concepts teach you how to use the
different chords of a key. They help you
understand the emotion and movement your
chord choices create. With a solid grasp of
them, you’ll even be able to change the chords
of your reference tracks while keeping the same
emotion.

Riffs are all about rhythm and note
choices.

When it comes to riffs, rhythmic feel and note
choices are everything. Nail the syncopation
style and interval choices of your references,
and you’ve got a solid foundation for a great riff. 

Don’t overcompensate.

Don’t overcomplicate the drums or other
instruments to make the song more impressive.
Keep it simple and your ideas will translate far
better. If you’re writing for a specific musician, a
simple framework will allow them to add their
own personality to the song. Your own guitar
parts should be the most complicated thing you
write.

Let go of ego and serve the song. 

Forget about which band member will come
across as the “best musician on stage” or who
the fans will admire the most. Ego gets in the
way of a good song. It’ll make you crowd out
your best ideas with flashy bullshit. Just make
sure each instrument works together and
enhances the emotion or story.

https://www.erickgerber.com/


10 Avoid overwhelming or confusing the
listener. 

A chorus should have plenty of space for the
vocal melody (or lead guitar) to shine. A focal
riff shouldn’t have distracting lead lines. A
badass breakdown should have all the
instruments synced to the same rhythm. Pick
one focal point for each section of the song,
and use the other elements to support it, rather
than compete with it.

Best Practices
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Level 5:

The Dark Matter Sentinel

8 A little rhythm theory goes a long way.

If your riffs, breakdowns or entire songs aren’t
as groovy, heavy or bouncy as your reference
tracks, it’s likely your rhythm. Rock and metal
are extremely rhythm-focused genres, so
rhythm theory is an essential tool in your
arsenal.

9 Serve the story arc above all.

Whenever you get stuck, go back to your song
structure and story arc and ask yourself: “How
can this part bring out the right emotion for this
lyric?”

11 Stay in context.

Each section is not a song in itself, even when
you’ve spent days on each one. The listener will
not experience the song this way. Give them
time and space to take it all in on the first listen.
Pay attention to how each part fits the puzzle—
either as a valley, build, peak, or something in
between.

12 Create contrast.

If everything is a highlight, then nothing is. Not
every part of the song needs to blow the listener
away. In fact, in order to have song highlights,
you need to tone it down in certain parts.

https://www.erickgerber.com/


Creativity +2: Expanded harmonic and rhythmic knowledge.

Craft +1: Built your first song skeleton.
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Level 5 Completed

Skill point summary

Skills earned:

Total Skill stats:

Discipline

Momentum

Creativity

Craft

Production

Collaboration

Confidence
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Song Skeleton

Item Acquired:



The Ghost Siren

You press onward as the dark matter collapses behind you. Up head, a glow cuts

through the haze—a vast lake of light, pulsing with an eerie melody.

From its surface rises the Ghost Siren—a holographic remnant of an ancient

composer who drowned in her own unfinished masterpiece. Her voice weaves

haunting melodies that claw at your mind, tempting you to chase perfection. You

counter with your own—raw, human, flawed but true. She falters, smiles, and

dissolves, leaving behind a glowing fragment of her core: The Siren’s Chord.

A gift, and a warning.

Level 6:
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Too many guitarists overlook the importance of a good melody. They think awesome riffs and guitar solos
are all you need. But the one thing that separates headliners from warm-up acts? Strong, catchy melodies
that everyone (musician or not) wants to sing along to.

Ask yourself: “Do I want to make music that impresses musicians, or do I want to create a song that crowds
will sing back to me at the top of their lungs?” Hint: you can have both, but the latter is much more
rewarding. 

C
a
s
e
 S

t
u
d
y Polyphia: arguably the most commercially successful instrumental band in the modern rock &

metal world. Their songs regularly hit millions of streams and sell out massive venues. 
Yes, they have clever aesthetics and marketing. But listen to their melodies. Every album features
simple, singable melodies amongst the technical guitar work. This makes their music relevant to
a broader audience while securing admiration from guitarists and musicians around the world. 

Objective

Write your melodies and/or main melodic motifs.

Decide whether your song will have vocals or just be instrumental, then write out the focal melodies.
Don’t worry about getting the lyrics perfect right now—you can edit them later—but keep your story arc in
mind. Just make sure the melodies are solid and the lyrical meaning is clear.

Reality Check
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Level 6:

The Ghost Siren

Action tasks

Create an epic melody for your Chorus and/or melodic motif using the “CT:CT:TN” formula. Working out
the chords (and implied chords) will help with this.

Step 1: Create A Melody

It’s a simple and effective way to write memorable melodies. Here’s how it works:

A “CT” (Chord Tone) is when you play out the single notes of a chord (or implied chord) one at a time—also
known as “arpeggiating”. 
A “TN” (Tension Note) is a note that’s not a chord tone but still in the same key or scale (usually referred to
as 9ths, 11ths and 13ths). 
Combine the two at a 2:1 ratio for every chord and you have a winning melody! It doesn’t matter in which
order you play them or how many notes you use per chord.

On the next page is an example melody using the CT:CT:TN formula...

What’s the “CT:CT:TN” formula?

Moral of the story? It’s not just Pop artists that write good, catchy melodies. Melody is the essence of any
successful song in any genre. The next time you listen to your favorite album in the car, pay attention to
which parts you can’t help but sing or hum along to.

https://www.erickgerber.com/


PAGE 35

VISIT ERICKGERBER.COM FOR
MORE WAYS TO LEVEL UP

Level 6:

The Ghost Siren

Tension and resolve
The CT:CT:TN ratio isn’t absolute. You can shift the balance to introduce more tension or resolution. In my
example, I created more tension on the Em7 chord by adding in more… wait for it…tension notes! (Who
would’ve guessed?) Then, I finished on a stable sound (resolving) by using only chord tones in the last bar.

Side Note:

If you can’t read music notation or would just like to hear what this
example sounds like, Scan2Notes can turn pictures of music notation
into audio. The first 12 measures are free.

If your song will have vocals, write a lyric draft that fits your story arc and refine your chorus. Try and
match the lyrics and melody to the natural cadences of spoken word. Create a vocal track in your MIDI
composition software and transcribe the vocals and lyrics so you can hear the full musical picture.

Step 2: Match The lyrics (If applicable)

There are natural syllable-stress patterns for each word in a sentence. We want our lyrics to mimic them, as
closely as possible. For example, if our line reads “Gravity keeps me tethered to the memories” we need to
think about:

Rhythms: Certain syllables are spoken in fast succession such as “gravity”, “tethered” and, “to the”. While
others like “keeps me” are said slowly. Structure your melody’s rhythms accordingly.
Emphasis: Your melody’s note choices and rhythms emphasize certain syllables. Pay attention to which
syllables would be emphasized when spoken e.g. “gravity”s emphasis is on “gra-“. Imagine how awkward it
would sound if you emphasized “vi-“ or “-ty”. It would sound like you’re trying to say an entirely different
word.
Pitch: Do an experiment where you record yourself saying (not singing) a line from your song as if you were
speaking to a crowd. Then hard auto-tune your voice and see what melodies naturally form from your
spoken word. This will give you a good indication of how to naturally fit melody to your lyrics and vice versa.

How To Avoid awkward lyric phrasing

Side Note:

Side note: If you’re an inexperienced lyricist like me, then I highly
recommend outsourcing a professional to edit your lyrics. But more on
that at level 12.

After you’ve got a melody draft, ask yourself: “Would my mom be able to sing this melody?” Better yet, ask
her to sing it. If the answer is “no” or she can’t sing it after one listen, simplify or dumb it down. Strong
melodies are easy to process and remember but not boring.
It doesn’t have to be your mom—it can be anyone with basic singing ability who’s not an experienced
musician.

Step 3: The “mom test”

https://www.erickgerber.com/
https://klang.io/scan2notes/


Creativity +2: Learned to craft stronger melodies.

Creativity +1: Understood melody’s role across all genres.

Creativity +1: Strengthened lyric-writing technique.
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Level 6 Completed

Skill point summary

Skills earned:

Total Skill stats:
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Confidence
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The Garden

You step into the Garden—a biomechanical forest where frequencies bloom like

flowers. Each note you play grows a new color, a new branch of sound.

But unchecked, they twist, tangle, and choke one another. You learn to prune,

balance, and breathe between layers—letting melody and rhythm coexist.

Harmony isn’t abundance. It’s intention. When the air clears, the Beacon’s tone

resonates once more—closer now.

Level 7:
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Clashes are dissonant interactions between pitches and rhythms.
They’re a staple of modern rock and metal, and sound amazing when used intentionally.

However, when clashes are unintentional, (often between different instruments e.g. vocals and lead guitar)
they can ruin your composition, arrangement and mix. These bad clashes are either the result of poor
communication between musicians or a composer’s inexperience.

There are two types of clashes I want to address:
1.Harmonic clash 
2.Rhythmic clash

Objective

Eliminate musical clashes.

By now, you should have a song prototype with the main sections of your song mapped out in MIDI. Here’s
where you make sure everything works together. Seek out and eliminate rhythmic and harmonic clashes
between instruments (including vocals).

Clash Course

Level 7:

The Garden
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What is a clash?

(See what I did there?)

Harmonic clash: occurs when two or more notes are played that create the following intervals:
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Rhythmic clash: when two or more instruments play rhythms that land a small subdivision apart—the exact
subdivision depends on the tempo and groove but normally the untrained ear will pick it up as sounding
“weird” or “sloppy”. It’s normal for different instruments to play varying rhythms that overlap but there are
times when this disrupts the rhythmic flow. 

Here’s an example of a rhythmic clash between two guitars:

Reminder:

Scan2Notes can turn pictures of music notation
into audio.

https://www.erickgerber.com/
https://klang.io/scan2notes/


Identify rhythmic and/or harmonic clashes (good or bad) in your MIDI composition.

Level 7:

The Garden
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Action tasks

Step 1: Identify

Put simply, a good clash is an intentional one and usually sounds better when it’s the same instrument
clashing with itself (but not always). If clashes are occurring that you’re unaware of, it’s probably negatively
affecting the arrangement. A good clash, however, sounds amazing when done right.

Good Clashes
C
a
s
e
 S

t
u
d
y

One example of both rhythmic and harmonic clashing is in the breakdown section of Bland Street
Bloom by Sikth. The breakdown starts with a perfectly synchronised rhythm between the kick
drum, guitars and bass—no clashes there—but then, about 9 seconds in, the lead guitar starts
playing discordant chords in between the rhythmic gaps, perfectly placed to create a kind of “ping
pong” between the rhythm and lead. This creates intentional clashing both rhythmically between
the lead guitar and other instruments, as well as harmonically with itself.

To avoid harmonic clashing, either play the same notes between instruments or keep them a 3rd, 4th, 5th or
6th interval (major or minor) away from each other. This keeps them at a safe non-clashing distance.
Alternatively, if one instrument plays an out-of-key note (on purpose), make sure the rest of the instruments
follow. “Outside playing” only works when it doesn’t clash.

Avoid rhythmic clashing by always syncing up the bass and guitars with the kick drum (at least as a starting
point) then develop from there if you want some variation. 

And above all: be intentional. This doesn’t mean you shouldn’t embrace happy accidents, but be aware of all
the clashes in your song and decide whether or not to keep them. If it sounds good, it is good. 

How to avoid bad clashes

Keep the clashes that sound good or makes the song “lose something” when eliminated.

Step 2: Hold Fast to the good

Fix unwanted clashes by syncing all the rhythms between instruments and avoiding unintentional 2nd or
7th intervals in your chords and melodies..

Step 3: Eliminate the bad

https://www.erickgerber.com/
https://youtu.be/PfT3vcG4qZc?list=RDPfT3vcG4qZc&t=210
https://youtu.be/PfT3vcG4qZc?list=RDPfT3vcG4qZc&t=210


Craft +2: Learned to identify and fix clashes in arrangements.

Craft +2: Strengthened overall composing and structural

instincts.
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Level 7 Completed

Skill point summary

Skills earned:

Total Skill stats:
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Item Acquired:

Full Song Draft



The Temple

Beyond the Garden rises the Temple, silent and glowing with warm light. Inside,

your thoughts echo like chants. For the first time, you hear how crowded they’ve

become. You center yourself with the Oracle’s words:

Structure will guide you. Emotion will carry you. 

You are at the highest point of the landscape, and the rest of the path is clear:

the song is alive, a finished form waiting to be unveiled. Now it’s time to restrict,

not expand. Mastery is not just reaching the peak, but committing to the focused,

disciplined descent.

Level 8:
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Objectives

1. Shift your mindset from “expansive” to “contractive”
We’ve reached the point where creativity gives way to productivity. Rick Rubin (famous producer) describes
this as moving from the “expansive” phase of creation into the “contractive” phase—where you stop
exploring ideas, and focus on finishing them. Every song must make this turning point in order to cross the
finish line.

2. Re-align with your blueprint and story arc
At this point, you may have drifted from your initial song plan. Have another look and either get your song
back on track, or adjust the blueprint (it’s okay for a plan to change, but it’s important to always have one).

3. Finish your song by evolution, not invention
By now, you’ve completed levels 2-7 which means your song already contains the DNA of everything it
needs to become. Rather than adding new ideas, evolve what’s already there—twist it, stretch it, reframe it.
This keeps your song unified and gives the listener the sense of a story unfolding from a single, emotional
seed.
It also ensures you don’t cram too many ideas into one song. Whether you’re writing a contemporary banger
or a progressive rollercoaster, from here on out, copy and modify existing sections of your song to create
new ones—don’t pull them out of thin air.

Level 8:

The Temple
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You need to let go of the excitement that comes from new ideas. It’s valuable in the beginning, but holds
you back during the later stages of song creation. When you learn to make the switch and stop relying on
inspiration, you’ll finish more songs. New songs call for boundless, playful creativity. Almost-finished songs
call for decisive, “contractive” thinking where you refine, polish, and make hard choices.

Sometimes you’ll feel conflicted over an amazing idea that you’re struggling to make work in context. Ask
yourself if it aligns with your song plan. If it doesn’t, cut it out and save it for the next song.

Sticking to your blueprint & story arc and finishing via evolution are forms of contractive thinking. You cut
out decision fatigue by deliberately imposing restrictions on yourself. This breeds creative momentum.
Don’t believe me? Just read these quotes below:

Reality Check

The more constraints one imposes, the more one frees one’s self.

And the arbitrariness of the constraint serves only to obtain

precision of execution.

The more constraints one imposes, the more one frees one’s self.

And the arbitrariness of the constraint serves only to obtain

precision of execution.

—Igor Stravinsky (composer)

The enemy of art is the absence of limitations.The enemy of art is the absence of limitations.

—Orson Welles (filmmaker)

When forced to work within a strict framework, the imagination is

taxed to its utmost—and will produce its richest ideas.

When forced to work within a strict framework, the imagination is

taxed to its utmost—and will produce its richest ideas.

—T.S. Eliot (poet)

https://www.erickgerber.com/


Level 8:

The Temple
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Sometimes when we’re given every option, we create nothing.

When we’re given limited options, we get inventive.

Sometimes when we’re given every option, we create nothing.

When we’re given limited options, we get inventive.

—Rick Rubin (music producer)

Remember: Less is more. Don’t oversaturate. It’s better to write many songs with one idea than one song
with many ideas.

Say this out loud to yourself (actually do it): “The time for free creativity is over. Now begins the hard part—
finishing the song. It’s not as fun, but it’s way more rewarding.”

Action tasks

Step 1: Mantra

Look at your story arc and write notes on how you’re going to adapt your existing song parts to create the
remaining ones. There are endless possible ways to evolve a song by just recycling its core 3-5 sections.
Here are just a few examples:

Copy the melodic motif but change the chords
Copy a rhythmic phrase but shift it one sixteenth note early or late
Copy a chord progression but modify the melody
Copy a melody but change the rhythm
Play a melody or rhythmic phrase on a different instrument
Play the same part in a different key or tempo

Step 2: Plan

Use MIDI composition software to write (evolve) the remaining parts of your song including vocals and
lyrics if applicable. Literally copy and paste a section, then adjust it until it feels related but different.

Step 3: Evolve

If a certain section doesn’t serve the story, take it out or save it for the next song. 

Step 4: Restrict

Take a break from the song for three days (minimum 24 hours if your deadline is tight), then come back and
listen to the MIDI composition one last time from start to finish. This will give you a fresh perspective on
what the song still needs.

Step 5: Rest

Make your final tweaks, refinements, transitions, etc. (Don’t forget the sub deadline you set). Once time’s
up, sign off the composition and move on to the recording phase.

Step 6: Sign off

https://www.erickgerber.com/
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Discipline +2: Learned to shift from expansive to contractive

thinking.

Momentum +1: Understood that discipline and restriction fuel

finishing.

Craft +1: Learned to finish through evolution, not endless invention.
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The Merchant

Descending from the Temple, you visit the Merchant—half flesh, half circuitry,

surrounded by relics of creation. Using his holoscanner, he identifies the

performance limiters in your setup: the outdated software, the cluttered

interface, the pieces of gear that quietly drain your energy. Holograms

materialize into steel molds and weapons. Neon wires transfer updated code to

your system. You step away feeling lighter. Your workflow is smoother, faster,

and better. You’re ready to face your remaining foes.

Level 9:
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Objective

Upgrade your recording tools strategically.

Make sure your tools aren’t holding you back. The Merchant’s role isn’t to sell you shiny toys—it’s to equip
you with gear and software that helps you move faster, sound better, and stay inspired.
The goal isn’t to buy everything, but to identify and remove your setup’s bottlenecks.
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There’s a popular belief that “it’s not the gear, it’s the ear.” While that’s mostly true, the wrong tools can
seriously limit you.

Whether it’s your gear or software causing friction, it shows up in your music. You spend hours fighting to
get the tones and expressions you hear in your head, only to end up frustrated and exhausted. Great tools
don’t replace skill—they clear the overgrowth, letting your ideas move freely from imagination to reality.

Upgrading isn’t about buying the most exciting gear; it’s about removing friction so your ideas can move
freely from your hands to your speakers. The right tools don’t make you better—they just stop holding you
back.

Reality Check

Ask yourself, “Which part of the recording process usually feels the most difficult. takes the longest, or
never sounds as good as it should?” Choose the most notable one and write it down. This is your
bottleneck.

Action tasks

Step 1: Identify your bottleneck

Ask yourself: “Is there a tool or upgrade that could eliminate or minimize my bottleneck?” Write down any
that come to mind (even if you’re not sure if they exist).

Step 2: Envision the solution

See if any of the upgrade recommendations on the next page match your answer in step 2. They’re my
personal recommendations for DIY guitar-based artists. Is it finally time to upgrade?

Step 3: Explore Recommended Options

Side Note:

I’m not endorsed by any of the brands mentioned on the following page—they’re my
honest, uninfluenced recommendations. However, if you’d like to support me in a small
way, using the affiliate links in this eBook will send a small commission back to me (at
no extra cost to you). Thank you for your support.

https://www.erickgerber.com/
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Item Why Top Pick Alternatives

Audio
Interface

Low latency and clean
preamps.

UA Apollo Twin / Solo
Pristine sound, near-zero
latency tracking, amazing
preamp emulation.

Focusrite Scarlett 4i4, Audient
iD14, or SSL2 — All excellent
budget interfaces

Monitors /
Headphones

If you’re using poor
playback systems, mixing
becomes guesswork.

Monitors: Yamaha HS5
Headphones:
Audio‑Technica
ATH‑M50x

Monitors: JBL 305P MkII (great
value), M‑Audio BX4 (budget-
friendly)
Headphones: Beyerdynamic
DT 990 Pro (high quality),
Audio‑Technica ATH‑M20x
(good value)

Guitar & Amp
Sims

A great amp sim will save
you hours.

Neural DSP Archetype
Series
Realistic dynamics and
killer tones.

IK Multimedia Amplitube &
ToneX, STL Tones AmpHub, ML
Sound Lab

Drum VSTs

Stock drum kits kill mixes.
If your drums sound fake,
your productions will feel
amateur.

GetGood Drums (GGD)
Punchy, mix-ready,
realistic.

Superior Drummer 3,
EZDrummer 3, or Steven Slate
Drums 5.5

Bass VSTs

Often, what your guitar tone
is missing is a good bass
tone. It’s the glue of your
mix.

Submission Audio
(Eurobass / Djinnbass)

MODO Bass (great realism)
Toontrack EZBass (super
flexible for songwriting), Ample
Sound Bass P Lite II (free and
effective).

DAWs

Don’t switch DAWs if you’re
comfortable, but if it
constantly slows you down,
it might be time to
reconsider.

Reaper
Lightweight,
customizable, ultra-
efficient.

Cubase (incredible MIDI and
arrangement tools), Studio One,
or Logic Pro (Mac users).

Synth Plugin
Synth has become an
important part of modern
rock & metal production.

Xfer Serum
Powerful, versatile, and
intuitive.

Vital (amazing free option),
Omnisphere (massive
cinematic potential).

Appendix 3: Upgrade recommendations for DIY Artists

More on the following page...

Note: Affiliate links are red and underlined, regular links are underlined.

https://www.erickgerber.com/
https://amzn.to/4owNVR2
https://amzn.to/446Ddtm
https://amzn.to/49VxL0a
https://amzn.to/3Yaudje
https://amzn.to/3Yaudje
https://amzn.to/4rGnrj8
https://amzn.to/3KyycD7
https://amzn.to/48eX5Nm
https://amzn.to/48eX5Nm
https://amzn.to/4pkF4Do
https://amzn.to/48CLTco
https://amzn.to/3M8c82T
https://amzn.to/3M8c82T
https://amzn.to/4oBuRkB
https://neuraldsp.com/plugins
https://neuraldsp.com/plugins
https://www.pluginboutique.com/product/2-Effects/18-Amp-Simulator/12669-AmpliTube-5?a_aid=6930a2ac983f8&a_cid=1461e21b
https://www.pluginboutique.com/product/2-Effects/18-Amp-Simulator/15042-TONEX?a_aid=6930a2ac983f8&a_cid=1461e21b
https://www.stltones.com/products/stl-amphub
https://ml-sound-lab.com/
https://ml-sound-lab.com/
https://ggd.co/collections/drum-libraries
https://www.toontrack.com/product/superior-drummer-3/
https://www.toontrack.com/product/ezdrummer-3/
https://stevenslatedrums.com/ssd5/
https://stevenslatedrums.com/ssd5/
https://www.submissionaudio.com/collections/bass
https://www.pluginboutique.com/product/1-Instruments/64-Virtual-Instruments/12454-MODO-BASS-2?a_aid=6930a2ac983f8&a_cid=1461e21b
https://www.toontrack.com/product/ezbass/
https://www.pluginboutique.com/product/1-Instruments/64-Virtual-Instruments/4386-Ample-Bass-P-Lite-II?a_aid=6930a2ac983f8&a_cid=1461e21b
https://www.pluginboutique.com/product/1-Instruments/64-Virtual-Instruments/4386-Ample-Bass-P-Lite-II?a_aid=6930a2ac983f8&a_cid=1461e21b
https://www.reaper.fm/
https://www.pluginboutique.com/product/3-Studio-Tools/23-DAW/16175-Cubase-Artist-15?a_aid=6930a2ac983f8&a_cid=1461e21b
https://www.presonus.com/pages/studio-one-pro
https://www.apple.com/nz/logic-pro/
https://xferrecords.com/products/serum-2
https://vital.audio/
https://www.spectrasonics.net/products/omnisphere/overview.php
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Workflow Enhancers

UA Console amps (if you have a UA Apollo interface): Near-zero latency monitoring outside of DAW
makes tracking way more efficient, saves processing power, and just feels better.
Tuner & Utility Plugin: Keep a good tuner and utility plugin on standby. Quick tuning and proper gain
staging prevent small mistakes from derailing momentum.
Templatize Everything: Use a DAW that allows you to create reusable templates with pre-routed tracks,
colour coding, and your go-to plugins. Less setup, more creating. Save presets inside your plugins too -
favourite guitar tones, custom drum kits, bus inserts, bass EQs, etc.
MIDI keyboard with drum pads: Even a compact controller like the Arturia MiniLab 3 or Novation
Launchkey Mini speeds up sketching last-minute ideas in the recording phase.

Other miscellaneous upgrades often overlooked:

Mineral-wool-based acoustic treatment: Acoustic treatment is one of the best things you can do for
your recording and mixing environment. If pro mix engineers had to choose between a treated room
and great speakers, most would take the room any day. But you need to choose the treatment that
actually works. Acoustic foam is kind of a scam. It sounds like it works, but only absorbs high
frequencies, doing nothing for the mid and lows. Mineral wool is by far the superior acoustic treatment
and well worth the investment.
Guitar pickups: Great amp sims are important, but it’s only half the battle. Guitar tone begins with the
pickups. If you’re not getting the tone you’re after, look into which pickups your favourite guitarists use.
Sample libraries: Layer your drums with electronic drum samplers like Battery for punch and modern
edge. Use Splice for atmosphere, sound FX, sub drops and cinematic swells. 

https://www.erickgerber.com/
https://www.pluginboutique.com/product/81-Bundles/39-Effects-Bundles/10635-UAD-Custom-2-Bundle?a_aid=6930a2ac983f8&a_cid=1461e21b
https://www.submissionaudio.com/ja/products/lockon
https://www.pluginboutique.com/product/3-Studio-Tools/72-Utility/10993-AudioMatrix?a_aid=6930a2ac983f8&a_cid=1461e21b
https://www.submissionaudio.com/ja/products/lockon
https://www.pluginboutique.com/product/3-Studio-Tools/72-Utility/10993-AudioMatrix?a_aid=6930a2ac983f8&a_cid=1461e21b
https://amzn.to/3XAmfjn
https://amzn.to/4po1dAS
https://amzn.to/4po1dAS
https://amzn.to/48CvmoJ
https://amzn.to/48CvmoJ
https://amzn.to/48sPJod
https://amzn.to/48sPJod
https://www.pluginboutique.com/product/1-Instruments/7-Drum-Machine/10990-Battery-4?a_aid=6930a2ac983f8&a_cid=1461e21b
https://splice.com/


Production +2: Identified bottlenecks in your recording workflow.

Production +1: Gained knowledge of the best value-for-money tools

for DIY guitar artists.
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The Armorer

Every blade needs sharpening. In the forge’s dim light stands the Armorer. Calm,

deliberate, his face hidden behind a titanium mask. He studies your guitar, then

disassembles it with surgical grace. Each strike reshapes tone and balance,

moulding the instrument to your very essence. When he’s done, it responds to you

alone—a weapon imprinted with your DNA, resonating with your intent.

You leave the forge steady, sharpened, and ready for battle.
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Objective

Get your guitar professionally set up for studio work.

Make sure your guitars (and any other instruments you plan to record with) are ready to perform at their
best. You want to eliminate all the small physical problems that can ruin a great take.
You can have the best riffs, ideas, and tone plugins in the world, but none of that matters if your instrument
isn’t playing cleanly or staying in tune.
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Most recording problems don’t start with plugins—they start with your hands and instrument. Even the best
mix engineer can’t make a great track out of a poorly intonated guitar. A clean, reliable setup will do more
for your recordings than a new amp sim ever will.
If your guitar isn’t properly intonated, your chords will sound out of tune. Similarly, excessively low action
causes buzzy strings, and scratchy pots can ruin otherwise clean takes. 

It’s worth paying a good luthier for a professional setup—especially if you’re recording soon. Tell them what
tuning and string gauge you’re using, your action preference, and they’ll dial it in to play and sound its best.

If you’re on a tight budget, you can do the basics yourself, but be methodical. Learn how to adjust your truss
rod, bridge height, and intonation safely, and always take notes or photos before you make changes.
The goal isn’t to get it “perfect”—it’s to make it stable, consistent, and comfortable. That way, you can focus
on the performance instead of fighting your gear.

Reality Check

https://www.erickgerber.com/
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4 Resonance

Your guitar strings vibrate throughout the whole
guitar. The less resistance those vibrations
have, the richer your tone will sound. A big
bottleneck for resonance is the nut on the guitar
neck. If your strings aren’t sitting snug inside
the groves of the nut, they lose sustain too
quickly or may even produce some discordant
overtones. 

Upgrading to a more resonant nut material like
Tusq is a cheap and effective upgrade.

3 Action

Your guitar’s action is determined by the bridge
height, saddle height, and neck bow. There’s no
such thing as a perfect action—only the action
that best matches your needs.

Consider how technical your guitar parts will be
(how much energy you need to minimize
between notes). Then, think about the
predominant style you’ll be playing—is it mostly
distorted, hard attack, chord melodies, lots of
lead guitar? Is there some clean strumming
too? Nothing sounds worse than a clean
strummed C chord with an overly-buzzy 5th
string. On the other hand, highly distorted tones
can often mask a slight buzz and sometimes
sound pretty cool. It’s all about playability vs
clarity and finding the right balance for your
situation.

Play through all the parts of your song/s and
look for any disruptive string buzzing and/or
places on the neck where you’re really fighting
with the guitar to nail the take.

5 Pickup Height

Pickup height is about finding a balance
between clarity and gain. Pickups set too high
result in a louder output, but introduce
oscillation from the magnetic pull on the
strings. Pickups set too low give you more
clarity but cause a low output gain.

Personally, I like a low-gain, high-clarity setup. I
get most of my gain from amp sims, but you
still need balance, because too much gain from
the amp can introduce hissing.

6 Electronics

Make sure your guitar’s electronics are in good
shape. Scratch-free pots, well-soldered
connections of wires, quality batteries (if using
active pickups), etc. This is also true for your
signal chain—make sure your cables are in top
shape as well as any outboard gear you may
use, such as preamps, DI boxes, compressors,
etc.

7 Additional Prep

Avoid any situations that may disrupt your
momentum when recording. Have spares at
hand—cables, batteries, picks, strings, etc. Don’t
let small issues disrupt your flow state.

Get yourself acquainted with these important aspects of a good studio guitar setup—whether you’re
sending it in to a luthier, or doing it yourself.

Action task

1 Fresh Strings

Brand new strings make your guitar sound
brighter and harmonically richer. They
dramatically improve the most important part of
your tone—the DI signal. You can change Amp
sims and effects after recording, but without a
good DI tone, you’ll be polishing a turd.

2 Tuning & Intonation

The most important part of a studio guitar
setup. An out-of-tune take is simply
unacceptable. Using a tuner, play a note on the
2nd fret, then play the same string on the 14th
fret. You should get the same note (an octave
apart) within a few cents. If not, your intonation
needs work. Repeat across all strings.

https://www.erickgerber.com/
https://amzn.to/4q7fdir
https://amzn.to/4oDlQYz
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Item upgrade

Guitar



The Foundry

You descend into the city’s molten heart—the Foundry, where songs are forged

into permanence. Everything you trained for is put to the test. This is no

simulation; this is the real fight. Cuts will bleed, bones will break, your will

shall falter as your deepest imperfections peek through. You’ll face waves of

enemies—bad takes, timing errors and discouraging sounds. The only way to win is

through focused, patient, and persistent effort. When you emerge, your song

breathes: imperfect, alive, real, and nearly complete.
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Record and program your song!

Every prior level has prepared you for this moment. Up to now, you’ve:
Mapped out your blueprint (including Arrangement/Instrumentation and Production Elements)
Shaped your song idea into a fully fleshed-out MIDI composition
Equipped yourself with new gear and a fresh setup
Gained a ton of momentum toward finishing your song 

Now, it’s time to capture your song’s final form! The best practices listed on the next page will save you a
ton of time, frustration, and revision in the long run.

But be warned: it won’t be easy! Creating a great recording takes time, persistence and resilience. It’s like a
battlefield.
Aim for “good enough” over “perfect” or risk losing momentum. You’ll get a little better with every song, until
one day the quality of your recordings will sound indistinguishable from your favourite bands.

Objective
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One of the biggest roadblocks I see for guitarists is the “I’m not good enough to record” mindset. During
recording, many start to feel like frauds because they can’t play the song flawlessly from start to finish.

News flash: almost no one gets a perfect take from start to finish—not even the pros. Not unless the part is
super simple or repetitive (which most modern rock & metal songs aren’t).

Nearly every professional modern guitarist records in small, focused fragments—sometimes bar by bar. The
goal isn’t to perform the whole song perfectly; it’s to capture the best version of each part. Back in the day,
bands would play songs hundreds of times before stepping into a studio. Now, recording usually comes
first, and live performance later.

Most of the time, people fall in love with your recorded songs first, then come to your show—not the other
way around. Record them. Release them. Then worry about getting stage-ready.

Also, don’t panic when parts that sounded great at first suddenly feel off under studio scrutiny. That’s
normal. I call it “studio ego burn.” It happens to everyone. Recording exposes weak spots you never noticed
—and that’s a good thing. It’s an invitation to refine, not to give up.

The Foundry tests patience, precision, and humility. If you refuse to quit, you’ll walk away with a near-
finished product and the confidence that comes with it.

Reality Check

Please Note:

This level covers recording and programming only—not mixing or
mastering. Your goal here is to deliver the cleanest, most intentional
stems possible for the mixing phase.

https://www.erickgerber.com/
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Follow these best practices to get your recordings sounding professional and mix-ready:

Action task

1 Stick to the plan.

Keep everything as close to your MIDI
arrangement and blueprint as possible. This isn’t
the time for creative detours—it’s about
execution, not experimentation. Precision now
means fewer headaches later. You can reassess
creative decisions after everything is recorded.

2 Follow the pro order.

Record/program in this order:
Drums → Bass → Guitars → Synths & Keys →
Pads/Ambience → FX (Swells, booms, risers,
etc.)

This is the industry standard for both DIY and
professional studios.

3 Stay true to your vision.

Refer back to the ‘Arrangement/instrumentation’
and ‘Production elements’ parts of your
blueprint to ensure you stay focused on your
song vision. It’s okay if things change along the
way, but make sure that familiarity bias isn’t
coloring your judgment.

4 Use muting tools.

Unwanted overtones happen, even when you
have a good muting technique. Use fret wraps,
velcro, or microfiber cloths to mute unused
strings. Do the same for your headstock and
trem springs (if applicable). You’ll instantly
sound 3× cleaner.

5 Edit with intention.

No one is perfect—and modern production
standards are brutally high. Every pro edits their
guitars. Learn it, do it well, or get left behind.
Just don’t “jippo” (South African slang for quick
fix) so much that you can’t play it live.

6 Set time limits.

Allocate no more than 1–2 days per
instrument/vocal per song. It keeps tone and
gain consistent and stops perfectionism from
derailing you.

7 Double-track rhythms.

Always record rhythm guitars twice (separate
takes), then pan one hard left and one hard
right. This creates a wide, powerful sound. Keep
leads mono and centred.

8 Humanize your MIDI.

Tweak velocities, timing, and articulations. Use
subtle flams for stacked hits. Vary samples to
avoid robotic repetition. The goal: make your
MIDI feel like a real performance.

9 Outsource your weak spots.

If you’re not great at certain tasks yet (like
editing, mixing, or singing)—outsource them.
Don’t fall for the “I’ll just learn how to do it first”
trap—that’s where most songs go to die. Get it
done now; refine your skills later. 

“No man is an island” —John Donne

Note: more about this in the next level.

10 Take a break, then refine.

When done, step away for 3 days (or at least 24
hours if deadlines are tight). Come back with a
fresh perspective and make any final tweaks
needed. This helps avoid familiarity bias and
gives more creative clarity.

11 Templatize everything.

Save your FX chains, plugin settings, and
workflow templates. Build your own “recording
machine” that gets faster and more efficient
with every track.

https://www.erickgerber.com/
https://amzn.to/4rsuV94
https://amzn.to/4pbaWu0
https://amzn.to/4iwVENC


Production +2: Improved guitar recording and MIDI programming.

Discipline +2: Strengthened resilience against ego attacks.

Confidence +1: Gained composure under creative pressure.
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Item Acquired:

Fully-Recorded Song



The Summoning

The time for solitude ends. In the neon circle of summoning, you call forth your

allies—engineers, wordsmiths, collaborators. Each adds their craft to yours,

weaving strength where you were weak.

Creation becomes communion. Together, your song ascends into something greater

than any one hand could build.
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Outsource strategically—summon allies with the skills to bring your song to life.

At this stage, your job is to set aside your desire to do everything yourself, make the right calls and delegate
effectively.
Mixing and mastering, especially, should almost always be outsourced unless you’re highly skilled in those
areas. The same goes for vocals if you can’t sing or don’t have access to a solid vocalist. Your role here is
to focus on the vision and loosen control. Let specialists handle the finer craftsmanship that elevates your
work from good to professional.

Objective
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You can’t (and shouldn’t) do everything yourself. 
Many musicians hit a ceiling when they try to go it alone. Music is, and has always been, a collaborative art
form.

Being a DIY artist is one thing, but trying to master every skill—songwriting, recording, mixing, mastering,
artwork, and promotion—will only spread you thin and weaken your impact. You’re not cheating by
outsourcing; you’re doing what every great artist does: assembling a team. The best producers know when
to step back and let others handle the technical magic.

Even as a full-time guitarist/producer, I often outsource mixing and mastering—when I want a fresh
perspective, when I’m too close to the song, or when my time’s better spent writing the next one. It’s never a
bad idea to hire a good engineer.
On a tight budget? I get it. Quality help can be pricey, but you don’t need Nolly Getgood or Dan Lancaster to
get a great mix. Hire the best you can afford right now. Platforms like Fiverr and SoundBetter have
experienced engineers and producers who deliver amazing results at reasonable rates.

Reality Check

A. Song critiques
If you’re unsure whether your song is ready for mixing or release, book a song critique. Having a second set
of trained ears is a great way of cutting through familiarity bias. You can also ask a trusted musician or
listener for feedback.
The key here is not to chase praise—it’s to identify objective issues.

B. Mixing & mastering
Unless you’re already confident and experienced in mixing and mastering, hire a professional engineer who
understands your genre. A good engineer will fix small flaws, enhance your tones, and make your song
sound massive. Think of them as the alchemist who transforms your creation into gold.

C. Consider lyric editing
Good lyrics can be the difference between a hit and a miss. I always get my lyrics edited. Remember: every
non-musician listens to the lyrics & melody above all else. An amazing melody feels hollow without good
lyrics.

D. Commission authentic artwork
Avoid AI visuals. Real artwork—photography, illustration, or design—carries emotional weight and
communicates that your song is the real deal. People feel the difference.

Action tasks

Step 1: Choose one or more of the following tasks to outsource:

https://www.erickgerber.com/
https://www.fiverr.com/pe/1q9orG0
https://soundbetter.com/


Task Name Link

Mixing & Mastering Clint Watts wattsproductions.co.za

Song Critique Erick Gerber (Me) erickgerber.com/song-critique

Lyric Editing Greg Van Kerkhof gregvk.com

Artwork Illustration Christi Du Toit christidutoit.co.za

Session Musicians Various

Vocals
Bass
Guitar
Drums

Synth Design Filipe Synths

Side Note:

If you use any of my recommendations, please let them know I sent
you. This will earn you brownie points and also earn me a small
referral commission.
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Research who worked on some of your favourite albums/singles and get quotes. If they’re all out of your
budget, try Fiverr, SoundBetter, or similar marketplaces. 

Also, check out this curated list of pros, many of which I personally use:

Step 2: Get Quotes

E. Hire session musicians or vocalists (if needed)
If you can’t perform or program a part convincingly, hire someone who can. Great drums, bass, or vocals
can elevate a track more than any plugin or effect ever could. 

F. Get a synth guy
Synths have become a massive part of modern rock and metal—they add texture, width, and cinematic
energy that guitars alone can’t always deliver. If sound design isn’t your thing, or you don’t have great synth
software or hardware, hire someone who does.

Book the collaborators who will get your song across the finish line. Give them your song plan and
references, and make sure they understand your vision.

Step 3: Book

Ask for revisions if your collaborators don’t deliver what you’ve asked for, but try not obsess over small
details, which will kill your momentum. Remember: having an expert’s input is a good thing. Stick to your
vision but keep an open mind.

Step 4: Don’t Obsess

https://www.wattsproductions.co.za/
https://www.erickgerber.com/song-critique/
https://gregvk.com/
https://www.christidutoit.co.za/
https://www.fiverr.com/s/NNKPNNG
https://www.fiverr.com/s/0bxlbdL
https://www.erickgerber.com/services/studiowork/
https://www.fiverr.com/s/99yxd3A
https://www.fiverr.com/s/Q7KVP4P
https://www.erickgerber.com/
https://www.fiverr.com/pe/1q9orG0
https://soundbetter.com/


Collaboration +6: Learned how to outsource effectively.

Collaboration +4: Embraced that music is a collaborative art form.

Production +2: Finished producing the song with help from others.
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Level 12 Completed

Skill point summary

Skills earned:

Total Skill stats:

Discipline

Momentum

Creativity

Craft

Production

Collaboration

Confidence
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The Boss Fight

You step back out onto the road, ready to find the Beacon, and you’re met with…
Silence. The sky turns black, the hairs on your arms stand up, and a chill runs

down your spine. You turn at the sound of footsteps as your final enemy steps

out of the shadows. You falter, unable to believe your eyes as you realize—it’s

you. A twisted, dark twin, the embodiment of the perfectionist and the mountain of

unfinished songs. You fight, each strike matching the other's. “It’s pointless!” they

shout. “We’re evenly matched in every way. Give up!”

Then it hits you: you can’t win with force, but with release. The enemy craves

perfection; the champion chooses completion. As you finally let go, the mirror

shatters, and light floods through. Done beats perfect. Completion is your

victory.

Level 13:

PAGE 62



Decide to FINISH! 

This is both the hardest and most important step in the entire roadmap. You’ve written, refined, and shaped
your track into something real—but it only becomes complete once you decide it is. Finishing isn’t about
perfection; it’s about closure.
By finishing this song, you prove to yourself that you can finish songs—a skill that will transform everything
you create from here on out.

Objective

Level 13:

The Boss Fight
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Finishing a song is terrifying – it means it’s time to lay your soul out for the world to see. It could get
stomped on or worse: completely ignored. And so, to avoid emotional damage, you try to fill any and all
holes that can be poked. But being your own worst critic is not only exhausting, it creates an impenetrable
forcefield around your song, which completely defeats the point.

A song is meant to show vulnerability and raw emotion. It’s imperfect because you are imperfect—and that’s
a good thing. That vulnerability is what connects people with you through art. It’s also what pushes some
away—and that’s okay.

Here’s the thing - music is polarising – always has been, always will be. The reason some hate Justin Bieber
is the same reason why so many others adore him. If you can accept that, then you might be able to
overcome your fear of imperfection.

Every artist struggles with knowing when something is “done.” But remember the lesson at Level 1: you’ll
never have objective context for your own music. You’re too close to it. You’ve heard your song a hundred
times, dissected every note, and your brain is incapable of hearing it the way a new listener would.

That’s why perfection is an illusion. The audience decides what’s great—not you. A song that feels
imperfect to you could be someone else’s favorite track of the year.

At this point, you’ve already overcome the hardest challenges:
No Vision Beyond the Riff: you’ve learned how to build songs with purpose and structure.
Translation Failure: you can now turn your ideas into real music.
Phantom Masterpiece Syndrome: you understand that a song needs to evolve from a single seed, not a
pile of ideas.

Now there’s only one obstacle left: the fear of imperfection. 

Reality Check

—Leonardo da Vinci

A work of art is never finished, only abandoned.A work of art is never finished, only abandoned.

https://www.erickgerber.com/


Level 13:

The Boss Fight
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Action tasks

Step 1: Stop trying to protect yourself

Perfectionism is fear wearing armor. Every “fix” after a certain point is just an emotional defense
mechanism. Recognise it—and stop.

Step 2: Define “done”

A song is finished when it communicates what you intended—not when it’s flawless. Repeat these words
like a mantra.

Step 3: Reframe the risk

You’re not risking failure by releasing; you’re risking failure by holding back.
Each time you finish a song, you get faster, more confident, and more consistent. Finishing is a muscle—the
more you train it, the stronger it gets.

Step 4: Avoid sharing it privately first

Most artists show their song to friends or family before releasing it. But those closest to you are rarely your
true audience—and their feedback, while well-intentioned, can often do more harm than good. If you’re not
ready to hit publish yet, share it with an experienced professional in your genre who can give you
constructive, relevant feedback that actually moves the song forward.

Step 5: Detach your worth from the outcome

The song is not you—it’s just something you made. Once it’s out there, your job is to learn from the process
and start the next one. As Ryan Tedder (OneRepublic) puts it, “Divorce your songs”.

Step 6: Finish and move forward

Momentum beats mastery. One finished, imperfect song will teach you more than a thousand unfinished
“masterpieces.”

https://www.erickgerber.com/
https://www.erickgerber.com/song-critique/


10

8

10

10

10

10

6

Discipline +2: Strengthened the finishing muscle.

Momentum +1: Expanded music portfolio and consistency.

Confidence +4: Accepted that finished beats perfect, and the

audience crowns the masterpiece.

Level 13 Completed

Skill point summary

Skills earned:

Total Skill stats:

Discipline

Momentum

Creativity

Craft

Production

Collaboration

Confidence
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RELEASE-READY TRACK!

Final boss Defeated!



The Beacon

With the final enemy destroyed, you stand before the Beacon, its light cutting into

the dark like a blade through fog. Around you, every fragment you’ve carried—

every riff, every voice, every ghost—stirs. They’ve followed you all this way,

waiting to be freed.

One by one, you lift them into the light. The Beacon hums, resonating with the

chorus of finished songs, each one folded into the Pulse like a stone set in a

monument. They dissolve—not lost, but transformed—released into the world as

something that endures. For the first time, there’s peace. The ghosts are gone. The

city answers with a new sound: the Beacon’s chorus—warm, bright, and alive. You

are whole.

The Beacon still glows—waiting for the next lost soul to find it.

Level 14:
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Celebrate!

Every finished song is a victory. You need to reinforce your identity as someone who finishes what they
start. As James Clear wrote in Atomic Habits, rewards are how your brain learns which behaviors to repeat.
So do something special to celebrate this moment—your effort, your persistence, and your growth—
because it teaches your mind that creation is worth the journey.

Whether you plan to release your song, pitch it, upload it to a library, or save it as part of a larger project, do
something with it. Every finished song deserves purpose, even if its only purpose right now is to prove that
you can see something through to the end.

Objective

Level 14:

The Beacon
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Don’t let the post-project void trick you into thinking it wasn’t good enough. Finishing a song is one of the
hardest things in music—and the feeling of “it’s not perfect yet” never fully goes away.
You’ve built momentum. Protect it! The best creators in the world aren’t the ones who chase one perfect
work; they’re the ones who keep creating after the celebration ends. The biggest difference between you
and your heroes is song output. Today, you’ve started to bridge that gap.

Reality Check

Smile. Play your song once more, and let it sink in—you finished it.

Action tasks

Step 1: Pause and acknowledge your win

Go for a walk, grab a coffee at your favourite café, watch or read something you love. Small, intentional
rewards are how you turn finishing into a habit, not a one-time event.

Step 2: Reward yourself

If this roadmap helped you, share it with another musician who’s stuck. Be the Beacon for someone else
still trapped in the loop of unfinished songs.

Step 3: Share the light

Note what worked, what didn’t, and how you felt along the way. These reflections are fuel for your next run.
Also look at your released catalog as a whole and note which songs have performed the best and why.
Then, repeat what worked.

Step 4: Reflect and improve

Momentum compounds. Start your next project as soon as possible—aim to be just 1% better at each level.
That’s how mastery is forged.

Step 5: Move forward immediately

https://www.erickgerber.com/
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Discipline

Momentum

Creativity

Craft

Production

Collaboration

Confidence

Momentum +1: Formed a lasting song-finishing habit through

intentional rewards.

Momentum +1: Gained unstoppable creative momentum.

Confidence +4: Boosted positivity and self-belief.

Level 14 Completed

Skill point summary

Skills earned:

Total Skill stats:
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True Song Finisher achieved
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The Journey Beyond the Beacon
You’ve reached the end of The Modern Guitarist’s Song Finisher Roadmap, but this is really just the start.
If you’ve made it this far, you’ve proven you’re serious about becoming a finisher, not just a riff collector. You
now have the framework, tools, and mindset to take any musical idea from spark to release. Use it. Refine it.
Make it your own.

Key Takeaways

A clear roadmap and repeatable process turns chaos into consistency.
Restriction fuels creativity; deadlines build mastery.
Every song needs a midway mental shift from expansive to contractive.
The right tools reduce friction.
Collaboration isn’t weakness—it’s your greatest multiplier.
A song is finished when it communicates what you intended—not when it’s flawless. Finished beats
perfect.

What your key takeaway from this Roadmap? I’d love to know! Drop me an email at me@erickgerber.com.

Work With Me Directly

Need hands-on help bringing your next song to life? I offer the following services:

Song Critiques: get honest, actionable feedback on your songs. Learn more
One-On-One Mentoring: personalized guidance for your creative process. Learn more
Composition & Production: I’ll personally turn your ideas into fully produced songs. Learn more
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Stay Connected

If you found this roadmap valuable, join my email list to get more songwriting tips, behind-the-scenes
content, and early access to upcoming courses and masterclasses designed to help modern guitarists
write, produce, and finish better songs—faster.

Join the mailing list here

Help Me Improve

If you feel something is missing from this guide, let me know. Your feedback helps me make this roadmap
even better for the next wave of guitarists.

Share your feedback here

mailto:me@erickgerber.com
https://www.erickgerber.com/song-critique/
https://www.erickgerber.com/services/mentoring/
https://www.erickgerber.com/services/writing/
https://www.erickgerber.com/
https://preview.mailerlite.io/forms/983796/172714678527460740/share
https://forms.gle/PiTpmkmKWah1BAvD7
https://forms.gle/PiTpmkmKWah1BAvD7
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Follow the Journey

Stay inspired and keep learning:
YouTube: youtube.com/@erickgerbermusic
Instagram: instagram.com/erickgerbermusic 

Keep finishing. Keep growing.

And never forget: the biggest difference between you and your heroes isn’t skill or talent—it’s song

output.

 Erick Gerber

 Composer | Producer | Guitarist

https://www.erickgerber.com/
http://youtube.com/@erickgerbermusic
http://instagram.com/erickgerbermusic
http://instagram.com/erickgerbermusic

