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It was a wet, shitty late November afternoon as photographer
Brian Silak and I made our way across Manhattan’s West
4.8th Street to the legendary New York recording institution
known as Sear Sound. In case you're not familiar with Walter
Sear and his famously firm crusade against bad digital recordings,

you are in for a treat. Combine “Mr. Analog’s” lifelong
experience as a professional orchestral tuba player and designer,
composer, music copyist and arranger, Theremin builder, early
Moog modular synthesizer design and marketing collaborator,
keyboardist, filmmaker, and (ofcourse) engineer and producer
with his vast knowledge and strong opinions pertaining to the
history of recording as well as the current state of the industry,
and the reader will be left with a true sense of one man’s
overwhelming passion for the art of recording.

In order to focus on Walter’s own personal engineering and
production philosophy, I have elected to leave out the intimate
details of his incredible collection of over 235 classic
microphones, in addition to Sear Sound’s veritable museum
of vintage, mainly vacuum tube, gear - for which Walter
is justifiably famous in our circle. But what you will read here

will make an impression!
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Over the years Sear Sound has been in
three different locations - 16 or 17
years each in two of the cases. Whot’s
motivated you to survive these ond
more recent chonges in the
industry, such as the rise of digital
recording and home studios?

The idea that we can make it better, but that the rest of
the world is fighting me and trying to make it worse.
And it is. The music delivery system for the last 19
years [CD technology] has been far worse than the
old vinyl discs. I ran a seminar at AES a few years
ago. I found an LP and a CD - same material, same
master tape, same mastering engineer. I put them on
simultaneously and we cross faded back and forth. At
the end, I said, how many like this? 150 engineers’
hands went up. How many like this? And zero hands
went up. It's shooting fish in a barrel. Anytime you
A/B even the worst recorded, worst pressed LP and
compare it to any CD, there is instantly [a
difference], just like with vacuum tube mic pres.

Is it the actual physical process of vinyl?
The physical construction of the
grooves ond the different ployback
mechonism?

It's wrong. My ears are still analog. In physics, you leamn
that any resistive device adds noise. Noise being
distortion or any unwanted thing. The more
conversions, the more devices, the more times it goes
from analog to digital and digital to analog, you're
making horrendous mistakes. There are clocking
errors. There are thousands of resistive devices. It
sounds terrible. And there is no question it sounds
terrible. Except a whole generation has been told
that it sounds great. And unfortunately, that’s what
the problem is. Digital technology has brought music
back into the home. It should stay there.

Explain.
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“Now everybody has a nice home studio - the only trouble is theyve been

told by the salesmen that sell them the equipment that they’re doing “professional

recording” — and this is the furthest thing from the truth. I would not go to an

amateur brain surgeon who had read a book and a few of the medical

advertisements and have brain surgery done.”

Bad is bad. We always had home tape recorders - I
bought my first home tape recorder when I was in
the Air Force. I did recordings, but I never was
conceited enough to think I was doing professional
recordings. That's the big difference. The industry,
to quote my friend Russ Hamm, is no longer an
industry of professionals. We gave that up about 15
years ago. It's become an amateur thing. It's very
good as a music educator - you're always trying to
get music back into the home. Now everybody has
a nice home studio - the only trouble is they've
been told by the salesmen that sell them the
equipment that theyre doing “professional
recording” - and this is the furthest thing from the
truth. I would not go to an amateur brain surgeon
who had read a book and a few of the medical
advertisements and have brain surgery done.

Yeoh, that would be bad.

The old system, which no longer exists was, you'd come
in as a runner/cleaner, and the assistants would talk
to you occasionally and you'd begin to pick up little
things. Then an assistant would get sick and they'd
put you in a control room with a master engineer and
you'd watch for two years. You'd watch what he did,
and follow his instructions, and learn the
microphones, and learn the setups and learn
maintenance. My first job was at Fine Recording. I
remember when I was interviewed and [Bob Fine]
said, “Where did you get your EE [Electrical
Engineering] degree?” and I said, “Sorry —= I'm a Chem
E.” And, you know, everybody's nose went up in the
air. But they had seen me in the studio...

Many of the newer engineers today
don’t come from technical or
electrical engineering backgrounds.

But we were. I was a Chem E - and they let it slide.

There is a certain level of sophistication,
which goes along with that.

Well, you're supposed to know physics. There’s no
question about knowing Ohm's Law and the math
that goes with it, because we were building our own
equipment - and I still am. It's back to my original
theme: the industry has become totally ignorant.
Nobody knows anything anymore. And the question
will come up: Who died and made me god? Why am
I spouting?

I think thot you have a certain aesthetic
to it all, which people admire.

Well, I have the training for it. If I'm putting down home
studios, it's an amateur thing. It should be
considered that. Amateur means “love of”. If you
have a love of it, that's fine. But don't kid yourself.
It's not comparable to a good professional studio.

There’s a certain pride that you hove
from all of the time you’ve taken.

First thing is, I worked as a professional musician for 45
years in New York and I supported my family as a
tuba player. Four years at Curtis Institute - a stay
with the Philadelphia Orchestra.

And you were in the pit at Radio City for
o while.

Six years. Four shows a day, six days a week. It's the
discipline of engineering and of music - which are
identical. The discipline is the same. If I resent what
is happening in the industry now, it's because it's
instant gratification. Take it out of the box, don't
read the manual, plug it in, and fiddle around.

And you really con do that.

It isn't the equipment that makes a recording engineer.
It's the engineer. It's your skills. I've been in
situations with a couple of SM57s - which is an
excellent microphone - I was in a situation where I
didn’t have a world full of equipment to deal with. If
you've got ears and a little bit of time, and your
microphone settings... But you have to know what
you're going for. You have to have a vast amount of
experience, so you can draw on that.

Where do you think someone todoy can
get that experience?

You can't because the studio system died. And it
died for economic reasons, because you can’t
compete with free.

From reoding your “What Hove They
Done to My Art?” series on your
website, it would seem thot the
industry today is being unduly
influenced by salesmen, as you would
refer to them, soying thot CDs ond 44.1
ore an increase in sonic fidelity, on
improvement in sound quality.

It’s silly. Nineteen years ago at an Audio Engineering
Society meeting, they were discussing digital
standards. I got up and I ranted and raved.
Afterwards a couple of engineers from Sony took
me aside and said, “You're right, but hi-fi sales are
flat, record sales are flat, and we have to do
something to revitalize the industry. So we'll
change the technology.” I have no argument about
that, but as far as it's being better, unfortunately
the advertisements came out and said, “This is as
close to the master tape as you can get.” In 1911,
there was a picture of Enrico Caruso standing next
to a Morning Glory Horn, RCA. “I couldn't tell it
from my own voice.” How about that? 1911!

As the technology chonges, the public’s
understonding of what is “real”, or
whot is o close approximation
thereof, changes as well.

It's what theyre told. RCA, 1911. It's the same
goddamned punch line.




I heard you were going to place an od in
Mix, which wos really an essoy on the
shortcomings of digital recording.

No. If they'd publish the article, I'd write it. I did the
research. I can sum it up: Cheap parts. You can do it
digitally, but you can't do it with cheap parts. If your
clock rate isn't rock solid, you're in trouble. The
algorithm to fix the missing data also averages -
music is not average. In other words, if you have a
piece of a sine wave here and another piece here and
there is a speck of dust and you have a dropout, it
might not be the mathematical average. Chances are
in music it isnt. The bandpass, the frequency
response — much, much too limited. It will improve
as they go up to 192. The follow the dots becomes
less follow the dots. There are more dots.

Do you think that the move to 192 kHz
will be closer to opproaching “good”
sound quality? At whot point do you
think it will approach enough so
thot the humon ear will be incapoble
of telling the difference from a
quality onalog recording?

When they put in good clocks. The clocking rate is the
main problem now. And you can’t have a good clock
that’s cheap, yet. Someday, they'll work it out. Our
studio clock rate is a crystal control in an oven that's
kept at constant temperature and is never turned off.
That gives us a fairly reliable clock rate. So, until you
get that straightened out and until the dots get close
enough so that the ear can't hear the difference it's
like the old dot matrix printers — you could tell it was
an “0” with the little steps up and the little steps
down - you could read it as an “0” - but it wasn't
very elegant. And what we're lacking in digital is
elegance. This isn’t vacuum tubes. [Analog recording]
is a 100-year-old technology. We've got it down
pretty well by now. Digital, what, 20 years old? It's
got a long way to go. It ain't right yet. Of course it's
getting better - it’s a scientific thing. Motivated by
money. So it will get better. It has to. It still won't
be cheap. Good is never cheap.

How do we teach o new generation of
engineers?

With the new technologies now, digital is improving. It's
at a point now where it's almost tolerable. I think
SACD has a great future. But at the moment it still
sounds like - I hate to say it, but which shade of
brown do you prefer? Well, it's true. It's bad. It's bad
sounding. And that's why MP3 is so acceptable.
Which shade of brown do you want?

Before we con even have people
oppreciate a difference in the
fidelity of different technologies,
they hove to recognize that it’s bad in
the first ploce - but they don’t have o
comparison post to know whoat’s good.

No, theyve recognized it. That's why people have
stopped buying CDs. Because the musical impact, the
subtlety of the music is really in the extreme high
harmonics that we can't hear - except they're there.
20 k is a joke. We ride the subways. 14 k. If you've

been riding the subways for five years, you're hearing
is down to 14 k. So why am I ranting and raving
about 50 kilohertz? Because the overtones, the
subtlety when a violinist goes from one note to
another - it’s a change in those overtones. They beat
against each other. They produce subharmonics.
Maybe 60 dB below signal, but they're there.

Didn’t you say in one of your essoys thot
there ore mony people who con
recognize the difference between o
sine wave ond o triongulor or squore
wove in the upper parts of the
frequency spectrum, which means
that theywould hove to be hearing the
overtones, which are above 20 kHz?

This is Rupert Neve's favorite game. He'll play a tone at,
say 12 k. A sine wave and then switch it to a square
wave. Well, the first harmonic is the third partial
above that - an octave and a half above that. That’s
above what we can “hear.” Everybody can hear the
difference, though. Well, what are you hearing? You
have to be hearing the harmonics.

So somebody ot some point took Nyquist’s
Theorem...

His math was wrong. Double the highest frequency
and you're okay. But it's not. That's what the

Japanese promoters [of CDs early on wanted the
public to believe].

Or is it that people’s hearing has become
so domaged in o mechanical age thot
they just don’t recognize subtlety?

No. They don't recognize subtlety because they haven't
heard it. Haven't been exposed to subtlety. They're no
longer listening to live music. You've got your guitar
amplifiers and house PA systems and god knows how
the signal is being mangled. 5.1 is the same thing. In
the theaters, if you don't sit where the mixer sat - if
you sit in the upper right rear - all you get is the
sound effects. You can't hear the dialogue. It was a
way for Dolby to promote their system and to get the
theater owners to buy new equipment and to re-outfit
their theatres, but if you think about 5.1 and the
demonstrations... I go to any demonstration I can
possibly go to, of any new technology. I'm not saying
I close the door. I'm not a luddite. I went to a
demonstration of a new manufacturer's console, and
the guy was telling us how in the computer you can
move the tracks around, you can type it in and boy,
everything is moving. Great. Terrific. At the end, I
said, ‘Could you play something that was done on
this?” So he played something, and I was rolling
around on the floor clutching my pearls. I went up to
him and asked him, ‘Didnt you guys listen to this?” He
said, Tm a computer engineer - what do you want
from me? I don't know music! So it’s for selling stuff.
It has nothing to do with what it sounds like. Because
the people who are designing it are no longer people
who know what it should sound like. There are people
out there who know the difference. A good engineer
is curious. You start out with the assumption: I don't
know shit — and I'm going to ask everybody I can. It's
a good sign of intelligence [that] you check your ego

at the door. In a recording studio, that's essential. I
tell all of my employees, “Leave your ego at the door.”
This is a service industry. Were giving service to a
client. We do it the best we can. We antagonize the
client as little as possible. We don't try and teach
them. Speak when spoken to. Don't give advice unless
you're asked for it — and nobody cares what your
musical opinion is. Never get between the engineer
and the producer - EVER! Fortunately, we have a ton
of engineers and producers who come in, and they will
ask questions. A good engineer knows how to cover
his ass. But a better engineer knows how to cover his
ass and protect the studio. It isn't “the studio’s fault.”
Many engineers will say, “It was a bad mic cable and
that's why the track sounds lousy.” Well, why didn't
you hear it when you started out? A poor workman
blames his tools. It's nice to have very good tools.
Which brings us into: What is “major studio quality”?
The problem is not that the home studios have gotten
so good - it's that the major studios have gotten so
bad. It's economics. We've lost the structure.

The caliber of professional equipment
hos gone down, oand home oand
professional studios hove begun to
moatch each other in quoality -
achieving a sort of equilibrium, then,
in some cases?

No - bad is bad. Good technology, experienced engineers,
good ears, musicality - the tools are unimportant.
But how do you find these things in on
industry today that is focused on

recording as a commodity?

Well, unfortunately, the industry doesn't look at it enough
as a commodity. Because the economics of the industry
suck. And because of the home studio competing with
the professional studio, prices have come down. The
house engineer went away. Once the house engineer
was lost, it was the beginning of the end.

And there is no more structure to train
future engineers with the sort of
discipline to which you refer?

You don't have engineers who know the rooms
intimately anymore. People tend to run undertime [at
Sear Sound]. My people know the rooms, know the
microphones. They get things set up before anybody
shows up - and it sounds appreciably okay. Because
they know the rooms.

I’m curious os to how you transitioned
your career from being o tuba
designer, to a player/music copyist, to
a film composer and then into the
world of recording studios. When ond

how did that happen?

When I was 12, I built my first crystal radio. I was always
building hi-fi amplifiers - I had a background in
electronics and the physics and math from chemical
engineering. It's all the same. The Laws of Physics,
thank god, don't change. Theyre not political. So I
fell into it. [Bob] Moog and I got together. He was a
graduate student at Columbia taking his Masters and
I was working on my PhD at Columbia - which I never
finished - in musicology. I began building a
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Theremin. I needed some parts that he had, so that was

the first time that I contacted him. He was working on

his PhD in crystallography at that point at Cornell. He
was a frustrated pianist. We got along very well.

Why Theremins?

T was curious about the Theremin because it is the oldest
electronic instrument - 1919. Leon Theremin I had the
pleasure of meeting - fascinating old man. Anyway, it
was all because of Radio City Music Hall. I played four
shows a day, and a movie went on in between. That
gave me two hours to kill. You could either eat, play
poker (there was a perpetual poker game), you could
chase the 16, 17 year-old Rockettes or you could do
something productive with yourself. So I built a
Theremin - that's how I met Moog. Then I decided I'd
better practice and learn how to really play it. It's a
very difficult instrument. I began jobbing around
doing studio work and recording. I became the only
Thereminist in New York who owned a Theremin and
could read music. So I had the whole thing to myself.
Anyway, Moog and I maintained the friendship and we
went through some terrible adventures together. We
had common interests in music, and in electronic
music. I was at a New York State School Music
Association Convention somewhere up in the Catskills
and I was showing my tubas. I said to Bob, “Why don’t
you come up and put a Theremin and some literature

on my table?” We got into a discussion about

whatever happened to the synthesizer that was built
by RCA in 1958 [the Mark II, housed at Columbia-

Princeton’s Electronic Music Center]. We began

discussing it and of course, with modern technology,

with transistors, it wouldn't have to take up half a

room. Also I said to Bob the main disadvantage of

that synthesizer, the RCA, was that you had to take it
to a programmer who would punch paper tape - you
had to program everything into that, like a piano roll.

I said, musicians will never accept this. Gotta have a

keyboard. And the synthesizer was born.

have to do something to revitalize the industry. So we’ll change the technology

Nineteen years ago at an Audio Engineering Society meeting, they were discussing digital
standards. I got up and I ranted and raved. Afterwards a couple of engineers from Sony
took me aside and said, “You're right, but hi-fi sales are flat, record sales are flat, and we

”

You’ve kept it in such pristine condition.
Why wouldn't it be? It was used about three weeks ago.

The Modular Moog Synthesizer.
If you look, by the way - I checked under Moog. He has

his original shipping lists. I'm Number One.

For o Modular Moog. So you actually got

the first commercially produced Moog
synthesizer.

I helped build the first one.
So this was the first ever Moog Modular

Synthesizer?

Still up, still running, still used.
It’s omoazing, the condition of the

keyboard. This is all original, right?

nice woodwork on all of his stuff.

One of the groups came in and they wanted a whip-
snap [Walter makes a noise here].

Amozing. Now this is not a pitch bend,

but a ribbon controller.

Ribbon controller. There’s an interesting story about

where that came from. In the ‘60s, when we were
selling Theremins, the Beach Boys came around to my
studio. They said they wanted to buy a Theremin. I
said okay. I got up and I played it. I was in practice
back then. They said “Great, now we're going to try
it.” They got out there and of course nothing came
out. You have to practice three or four years. They
said “Were guitarists. We can't use this thing.” So I
wrote to Moog. In those days you didn't telephone;
it was too expensive. I wrote to Moog and I said, hey
— here’s their problem. They want something like a
fretboard. So he came back and he had this board
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with a variable resistor ribbon on it. The Beach boys
came in. I plugged it into the Theremin. I showed
them. I remember taking a yellow grease pencil and
[writing in the notes, dividing them with lines up and
down the ribbon controller]. A, line. A#, line. B. And
they were doing fine. Bob called it “The Stringer.”
They used it extensively on the road. But it was not
a true Theremin. They cheated a bit. So when [Bob
Moog and I] began building [Moog Modular
Synthesizers], we incorporated it as a linear
controller. I use it in conjunction with the keyboard
to give myself a variable vibrato.

His father was a cabinetmaker. That's why there’s such Kind of like the modulotion wheel on a

MiniMoog?

Well, T'd modulate the filter, or I'd modulate the

amplifier to get an amplitude vibrato rather than a
pitch vibrato, which is closer to real life.

I still listen to Switched on Bach [Wendy
Carlos, 1968].

The music comes through.

There’s a certain musicality of this
instrument.

No - of the artist. It's an instrument. You either
make music on it or you don't. It has nothing to
do with the tools.

Kind of like someone can sing in tune,
but they ore not necessarily moking
music? They con ploy piono, but
they’re not necessorily moking music?

Or you can record at home and not be an engineer.
It's fine to play for your relatives, but it lacks.
Occasionally, if you really intuitively work very
well at home...




Let’s talk for o minute obout The Copper
Plated Integroated Circuit, your album
[1969]. What was that all about?

Command wanted me to do a
series for them with Dick
Hyman, Richard Hayman -
and they wanted an album
from me too. I liked
working with Dick Hyman
- there’s a consummate
professional. A guy who
really was prepared. Then there was Richard Hayman,
who was a great arranger and did some nice work - and
Marty Gold. Good professional musicians and arrangers,
who knew their stuff. It was a joy to work with these
people because it made me think. It made me work at
my best. Those are the things I like most about being
in the music business. The things I liked least were
sitting in the pit at Sound of Music, doing eight
“services” a week. It's a factory job. I didn't like doing
commercials. I did them very well, but it was a totally
unmusical experience.

So this album was basically a
compendium of electronic music?
Electronic music was very new at the time. This was a
new sound. It was all done on the Modular Moog. It

had a few live tracks here and there.

Sear Sound is the oldest independently
operated studio in New York.

I think were the oldest studio in New York. RCA and
Columbia don't have studios anymore. They're the
only ones that were older than I am.

I would imagine there is a certoin
quality control here based on your
own personal philosophy ond credo.

We train our people. They are forced to read volumes and
volumes of technical papers.

I learned how to cleon a toilet very well
during my internship ot Quod
[Recording Studios].

We don’t have interns. I pay everybody. I can’t scream at them unless I am paying
them. I have a little book on housekeeping that I ask my people to read — about the
toilet, how to put the food away at the end of the night, how to wash dishes properly,
how to make coffee properly. That was part of the training. We are in the service
industry. You want to keep your clients very happy.

That's one of the first things I ask. A very good engineer
who has since graduated, got his [first] job here. He
was going to school at Berklee and for the summer
he wanted an internship. We don't have interns. I
pay everybody. I can't scream at them unless I am
paying them. He said, “I know how to clean a
bathroom.” He was one of the first assistants trained
here. I have a little book on housekeeping that I ask
my people to read - about the toilet, how to put the
food away at the end of the night, how to wash
dishes properly, how to make coffee properly. That
was part of the training. We are in the service
industry. You want to keep your clients very happy.
First thing any assistant learns here is
documentation. You get fired here if you don’t mark
down everything. Documentation begins before the
session. I've got worksheets for every single module.
You can write down whatever you want.

That kind of an orgonization, that kind
of an ottention to detail, is very
important.

It's professional. It's how we always did it.

In o Februory 2003 Mix orticle, you
spoke of how you were ready to put
your studio up for sale after 38 years
of continuous operation. What
turned it oround?

We had a client who booked the studio for a year
because he liked the vibe. He came to buy it and said,
“Why buy a cow when milk is so cheap?” So he rented
it for a year.

Are you at liberty to say who that is yet,
or are you still keeping quiet?

No, he wanted confidentiality. His contract was up, and
immediately [we] booked that room.

So that wos like a gift.

I still get discouraged every once in a while.

Over the yeors, some pretty incredible
ortists have come through here. Who
have you oppreciated the most - or
who do you feel has really made o
contribution to good sound?

Each group sort of adds its own log to the fire. I listen
all the time as the groups are playing. I try to learn
things from what they are doing. Its a constant
learning experience - of listening, evaluating, judging.
And if you don't do that all the time, you're not an
audio engineer. It’s like a good architect, I'm sure,
looks at every building he passes - figures out what
the architect had in mind. I try to do the same thing.

What’s going on here now? I know we
were discussing Steely Dan and Norah
Jones and Wilco earlier. Who else has
been here recently?

Patti Smith, Sean Lennon, the bass player from the
Beatles. You know the people who impressed me the
most were...
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Paul McCartney?

Paul McCartney. Yeah. He came in. He did his work. He
went home. Very, very professional. Those are the
people I like. Wilco too. They know what they are
going to do before they come in. They set up and
everything goes very smoothly. They get their work
done. Everybody's smiling. It's the professional ones
who are great. It's the ones who we occasionally let
in who are not professionals. Don't know how to
behave in the studio. Don't come in prepared. The
worst thing is when people don’t come in prepared.
They're not ready to record. It's too expensive to go
into a studio to rehearse. I tell them that. Rent a
rehearsal studio somewhere. Go rehearse and don't
bother me. My staff gets demoralized when we have
bad sessions in. They're used to a certain caliber.

This place really does have a different
vibe from every other mojor record-
ingstudio I’ve been in. I feel like this
is a home, not a studio.

It's because I don’t know any better. I do it the way
I feel it should be done. If I'm wrong, I pay for
my own mistakes.

Even the choice of enclosure for your
console - it feels old. It doesn’t feel

new ond shiny ond “SSL-y.”

W

No - it’s not new and shiny. It's lumberyard molding.

What sort of working environment did
you set out to achieve - or is it simply

o reflection of who you are and what
you believe in?

I didn't do anything intentionally.

When you describe the vibe of the studio
to people, what do you say?

I don't. I say, “Go to many studios and you'll know when
it’s the right one. We may not necessarily be the right
one for the kind of work that you want to do.”

You’ve olwoys been very involved in

every aspect of your studios. We’ve
talked a bit obout studio design and
the integrity of the room itself.

There is no acoustic treatment in this room [Studio
C]. Put a drum kit or a piano anywhere in this
room and it sounds fine. Plaster walls, windows,
curtains, and that’s it.




.
-~ - '*4::-\‘

So you didn’t set out to build a beautiful
room. You set out to build a room thot
would have o character?

I hoped it would sound natural. And that's why it's so
popular. It's a natural-sounding room. It's the room

that we live in. Plaster walls, no acoustic treatment.

In most studios, particularly since the
t70s, there has been a move to deader
spoces...

Dead end, live end...

Before that, it wos all live, and you got
what the room was. Like Columbia’s
3oth Street studio. It was a Greek
Orthodox Church. You got a sound. It
was the sound that you got. You had
no choice.

Great sounding room, great to play in. Musicians like this
room because they can all hear themselves. We do a
lot of jazz recordings - I would have put in something
to compensate - plywood, absorbent materials,
whatever was necessary.

But the hope was to go back to...

The fundamentals. There are no parallel walls. It drives
carpenters crazy.

The fundamentals really work, don’t
they?

Of course. They are based on the laws of physics. If you
know the laws of physics, then you know how a
sound reflects and you know where it goes when it
does reflect. You know how many dB loss you have.

You learn these things. This is not intuitive; you get
a book and you learn. And there are many good
textbooks out there. I was building this new studio
and the two biggest questions I had in mind were:
Can I find a decent piano, and what kind of console
will T put in? So I went around and I listened to a lot
of consoles and I said, No, no, no - so I said, Oh, T'll
build my own. I built 36 inputs and everybody liked
it so much, I added another 24.

Built from parts from...?

The technology has finally gotten to the point, just as digital technology eventually will
get to the point where it is absolutely acceptable. And it's getting there. I think we ve

S oot another five years to go. It will eventually be good. But right now it sucks, just

like the early transistor consoles —my god, were they horrendously bad.

0Oh, everything - Avalon [for the] “correctional devices”.
If you notice, the EQs go up to 30 kHz. Why do they
go up to 30 kHz? Because there’s information up
there! This board is down 1 dB at 48 k. I missed - I
was going for 50 k, but I got up to 48 k before it
dropped off more than 1 dB. So it's a very clean,
clean board. Doesn't have the character of a Neve,
but it has its own sound. It just sounds very clean.
The high frequencies are there, and that's the key to
it. Gotta have high frequency.

So I gather, then, after our discussions
so far that it’s not so much an
oesthetic for vintage analog, or on
historical ethos - it’s really just
whatever sounds the best?

Yes.

So if something were to be produced at
some point thot were digital, that
sounded good, then you would listen
to it and say, “They’ve got it...”

Of course. I don't care what it is. I don't care what’s in
the box. It's an aural art. If it's good, hey - I've got
my checkbook out. If it works and it's musical - it
works. So I have a very pragmatic approach to it. I
just want to be able to give the engineers enough
choices so that they can find something that's
suitable for whatever they have to record.

I think 235 microphone choices is more
thon I’ve ever seen.

Growing every day.

And the intimote knowledge of each
one - that tokes time. Do you have

your engineers sit with the
microphones ot different times and
ploy with them?

We have a four drawer file cabinet in the shop with
technical data on every piece of equipment in the
studio, down to the water cooler. Whatever the
manufacturers put out, we have the original spec
sheets. All you have to do is look at [them. They] give
you the polar patterns... That's good engineering.

How coan engineers coming up today
expose themselves to better fidelity
so that they con begin to under-
stond what you go for in your
personal quest for “good sound”?
Where can people moaximize what
knowledge might be ovailable for
them today in the context of the
current industry climate?

I don't know. You have to find one of the few remaining
studios that has this approach. But it's obsolete, if
you're never going to need it - if you're never going
to find an application. It will continue cycling down,
spiraling down. Itll come back around. You have to
be patient. As long as some little germ is left to
reignite it. For years I fought and wrote technical
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articles on transistors, and what was wrong with
them. They sounded bad. About ten years ago, the
transistor technology finally got to the point where
they were making some very good sounding stuff.
And everybody thought I was obsolete and a
dinosaur, talking about vacuum tubes. Fortunately,
digital recording sounded so shitty that they began
going back to vacuum tube equipment to warm it up.
So everybody was running back into the burning
building - and I was running out. I seem to always
be running in the wrong direction - because I'm now
a great proponent of transistor equipment, when it’s
properly made. The technology has finally gotten to
the point, just as digital technology eventually will
get to the point where it is absolutely acceptable.
And it's getting there. I think we've got another five
years to go. It will eventually be good. But right now
it sucks, just like the early transistor consoles - my
god, were they horrendously bad.

If something sounds good, if the goal is
to create full frequency, balonced
ond lively recordings thot com-
municate the music, and if the older
technology still does it better in some
woays, then...

If it’s built well, and it sounded good 30 - 40 years ago,
then it still sounds good. “Sounds good” hasn't
changed. The commercial aspects have nothing to do
with the reality as engineers, as musicians. We should
be in a position to judge for ourselves.

So the goal first ond foremost during
tracking is to choose the micro-
phones with as little console

“correction” [EQ] as possible, to
position them based on on educoted
knowledge of the workings of the
mics and of the acoustics of the studio
room itself, to achieve in the
recording exoctly what it would
sound like if you were in that room
with that sonic character?

That's what you strive for. It will never happen. The
motto of this studio is “The Recorded Sound Sucks -
We're Trying to Make It Better.”

That’s your official motto?

Yep. It does. You can't tell me that a vibrating piece of
cardboard [in a speaker] is going to sound like the
Philadelphia Orchestra. I'm sorry. I sat in the middle
of the Philadelphia Orchestra. I know what it sounds
like. So, it's a compromise, but you want to make it
as good as you possibly can.

In spite of being o compromise -
obviously a paper cone, or a plastic

cone like your Genelecs, is not going
to exactly replicate the Philadelphia
Orchestra - whot are your favorite
nearfield or farfield monitors?




“It’s that the musicality, the intensity has gotten lost. Overcompression.

We never used compressors. The onb) compressoo)ou ever used was in

the cutting room —you used the [Fairchild] 6770 to make sure you

didn’t blow out the cutter head windings. It was a safety valve.”

Life is too short. You either know one transducer or
another. I learned microphones. At the other
end, I don’t know anything about speakers. They
all sound bad to me. Well, you learn to
compensate. What's wrong with the room and
what's wrong with the speakers.

And that just takes time?

Yes. Learn the speakers. Learn the room. Learn the
microphones. It takes time. You have to live with
them for a long time, work with them. You find out
what their capabilities are.

If it were up to you and you had the Wolter
Sear School of Good Engineers With
Good Ears, what kind of a curriculum
would you foresee, or how mony years
of study would it take?

Nothing that you've seen here is not what was
happening 40 years ago in every studio. I'm just
passing the tradition on. I didnt invent any of this
stuff. I really didn't. I hope there are other people
passing it on. I'm sure I'm not alone. I'm losing the
fight, though. I'm a dying breed.

I hope that it’s maybe evolving into a
small, closely-knit group of
people who will continue to
oppreciate this approach.

It will come back. These things are cyclical.

We’ve spoken about the decline of
teaching and mentoring engineers
skilled in recording acoustic instru-
ments in acoustic environments.

It's recording. It's an art. It takes good skills to know
how to listen, to know what you're hearing - that's
really the key to it.

Why do you think there hos been such a

decline in or neor disappeorance of

odvanced knowledge of microphone
placement and recording techniques?

Money. It's too expensive to train people anymore. And
studio rates haven't really gone up in 20 years. But
the rent has - and everything else has.

Are there any albums that you would
recommend for people to seek out,
thot you think are particularly well
recorded?

Too many to single out any particular ones. The Guarneri
String Quartet did all of the Beethoven String
Quartets for RCA [RCA Victor, 1990], and I thought
the fidelity was very good. It was obviously miced
with almost no microphones, and it went right to
tape. How can you go wrong? The clarity of the
instruments and the musicality comes through. And
that's what we're really after.

There ore still audiophile monu-
focturers, like Sheffield Labs ond
Chesky, who do direct to tape, no
console. Would seeking out these types
of recordings increase the chances of
someone to recognize the sort of
superior sound quality thot recordings
ore ultimately capoble of having?

I think so. You capture more of the music that way. And
what we're talking about here is not recording “the
sound.” It's recording the intent, the musicality -
the music. I think that CDs have been so bad at
[capturing] that. It's why people have stopped
buying them and will download them. It isn't that
the notes arent all the same, or that you can't
[make out] the lyrics. It's that the musicality, the
intensity has gotten lost. Overcompression. Why
they use compressors is beyond my - well, it isn't
beyond my knowledge. I can tell you why.

It’s becouse of radio - people wanting
their music to sound “rodio-reody.”

It's a myth. Radio has always had compressors. So - what
happened when The Beatles or other groups didn't
end together? [The engineer at the radio station] did
a board fade. But if you put it on the air, the
compressor, the transmitter, saw the level going down
- 50 its level came up, along with all the noise. So the
engineers said, “We'd better do this in the studio.” We
never used compressors. The only compressor you ever
used was in the cutting room - you used the
[Fairchild] 670 to make sure you didn't blow out the
cutter head windings. It was a safety valve.

But not during trocking?

Never. Never. We had no compressors.

Becouse singers and musicians were
trained to back oway from the

microphone during crescendos
ond loud passages?

Partially that. And the engineers were trained musicians.
So you kept your fingers on those faders. That's why
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we got away from rotary faders and went to linear
faders. You put the score across the [EQ section of the
console] and you followed the score. And you knew
the human voice - you knew the singer was going to
run out of support at the end of a phrase, and you
ran up the fader a little bit. And you saw that she had
a high F to come in on and you pulled the fader
down, knowing she was going to blast it. We were
musicians. We were as much a part of the
performance as the musicians. Even better, we were
the conductors. We were doing the balancing. I'd do
the balancing. I'd go out and tell the musicians: “I've
got too much flute here. I need more viola here. Play
louder.” And the musicians would balance.

That doesn’t happen today.

Of course not.

Some producers are lawyers or business-
types. They don’t have ony musical
training.

That's what I mean. We've lost the professionalism. Good
engineers and good musicians.

I see so many engineers coming out of
schools todoay who don’t ploy on
instrument ond don’t even know
what half of them look like.

Yeah, but their eyes are very good. They can read the
screen on their [digital recording] box.

Sure, but they can’t read music.

Yeah - well, isn't that a bit of an impediment? I think
s0. Plus the discipline of becoming a musician. Of
learning what a phrase is. Of learning the intensity of
a phrase. And people who are going to put pitch
correctors on the music - this drives me totally
insane. The human voice and most instruments
except the piano and the organ don't use tempered
tuning. Tempered tuning was a poor compromise
when composers decided to modulate too much. But
to do this with a pitch corrector is insane.

Very unmusical.

Of course. And it sounds that way. Also, things go
wrong in music, and it’s part of the performance -
sometimes you should leave it alone. Like as a
playing musician, one of my biggest problems was
that, on recordings, French horns never crack. Why?
You go back, you overdub. But in real life, we used
to crack. It's a brass instrument. Once in a while,
you're going to bust one open. I busted enough
open. But you can't do that anymore. Everybody is
used to note-perfect performances. So I've stopped
playing triple fortes. I got it down to a mezzo forte.
Much safer. Same with your pianissimo entrance.
Ah, make it mezzo piano. Play it safe. Play it
unmusically, but play it safe. And that's what we've
done. What recording has done to the musicians -
we've lost the music.




A great tracking room
in Northern
California open
to freelance engineers
and studio-savvy

MUSICIAnNS.

2 inch 16 & 24 track:
$250/day

24 track Digital:
$200/day

Huge recording room w/ 30 ft.
ceilings and lots of isolation areas.
MCI two inch recorder. MOTU, Mac G4,
Pro Tools LE (002), Logic, Cubase, DP
Apogee Rosetta 800, Lucid clock,
Neve 34128 16 by 4 console
32 channel Soundcraft Ghost console.
Preamps/dynamics: Millenia Media (5),
Neve 1272 (2) & 1073 EQ, Avalon 737,
UA 2-610, 2108, 6176 & LA-2A,
Drawmer 1969, Daking Pre/EQ (2), Helios,
Focusrite ISA 220, Chandler TG (EMI),
Telefunken V72 (2), Altec 438C & 1567,
Meek VC1&6Q, Distressor (2), SE C2,
Summit MPC-100A & TLA 50.
Mics: Neumann U67 & CMV 563, Elam 251,
RCA 77, AKG 414’s, 451, Shure KSM-32,
SM-58/57/56's, Sennheiser 409's,
Earthworks TC-30’s, Blue Mouse/
Blueberry, Royer R121's, more.
Lots of album credits.

For more info contact John:
916-444-5241
<John@tapeop.com>
<www.tapeop.com/john>
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You would say, then, that the best
engineering would be tronsporent
ond, regordless of the equipment
involved, would ollow the music to
come through, to communicate
everything it is copable of
communicoting?

You get the musicians to play music by the environment,
by how they feel. The room acoustics - it's all very
important. If it don't happen out on the other side of
the glass, it ain't gonna happen on my side.

Was that traditionally something that the
engineers were in chorge of, or...

Absolutely. Producers and engineers. You buttered,
massaged - did whatever you had to do for the artists,
to make them feel comfortable. To [get them to]
perform. It's difficult - you put a microphone in front of
anybody and they'll freeze up. Put a mirror in front of
you and you'll freeze up. Your actions will change.

There’s a self-owareness...

Of course. That's happening in the studio. The studio’s job
is to get around that.

To make it so comfortoble that the artists
forget they’re recording.

Hopefully.

Any new ond exciting developments in the
works that we hoven’t yet discussed?

I have my own record label I'm starting. It will be a young
classical label, of course. It will be musicians playing
classical in [Studio C] - two microphones, two mic
preamps, machine. Period. No console, no cables,
nothing. And it will sound glorious. I have no doubt in
my mind that it will be the best thing you've heard since
the last good analog recording.

Whaot are your plans with thot?

I imagine I'll take a risk and put out 200 discs. How
about that for a commercial enterprise? If I sell
200 it will be remarkable.

Would you soy thot you set out to achieve
ony one thing in porticular when you
first opened Sear Sound, as well as over
the years as your business has grown
ond changed? Did you have a dream
when you set out - and hove you
occomplished it?

No - I've always been able to do pretty much what I was
interested in. I just get bored very easily. Whenever I
get bored, I get into trouble, so I try to keep myself
occupied. I'm always doing research and reading and
reading and reading. I never go to bed at night until
T've spent at least an hour reading. Learn what you
don't know yet, and pursue what you dont know.
Knowing what you don't know is very important. You've
got to know that you're ignorant. And I keep saying that
I'm ignorant. I'm still reading. I'm still learning. I have
this messianic feeling, like I've got to teach things to
people on any level. I'm trying to pass on the
information. So I wrote those articles [“What Have They
Done to My Art?,” available at www.searsound.com]. It's
a shame to let it all get lost.

I hope you keep possing it on. I’m
learning. Do you have any parting
words of wisdom?

This Know-Nothingism, where ignorance is fine - instant
gratification. “It's good enough.” These are all the
phrases that will be the destruction of American culture.
It will not be the Taliban. It will not be Al Qaeda. It will
be ourselves. Every major civilization has fallen of its own
weight. It was never conquered from outside. And we're
playing the same game historically that other advanced
societies have done. We're destroying ourselves by sloppy
attitudes, by a lack of dedication. The same thing
happens in my profession, which is engineering.
Recording. Unless you have that dedication - a love of
what you're doing - you shouldn't be in it. You're just
mucking up the water for the other people. At my
advanced age, I still feel very much this way. Maybe that's
why the studio is successful. I put my heart and soul into
it. And I never expected quick results. I cracked whatever
books I had to crack, I brain-picked from innumerable
people. And I learned the craft. I guess that's the most I
can say. If you ain't revved up, sell your equipment and
become a plumber. @

www.searsound.com

Bren Davies is a freelance writer and assistant engineer,
engineer (Almost June Productions), and singer/
songwriter/ Broadway hopeful hailing from Hoboken, NJ.
<almostjune@optonline.net> <www.Almostjune.com>

Brian Silak, a freelance music and fashion portrait
photographer based in NYC, has been published in various
domestic and interational magazines, and is known most
recently for his work with Island/Def Jam Music Group.
<silakphoto@yahoo.com> <www.silakimage.com>

SAE Mastering

CD and Vinyl Mastering Services since 1986
Some projects you may have heard....

CD
BROKEBACK*
CALIFONE*
CLAMMBON
HOWE GELB*
QUASI*
SEMIAUTOMATIC
SLEATER KINNEY*
SLUMBER PARTY
SPANOVA
THE ALUMINUM GROUP
THE GOSSIP*

THE GREAT 6
THE MAGIC MAGICIAN
THE SEA & CAKE*
TOWN & COUNTRY*
TORTOISE*

VINYL
CAT POWER
ELLIOT SMITH
GUIDED BY VOICES
INTERPOL
LARGE PROFESSOR
PEDRO THE LION
SOFT BOYS
YO LATENGO

*also mastered to vinyl

602-242-0022
www.saemastering.com




