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Pink Floyd, The Beatles, and Laurie Anderson pioneered the use of
the studio as another musical instrument to enrich their artistic product,
and this has now become commonplace.

4 Editing Parts

Multitrack recording brings with it another possibility—the ability to
edit individual parts. Remember that in the typical case, a rock band
might record the basic tracks of their song first—the drums, bass guitar,
and rhythm guitar. Because each instrument can be recorded on its own
track, it is a simple matter to repair any mistakes on a given track without
altering the other tracks. If the producer and the band decide that a
particular take has the right feel, they might decide to use it even if it
contains some mistakes. If the bass player played some wrong notes, or
her timing was off by a bit, it is simple to go back and fix just those
notes. The engineer plays the tape back to the bass player and she plays
along with the tape. When the tape gets to the part where the mistake
occurred, the engineer hits the record button for the bass player’s track
only. Now the bass player’s new performance is put on tape, erasing
the old one, and the engineer can hit the stop button any time to stop
recording and return to the part that was formerly recorded.

This technique is called punching in. It is simple to punch in and out
of very tight spots—it is not unusual, for example, for a musician to try
to repair a passage with only a 16th note space on either side of it. As
long as an instrument was recorded on a separate track, and was isolated
from the sound of other instruments during recording, it is difficult to
tell a repair from the original. After spending three and a half minutes
recording one take for a basic track, a group might spend hours making
repairs to those basics.

Soloists and vocalists also routinely punch into a track to repair or
improve performances. If a vocalist misses a high note, there is no need
to redo the whole performance, obviously—he can just punch in and fix
the troublesome phrase. If you listen carefully, you can actually hear
where the punches are on Michael Jackson’s vocals on some of the songs
off Thriller, and on Crosby, Stills and Nash’s song “Helplessly Hoping.”
You can hear the punches because they occurred while the singers were
taking a breath and the punch interrupts the sound of them breathing in.
Interestingly, a musician with only marginal technique can use punching
in to make himself sound better than he really is, creating flawless per-
formances that he would never be able to otherwise execute in real time.
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(I am a marginal guitarist in real life, but on tape I sound pretty good,
only because I, like many of my friends, used to spend six hours recording
one eight-bar solo.) :

Conceptually, punching in is equivalent to the old-time method of
editing analog tape with a razor blade and splicing tape. The difference
is that punching in only affects one or a few tracks at a time and editing
usually involves cutting the entire piece of tape and splicing it to a new
one. Symphony orchestras typically record an entire performance, and
then go back and replay any sections that had mistakes. Later, an editing
engineer splices in the fix. In traditional jazz, the combo might play
several versions of the same song, but it would be an artistic scandal
if two different takes were edited together; because jazz is primarily an
improvisational form, each take is considered a completed and inviolable
work.

Since jazz and classical sessions are generally recorded without over-
dubs, you might think they don’t need all these tracks, but they are still
commonly recorded multi track so that mixing engineers can make balance
decisions about the relative levels of instruments after the performance.
In the case of classical, many people believe this is the conductor’s job,
and that engineers should not presume to change the balance from that
which the conductor and orchestra have so carefully achieved. Engineers
may work closely with conductors to achieve the conductor’s ideal of how
the instruments ought to sound. This idea of punching in fixes is extended
in the technique of compositing performances.

5 Composite Performances—Creating a
Master Take

The ability of an artist to punch in and out of a track to make fixes
eventually spawned the idea of creating composite tracks. Originally, an
artist might have recorded two or three takes of their vocal, and then,
along with the producer, picked the best take and systematically fixed
any problems by punching in. Some time ago, a clever engineer figured
out that he could mix and match the various parts of these three vocal
takes, taking the best parts from each one and dubbing them into an
empty track on the tape.

The way this is often implemented now is that the vocalist will sing
the song across several different days, compiling maybe 20 different vocal
takes of the song. Then, the vocalist, engineer, and producer will sit down
with a lyric sheet and listen carefully to every take, indicating which
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take contains the best version of a particular musical line. Then the
engineer creates a composite vocal track that combines all these distinct
performances.

Vocalists who are really compulsive (they shall remain nameless) some-
times even edit down to the syllable level. I’ve observed several of these
compositing sessions in which the poor engineer had to extract a “th”
from one track and an “e” from another to create the perfect “the.” In
this ultimate application of punching in, what you end up with is a per-
formance that is better than the artist had actually done--a truly master
performance. Once a composite master has been compiled, the artist,
whether she is a singer or a guitarist or whatever, studies and practices
this master so that they can duplicate it in concert. An example of a
composite guitar solo is Jimmy Page’s solo on Led Zeppelin’s “Stairway
to Heaven.” This solo was pieced together from several different solos, to
create the unified piece we now hear.

6 Impressionism and Realism

For several hundred years, beginning in the Renaissance, painters strived
to bring increasing realism into their works. The discovery of the use
of perspective, which had eluded earlier artists, laid the groundwork for
fantastic advances in rendering scenes in oil with lifelike qualities. Around
the middle of the nineteenth century, a popular movement overshadowed
the realists; the impressionists strove to create scenes that didn’t rely on
realistic depiction to convey their emotional message. What caused this
sudden change in style?

One explanation of art historians is that the invention of the camera
around 1840 meant that everyone, without any special training, could
suddenly capture scenes realistically. Impressionism and, subsequently,
cubism were the styles adopted by artists to create engaging artistic works
as a reaction to the ease with which realism could now be created.

For many years in audio, recording engineers strove to create ever more
realistic recordings; to recreate the sound of a musical group on stage
inside everyone’s living room. In classical, folk, and traditional jazz, this
is still the norm. Naturalistic microphone techniques and a minimum of
processing are used to accomplish this. One notable exception is the cycle
of Beethoven symphonies recorded by Herbert von Karajan and the Berlin
Philharmonic in the early 1980s. Karajan insisted that the instruments
be close-miked. The result was a complete loss of the normal depth in
the soundscape of the orchestra. Instead of the French horns sounding as
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though they were off in the distance, they and all the other instruments
sounded as though they were right in your face. Many critics and the
public found the recordings so disorienting as to be unlistenable. The
Maestro was unabashedly pleased with the result, commenting that for
the first time in his life, he could now hear the orchestra as he had always
heard it in his head.

In the 1970s, recording technology reached the point where it suc-
ceeded in recreating the sound of a live band with great fidelity. The
cutting edge of audio production since then has been to create some-
thing more than reality—to sculpt sound pictures that evoke feelings and
thoughts unconstrained by reality: soundscapes that push the envelope
of the technology available to create a sort of auditory impressionism.
Artists, producers, and engineers are now able to create all the sounds
that they hear in their heads, not just the ones that would occur in real
life.

These days in rap, hip-hop, house, techno, and electronica, it is com-
mon for the engineer to entirely compose and perform music by grabbing
samples from previous works, looping them, combining them with drum
machines, editing, etc. The distinction between engineering and perform-
ing has become increasingly blurred, and the sounds created for a track
can be more important than chords and notes. In acousmatic music, a
branch of electroacoustic music, compositions are created out of found
sounds, environmental sounds—such as jack hammers, breathing, turbine
engines, and waves crashing—that have been recorded and reprocessed,
then sculpted together to create a composition. Samplers and editing sta-
tions are considered to be musical instruments by many musicians these
days, and have allowed a greater number of people to participate in the
making of music. The increased sophistication and affordability of ad-
vanced technology has been a great equalizer, making music creation
accessible to a larger number of people, and not just a select few with
conservatory educations.

We continue this discussion in “How Recordings Are Made II” (page 15)
by exploring how recent advances in computers and digital recording have
affected the recording industry.



