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I really like bands. I like the dynamic of bands.  I like what bands can bring to a songwriter’s songs.  Most of the groups that I work with, they’re either real bands with four guys that are members of the band, or it’s a singer/songwriter that wants to have a real-band feel, where the singer-songwriter wants to be put in the middle of a band.

Cheri Knight.

I produced her two records by her band the Blood Oranges and, then, she had done some demos that were what I would call hot musician demos, where they [Dragon – all the way down – gap; not satisfied; sat in with Ambel’s band]

How’d you come to work with the Bottle Rockets?

Their first record was done with John Keane.  The guy from the label, Steve Daily (who is now out of the business, but I’d have to say he’s one of the few true A&R people that I’ve dealt with), before they even made their first record, Steve Daily sent me a solo demo of Brian Henneman??.  Here’s what he told me, “This is this guy’s demo.  They’re making a record with John Keane.  If you like this, I think you’re going to want to do their second record.”  I was just knocked out by that band.  I liked their record.  I liked the songs on the record. The band, to me, was capable of a lot more.  Their first record was a start.  You have to start some place.  It had great songs, but it didn’t catch the fire of the band.  The big difference between first record and the one I produced is that I really tried to … 
To me, the vocal is like the salesman on a record.  On The Brooklyn Side on “Sunday Sports” and the vocal on “Pot of Gold,” those are two completely different songs, and the vocals are completely different.  “Pot of Gold” is what I would call a “bedroom vocal.”  “Sunday Sports” is a screaming rock vocal that goes with that song.  
There’s no way you could get those kinds of performances out of a rock guy by overdubbing the vocal two weeks later. Whitney Houston could do it because she’s an actress.  She could put herself in a place that she’s supposed to be in.  But for a rock guy, you may not have to use the vocal from the basic track, but say we got “Sunday Sports, ” and then you have the guy sing it a few more times right then.  I know from my own experience playing in bands, that it’s really hard to ever get yourself that deep into the song later on.

[recording the band]


My recording approach varies, but in the case of Blue Mountain, that’s a three-piece band. I’ll baffle stuff off, though sometimes I don’t.  I have a lot of specialized equipment that’ll work, but I think that recording is the same thing as the vocal.  If there’s going to be an organ on a song, a guy in a rock band, it’s much better if someone is playing the organ on the basic track.  So then those guys, dynamically, will hear that organ, and they’ll listen for it, and they’ll leave space for it, rather than overdubbing it later.  Usually, I play a lot of stuff myself.  So a lot of times I become fifth man.  Or I have a lot of friends who play, too.  If we know there’s going to be some extra stuff, I’m much more into having it go down on the basic track so everybody knows the record.  So you don’t have to imagine the record.  You know, “Imagine an extra guitar part under the solo.”  Why do that?  Why don’t we just play an extra guitar part under the solo?

[putting together the repertory for The Brooklyn Side]

What I like to do, I’ve made a couple of my own solo records, and with my ‘80s band, the Del Lords, Scott Kempner?? was the main songwriter.  He used to bring them in and play them for us solo.  When you hear a song solo with one guy on a guitar, if it’s really a good song, it’ll work.  Like with the Bottle Rockets, I’d seen them play.  I knew that they were a great band.  So I’ve never had them make band demos, because demos really scare me.  I would hate for that ... the greatest performance ever of a song to be on somebody’s ADAT and not in the studio when we’re making the record.  Usually, if I’ve decided to work with a band, I’ve seen them live, and I know that they can do really great things.  Usually, I will get the guy to make me what I refer to as the “Nebraska Tape,” sit down with a boom box and just record all the songs.  Me and Brian, we had a tape.  I don’t remember exactly how many songs.  I would assume that it was about 25 songs.  And then we listened for the favorites.  And the A&R guy helped a little with the song selection with The Brooklyn Side.  The other good thing about the solo tape is, the band may already be playing that song, and have their own band arrangement for the song.  If I listen to it, to a solo tape that is essentially no arrangement, it frees me up to ... I might come up with a whole different idea.  I’m not like pre-influenced on the thing.  You know what I mean?  There’s stuff on that record that was pretty different from how they were doing it or thought about doing it.  Those guys have always liked that.  It’s different for different bands, but I do ... the most important rule is, there is no rule.  But I really do like working from that Nebraska tape.

[Yayhoos song on Rig Rock Deluxe]

We just got in studio and did it.  I can’t place what happened with the cut. But at the time we all had solo records coming out.  We’d all written songs together.  It looked like American Recordings, they weren’t going to really help out Dan.  We decided to help out each other and put that band together.  It turned out to be a really exciting band.  That was one of the first times we recorded the Yayhoos.  We had done a few dates.  Jeremy [Tepper] had come up with some dough, so we could do a song for that comp.  We had songs that we had written together before there was band.  When we were out doing some dates, we did write this one song—another song called “California.”  We were in New York.  We had an opportunity to go into the studio.  We just did it.  We got a good, clean, straight sound and worked on it until we had what I thought was a convincing performance.   

[do a lot of editing]

I don’t really dip too deeply into the digital morass too often unless it’s something that I really know and that I’m going to want to do in mastering.  I’ll do a two-inch edit every once in a while if it’s something you’re doing to a click track.  I don’t always use a click track.  The generalization is that it helps people on slower songs and, if you are cutting to a click track, then it does give the option to cut between takes.  But that band wasn’t kid band.  That’s grown men playing rock ‘n’ roll.  
At one point, those guys thought we had the take, and I was like, “Well, if you think that’s a take, I think we ought to go home.  If you want to really play it, now that we know what we’re doing, let’s do that.”  That’s how we got the take.

[careful to work with people with whom you can be honest]
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Working on a record is a very difficult thing.  It’s sort of like when you throw a party. If you clean up your house before you throw the party, it’s a lot easier to clean up afterwards.  If you do your homework on a recording project.  If you really do the preproduction, you really know the material, you really know the people.  If you do all that work beforehand, then you can really just go crazy and let things fly.  You don’t go into the studio just to stroke each other’s egos and say, “You’re great.”  We all realized before we got there that everybody’s great.  This holds true for a lot of people.  I think that most of us are more critical about the stuff that we really love.  All that is a precursor to saying something like, “That wasn’t the one.  Let’s do some more.”  Have you ever seen those oblique strategy cards?  There was one of those that said on it, “Do nothing for as long as possible.”  You know how those things work?  You’re supposed to pull a card.  I learned a lot from producing from Lou Whitney??.  He’s got a band in Springfield, Missouri, in a studio there.  His band’s called the Skeletons.  They’ve backed up Dave Alvin and Syd?? Straw and they did a record with me and Jonathan Richman.  Sometimes they get called the NRBQ of the Midwest.  They’re really great musicians, and Lou is a great guy.  Sometimes I’ll refer to him as “the ultimate guru for adult dropouts.”  We had that oblique strategy card, and we emended it so it went “Do Nothing for as Long as Possible.”  Our amendment was, “Then go eat.”

You really used those cards?

We looked them over because we thought it was an interesting concept that this guy could have this thing.  I really thought that it was just a sort of fancy version of one of those executive decision makers.  That one was our favorite.  We liked it even more after we put the amendment on it.
[Guys admired]

[Lou Whitney, Jim Dickinson, Brendan O’Brien] Saying that the vocal is the key thing.  I think the next thing after that—and it all takes back seat to having the right song—but it probably would go song, vocal performance, arrangement.  A lot of people get bogged down in the technical aspects of recording.  There’s no substitute for a great arrangement.  If you don’t have those things ... everybody’s heard people talk about turd polishing, but that’s what you’re doing if you don’t have those things.

[arranging is, then, something that you bring to a project?]

Some records that I do, they touch on country as an influence, because I’m a guitar player, and in addition to being attracted to bands, I’m most attracted to songs that were obviously written on the guitar.  Country is kind of a palette??.  I’ve never done anything that would be called really straight country, because maybe it didn’t have the combination of that kind of ... You know the country vocal of today is what I would call a super pop vocal.  Somebody told me about a session in Nashville with a very well-known couple who was doing some backgrounds, and they sing amazingly together.  The guy said something like, “Well, that one sounded good.”  Everybody else was like, “Yeah, it sounded good.”  And the engineer was looking at his computer screen and going, “Yeah, but there’s this thing right here.”  “Why are you looking at that screen?  Why aren’t you listening to that music.”  That’s not going to stop that record from being great.

[will let you go]


You can’t cut me off before I get to go off on Shania a little bit.

[projects you’re working on that I should know about]

New Bottle Rockets record.  A lot of times when people are working on albums in a studio, you have records that you listen to that you kind of get going with, to sort of cop the vibe, or check out the speakers in the studio.  Over the last year, towards the end of the year, people started talking about their favorites of ‘98.  I heard a lot of people busting on Shania Twain. A lot of people complain about her.
But when I was riding around with my wife, and I listened to that song “Still the One,” and I listened to that vocal, it blew my mind.  It was such a great vocal.  It had no histrionics, no tricks.  That’s one of the best pop vocals I’ve ever heard.  A lot of times you’re in the studio, and you’re listening to a favorite record, like Exile on Main Street or something like that. Exile on Main Street’s definitely one of my top-ten favorites, but if you’re trying to make a record … A lot of people have tried to remake Exile on Main Street.  Granted, we love it.  So what’s the point remaking it?
I got together with the Bottle Rockets, and it turned out that for some other reason that they had just started to go nuts over Shania, too—just in a rebel way, after hearing all of these people put her down and call her the most expensive lapdancer in Nashville and all that stuff.  I really believe that to be sour grapes.  The first record that she made with Mutt had some really great stuff on it, and this new one—there’s still a couple of songs that I’m going to skip—but this new one is a benchmark of every trick in the book.  The arrangements are interesting.  The thing moves.  And her vocal is so good, it really gave us something to shoot for.  
The digital stuff is helpful, but sometimes it can be a hindrance.  That record sounds fantastic.  A lot of people thought that it was just Mutt Lange’s?? thing, but if you see her live or on TV she can sing that great.  They’ve worked on those songs.  They’ve got super cool arrangements.  It was really exciting to listen to that record and to all that was going on in it.  
The last Nashville country-pop record that I really liked before this one was Wynonna.  The reason I thought it was interesting and unique was I thought, “This is a pop record only people are playing instruments on it.”  When she started to do that gravelly growly thing that she loves to do now that she has some power in the music business, she lost me there.  You’ve got to love a good record!  Tony Brown did Guitar Town with Steve Earle. It has great songs.  If you go back and listen to that thing, it does sound kind of ‘80s, but I’m a huge fan of Steve’s.  “I Feel Alright” was a fantastic record—one of my favorites. 
With the Bottle Rockets, they went whole hog into this Shania thing: the Church of Twain. We had Shania stuff all over the studio.  We’d listen to the record.  They had posters of her. Before we’d do a take, the whole band would walk over to the poster, and everybody would put their hands on her tummy for the inspiration, to feel the power.  It was really helpful to have some inspiration like that.  
I’ve heard some stories about how they make those records.  The story that was related to me, and this makes sense, is that they write those songs.  They’ve got their über home studio with an SSL9000J [a 96-channel mixer] or whatever.  They do full-on home demos.  Everything’s programmed; they’re playing everything themselves.  Then they go to, the last record they cut it at the big Masterfonics Tracking Room [in Nashville].  They get all the hot guys in there.  They get everybody set up.  They have her sing, and the band plays with the demo.  The demo is in their headphones. They tell everybody to play their asses off, and they take it back.  There must be squadrons of ProTool guys working on it after that.  There are songs on there where you hear, they’re not guitar sounds, they’re manipulated guitars, or there are like little licks that they grab.  It’s a very interesting thing.  We can’t let ADATs and CDs give digital a bad thing.  “I’m lucky my wife likes it.  Some women are threatened by Shania.”
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I’ll give you one more bit if you want to quote me:  The ADAT is to music like flourescent is to light. 

#	#	#	#	#

