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INTRODUCTION


ANY ONE FOR ANALOGUE?


‘Everything that is easy on analogue is difficult on digital; everything that is difficult on digital is easy on analogue’ – ‘old Chinese proverb’


There are a lot of myths about recording and some seriously misguided ideas of how you’re supposed to go about it. Recording is simple. You put a microphone in front of the sound you want and press record. That’s it. There is nothing you have to do, no rule book that says you must EQ and compress or manipulate it afterwards. It’s entirely up to you.










Digital recording presents a world of endless options, where all decisions can be postponed indefinitely. ‘Make your mind up later’ is a strong selling point, but the truth is, digital is not particularly user-friendly. Analogue represents the opposite; its limitations force you to make fast, often intuitive decisions that cut out the middleman and just finish the record. By adopting some analogue thinking and adapting its techniques in the digital realm, you can revolutionise your recordings – not just in the way they sound, but in the way they feel. This takes a completely different mindset than ‘plug it in and fix it later’.


Digital systems were not designed by recording engineers and some of the fundamental aspects have been badly thought out. For example, changing a volume level by selecting the sound and using a ‘pencil’ tool to draw it with a mouse is a hopeless idea. When digital recording encourages you to solve problems by using more complex technology, it’s good for them, of course – you have to buy more stuff. Upgrade now, or your system won’t work any more.


Recorded sounds are not independent of each other; how they work with their companions, their behaviour and the unique interplay between them is a keystone of recording. Manipulating a sound in isolation doesn’t work well if you can’t hear it in context quickly and easily and can send you into a tailspin of knob twiddling and tweaking in no time. The better you can compare sounds in context, the more effective the results will be. Unfortunately, digital is lacking in this respect, when you can’t click on two things at once with a computer mouse, or turn two knobs at the same time. It’s apt to be time-consuming if the most necessary functions are often impractical.


On average, you might spend six hours a day on a mix session. You start making poor choices after that. And the length of time things take is important – because it’s all creative time. In real terms, at least half the work will be preparatory, such as fixing levels, fine-tuning sounds and so on. Balancing the mix is the big deal – and there’s a short performance curve on that. Believe me, I hit a peak at about forty-five minutes in. You can feel it. Pass that peak and you’re in for a long haul to get back. Which is why it’s not out of the ordinary to take a week or longer to mix a track digitally that would have taken a maximum of a day and a half on analogue.


It is a challenge not to be a perfectionist when recording digitally. It’s unsympathetic to errors and the workflow can be onerous; mixing forty tracks of sound rather than a mere sixteen takes a lot longer and you simply can’t connect with it in the same way. But don’t for a moment think that analogue recording is all about the type of equipment you use. It’s mostly about how you use the technology you’ve got.


In their heyday, recording studios were unique spaces, each with their own sonic signatures. Abbey Road and Trident were both as good as you could get – but sounded quite different from each other. So, at the outset, the question of ‘What studio should we use?’ was a significant choice. It’s not like that anymore. Everywhere sounds the same because the technology is more or less identical. It’s a sad paradox – now that there are no limits to the number of tracks and effects you can use, it is a whole universe of possibilities. Yet recording has become more homogenised than it has ever been. Maybe there are so many choices, we all just opt out and go to the hamburger joint.







‘Record player’ found at a recent archaeological dig in Merseyside.





It is your approach to the process that matters. Key decisions are made early on in analogue recording, unlike digital where the software encourages you to postpone them. If it’s more convenient to open up a new track and save three alternates than do a punch-in and record over an error, you end up fixing all kinds of performance shortcomings when you mix, which will end up taking so long that you lose any sense of spontaneity you might have had when you began.


Getting the most out of analogue recording did need preparation and forethought. You had to figure out in advance what you wanted on the front end, because there were not many fixes possible after the fact; you had to get it right at the time. Quite simply, if you didn’t have a pretty good idea of what the finished recording would turn out like before you started, you would be heading for trouble. There was no safety net and I believe that element of risk added more energy and focus to the proceedings. The lack of ‘feel’ attributed to digital is as much to do with that as the sound itself.


THAT ANALOGUE SOUND


What do you think of as the sound of analogue recording? Is it a vinyl record, tape compression, the preamps and valves, the microphones, or what? Do you mean the sound of 1950s recording? 1960s? 1970s? They are all very different from each other.







Tape boxes from Gooseberry, Mayfair, Utopia and Pye studios.





What I can tell you is that it is definitely not about adding another piece of equipment to your arsenal to use like a plug-in. It’s an integrated, start-to-finish process; a way of working. How you think about and prepare for your recordings and all the decisions you make along the way are more important than any equipment you use. That approach can be adapted to a digital environment. You don’t need a big rack full of vintage compressors or an expensive mixing desk. You don’t need a tape recorder (nice as they may be, though you would be lucky to find one in decent working order). Your choice of gear or your budget has no bearing on the way you choose to work – that costs nothing.


There is no such thing as a ‘good’ sound. Or a ‘bad’ one, either. That’s rather like saying there are good and bad colours. I’d stretch the point to say there’s no such thing as good or bad equipment. It’s a matter of taste, how you use it and the choices you make. Incorporating analogue methods and techniques will improve your recording skills across the board, no matter what kind of record it is, or the equipment you happen to have.


It is the way of thinking that is the biggest divide between analogue and digital. Many of the myths that surround recording today are a consequence of technological progress in the past; and all are as untrue now as they were then. You do not have to EQ everything by default, or isolate musicians in booths, or stick a mic on every component of a drum kit. Really.


If I were to pose the question: ‘Did we make good records before parametric EQ or multiband compression was invented?’, you would reply, ‘Yes, of course we did.’


Then I might say, ‘Well, you don’t really need parametric EQ or multiband compression, do you?’


But of course you can make sounds on digital that are just as effective as analogue, though it is still a different animal. There’s a human element to analogue recordings that everyone can relate to, a certain enchantment in a vinyl disc spinning on a record player. I’m not surprised that records are popular again, and not just because of nostalgia. The resurgence of vinyl has largely been fuelled by a young, digital generation, tired of throwaway corporate pop. Vinyl still has its own unique, indefinable magic – and some of it might just rub off on you, as you take it out of the sleeve, mightn’t it? CDs and downloads could never hope to compete with that.


The recording industry is driven by profit and will take any opportunity to sell a new but not necessarily improved version of a product that is fundamentally the same. What may be fashionable is not always better. Were CDs really superior to vinyl? Did you get rid of your record collection, only to replace it with the ‘remastered vinyl’ versions ten years later?


Despite everything, analogue is enduring, maybe because it is remarkably good at capturing our feelings and memories. It carries them well. It is a process that feels in the moment and captures that moment. Digital doesn’t really do that, does it? By comparison, it feels impermanent and disposable. No matter what technical wizardry digital can conjure up, analogue is still the yardstick against which results are measured. All that is quick and easy on analogue may well be longwinded and monotonous on digital, but on the plus side, all the things that were impossible on analogue are at your digital fingertips.


It is only very recently that recording has become available to everyone. This is a privilege. In the not too distant past, you needed very deep pockets, or to be contracted to a large corporation. You could only record when you were allowed to and in the way you were told. Thankfully, this is no longer the case and you are completely free to do whatever you want, with a huge array of tools at your disposal.


You may have a home studio or a professional set-up. Either way, you will probably know some of what follows. You might disagree with it, but I encourage you to keep an open mind. Recording need not be complicated, even if everything that surrounds it seems to be. It certainly used to be simpler and there’s no reason it can’t be more straightforward now. Choosing to take an analogue approach to digital recording will change the way you work. It is fastest and easiest if you have an analogue mixer integrated into your system, but this is certainly not a requirement. Mixing on a control surface with faders will take a little longer, and it may be more demanding if you’re completely ‘in the box’, but preparation and recording is the same, regardless.


The first time you embark on recording and mixing with these analogue techniques will be quite different to the way you’ve done things in the past. It might appear unfamiliar and unorthodox as you read through the instructions the first time. Consider it a reset of how you think about the entire process. We’re starting at square one, from the room you record in, the format you’re working with, right through to recording, mixing and mastering your finished recordings.




1


YOUR STUDIO


Forget all your preconceptions about recording studios and their design. Digital technology has changed the landscape. Modern studios fall into two categories – traditional rooms to record groups of musicians in, and single, control-room spaces with little or no separate recording area.










ACOUSTICS


Find a room that music sounds good in. It’s difficult to make a bad-sounding room sound good. It is not true that you must have acoustic treatments in your room; however, you do need a pleasant-sounding room and monitors that tell you the truth. If it’s a poor room, try to find another.


Sound travels through the air and bounces around all the objects in its path. The reflections can be pleasing or horrid, and every room will have its weaknesses. The imperfections are magnified in relation to the volume at which you listen. The simplest way to check where sonic problems lie within any room is to play some familiar music through your monitors, starting at a low volume, then gradually increasing it. Past a certain point, the sound will become uneven, harsh or muddy. Back off the level to the point where the sound is most detailed and defined, mark the master volume on your recorder or amp, and don’t monitor anything above that level.


That’s fine as long as you’re happy to work at whatever that volume happens to be. Otherwise, your room will need acoustic treatment of some kind. Some very simple things can help in a domestic environment: if your room is harsh, or too ‘live’, it may need nothing more than a carpet on the floor and long curtains for the windows or walls to soften it. Try that first. To isolate external noise and reduce sound escaping from the studio, weatherstrip the door tightly and use a double layer of rubber underlay beneath the carpet (the heavy, dense kind, not foam rubber). This works well to isolate lower frequencies travelling through joists into adjacent rooms. Rubber underlay is also handy placed under monitors if they are not free-standing and also to isolate computer noise.


Recording in a modest room does not mean you can’t get a good result, if you think it through well. For example, Tamla Motown’s studio was a 4 × 5m (13 × 16.5ft) room with all the musicians crammed in, recorded live, including vocals – without any isolation booths, baffles or headphones. Is that cool, or what? Get to know your room. Think of installing soundproofing, bass traps and so on only as a last resort and, if you do, try movable options first. Sticking egg boxes all over the walls will not do you any good. I’ve done a lot of records in my mastering studio, certainly in the region of 3,000 tracks. It’s an unexceptional, 3 × 2.5m (10 × 8ft) room, with no acoustic treatment at all – other than a carpet and purple psychedelic curtains.


I am hesitant to recommend soundproofing and acoustic treatments, as they don’t always have the desired result. The owner of one of London’s most expensive studios spent a quarter of a million building a mix room that turned out to be hopelessly inaccurate and he had to rip it out and start all over again within two weeks of opening. So, keep acoustic treatments as simple as possible – and preferably portable. Free-standing baffles or movable acoustic panels will provide a much more flexible environment.







Baffles are an effective form of soundproofing.





RECORDING SPACES


You may have a room large enough to accommodate several musicians, or have a separate room for them. Assuming there’s no significant spillage and noise escaping to warrant the neighbours complaining to the council, and if it sounds okay to you, leave it alone. But you may not just have a neighbour problem – the louder the noise level, the more reflections there are in the room, which can be very unpleasant to hear if you happen to be in there at the time. In that event, if you can’t turn it down a bit, I’m afraid you’re probably in for the full ‘studio’ treatment – 2 × 4 battens attached to every wall and with the ceiling stuffed with as much sound-insulation material as can be crammed in, before plasterboarding over the lot. I have been in studios that did not bother with the plasterboard and just left the fibreglass insulation to disperse gradually around the room. Don’t try that.


Once your recording space is complete, you will want to put musicians inside it. For a regular, amplified band line-up, you will probably need some baffles to contain the loudest instruments from spilling too much into the others. Some bleed is fine, but not if the bass is leaking all over the drums and vocals. You can buy ready-made baffles, or make your own. They are just narrow boxes in various sizes with sound insulation in them, or office-like screens, sometimes with a window in, useful if you plan on recording live vocals. Of course, you can just pile up empty guitar cases with your coats on top in an emergency.


MONITORING


The monitoring system is the most important component of your studio. If your speakers are not telling the truth, every decision you make will be compromised. I was once asked, why do some engineers like to have monitors on their side and others prefer them upright? This is not something I’d consciously thought about before, but it’s very simple – turn them on their side and there’s more room to put your cups on the top. No, not really. It’s all down to how we perceive sound. We’re all individual in what we like to hear when we work – loud or quiet, bass-heavy, bass-light, near or far – a lot of factors are involved. I’m generally in favour of upright, large, three-way speakers.







Yamaha, large Dynatron and small Tannoy monitors.





Accurate monitoring can be alarmingly expensive and ‘home studio’ speakers are priced to kill. It’s important to note that modern monitors tend to be boosted in the lows, with a lift in the high end. All the action is really in the mids, but it’s hard to find small monitors that represent this well.


It’s common now for active, near-field speakers to be the main monitors in a studio, yet they can be wildly inaccurate and inconsistent. The designs are still largely based on the original nearfield monitors, Yamaha NS10s. Limited as they are – with a rather crushed mid-range to say the least – so many studios bought them, they became the de facto standard that others have been measured against ever since.


It’s been forgotten that NS10s were never intended to be accurate in the first place; they were supposed to be merely a representation of what a mix would sound like on the radio, a quick, second point of reference. And, with a bit of guesswork, they did a reasonably good job. Typically, you would monitor through the big speakers during recording, then flip back and forth between the main monitors and the NS10s when you mixed. Over time, NS10s became the monitoring favourite, which is bizarre but fits with my as yet unproven theory that as technology ‘improves’ the fidelity (or shall we say ‘attractiveness’) of sound, it deteriorates by the same amount. This is due to manufacturers of domestic audio equipment selling playback systems and formats that are cheaper for them to produce, such as MP3 players or earbuds, which sound so naff that it doesn’t make much difference if you file-compress a mix to destruction.


TESTING YOUR MONITORING SYSTEM FOR ACCURACY


Set up your amplifier and speakers with the amplifier tone controls at 0 (no loudness or extra bass/ sub bass please). Position the speakers 2m (6.5ft) apart, with the mid-range cones at ear height. Choose several pieces of music of different styles and eras that you understand well. As you listen, turn up the volume to a comfortable level – not too loud – where the sonics are best represented, moving your listening position and distance to find the ‘sweet spot’ where the stereo image is most cohesive and spatial. Sometimes angling the speakers slightly inwards will enhance this. Can you hear any low-end bulge or high harshness in this spot? If so, turn down the volume and see if it disappears. Still there? Check that the bass is not resonating through another surface, by lifting the speakers from the shelf they are on, or moving them away from the wall. Also cross-check your ear position in relation to the speakers by tilting your head forward and back, and up and down a few inches.







Diagram showing monitor placement.





If your room is a small one which doesn’t allow much depth between you and the monitors, bring the speakers in from 2m (6.5ft) to as little as 1.25m (4ft) apart, angled slightly towards your ears. This creates a modified sweet spot and though it reduces stereo imaging, it isn’t a liability. Monitoring at close quarters means listening at lower volume levels, otherwise you’ll have ear burnout in no time.


Your ears quickly become accustomed to the sound of your monitors, so it’s vital to make some test recordings and check for accuracy in several different environments on various sound systems, from audiophile to laptop speakers. This allows you to set reference points and adjust accordingly for sonic imperfections. When cross-referencing outside your studio, listen carefully for particular frequency areas that seem dominant or lumpy, or if the perceived balance of your mixes is affected on all of the reference systems. Listen for ‘holes’ in the sound and inconsistencies that occur, making notes on your first impressions. The sound systems that you cross-reference with, and the spaces they are in, will each have their own characteristics and none will be completely true; but your aim is to build up a picture of anything that sounds inaccurate in all of the alternate environments.


When you have identified problem areas, try some minor tone control adjustments before resorting to soundproofing or acoustic treatments. Your monitors may have some limited EQ settings on the back, so try that first. Otherwise, you can optimise the tone settings on your power amp. Don’t overanalyse. If your ears are tired, nothing will make sense. Swift, instinctive decisions with fresh ears yield the best results, which may mean short listening sessions spread over a number of days, or even weeks. It takes time and patience, but you won’t regret it.


Ultimately, you can’t expect any room to be completely accurate, so you have to go with what sounds most representative OUTSIDE of your studio. Over time, you’ll get to know the quirks of your monitors very well and how to compensate for imperfections. It’s also handy to have a second pair of speakers for cross-referencing – typically cheap and nasty ones. Always check your work in other rooms, on computer speakers, a terrible modern bookshelf stereo (for muddiness) and a decent hi-fi system (if you can find one).


Should you come to the conclusion that your monitors are too inaccurate, you will have to replace them. Beware the hype – and always check the specs thoroughly. You want something with the flattest, most even response, with detailed mid range and not overly flattering. If you’ve never tried a large three-way speaker system, give it a go; their character is very different to active monitors. But whatever you decide on, listen and listen again; compare your choices carefully before shelling out your cash!


EQUIPMENT


I must emphasise that you don’t have to buy anything to incorporate analogue methods into your recordings. How you approach and adapt the process is the more important thing. There is nothing you really need to spend, other than your time – okay, maybe you need a microphone or two, or perhaps another set of speakers. Software is freely available; outboard gear, analogue mixers, expensive preamps or glowing blue valves are not required. If you do want to invest in gear, get the absolute minimum and choose wisely. Yet another compressor or reverb won’t solve problems you encounter and too much gear – whether plug-ins or outboard – can only open a Pandora’s Box of options, and hinders as much as it helps. Resist the temptation. If you do happen to add new software or programs, get them from a reliable source. There are lots of scammers and hackers out there. Going to the manufacturer or developer’s website is generally the best course of action.


RECORDERS


For hardcore analogophiles, there are still tape recorders knocking around, but they’re all in the autumn of their lives. It’s very difficult finding one in decent working order, regardless of price. Expect it to need servicing, at the very least. Spare parts are scarce, techs are thin on the ground and even if you’re lucky enough to come across a tape recorder that works properly, unused tape is expensive. And you still end up having to transfer your recordings into a digital format for people to listen to them. A reel to reel might just be impractical to use; it may sound great – except for the hiss. Currently, I have two reel to reels and roughly eight cassette decks; just two are usable. The other six make handy fuzzboxes.


For the most part, digital audio workstations (DAWs) have superseded hard disc recorders, portastudios and the like. They are king, for the moment, being cheap – even free – and readily available to all. While computer-based systems are excellent for editing, or cutting and pasting samples and loops, they are not quite so intuitive if your aim is to record live musicians in real time, or to work in an analogue style. Digital formats like Pro Tools have steep learning curves and simple, important things can be frustratingly slow. There are some workarounds to make life easier, but basically, what we’d really like around here is a computer program that operates with the ease of a tape recorder.


That being said, Pro Tools and Logic (or the most recent versions of them) now include a ‘quick punch’ facility that allows the user to record and punch in on the fly, on the same track! Which I applaud, although making quick level changes within that track is still incomprehensible to me. The free program Audacity also has a similar, if clunkier, ‘punch and roll’ feature, with level edits relatively easy to manage. Other major platforms have a range of more baffling solutions – so how simple or frustrating the process is will depend entirely on what you are using.


Functionality is important, but only insofar as it affects the timeliness of the process as a whole. If you can maintain a steady workflow with momentum, it won’t matter if a mix took half an hour or a week. Understand your own performance habits; how long your concentration span is and plan around that. You might feel in the zone for twenty minutes or two hours, so work to your strengths and allow for your shortcomings.
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