
Michael Jarrett


Penn State York


1031 Edgecomb Ave.


York, PA 17403


(717) 852-3283 home


(717) 771-4157 office


JMJ3@PSU.EDU


Brian Bacchus Interview


Fall, 1995

My concept of a record production is like if you are producing a show. You oversee the lighting, you know what the expenses are going to be, getting everybody there on time, putting the right people together, the right crew. I don’t like to think of it in terms of “I’m the God of it; it’s my creative thing.” Whatever I have to offer will come out. My opinions will come out. But especially with certain musicians, the way you learn some things is to hear what they’re thinking. We always want to know, “Why didn’t they use this piano player of that date?” or something. “Why is this guy using this drummer?” If you don’t let him use him, you don’t find out why. Especially with Randy [Weston], you find out in the session why he uses certain people. It can be various in terms of what it is. I try not to think of it as overblown. My thing is to put the whole thing together: to try to get a realistic budget, to deal with all of the musicians, book the time, be there, set it up, understand the recording process, what the tunes are going to be—choosing out the tunes, whether it’s standards or working from what the originals are going to be, and making everyone comfortable and relaxed, which is really important. Some people work in a high stress thing where it makes the sessions stressful. That may be from a thing where it’s a battle of egos going on. That’s not really my way of doing things at all. That’s pretty much what I think the role of a producer is.
It used to be that someone like Quincy Jones would come in, in the late ‘50s when he was an A&R person and working as in-house producer where you’re writing arrangements and stuff like that. Very few producers do that anymore, to that extent, but you do have ideas about things, and it’s a matter of getting that across to the artist. 
A lot of producers like to work with certain engineers. I’m pretty much the same. I know a little bit about the board. I’m not an electronic genius, but I know how the board works, the recording process. But finding someone that understands you when you say, “I need more sizzle, or I need more presence,” they know what you’re talking about. That just takes time working with different people and watching different engineers. 

Example of working with the engineer in post-production.
Let’s say it’s a session where you’re mixing down. You’ve recorded multi-track. Now you’re going to mix it down. Maybe Billy Higgins is the drummer on the date, and you know that sound he has. He’s sitting there; he’s happy and bouncing in his seat; and his cymbal sound, it’s not overpowering, but it’s got this real happy sizzle, and you’re not getting that. The engineer’s job is to be able to get that. Sometimes you need to be able to talk in his terms. But also might want to give him more of a painting and have him deliver that to you, because there are a lot in inexact things, too. It’s not like, “Okay, you need to have this at so many dBs with this type of EQ.” That way they can play around in all kinds of different ways. I don’t know whether you know the engineer Jim Anderson. We were trying to get a certain type of reverb on a Patricia Barber recording [first album on Antilles—with “My Girl”], echo reverb. We were at Power Station, and he ended up running one of the vocals through, they used plate mics they had in the stairwell. We had it broadcast at the top of the stairs, and the plate mic picked it up at the bottom. So you had this really different reverb without using anything artificial. So I had somebody who was willing to try things: “Let’s do something a little freaky here.” 
Actually “My Girl” was something that on a break we were just joking around with. We were laughing a lot because Wolfgang, he didn’t grow up here obviously, he didn’t know the song at all. He just started playing along with it, but had no real context to it. I told Patricia, “That would be a great tune for you to do.” We sent somebody out to go get sheet music so Wolfgang would know what the song form was like and the lyrics. And so she would know all of the lyrics as well. We did it on the spur of the moment. The natural reverb was added when she was playing piano.
How did what you learn in promotion at Polygram carry over into production?
If anything, it extended the number of people that you know who are interested in this music. Just being on the label, you get to work with musicians. I had known a lot of musicians beforehand, just talking to them on a friendly basis. If anything it extended the number of people that you can get information from on how to hear things.

How did you come to record Randy Weston?
When I was at Polygram, we put out the first three records: Randy doing Monk, Randy doing Ellington, and Randy doing his own compositions. They were produced by Jean-Philippe Allard [spelling checked] in France. When I moved over to Antilles, because Polygram U.S. had not been interested in Randy—for release that didn’t confirm it—so Jean-Philippe called me, because it was part of Island which is part of Polygram and said would you be interested in doing this project in Morocco, because it’s really expensive. I can’t do the whole thing, and Polygram U.S. is not interested in putting up the money for it. I knew Randy, and I said, “I’d love to.” We worked out a deal. The two of us co-produced it. The project was supposed to be done, as I said, in Morocco with the Gnawan musicians. It was just at the start of the Gulf War, and all of the visas were frozen for getting the Gnawans into different places. It became impossible for us to travel and get there. What we did is turn it around. We said, “Let’s do the project in New York with all of the same musicians that we wanted to use, and we’ll bring in a Gnawan—Yassir Chadley. He’s based out of the Bay Area. You’ve really got to look for Gnawans! So we brought Yassir over, who was actually a friend of Pharaoh’s, that’s how we got hooked up with him. We did the project. We were very happy with it. Obviously, I’d love to do it one day in Morocco. The idea was we were going to drive a remote truck down there because there are no real recording facilities. Drive it from France, down through Spain, take it across. I think we were going to record in a plaza actually. We wanted to have the musicians live there for two weeks so they’d get a feel for what was going on: eat the food, rehearse the music, and then record as part of performance as well. One day we’ll maybe be able to do that.
Weston had been there a number of times, right?
He owned a club there for, I think, nine years in Casablanca actually.
That project became The Spirits of Our Ancestors.
Correct.
Before recording began, had Weston formalized what he was going to do? He walked in and nailed it?
One of the things that he wanted to do was … Melba Liston had suffered from a stroke. They go back many years. He had kept in touch with her; he was going out to see her. Part of the thing was a piece called “African Sunrise” that he had written for Dizzy, that they actually performed only once with Dizzy in a different group context, I think, at the Chicago Jazz Festival. That was one of the pieces.  Some of them I’d heard before that he’d done either live or on record, and there were new pieces. There was the concept: spirits of our ancestors. Randy’s who feel about that.  And the musicians and the sound that we wanted to get, having Billy Harper and Pharaoh Sanders and Dewey Redman in the tenor chairs, and Talib?? on alto. It’s a raw sound.
How did you figure into the project? What was the give-and-take like?
A lot of it was the scheduling, getting everybody, flying in people who needed to be flown in, taking care of everybody. And then going through the takes. Getting the rehearsals down, listening to that. I happen to read music; so it helps sometimes for me to read the arrangements. Working with Melba, getting the band together so that they understand the arrangements, making sure they have all the right parts. In terms of the actual recording, it’s the sort of thing where you get takes and, then, Jean-Phillipe, Randy, and I deciding which takes we liked the best—what held and what didn’t. It was kind of a magical session. There wasn’t a lot of stress there. The music just flowed. 
So the three of you listened to playbacks?
Actually, the whole band. Melba’s arrangements are really tricky, but what I was saying about Melba, too, was that Randy wanted to bring her back in. A lot of people had said—Dizzy and Quincy—that she was really one of the best arrangers of that period.  But because she’s a woman, she didn’t get the proper respect that she deserved. She had her band for years and, then, when she suffered with the stroke, she was unable to play [trombone] any more. One of the things she could still do—with the use of a computer—was to write. That was the whole thing of her writing all of these arrangements: and writing specifically for these people.
And so, because of the success of that project, you were able to do Volcano Blues?
Oh yeah. Basically, Randy wanted to do a blues album. He loves the blues. Jean-Phillipe always thought he was a great blues player. He had that deep feel. We talked about that: who we wanted to use in the band. And that’s what we did—basically a similar sort of thing. 
At what point Johnny Copeland?
Randy had heard Johnny, and Johnny was also recording for Polygram in France. It was an artist that was on the same label. We just worked that out with Jean-Phillipe. It was an interesting session because you get to hear Johnny Copeland on acoustic which is unusual. “Harvard Blues” was the other track with the band. It was a Basie tune??. Randy had always loved it, loved the lyrics. It was just a matter of getting the tune, finding what key Johnny wanted to sing it in, and learning the music. 
Johnny had also done that African Blues record for Rounder; so he was a natural choice. He felt that affinity at least between the different musics. Randy was trying to show the blues in a lot of different forms.  Johnny Copeland was getting right down to the grit of it. But he also wanted to do a Count Basie blues. 

Randy is a very spiritual person. If it’s going to work, it’s going to work. Nothing is contrived or overthought. One of the things I remember him doing, I think it was “African Village Bedford Styvusant??,” which starts off solo piano, then a trio, then a soloist from each of the band’s sections.  I remember we took four takes of that. It starts off with solo piano for one chorus. There were, actually, two complete takes and two breakdowns. The first time he did it was amazing; then there was a breakdown: someone didn’t come in on time. I’m thinking, “I probably won’t hear an introduction like that again.” The second one was even better than the first. The third one was better than the first two. It was at such a level. For Randy, it’s a gift, but it’s always there. It’s always going to be something different. 
You moved from there to BMG.
[Went to work on my own. Volcano Blues first project on own, though released on Antilles.] 
Players isolated on different tracks?
It was different on different things. We recorded Johnny Copeland separately from the band. His solo piece was just by himself. But no, basically it was out in the open, though using some baffling. That was in the old RCA Studios. They’re beautiful and have quite a history. There are really huge open rooms. 
So a lot of bleed.
We did isolate percussion and drums.
Post. Punch-in?
It depends on what type of thing you’re trying to do and what artist it is. Randy would say, “Let’s do it again.” He had that space.
At BMG I came in as director of A&R. One of the things that I learned, too, is that I’ve never felt like—of course, it’s a gas to produce something—but for one thing, if you come in as an A&R person and you produce all of the sessions that it’s a bit much in terms of work. You really need to be in the studio all that time, and you can’t be in your office and run back and forth. It’s not for me. One of the other things I felt was to pull out other producers. When you think of jazz producers there aren’t many. You see a lot of the same names over and over again. I don’t have complaints about that in terms of people’s work. I love to hear stuff. But there are people who, over time, would turn into good producers. One of the things I was really happy with was using Billy Banks. He produced the Steve Turre?? sessions, the Tough & Tender?? [not Lotus Flower??]. That was one of his first sessions. He knew some of the basics. I just ran through it with him. I think he’s an excellent producer. I was able to pull him and get him involved. Hopefully, he’ll have a career doing that. He has a great concept of sound, he organized, and has a really good rapport with musicians.
Working with Larry Clothier?
[gap – manager more than producer; things I worked on in different capacities. Bheki Mseleku; Jean-Philippe’s phone 011-331-44419351]
Ornette story?
[Not much of a story. Ramble on. Of Human Feeling early all-digital recording.]

******************

Interview from 2014

I wasn’t technically the producer on Norah, but I was the A&R guy.

You did a lot of demos, right?
We did do the demos. Atlantic was also interested in Norah because she was singing with the group Wax Poetic?? that was signed to Atlantic at the time. She’d come in from the publishing side. We had a girl in royalties who was managing some artists. She knew Norah because Norah came and did a session for Victoria Williams, that her [Williams’s] husband had produced. So she brought in three songs, two of them which were actually from a publishing demo of Jessie Harris’s. He was using Norah as a singer and, then, a standard. We listened to it and we were like, “What’s not to like?” We loved her voice. We loved her on the standard. We started paying attention to her. I went to all of the gigs. First she was doing gigs doing standards and, then, she started doing a lot of gigs where she was doing a lot Jessie’s material as the singer. When we decided to sign her, she started writing her own material.
We actually did a demo deal basically so that we’d have sort of first rights to her. If Atlantic was [garbled] we always add matching rights to whatever they offer. That’s how it went down. We did it at the old Sorcerer’s Sound, which is closed now. I pulled in Jay Newland to engineer it because Jay had worked on a lot of country stuff, which was where I’d heard her coming from vocally and also songwritingwise and also jazz stuff. Jay is also a great producer, but he’s an incredible engineer and a great personality. There’s no drama. Everything is always calm and collected in the studio. I thought she needed that because she’d actually never recorded before. 

So we went in and in two days at Sorcerer’s Sound [possessive??] we recorded 13 or 15 songs [check and correct]. Jessie was on it and her boyfriend at the time, Lee Alexander. What we ended up doing, because it was going to take time before we actually went into real recording, I talked to Shel White??, who was managing and who was the one who brought Norah to us. I talked to Shel about putting together six tracks from the demos so they’d have something to sell at gigs, because she was going to be out doing stuff, but at the same time it would be over a year before she’d get a record out. 

So we did that, and those six tracks from that original 13 or 15 became the nucleus of what actually came out. But it was also the springboard because a lot of radio stations, like KCRW on the West Coast and FUZ on the East Coast started picking up on it, and when they played it, they were getting such great cum [as in cumulative] on it that it created a whole thing for us. By the time the record came out we were already rolling.That’s sort of the story of how that all went down. 
She’d really wanted to work with Craig Street. We had a relationship with Craig. At Blue Note he had a producer deal. He got a certain amount to do a certain amount of records. He’d done the Cassandra records for us and other records over the years for us at Blue Note. Initially, we went up there [??] with Craig but in the end it didn’t quite work out in terms of what it was. I think it was Craig had a vision in terms of where he wanted to take her, but it wasn’t really where she was comfortable with when they finished it. So we ended up scrapping most of that. At the same time Bruce was trying to get Arif to come over. Arif was actually looking for office space, and we had office space in the building. But Bruce was trying to get him to take the office space and also to resurrect Manhattan Records, which he’d [Bruce or Arif?] run when he first came over to Capitol. He talked Arif into doing that, and then I basically sold Norah on Arif. She was a little bit hesitant: one, because he was so established and, two, because he was older and stuff like that. But they got along fine. It was the perfect match. He obviously is great with singers but especially singer-pianists. 
Did she know his history: e.g., Bee Gees?
Oh yeah, she knew most of it. But she was also twenty-years-old, I think. She knew as much as she could know for someone that was into music and twenty-years-old. But she knew who he was and who he’d worked with, from Roberta Flack to Aretha. She was quite aware.

What did you learn from witnessing those recording sessions with Arif?
He ended up bringing Jay Newland back onboard, and they went back to the same studio, Sorcerer Sound. What I learned was the attention to the vocals. Arif had a little box that he used where he could go back and forth between different takes. Every syllable had to be heard clearly. Sometimes you know what the lyrics are. You’re listening to it, but you’re not really thinking that someone may hear it who’s never heard the song before. They don’t know it. His attention to lyrics was what I really learned from him. 
Were they comping vocals?

They went back in. Some of the stuff was stuff that they utilized from the original demo recordings. They were that good. They would go back in and beef up something or, maybe, replace somebody. But she would sing it again, and Arif combed through the vocals to make sure that when she sang stuff that it was really clear and above everything else, so that it really cut through without, necessarily, just raising the volume on it, making sure that she was able to emote it. 
Gregory Porter?
Gregory came to me via another friend, who’s also an A&R guy and producer, Al Pryor, who’s over at Mack Avenue??. Al was supposed to do Gregory’s record, but it became a conflict of interest for him because he was at Mack Avenue and it was on Multama??. So he recommended me. They met with a few different producers. I sat down with Gregory and his manager and we hit it off. I’d seen him sit in with somebody, and I was impressed. I heard the record[??], which was the first record that they did. But then I went to see him live, and I was like, “Okay, this guy, he’s got it.” That’s how his first record from Multama?? came out.
The second record, before even starting the record, I went to my old friend Jean-Phillipe Allard. I went to him because he was running Universal Music Publishing in France. I said, “Listen, you should really sign this guy because he’s a great songwriter.” So I brought him there. They definitely wanted to sign him and, then, they realized … They were kind of reorganizing their whole jazz program at Universal Worldwide. They realized, “We should sign him as well” because his deal was up at Multama. So they ended up signing him to a publishing and also to a recording deal. 

Hard question. When you say the two of you hit if off what do you mean?
You really have to ask Gregory that, but I think, generally, he liked where I was coming from. I think that he heard that I heard the right things out of what he’s about. I heard the soul aspect of it, where he was coming from vocally and also in terms of the songwriting.  And the other thing too is that I went up to see the band. Everybody was telling him, “Oh, you’ve got to get a new band. You’ve got to get the best piano player, the best drummer, the best bass player.” It went on forever. They were basically saying, “Hire all-stars to do the next record.” I listened to the band. I was like, “They’ve been doing this gig steady. They know his music. I understood also that his piano-playing shit?? came out of a certain bag that was helpful in terms of where Gregory was coming out of. He’d done a lot of soul gigs. He was with the Four Tops for a while. He knew that church thing and that R&B thing as well as the jazz thing. I thought, “It’s not like these guys can’t play. They can definitely play.” It was really a matter of focusing them in the studio in terms of what the songs are and the mood we should be setting. To me, it went pretty smooth. I wasn’t like I had to crack a whip or anything like that. We just sat down and discussed what we were going for. Also Kamau Kenyata??, who acted as the associate producer on both records that I did, but was an old friend of Gregory’s from San Diego and really got him involved initially in music and in jazz. He was also the arranger for the horns. He was really, really helpful in pulling things together. He really got it. We got along fine. 

Was Porter writing on the date or was the repertory already together?
He’s got a backlog of songs. The first meetings that we had, which were mainly just going through songs, demos and things, stuff like that. We had seventeen songs. I was like, “We’re not going to record all seventeen.” Let’s have a meeting. This was about four days out before we went into actual rehearsal and, then, recording. “Let’s sit down, go through these songs, and get it down to a manageable list, thirteen, fourteen, maybe even twelve.” He came into that meeting where we had to pare down at least three to, maybe, five songs, he came in with another four songs. Those four songs were all great. So he made the job even more difficult. But that’s the thing. He is prolific as far as I can tell. I don’t know many other artists outside of very special ones that have done three albums in a row where they’re writing the majority of the material and the material is, for the most part, great. And that’s no matter what genre. I mean you can name Stevie Wonder for six records in a row, Bill Withers, Curtis Mayfield, Duke Ellington, Rufus Wainright, some other singer-songwriters.  But you don’t have a lot of jazz vocalists that are great songwriters. Being a musician and a jazz artist that takes a certain skill set, but writing songs, to me, is the magic. That can come from anywhere. There are people who are great songwriters who really don’t have super skill sets as musicians, but they can deliver some incredible songs. Gregory’s got that, and he’s a great musician. 
And the covers? Did you work together choosing them?

In terms of material it’s really a matter of going through stuff with Gregory. He always has more songs than we need. So it’s a matter of going through some stuff and, then, there’s usually two or three—I’m basing this on the two records that I’ve done with him—there’s usually two or three standards that he wants to do. He’s pulled some interesting ones. He pulled the theme from Imitation of Life. That’s not something I would have pulled out. But he pulled that out. And he wanted to do Billie Holiday’s “God Bless the Child” acapella on the Be Good album. He did also “The In Crowd,” which was also his choice as well as the Abbey and Max song “Lover” from ?? the Impulse album. He picks straight-up-in-the-middle standards here and there, but also some stuff from left field. I think it mainly has to do with his palate, what he listens to, what really moves him. As a great songwriter himself also they have to be songs that really connect to him that he feels really get under his skin. 
Lizz Wright. Did you suggest the gospel concept?
What happened with the Lizz Wright is that Dalia?? who’s the A&R person at Verve she knew … I’d done a record actually also with Jay Newland and Liz Carroll, they were the engineers. We did this record in Brooklyn in the Emmanuel Baptist Church with the Total Praise Choir which was like a 135-piece choir, with a killer rhythm section, a band with it. We did it live in the church. So she knew about that recording. 
Lizz was going to do gospel record or a spiritual record, if you will. It wasn’t quite defined all the way so we were looking at songs that were not in the spiritual domain that could be taken or interpreted as spiritual songs in terms of how people came to them. We went through a lot of different stuff. There were things that she wanted to do that were spiritual but that also were … She did the two duets with Angela Kidjo?? that she created and then there was straight up gospel stuff that was part of her background. Her parents were both preachers. 

Blind Faith’s Presence of the Lord is an unusual choice.
Yeah, and it’s not from when Clapton really went in that direction. That was actually A&R. That was Dalia’s choice. That was something that she liked, but it was something that we both knew. It made sense. 
That record also … Toshi Reagan?? may have been initially talking to her. They were going to do a project. So it made sense to have Toshi involved because Thoshi is obviously with Bernice??, her mom, being part of Sweet Honey in the Rock. They’re also grounded in the gospel side of stuff. But Toshi produced three tracks on the record and, I think, co-produced another one with me. 

[gap – current projects and Impulse!]

#   #   #
