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Courtesy of Larry Busaca




The greatest interaction in the world is the creativity involved in making music.




I wish everyone could experience the birth of a record the way I do, from the time a songwriter hits on a brilliant idea through the long hours spent getting it down on tape.




What makes for a great record? A fantastic song, convincing performance, and superb sound.




There’s a craft to making records, and behind every recording lie dozens of details that are invisible to someone listening on the radio, CD player, or iPod.




Wherever I go, I’m amazed by the curiosity that both casual and serious music lovers express for the marginalia surrounding the records they love.




Who wrote the song, and why did the artist choose to perform it? Why was it done in a particular style? When, where, and how was it recorded? What decisions went into building the mix? What was happening in the world, the artist’s life, and the studio on the day the record was made, and how did those things affect the performance?




The answers to these questions are what I live for, and I’m grateful that people are fascinated by the magic behind what we as engineers and producers do. And so, this book is about making records: the way we made them when I started in the late 1950s, the way we make them now, and everything in between.




Like mixing a record, condensing the decades of one’s working life into the finite pages of a book necessitates many reductive decisions.




While it touches on numerous areas of my life and work, this volume is not an autobiography or technical manual, nor does it pretend to be a definitive study of any one topic related to record production. Instead, I’ve painted a broad picture, using personal anecdotes and vignettes to help illustrate the complex road traveled by songwriters, artists, engineers, and producers who contribute to the art of making records.




As an engineer and producer, I’ve strived to give singers and musicians the confidence to develop their ideas, find their best performance, and use the latest technology to share it with the world. I’m pleased to offer a glimpse behind the scenes, with hopes that the next time you hear one of your favorite records you’ll be able to say, “Aha! That’s how they did it.”




Phil Ramone
 New York City
 April 2007
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With Frank Sinatra, A&R Recording Studios NYC, 1967 Phil Ramone Collection




June 28, 1993.




Capitol Records Studio A, Hollywood and Vine Streets, Los Angeles.




The short walk from the main studio to the control room takes what seems to be an eternity. My heart thumps in my chest.




As I enter the booth, its thick door seals behind me with a sturdy whoosh. Trying to hide my disappointment, I look at the crew.




“That’s it, gentlemen. He’s gone.”




At the end of any other night, these words might bring a collective sigh of relief, a funny comment, or a round of applause—all tension breakers meant to relax. Tonight they come at the start, and their implication is ominous.




Frank Sinatra, uncharacteristically full of self-doubt, has left the first session for his eagerly anticipated Duets album, and we have nothing to show for it.




While the notion of undertaking such a project is a gamble, I’m confident that pairing Sinatra with a variety of legendary artists will make for an attention-grabbing record. There’s timelessness to Sinatra’s music, and though his voice might be showing signs of age, he can still wring every nuance from a lyric.






I feel more prepared for this album than for any other of my career; I’ve worked with Frank before, and understand his musical shorthand.




Whether you’re a musician or a producer, you always know where you stand with Sinatra. Since some of the younger guys aren’t familiar with the singer’s recording jargon or my cryptic signals, I warn them to listen carefully, and to watch my hands.




I realize that when the musical sparks start to fly we might have only one shot at getting it on tape, so I’ve assembled a top-notch team to work alongside of me: arranger-conductor Patrick Williams, engineer Al Schmitt, coproducer Hank Cattaneo (Sinatra’s longtime production manager), and Don Rubin, head of Capitol’s A&R department.




Patrick has lovingly reworked many of Sinatra’s classic arrangements, the sassy swing and the tender ballad charts written by Nelson Riddle, Billy May, Don Costa, Billy Byers, and Quincy Jones. As I watch Patrick greet Frank for the first time, I recall what he said after the original scores arrived from the Sinatra library.




“Phil,” he explained, “I opened the package and put them on the desk, and right on top was a chart marked, ‘I’ve Got You Under My Skin—arranged by Nelson Riddle.’ Nelson’s copyist, Vern Yocum, had scrupulously handwritten every part. When I saw that I started to cry. It was one song after another, right there on my desk—all of these great Sinatra songs that had been such an important part of my life.”




Sinatra’s music represents the apotheosis of American popular music. The original charts—some yellowed and dog-eared—are the same ones that sat on the musicians’ stands in this very room on the balmy nights when Frank first recorded his classic interpretations of the songs nearly forty years ago. For a musician or arranger, the chance to make a tactile connection such as this—to touch and reinterpret such well-respected music—is a humbling experience.




For a project such as Duets, a first-class engineer is a must and at my side is Al Schmitt. In addition to having recorded some of the best-sounding records of the past thirty years, Al is the last person to fold under pressure.




Ditto Hank Cattaneo, who has toured with Frank as his personal soundman for almost twenty years. Other than Quincy Jones, few people understand the complexities of a Sinatra performance—or the man’s temperament—better than Hank does.




Don Rubin, a veteran EMI artist & repertoire executive and close associate of Capitol Records chairman Charles Koppelman, has tended to the dozens of business issues that accompany such an ambitious project.




Desiring to make Frank’s return to Capitol Records special, we’ve lavished lots of attention on the details.




In a small passageway between Studios A and B (an area that is occasionally used as a vocal or drum booth), we’ve created a lounge with a couch, table, and bar stocked with Frank’s favorite snacks and beverages. Knowing that he might want to warm up privately with pianist Bill Miller, we’ve placed a small piano in there, too.




We have also peppered the orchestra with familiar faces from Frank’s past, extraordinary musicians such as George Roberts (bass trombone) and Gerald Vinci (violin)—musicians who played on the original records decades before. Joining them are the guys who’ve been backing Frank on tour: Chuck Berghoffer (bass), Ron Anthony (guitar), and Gregg Field (drums). Tying it all together is Sinatra’s pianist of more than forty years, Bill Miller.




Tonight marks the first time the entire cast and crew is together.




Hank, Al, and I have been at the studio for hours, checking the mixing boards, digital recorders, and microphone cables. The orchestra has been rehearsing all afternoon, and we’ve gotten our preliminary balances.




All we need now is Mr. Sinatra.




Patrick has set a six o’clock call for the musicians; they begin trickling in early.






Frank arrives at seven, immaculately dressed in a sport coat, slacks, and tie. He greets me with a firm handshake and a broad smile. “Hi kid—good to see you again.”




Besides being his first recording session in years, this is Frank’s first visit to the Capitol Tower—the birthplace of his most acclaimed records—since he left the label under tense circumstances in 1962. He hasn’t forgotten. “I know this joint,” he deadpans as he walks down the hall leading to Studio A. “I’ve been here before!”




Sinatra’s comment is a positive sign. He’s in a great mood, and as we enter the studio he makes it a point to chat briefly with some of the old friends he sees sprinkled throughout the room.




The orchestra tunes up and runs down the first song. They sound fabulous. Patrick signals that he’s ready to start. Looking at Frank, I point toward the vocal booth. “Should we try one?”




Sinatra glances nervously at the booth; he takes his time walking toward the three-sided structure. After a few minutes of halfhearted singing, he comes out. “This isn’t for me,” he says, looking at the booth disapprovingly. “I’m not singing in there. Why don’t you just get some tracks with the band, and I’ll come back later to sing over them?”




My heart sinks.




With Frank you’ve got to read between the lines. The subtext is, “Forget it. If I’m not comfortable, I’m not doing it.” I know that if we tape the orchestra tracks without him, he’ll find some excuse to avoid coming back to do the overdubs. It’s a familiar scene, and one I’ve hoped to avoid. The words of a well-intentioned friend at Reprise Records pop into my mind. “Good luck,” he’d said. “We’ve been trying to get him into the studio for years.”




We’ve reached the moment of truth, and Sinatra is begging off. Pushing him would be pointless. “I understand,” I explain, hoping to hide my disappointment. “We’ll rehearse the band, and you can come back and try again tomorrow night.” He agrees.




When Sinatra is out of earshot, his manager, Eliot Weisman, complains of a nervous stomach. “We’ve blown it—he won’t be back,” Weisman says. Don Rubin is also perplexed; no one knows what the next step should be. Sinatra says his good nights, and as quickly as he came, disappears into the night.




I head for the control room, and the inevitable postsession analysis with my colleagues. I’m crestfallen. This session—and the success or failure of the entire project—rests with me.




The path leading to this session has been long and arduous. Convincing Sinatra to record again hasn’t been easy.




When Eliot Weisman, Don Rubin, and I visited him a year earlier in Palm Beach, Florida, we explained why we felt Frank should do an album, and what I thought the approach should be.




The most intimate part of a Sinatra concert (and the one I loved most) was when he shunned the orchestra and sang with a jazz combo and strings, so my first suggestion was to book a week at New York’s Rainbow Room and record Frank doing live supper-club-style shows. I thought it would be nice to surround Frank with a quintet, twelve strings, and four soloists. The intimate late-night jazz setting would allow him to stretch out a bit, and to tape some of the tunes he’d never officially recorded—chestnuts like “Lover, Come Back to Me,” “I Remember You,” and “’S’ wonderful.”




As original as it was, Frank rejected the idea.




My second suggestion was pairing him with other artists to revisit the songs he’d made famous: “I’ve Got You Under My Skin,” “Come Fly with Me,” “Guess I’ll Hang My Tears Out to Dry,” “Where or When,” and “New York, New York.” While he didn’t dismiss this option completely, Frank had reservations. “I recorded those songs forty years ago,” he protested. “Why would I want to rerecord them now?”




I persisted. “Yes, you’ve sung those songs before, and the originals are models of their kind,” I offered. “But the way you do ‘One For My Baby’ now is unlike the way you did it in 1958.”




I reminded Frank that while Laurence Olivier had performed Shakespeare while in his twenties, the readings he did when he was in his sixties gave them new meaning. I spoke with conviction. “Don’t my children—and your grandchildren—deserve to hear the way you’re interpreting your classic songs now?”




Deep down I knew that Duets was the right thing for Frank to do, while he still had that voice, and while audiences around the world were still honoring him nightly with standing ovations.




“Who would you like to invite to the party?” I asked. “Ella,” he said, without hesitation.




I knew that Ella Fitzgerald wasn’t well, and that she couldn’t participate. Neither could Dean Martin or Peggy Lee.




“How about some of the younger people, like Luther Vandross?” I suggested.




To appeal to as wide an audience as possible we extended the invite to artists from many genres: Barbra Streisand, Aretha Franklin, Gloria Estefan, Julio Iglesias, Anita Baker, Natalie Cole, Liza Minnelli, Tony Bennett, Charles Aznavour, and Bono.




As expected, everyone clamored to sing with Mr. Sinatra.




But Frank’s agreement came with a proviso. “If I do it, I can’t have anyone sing in the studio with me,” he said.




I appreciated his candor and reasoning. Frank was seventy-six years old, and he hadn’t been in the studio for almost ten years. He was a perfectionist who was too impatient to record duets the way he’d done them years before with Ella, Dean, Rosemary Clooney, Bing Crosby, Sammy Davis Jr., and so many others. At that point in his life he was hard enough on himself. Why add the stress of extra rehearsals and repeated takes?




After whittling Frank’s core repertoire down to twenty songs, we circulated it among his duet partners. “Give us the names of a few songs you’d like to sing with him,” I asked. “And please be flexible.”




The assignment of specific songs—and how the lines will be split—won’t be finalized until after Frank records complete solo versions of the songs.






Adding to the excitement of making duets is the opportunity to use some cutting-edge technology. Since several of Frank’s duet partners can’t record in Los Angeles, we’ve planned to tape their parts using EDNet fiber-optic lines from whatever city they’re in: Charles Aznavour in Paris, Bono in Dublin, Liza Minnelli in Rio de Janeiro, Gloria Estefan and Julio Iglesias in Miami, and Aretha Franklin and Anita Baker in Detroit.




But on this first night, all of these points are moot. We’ve stumbled, and as the producer I have a lot to consider.




Besides the artistic loss we’ll suffer if Sinatra doesn’t do the album, there’ll be financial repercussions. Although my first concern is for Frank’s satisfaction and the artistic integrity of the record we’re making (or, at the moment, not making), I still have to justify the cost of underwriting the complicated production to Charles Koppelman.




To date, a fair amount has been spent adjusting the vintage charts to suit Sinatra’s mature voice, rehearsing the fifty-five-piece orchestra, and setting up for the sessions. “How much are we in for?” Koppelman asks. “About three hundred and fifty thousand,” I reply, knowing that the figure will surely increase by week’s end, whether Sinatra records anything or not.




Koppelman’s next question hangs in the air. “Is there a chance…?”




I’ve got a lot on my mind as I head for the control room on this first unproductive night.




In the booth, Hank Cattaneo and I replay the night’s events in our minds, trying to figure out why Sinatra’s confidence had changed so suddenly. “Maybe the lighting wasn’t right,” Hank says. “Or his jacket and tie were too confining.” I make a mental note to remind Sinatra to dress casually the next night.




Then it hits us: Frank had looked uncomfortable when he went into the vocal booth.




From the start, Al Schmitt and I had assumed that Frank would sing in the small area we’d partitioned off to separate his voice from the other instruments. But tonight’s session proved that we’ve miscalculated. At this stage in the game, Sinatra isn’t accustomed to being separated from his musicians; he’s most comfortable when he can see and hear the band in front of him.




We think about how to tailor the recording environment to better suit Frank’s needs. “Let’s arrange it so that he’s closer to the rhythm section,” Hank suggests. “If he feels like he’s singing on-stage it might help him relax.” It’s an excellent idea, and because there’s a movable partition between Studios A and B, we’re able to open up the room and spread things out.




Al, Hank, and I scramble to rearrange the studio and build a small platform between the two rooms. On it we place a chair, small teleprompter, and two monitor speakers so Frank will be able to hear the rhythm section and strings. While we’d originally hung three mikes in the vocal booth, we now place a single boom-mounted microphone on the stage.




For insurance, we prepare a wireless hand mike like the one Frank uses on stage for live performances. Al is apprehensive about using the handheld microphone. “It’s a stage mike, Phil—and it’s wireless.” His concern is understandable. As anyone who has used a cell phone knows, wireless equipment can cut out while you’re using it, and it’s prone to radio-wave interference. I consider the risks and rewards. “We’ve got to move forward,” I say. “I don’t care what kind of microphone he sings into, he’s still Frank Sinatra.”




Drained, I go to my hotel. I barely sleep.




The next night Sinatra shows up at seven, this time wearing a nice jogging suit. He looks tired. Is he as nervous about the sessions as we are?




There’s some small talk. Frank sips a bit of water and picks up the hand mike. He tries a tune.




Then, strike two.






Without fanfare, Frank quietly announces that he’s not feeling well. “The reed’s not working,” he explains, tapping his Adam’s apple. “Sore throat. I’m going home to rest. I’ll see you guys tomorrow.” He leaves, and disappointment turns to fear.




We’re far from the finish line, and there’s nothing to do but wait. If the sessions don’t work out, it’s not for a lack of trying, I remind myself. There are no guarantees when you embark on a project like this; there are many risks, and the artist, producer, and record label share responsibility for those risks.




“We’ve set the stage for something extraordinary, and I still feel that this will work,” I tell everyone before leaving. “Get some rest—I’ll see you all tomorrow.”




The next day, Hank and I arrive at Capitol early to test the equipment. The musicians have rehearsed so much they’ve practically memorized their parts. Despite this, we hold a two o’clock rehearsal.




At four, the calls to the studio begin. “He’s dressed and preparing for the session,” comes the report from Beverly Hills. A few hours later, a second call from the car: “We’re on Hollywood Boulevard—he’ll be there in a few minutes.” Suddenly, Frank—wearing an immaculately tailored business suit and tie—breezes into the studio, looking rested and years younger than the previous two nights.




Again, pleasantries are exchanged as Frank makes his way into the studio. I say a silent prayer, and escort him to the platform where he’ll sing. In that moment, something that I’ve rarely seen before happens: although fifty-five seasoned musicians are preparing to play, there’s a disconcerting silence in the room. A hundred and ten eyes follow as Frank and I traverse the floor. When we get to his spot on the stage, he turns to me.








FS: So kid, tell me—why am I recording these songs again? I did a lot of them years ago, right here.




ME: These renditions will be different—we’re going to arrange them as duets. We’ll rework your solo recordings and add your singing partners later.




FS: But the girls sing in different keys than the guys. How’s that going to work?




ME: That’s why Patrick is here. If there are any inconsistencies with the keys, he can adjust them right away.




FS: I’m sure you’ll figure it out. I trust you.




ME: If you’re unhappy with what we do, I’ll personally erase the tapes. No one will ever hear them. Don’t worry—this will be great!









I turn to walk toward the booth when Sinatra—sotto voce—offers a final thought:




“It better be.”




I signal the control room to roll tape, and two recorders—a forty-eight-track digital and a twenty-four-track analog backup—are started. I look out and give Patrick the thumbs-up. He kicks off the band, and the booth is filled with the buoyant sound of the first song’s sweeping introduction. Then, the rich, burnished tone of the most familiar singing voice in the world:








Come fly with me,




Let’s fly, let’s fly away




If you can use some exotic booze




There’s a bar in far Bombay…







When Frank’s first notes boom from the monitors, huge grins break out in the booth. The voice is clear, confident, and commanding. Sinatra is still Sinatra. He’s in the studio, and he’s swinging. The Duets album is finally under way.




By the end of “Come Fly with Me,” I know that we’ve got one solid take in the bank. I rewind the tape and play it back. Frank beams, and without missing a beat asks, “What’s next?” Before we can get the tapes rolling, the band launches into the opening of the next song, catching everyone off guard. I make a mad dash for the tape machines. “Get those tapes going!” I shout.




From here on out it’s one song after another, for nearly five hours, until we have nine songs in the can.




After the first few numbers I see some of the brass players pointing to their mouths. Their lips are tired. “Let’s take a break,” I suggest. “How long?” Sinatra asks.




“Ten minutes.”




“Give ’em five,” he jokes.




We come back from the break, and Frank offers a glimpse of the intuitive sense that has made him a studio legend. As the band starts the intro to “A Foggy Day,” he motions for them to stop. “The tempo’s a shade too bright, and there’s a problem in the woodwinds,” he proclaims.




Patrick scans the chart, consults with the musicians, and discovers that Frank is right. He makes the correction, and says, “Okay—we’ve got it.” Without another word, Sinatra gently taps a finger on his leg to define the tempo. The gesture is barely visible—so subtle that Patrick strains to see Sinatra’s hand. This time, the tempo is right where it belongs, and the mistake in the woodwind part is nowhere to be found.




Once Frank has settled into a groove and everyone has relaxed, I sit back and absorb the energy coming from the studio. I feel a glow, realizing that my dream for one last Sinatra album is finally coming true. As I tap my foot to the beat of the music, Al Schmitt looks at me inquisitively, the strain of the week evident on his face. He cocks his head. “Why do you do this?” he asks. “Why do you put yourself under this kind of pressure?”




It’s a fair question, and gazing out at the studio I think about it.




We’re at Capitol Records in Hollywood, recording Frank Sinatra. The walls in this studio have absorbed as much seminal music as any place on Earth. The singer and the songs being sung have been part of my life since I was a child. The performances are uplifting and invigorating.




Has it been stressful? You bet. But whether it was playing the violin, mixing a record, or working as a producer, I’ve lived my life for moments like this. “He’s the reason I’m here,” I say, nodding toward the studio. “He’s what makes it all worthwhile.”




Artists and their music are my lifeblood—my reason for being. While projects like Duets are challenging, the pressure, risks, and rewards are all part of making records. And, there’s nothing in the world I’d rather do.
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With Terry Woodson and Al Schmitt, Sinatra Duets session, 1993 Phil Ramone Collection
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TRACK 1




The Producer










I’m not a screamer.




I’ve seen producers yell, badger, bully, and throw tantrums to get results, but that approach has never worked for me.




Recently, an artist with whom I was working for the first time amused me by expressing surprise at the tranquility of our inaugural session. “I was expecting all kinds of gestures and running and stamping,” she said. “Yet, you direct so quietly.”




As she spoke, I wondered what had shaped her image of a producer. “It’s not about hysterics,” I explained. “What’s important is for you and I to communicate, and for me to calmly relay information and directions to the people that we’re collaborating with.”




During the drive home, it dawned on me that if a seasoned performer was confused about the role of the producer, then the general public probably was, too. Why don’t more people understand who the record producer is, and what he or she is supposed to do? I thought.






To help explain how the producer influences what we hear, I’ll answer some of the questions I’m frequently asked about record producers and their role in the recording process.




The record producer is the music world’s equivalent of a film director. But, unlike a director (who is visible, and often a celebrity in his own right), the record producer toils in anonymity. We ply our craft deep into the night, behind locked doors. And with few exceptions, the fruit of our labor is seldom launched with the glitzy fanfare of a Hollywood premiere.




Just as a successful film director helps to inspire an actor and draw out an exquisite performance, the producer serves as an objective filter and helps the artist bring life to their records. As a producer, my primary goals are to create a stimulating environment, help the artist develop their ideas, and ensure that the performance is recorded and mixed properly.




There are three basic parts to making a record, and the producer is directly involved in each of them:








	1. Recording—the “session” when the music is played and recorded




	2. Mixing—when all of the individual sections recorded at the session (or sessions) are blended together




	3. Mastering—when the final sound is tweaked and polished







But there’s much more to making a record than recording, mixing, and mastering. There are dozens of things that happen behind the scenes before one note is played or sung. The artist has to write or choose the songs, and orchestrations must be written. Studio time must be scheduled, an engineer chosen, and a budget developed. A producer deals with all of these issues.




But the responsibilities don’t end there.




What happens when an artist asks you to pull together a band at the last minute? Or when, in the middle of a session, the electrical system plunges the studio into darkness? Or, a creative block affects the deadline on a record the label has been hounding you for?




Someone’s got to think fast and move things ahead, and those tasks fall to the producer. Because he or she is involved in nearly every aspect of a production, the producer serves as friend, cheerleader, psychologist, taskmaster, court jester, troubleshooter, secretary, traffic cop, judge, and jury rolled into one.




Through the years, the role of the producer and their relationships with artists has changed dramatically.




Forty years ago, singers and musicians who were intimately involved in the creation of their records (such as Frank Sinatra and Brian Wilson) were exceptions. Most artists would come to a session and sing whatever their record company’s staff producer put in front of them. Artists & repertoire executives at the record labels crafted every facet of an artist’s work, from their look to their sound.




Today, artists are extremely independent—and more involved in the production of their music than ever before. Many performers have formal musical training, and in addition to writing and orchestrating their own songs, immerse themselves in the process of recording them. More often than not, singers and musicians have small home- or computer-based studio setups that they use for rehearsing, making demos, and at times producing their own records.




So, why do even the brightest artists seek the services of a producer when they can do it all themselves? For the experience and objectivity a record producer brings to a project.




It can be daunting for a performer—especially a singer-songwriter—to edit their own work, and that’s when the services of a producer can be extremely useful. As Elton John recently explained, “A producer knows when a song should be changed or a vocal isn’t good, because he isn’t as close to it as the artist is. The knowledge and experience that a producer brings to the control room when a musician is playing and singing on the other side of the glass is very reassuring.”






While it’s professional, the bond between an artist and their producer is personal and complex, too.




A producer can be closer to the artist than anyone else in his or her life during the weeks or months they spend together making a record. The intimacy they share is largely unspoken; it touches raw nerves, and if the producer is especially good at what he does, helps peel back the anxiety and fear that dwells within every performer.




An artist’s anxieties and fears are, by the way, very real. They’re normal, too. Although the best performers make it seem effortless, putting oneself in front of an audience, TV or motion picture camera, or recording studio microphone requires extraordinary confidence. The normal insecurities that most of us experience from time to time are magnified a hundredfold for an artist who is making a record or rehearsing a show, and I’ve spent countless hours reassuring artists during late-night telephone conversations—much to the consternation of my wife, I’m sure.




But the investment of such intense, heart-to-heart time usually results in a handsome creative payoff.




I’ve had times when I’ve called an artist at two in the morning and said, “I hate to wake you, but I’m driving in my car and I’ve been thinking about what we’re having trouble with. Maybe you should come and meet me right now. I’ve made a few notes…”




When you spend a lot of time in the studio, you savor the times when things go well. If we’ve had smooth sailing one day, and things seem to be dragging the next, I’ll turn to the artist and say, “Remember last night? It was so cool. Why doesn’t that happen every day?”




The most successful artist-producer relationships are based on honesty and trust, and respecting the trust and confidence of the performers I work with has always been my top priority.




Of all the artists I’ve known, few appreciate a producer’s honesty and trust more than Barbra Streisand.






I first met Barbra at a political event in Washington, D.C., in 1963. She was twenty-two years old, and already a star. Like most, I was impressed with the tonal quality and range of Barbra’s voice, and the stunning way she performed.




By mid-’63, Barbra had made major appearances on The Tonight Show (with both Jack Paar and Johnny Carson), The Ed Sullivan Show, and The Judy Garland Show. She had recorded two albums for Columbia Records: the Grammy-winning The Barbra Streisand Album, and The Second Barbra Streisand Album; both records went gold. Barbra’s coup de grace, though, was her showstopping performance as Miss Marmelstein in Broadway’s I Can Get It for You Wholesale.




That was just the beginning.




In early 1964, Barbra was again on Broadway, this time winning acclaim for her portrayal of Fanny Brice in Funny Girl. With the show came two quintessential Streisand classics: “Don’t Rain on My Parade,” and “People.”
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With Barbra Streisand, circa 1985
 Phil Ramone Collection




The first time Barbra and I worked together was 1967, when I designed the sound system for her groundbreaking Central Park concert. Knowing my penchant for tackling complicated projects, she called on me again in 1975 to ask if I would supervise the recording of A Star Is Born in Hollywood. Our collaboration on that film illustrates the value of mutual trust and the importance of an artist and producer trusting their own instincts.




In the Hollywood film studios, every production is scripted before work on a picture begins. If the film is a musical, all of the vocal and instrumental parts are recorded before the actors shoot their scenes. The actors then lip-synch to those tracks when filming a scene where singing is involved. The dialogue, music, and sound effects will all be mixed in postproduction to create the final soundtrack.




The challenge with A Star Is Born was that Barbra wanted to break tradition and record all of the film’s music live, as each scene was being performed. Why did she want to do this?




Anyone who’s familiar with Barbra’s work knows that she feels and interprets a song differently each time she sings it. Capturing every nuance of her voice—and her look while singing—was essential to authentically conveying the premise of A Star Is Born. Barbra knew that prerecording days or months before shooting began would compromise the spontaneity of her performance.




Recording audio in sync with film intrigued me. But, since almost everything was being shot on location, recording this way required painstaking organization. Once you leave the confines of the soundstage you’re at the mercy of the less-than-perfect acoustics and ambient noise of whatever area you’re working in; the controls that help insure consistency are lost.




To accommodate our needs on A Star Is Born, I rented a mobile recording truck from Enactron in Canada, outfitting it with a small vocal booth so Barbra could make vocal corrections on the spot. Knowing that she’d want to see her performances immediately after shooting them, I also arranged for the crew to run a video camera alongside the master film camera.




In the film, Barbra plays a singer (Esther Hoffman) who falls in love with rock star John Norman Howard (Kris Kristofferson). As the plot develops, Howard’s wild partying causes his career to crash, while Esther’s begins to soar.




Our first test was filming a nightclub scene at a small club in Pasadena.




All of the action—including a fight scene between John Norman Howard and a club patron—occurred in real time, meaning it wasn’t patched together from multiple takes. Recording it live as it happened—Barbra singing while two men argued and fought in front of her—was surreal. We felt confident that what we’d captured would quell the uneasiness of the executives at Warner Bros.




When the studio bosses saw the footage the next day, they applauded. While they marveled at our success and approved the concept of recording live-to-film, they insisted that Barbra prerecord everything too—for insurance.




Much of the film was shot on location in Arizona, and a setting for one of the movie’s key scenes, a rock concert, was Arizona State University’s Sun Devil Stadium. Instead of mocking up the set and using extras for the audience shots, film producer Jon Peters hired legendary concert promoter Bill Graham to stage a genuine rock-and-roll fest featuring five acts, including Peter Frampton and Carlos Santana.




The audience consisted of students and others from the surrounding area, each of whom paid $3.50 for admission. The plan was for each of the rock groups to play their sets, with Barbra and Kris Kristofferson filming their songs in between.




Bill Graham was a savvy stage producer, and he paced the show brilliantly. He also covered all of the ancillary bases. He knew that at large-scale events kids get sick, people become overheated, and drugs are consumed. To minimize problems, he set up medical stations, placed showers along the sidelines, and warned the audience about the possibility of some bad acid being passed around.






At midnight, a crowd of university students began streaming into the stadium. The weather was perfect; at dawn I played the Beatles’ “Here Comes the Sun,” and the patrons—anticipating an eventful day—cheered.




By seven a.m., the first band—the L.A. Jets—hit the stage and juiced everyone up. Then came Graham Central Station. Around nine, Barbra appeared and kibitzed with the crowd. “We’re gonna rock and roll today,” she yelled. “And we’re gonna be in a movie!”




Barbra wanted the audience to understand the technicalities behind filmmaking, so she sang “The Way We Were” to a taped instrumental track. “That’s the way it’s usually done in Hollywood,” she said. “But I don’t want to lip-synch—I want to sing live, to you.” She proceeded by belting out an electrifying version of “Woman in the Moon,” backed by her band.




When it came time to shoot Barbra’s first scene, the crew was nervous. Could recording everything live work in this situation? Would the audience behave, despite the long hours and the heat? Would we get the sound and picture quality we needed? The set was prepared; the audience in place; the crew ready to roll.




Everyone was intensely focused. Some of us were on pins and needles, knowing that singing in front of large crowds wasn’t easy for Barbra. We watched carefully for last-minute jitters. We needn’t have worried; the performance of “Woman in the Moon” she gave for the cameras was a triumph.




Anyone who’d been skeptical of Barbra’s professionalism was won over after that. The cast and crew admired the way she handled the concert and the audience, and told her so.




After the second break, she came out and again spoke to the crowd. “In this film I speak the language of rock and roll,” she explained. “Aren’t you having a great fucking time?” They went nuts.




To lead into Kristofferson’s first scene, Barbra offered the audience some direction. “This is a concert where you’ve been waiting two hours for him to show up. When he comes onstage, you should boo him. But when he starts singing, settle down and become the fans who’ve always loved him.” When Kris came onstage, they booed the hell out of him. When they calmed down, he performed “Watch Closely Now.”




After noon, Santana played their set and Barbra previewed “Evergreen,” a ballad she’d written with Paul Williams. “I’ll be crushed if you don’t like it,” she said. The crowd ate it up, and shooting continued until well after six p.m. Montrose and a new sensation from England named Peter Frampton closed the show.




Five days of work culminated with a massive concert that went off far more smoothly than anticipated.




Our next stop was the setting for the film’s seven-minute, twenty-second climax: the university’s Grady Grammage Memorial Auditorium, a historic building designed by Frank Lloyd Wright. As before, there would be an audience. After the concert shoot, this will be a snap, I thought.




As the plot evolves, John Howard becomes so depressed that he commits suicide, and in the final scene, Esther sings for the first time in public since his death. She begins with a ballad (“With One More Look at You”) then segues into “Watch Closely Now”—one of Howard’s songs that she discovered on a cassette tape after he died.




The finale was a long scene by any standard; where most actors would balk at a director wanting to shoot one continuous take, Barbra insisted on it. The way she handled Esther’s transformation from grieving lover to confident star was inspired. Still, I felt unsettled about the take we had in the can.




Before leaving the Grammage, I watched the videotape of Barbra’s finale. As wonderful as it was, it lacked the scintillating spark that I’d seen before in her acting. While I doubted she would consider reshooting the scene, I decided to let her know what I thought after she’d had the chance to relax.




At nine that night I saw her at the dailies—the cast and crew’s preview of the footage shot the day before—and seized the opportunity. Here’s where honesty and trust come into play.




“How are you doing, Phil?” Barbra asked. “What did you think about today’s scene?”




“Well,” I began, choosing my words carefully. “I thought it was fine. But something’s missing. I think there’s a better one in you.”




I wasn’t lying. I knew that if Barbra dug a bit deeper, she could really show the character’s reach for strength. “The set’s still there for tomorrow morning’s pickup and cutaway shots,” I offered.




As I expected, Barbra disagreed.




“Are you out of your mind?” she asked. “The take worked—we’re done.” I couldn’t argue—the take had worked. But seven minutes is a long stretch for any performer, and I didn’t want to forego our last chance at getting a truly gut-wrenching performance.




Barbra and I knew each other well, and on some level I knew she must have understood what I meant. Although I didn’t belabor the point, I implored her to think about redoing the scene.




Sure enough, a little while later there was a knock at my door. A production assistant had come with a message from Ms. Streisand. “You have an eight o’clock call on the theater set—we’re shooting the ending again.” I smiled. Barbra just couldn’t ignore the possibility that she could do it better.




And she did.




The next morning’s performance had the gutsy confidence that Barbra is known for; the scene delivers everything one desires of the ultimate moment in a dramatic film.




What gives a producer the freedom to trust him- or herself, and to convince an artist like Frank Sinatra or Barbra Streisand that they should trust him too?




There are many qualities and skills that successful producers share: musical, technical, and performing experience; a knack for working with people; diplomacy; and above all, a passion for music and the recording arts.




Although it sounds cliché, there’s no substitute for experience.




When I began my career in the studio, I listened and watched more than I talked. My training came from engineers such as Bill Putnam and Bill Schwartau, and producers such as John Hammond, Jerry Wexler, Tom Dowd, Ahmet Ertegun, and Milt Okun. As mentors, they taught me to engineer and produce the same way that they’d learned—by doing.




The men who influenced me were masters of their craft. Their work ethic, attention to detail, and high standards affected me deeply. What I saw in them became the blueprint for the way I work.




While I became familiar with the ins and outs of recording, the most valuable lessons I learned as an apprentice related to the social aspects of engineering and producing: respecting an artist’s opinion, making suggestions and disagreeing in a tactful way, and resolving emotional and technical crises in the studio swiftly and effectively.




Whether dealing with an artist or a business associate, conscientiously tending to the personal details goes a long way toward engendering trust. A case in point was my professional relationship with the late Morris Levy, the rough-around-the-edges owner of Roulette Records.




It was the early 1960s, and my studio (A&R Recording) was fairly new and scraping to make ends meet. Roulette, a small label that made explosive rock-and-roll and jazz records, was one of our clients. I particularly loved the Count Basie and Sarah Vaughan sessions I engineered for them.




The gag around town was that Morris Levy never paid list price for anything, nor did he pay on time. One afternoon my business partners called me in. “Hey—we’ve got to collect from Roulette. Go over to Morris’s office and ask for a check.” With all of my youthful innocence I strolled into Morris’s office, sat down, and politely explained to him that A&R really needed the twelve thousand bucks that Roulette owed us so we could pay our bills.




Morris was affable and relaxed; we conversed and had a good laugh about the business. Then, Morris called for his secretary. “Bring me the A&R invoice and the checkbook,” he asked. He glanced at the invoice, wrote the check, and said, “You do good work—thanks.”




On my way back to the studio I unfolded the check, and to my chagrin saw that Morris had created his own discount. He’d only paid us eight thousand dollars! When I got back, everyone applauded my courage. What’s the big deal? I thought. Our meeting was unremarkable; we were simply two adults treating each other with respect.




Dealing with Morris was never dull, but he was always cordial to me. After that meeting he’d drop by the studio whenever there was a Roulette session, and compliment my work. And the studio always got paid something—even if it took a while to collect.




Because I was young and inexperienced, my one-on-one with Morris Levy didn’t unnerve me. But, my heart was in my throat during a session at which Atlantic Records producer Tom Dowd modeled the way to calmly handle an impending disaster in another area of my life—the control room.




We were recording the double jazz quartets of Ornette Coleman and Eric Dolphy, and Tom arranged the two groups facing each other, placing the microphones in between. I cued up a four-track tape machine, and we began recording.




As any music fan knows, jazz is all about improvisation—and beboppers like Coleman and Dolphy were renowned for their abstract, impressionistic approach to a melody. Well, the first piece the group played just went on and on. Ten minutes, eleven minutes, twelve minutes. We were all getting lost in the endless barrage of solos when I realized that we only had three minutes left on the reel of four-track tape.






If the solos continued unabated, the tape would surely run out before the band was finished. I was contemplating how to reload without losing too much of the performance when Tom looked toward the tape machines. I didn’t have to explain; Tom’s intuition and experience made him a quick study. His eyes darted around the room, and he spotted the two-track Ampex recorder that I used for mixdowns sitting off to the side. Luckily, there was a fresh reel of tape on the machine. “Get that two-track going!” he said.




As the second recorder started, Tom nimbly fed the mix from the four-track to the two-track. It wasn’t the ideal way to make a transition, but since Tom’s live mix was so good there was no loss of quality, and we captured the entire performance without interruption.




I was embarrassed that I hadn’t caught the problem sooner, and the smooth, proactive way that Tom Dowd responded—to the problem, and to me—became part of my modus operandi.




I didn’t think much about the Coleman-Dolphy date until years later, when an assistant engineer fumbled during a session I was doing with Guns ’n Roses guitarist Slash. It was an error I still shudder over.




We were taping a segment for a tribute to Les Paul in Studio B at Electric Lady, the New York studio designed and built for Jimi Hendrix in 1970. Slash was in a jovial mood, his fingers blazing over the strings of the Les Paul Standard under his command.




The guitarist’s playfulness was contagious; drummer Kenny Aronoff’s ferocity behind his kit pushed the rhythm of the song to a whole different level. Sensing that we were headed for a peak moment, I asked the assistant to change tapes. It should have taken a minute—or less.




Like the musicians on the other side of the glass, I was lost in the music. I turned to my left, gazing at the spools of tape rewinding at top speed. I froze.




The tape shouldn’t be rewinding like that, I thought.




To my dismay, the assistant had taken it upon himself to rewind before reloading the machine with fresh tape, and we’d lost some of the performance.




“What are you doing?” I asked. “I told you to change reels!”




The assistant’s face flushed. “Oh, I’m sorry—we rewind before changing tapes here,” he mumbled. “It’s our studio’s policy.”




Anyone who works with me regularly knows that rewinding tape before you change reels is not the thing to do.




One can’t predict when inspiration will arrive, and those few minutes might have represented Slash’s finest playing ever on that song. The hot guitar licks, lightning-fast drum fills, and unbridled energy I heard in the first take had passed, and we hadn’t captured it.




When he heard what had happened, Slash was beside himself. Like us, he knew that we’d lost something elusive and magical.




Moments like this are terrifying. There’s nothing more humbling than having to tell a musician that they’ve got to do a retake because you (or someone on your crew) was careless. In this case, I kicked myself for not being more explicit in my presession instructions; doing so would have reduced the tension and stress that those around me probably felt.




Ideally the producer, engineer, and crew should keep stress at a minimum, and away from the performer. Everything we do should be invisible to them.




Interrupting the flow of a session to say, “Excuse me—we’ve got to fix a microphone,” or, “Sorry, the board hiccupped” is like blocking the path of a marathon runner in the last quarter-mile of a race. There were many times during sessions when I’d go out into the studio—while the band was playing, and the recorders rolling—to adjust a guitar amp, or upright a mike stand that had fallen over.




A bit of thoughtful, presession planning can go a long way toward avoiding embarrassment and give you the chance to recover from a sudden crisis. I learned the importance of preparation early on from two of the best teachers: Quincy Jones and Frank Sinatra.






Quincy and I became close in the late 1950s. He had played trumpet in Lionel Hampton’s big band, written arrangements for Count Basie, and in the early 1960s became the director of artists and repertoire at Mercury Records—the first African American to hold such a position at a major label.




In recent years, “Q” has earned a reputation as a musical thoroughbred: a musician, composer, arranger, and producer. He’s a splendid teacher who radiates warmth and spirituality that’s rare, and I gleaned much of what I know about friendship, treating an artist well, and recording a big band from watching Quincy work in the studio.




In 1966, Quincy was arranging and conducting for Sinatra and the Count Basie band, and he invited me to see them perform at The Sands in Las Vegas. It was a classic event; everyone donned their best formal wear, but I had to fake it with a business suit ’cause the only tux I had was the one I shared with Quincy, and it was onstage with him.


[image: Image]


With Quincy Jones and songwriter Tony Renis, Milan, Italy, 1964 Phil Ramone Collection




Basie’s orchestra opened the show and swung their asses off. After intermission, Sinatra’s rhythm section joined them on stage. Quincy kicked off the band, and a deep voice boomed from the PA system. “The Sands is proud to present a man and his music…the music of Count Basie and his great band—and the man is Frank Sinatra!”




The epitome of cool, Frank swaggered onstage, picked up the mike, and began to sing. But the audience couldn’t hear him; his microphone was dead.




When he realized it wasn’t working, Frank dropped the mike onto the floor and left the stage. There was a strange silence in the showroom. A few minutes later the introduction was repeated, and Sinatra made his second entrance. This time the microphone worked.




Lesson number one, forever.




That evening at the Sands showed me that it wasn’t enough to make sure that all of the microphones, recorders, and cables were working when I ran a session; I needed to have two vocal mikes, a backup recorder, and a technician on hand to instantly resolve any problems that came up. In my early years as an engineer I was so obsessed with having everything in order that I’d set up the night before and come in a few hours before a session to check and recheck the equipment. The last thing I ever want is for an artist to come to work and walk into chaos.




Am I fussy? You bet.




But I only demand of others what I demand of myself: dedication and attentiveness. I can laugh and enjoy myself, but when it comes time to make the record I expect everyone’s full attention.




Until after I made The Stranger with Billy Joel in 1977, I engineered most of the records I produced. When my partnership with Billy flourished, I devoted myself to working closely with him on style and approach, and relinquished the recording duties to engineers whom I trusted, like Jim Boyer and Bradshaw Leigh (both of whom I trained). It was an excellent choice; being able to concentrate on the artist and their needs without worrying about things like Are we getting this on tape? made producing far more enjoyable.




Preparation, however, doesn’t guarantee that once we begin recording there won’t be tension in the air.




There are times when making records is tough: the recording console might be giving us hell, or the instruments might not sound right (pianos and string instruments are particularly affected by temperature and humidity).




Maybe the singer is having an off day and can’t find his or her groove, or we spend hours working on a guitar overdub that should take thirty minutes.




And it’s almost guaranteed that every album you make will have at least one song that says, “If you think I’m gonna give up my lyric and melody to you so easily, you’ve got another thing coming!”




Minor annoyances such as these affect every artist from time to time, regardless of stature or experience. The key to overcoming them is persistence.




While rehearsing “Still Crazy After All These Years” in New York with pianist Barry Beckett in 1975, Paul Simon experimented with many different keys. For Beckett, it was bewildering.




“Try C,” Paul suggested.




Barry played the song; Paul shook his head.




“No, no—how about C-sharp?”




Barry tried another run-through; Paul mused.




“Nope. I’ve got it—D.”




The deliberation continued as the pair tested E-flat, A-flat—every key that Paul could think of.




As a founding member of the esteemed Muscle Shoals Rhythm Section (based in Muscle Shoals, Alabama), Beckett was accustomed to nailing down a part in thirty minutes or less. He adored Paul and wanted to please him, but after three or four hours of concentrated effort on “Still Crazy After All These Years,” his exasperation spilled over.






“Paul, this isn’t going to work,” he said. “I will never get this song—ever.”




I was amused.




What Barry underestimated was Paul’s resolve, and his perfectionism. I’ve seen Paul toil for hours on an instrumental track, only to come back the next day and scrap everything because he’d made changes he thought would improve the song.




With “Still Crazy After All These Years,” Barry ended up being inspired by Paul’s tenacity. They kept at it, and after a bit more work they agreed on an appropriate key.




The bonus was that by the end of the day, Barry knew the tune so well he could anticipate Paul’s phrasing. When the band came in to record it, they went straight to it without rehearsing. It didn’t take long at all to cut the record.




Nothing was more ironic than the weeks it took for Billy Joel’s band to perfect “Get It Right the First Time,” a song we recorded for The Stranger in 1977. The tune has a complex rhythm, and it took a while to coalesce.




As I recall, we would start a date by trying “Get It Right the First Time,” and, when it didn’t click, put it aside to work on another song such as “She’s Always A Woman To Me,” or “Movin’ Out.” We’d come back to “Get It Right the First Time” later in the session, and when it still didn’t click, we’d turn to yet another tune—“Only the Good Die Young,” perhaps.




At the end of each of The Stranger sessions I’d say, “How about trying ‘Get It Right the First Time’?” It got to where the guys would anticipate coming back to it, and when we did, they’d moan. “Come on, we’re not doing it again, are we? Fucking song doesn’t wanna be born!” This went on for more than a couple of weeks.




Then, Billy and I decided to give the tune a rest—we didn’t even mention it to the band for a few days. Then, one afternoon, we were putting another song through its paces when Billy stopped abruptly and said, “Let’s do ‘Get It Right the First Time’—right now.”




It was impulsive—maybe even instinctive. He counted it off, and miraculously, the groove slipped right into place. We had it down in a few takes; afterward, we cracked open a bottle of wine and said, “Amen!”
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