Some Practical Advice
For Recording Mellotrons,
B-3s, Pipe Organs and
Esoteric Synths

CAPTURING THE

BY RICK CLARK

Kaybunrds have always

provided an endless array of colors and

nuance for music projects, adding tone to an

underbed or singing solo in an extended bridge. Listen

back to Charles Earland and Jimmy Smith funking up jazz on the B-3,

or the Moody Blues’ Mike Pinder’s dense, orchestrated Mellotron atmos-

pherics, or NRBQ's wildman Terry Smith bashing a clavinet into one of the coolest

rock ‘n’ roll instruments, or E Power Biggs’ grand pipe organ performances of

Bach, or the amazingly subtle and musical application of analeg synth on The Bea-
Hes' masterpiece Abbey Road.

So, in this applications feature, the focus is on keyboards. (We've also included o

sidebar on choosing and maeintaining a studio piano. For information about piano

recording, refer to the “Recording Piano” feature in November 97 Mix.) In this

feature, Tony Visconti, Cookie Marence, Leanne Ungar and Christopher Green-

leaf describe their advice and experiences recording everything from pipe

AL organ and Fender Rhodes to synths and Mellotron. Mix would alse
FHOTOS TANEN

AT OTHR STUBIOS

BY MUTTY KIBBLY like to thank Anne Cataline and Matt Rollings for their input,
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TONY VISCONMTI

Civer the peist thie decoales, Towy Vis
comfi beas prosiucesd, eagineensd, mied
areed arroenged orchestral parts for some
of e ol firncinaatie artists (i pos ancd
rock misic, inchiding David Bowie, T-
Kex, the Moody Blues, The Move, lggy
Py, Wings, Spairls, Stratods, Sadfioger,
Carmtke Gitanit, The Bagiators, Boomilosin
Rt arveed mrpgamy odbers. Mosi recenily

Viscondt sy soveafypaingg s precafiic tion on

cowisin the Chamberlain, They anre not
dissimilar in concept—they are both
keybound sampders that play premecord-
ed analog apes. [Mr. Chamberlain lefi
the Mellotron organieation o stan up
his own eponymously named keybosind
coxmpany. |

I stanted recording Mellotrons as
carty as 1968, afier hearing that haunt
ing Mute intro o “Strewberry Flelds For-
ever,” In London, in 1968, you could
acnmlly hire that very same Mellotron
The Beiatles hired o play that very

samme Thate sound and also that Ramen-
o pultar run used al the begnning of
“Bungakw Hall” [y pressing one keyl
One could also request the sound ef-
fescts libwary rack of tapses that The Be-
thes also used for the et airdiner wheels
sgpuealing at touchdown at the begin-
ning of “Back in the USSH" Bven bes
fore hot string sounds were available
on early ARP synthesizers, the Mel-
lotron afforded the average Brit pop
hamd a sleary opporunity (o have a
strtfg section on their record, and i

Here is my Mellotron credo:

A good Mellotron is a sampled Mellotron.
A good Mellotron sample Is looped.

A good Mellotron loop Is Avtotuned.

Aristal beivedd Rustic Chertomnes

record s the Mellotron

O of the most exotic kevboirds 1o
and its first

—=Tony Visconti

HOU T0 SELECT AND MAIRTAIN
ft RECORDING PIAND

BY MICHAIL €. VECCHIDONE
Here are soime practical suggestions for selecting the right
plano and, equally important, fnding o competent plano
et technician

FINDHNG THE RMOHT MANO
Whit is the best pianc? This s mot an casy question to an-
swer, becaise no two planos sound exacily alike. In Fact,
two plinos with consecutive seridd numbers from the
samne manufacturer may sound completely different
When selecting a plano for purchase or rental, always
wiile down the serial number. Some respecied concen
stage pianos may oot necessarily be the best choice for
critlcal recording. A good concen piano mey progect well,
vt lack extreme clarity. Concent hall acoustics may mask
extrancous mechanical sounds, which recording micno-
phones will revel

The ideal recording piano is a grand; a minimum
bength of 6 fect is recommended. In generl, planos 6 feet
and larger produce powerful bass, with solid mids and
highs, and graceful pravissimos. Some smaller grands will
nid exhildn these qualities because of inadeguate string
length, Also, the soundboard areat of a 6=, 7- or 9-foot
grand s much brger than that of a S-foot or baly grand,
Generally, the larger grands also offer higher gquality in
dhesign, maserials andd workmanship, Try 1w buy the langest
pharss that you can pessibly afford, even il you have o
oy liethe crcative financing. Also, purchase o high-gualiey

antst’s bench with the plano (a leather sest covering is
hest), and schedule regular bench maintenance.

GIT HELP
When shopping for 8 piano, get help. A registered plano
technician or an experienced planist can “test drive” a
plano and should be able to point out any problems,
some of which a nonplaying reconding engineer may not
notice. For example, if a plano does ol “sing,” and notes
hatve o shont decay, no amount of editing or re-recording
will fix #. A pland with an inferior tone may end up an
impediment mther than an asset

Also, keep in mind that, if vou are paying a consul-
tant's few, his or her opinion should not be influenced by
any potentlal sales commission. Free advice may only be
worth what you pay for it

FREFARING THE MAMOD

Any new piano necds 10 be prepared before delivery,
Prep work should indude 5 thorough funing (halancing of
pitch, temperament, octaves and unisons), actlon regula-
tion (geometrical adjustment of all moving pans 1o
achieve the optimal touch), hammer wone regulation (ma-
nipmalation of hammer fell o modify the nstrament's tin-
e} el voikcing Censuring that the harmmers acldness each
string with optimuem consistency ],

If prep work is not done, or is done poorly, it could
cause somie unpleasant surprises during a session. Final
o regudation and volcing should abways be done (0 the
o whesre thie piano will be recorded. You may want to
have your own pleno technician do this work.

HHDING A PLANO TUNIR /TECHNICIAN
A skilled and reliable plano funertechnician iy essential,
—CONTINURD ON PAGE 42
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wasn't synthesized; it was the real deal,
retl strimgs

It isn't so strange to learm that the
Mellotron was intended 1o be o home
keyboard, an altermate to an electric
organ. The infernal mechanism that
played a T-second piece of tape at the
temsch of 2 key was nat meant for heavy
studio or road use. | have witnessed
ey times a Mellotron tape ok spew
ing fts contents all over the controd
room floor. 1t was a gifted roadie who
knew hiow to weindd the tapes back onto
their rack

Thisre are special ways 1o record a
Mellotron, The Moody Blues were one
ol the first groups o get a reasonable
guality sound from this instrument
Justin Havward confirmed to me that
Mike Pinder wused wo smooth out the er-
raile wolible of the apes and the bimi-
ed T-second plavhack by neconding the
same pans triple-tracked and playing
shightly ahead and behind the beat so
it the wiohibles woubd smwsoth oud a
listhe by subsecuent overdubs, In my
carly use of the Mellotron | did this oo,
with session plavers like Riok Wakeman
and others

Thiz ordy way o neooed 2 Mellotron
was from its direct output, 1o get
cleaner access o those apes. It had
buili-in speakers, but they made the
sound even more intolerably bow-fi
The tapes were divided into three dis
crete tracks. so vou had a violin, a
cellos and a Mlute availible on ome tape
rack. It was soon discovercd that you
oould have a violin and fute sound si-
multaneously by jamming the tape
playluack bead between settings. This
is a physical procedure, not clectronic
swiiching. One can only assume thai
tape head aximuth was never a srong
point of Mellotrons

In recent years, the Mellotron has
had & renassance, and many of these
ok beasts huve been resurrected from
scrap heaps, In the bite '60s it was ap
parent that the wpes were ol getting
any younger of fresher with constamn
use, I've heand that nowadays there are
enthusiastic Mellotron users who've
o] the original master bpes and are
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raking copies bor cument e, This may
be all well and good, bt then there are
the tape heads themselves, which ane
rutied almost beyond use on some
unbis. In the 'B0s | realized that there
will come @ point when the last Mel-
lotron or Chamberlaim will fall sideways
ity the dust, so 1 deciced 1o pecond and
sample as many Mellotrons as | came
OIS,

1 first dlicl this when recording with
the Moody Blues i recenit veas. | pio-
duced the allwums The Cither Sicke of Lifie
featuring the single “Your Wildest
Dreams”], Sur La Mer [featunng the sin-
gle "1 Know You're Out There Scane-
where”] and Ko of the Kivigelomm (seven
ks ). The Moodies were reluctim o
use thair ol Mellotron, keps in siorage
for over a decade, because of js inher-
ent unrcliability, 1 coaxed thetr road
manager i dust it off and fire it up, and
I found the most exdquisite string sam-
ple. Justin okl me that they conmis-
sioned the string sounds themselves
hecause they didn't like the original
batch that came with a Mellotron. | had
my assistant engineer run a DAT as |
played and identified cach note of the
chromatic scale. | then sampled only
the best notes based on clarnity and the
leds aimount of “wow™ and “flutter.”
Then | spanned them along the key-
o ms Adeai 510060 'l..lﬂ:l:l'!]l.‘ﬂ-—nl “1.:1.1.[.
clear G would also have 1o substinne
for a wobbly G and A The resulis
sounded better than any Mellotron on
the planet.

We used the results on tracks of
Kirvs of the Kingefom, ancd of course | re-
tained the samples for my personal
sample library. The Moodics are using
mv sumpled string patch on their live
chates to this day. What |s even mone
special about my samples is that |
looped the notes very cancfully so that |
am not Emited 1o the T-second length
FEsIrCTIOnN.

1 weas abso forunate i have a friend
in Los Angeles who has an excellent
Mellotron in his  possession—Jan
Paulshus, o salesman for Roland, He
kindly allowed me 10 stick his instou-
ment's outpul into my porable DAT
recorder, and | played every note of
every lape he possessed, Let's face i,
these Mellotron tapes will never im-
prowe with age. They can't loop either,
My pbullosagby s this: A good Mellotron
i # sampled Mellotron. As for the wob-
ble of the mpes, wow and flutter, | in-
tend o stant resampling from my DAT
onighnals and nun these samples through
my Pro Tools fg o even oul some of
the more viclous wobbles with my




iHaenenand Lol cobenet offer lof of subng fun Here heo
AKG €-d1dy rophere the pwarfing upper o, whele e ban
rodor is miked @ mana.

Antares Autoqune plug-in

Here is oy Mellotron oredio

A o] Melbotron is 3 sompled Mel-
lestron

A o Metlotron sample is looped

A o Mellotron loop is Autooened

An obwious bonus 10 having a
b, oopstiminin keybomnd scziled Ml
botromy peitch bs that it is MIDE-addeess
able pitch-bend,  play
dynamically, use 3 sustain pedal and
add chonis effects, eic, These emvialile
features ane kicking in the standard, vin
tage Mellotron. The onginal, first-gener
atbion Mellotron players clamored Tor

You can

these featuires
As for kevlboants, an clecimonic key

Isenarc] 1 @ rosical rstnameTd, med st a
plavhack machine. An engineer thinks
ricathiing of reaching for cuthoand equip
ment, compressons, equalizers, effects
when recording guitans
s or vocals. With modem syniths
i |ul'||._! CSIETICTS gh e Wil thestr visrsinns
of onbeind effects added o ther patch
they are not

bhoxes, el

s, and. in most cases
what voul wiolilkd want. 1 oy o @ke the
effects off by accessing them in the
synith's menu and then process the dry
patch scoonding o what the song de
muncs. For bead soumds. @ fat e ooen-
pressor really woughens 1 up. The best
way is to actually play the synth
through a hot guitar amp, mike i@ and
muvhe blend & with the direct sipral. A
brass patch can benefit from being
miahe punchier by pulting @ gate across
the output and a compressor after e
Hale

I'm currently Finishing an album for
a group called Rustic Oventones, on
Arista Becords, Their keyboand plaver
Spenier Albee, uses vinage kevboands
almost exclusively—a beat-up Ham
mond B-3, a Clavinet and a Wurliteer
choctric plano Forr o crunchier somred on
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the Clav and Wurlie, we pul
them through a SansAmp, the
Swins Army knife of guitar
amp simulators, Sometimes
the Clav sctually sounded like
a shredder guitar. OF course,
there is mothing like a dedicu
e guitar podal 1o help spice
up a kevhoemd, whikch i some-
thing we did on many tracks

COOMIE MARENCD
Comalte Marvmco s an inclepwrn
et erigineer and producer
working mostly in the San
Francisco Hay Arog, She bas
sl warh Mapx Regach, Char-
I Merodews, Mary Chapein Car
Purvitew, Prebvis (it Sraiv avid
Buchetbead ), Lodysmih Hlack Mam
Bwzen aemsad Toarry Foartowdo, Aty Rolfings,
Pl Aabwery, Liz Stery, Rovlmery Frooroldin,
Filty Chvilals, Caarfin Bilery, Lok Posoel! aonied
Kirinn Kowi (e cfii W il by dwgarolicts
v s rocoroked

| usesd toy b @ keytwosnd player inoa
it e ankd =il have abaoid 3 dorFen in
struments anound. There's been a re
missanoe in the st few years of the
oliher, classic mstrumends ke the Fend-
er Khodes and Hammond B-3 ongan. |
silll haven't found a synihesizer that cin
duplicae thedr sound, ket alone the feel
and touch. Many synths ¢an Come
iQ |I.:H;'_ N ar h_',.i*-fl s e J|.|._|.HI. I Save

Leslie spinning at an odd specd—or
not al all—and without a person wha
really uses those elements of the B-3
you'd never know there was a prob-
begm Phast ewen o bustedd B3 senimds et
ter thian any symth, as long as & makes a
samirmld

Fow ¢1|1L'.r=-H_ a B-4 | like o use thiee
tracks whenever possitle. A siereo il
o the spanning homs of the Lesbe and
o e o the bottom. Dve used thiree |
Neuamann 57s a lot of tdmes, or (wo
AKG C-12% as thwe s ared a Ssennbeetser
121 om the hottosm. For Man Rollings loa

Jenna Mammina's record) | used two

dlds ardd an RE2G. | |r|,n1.'1,! the mics
about six o eight inches from the homs
o opposite sickes 10 make the most of
the Lesshie spin. Ml is 2 master with the
Leslic mogele switch and the volume
pedal, which certainly makes my job
asier

The B-3 can be ticky i the head-
phones aren't just right, because the
player will make adjustments with the
vishume pedkal, ke o or ot It's one of
the more ditficul instruments o get fus
right in the ‘phones. It will affect level
1o tape, hoe the other players ane hear-
ing aned change the sound of the mik-
ing. It can min @ while session when
it's not right. Even more difficult is
when the B-3 player is using the hass
predals and funcrioning as the bass play
er. It takes real mastery of the instru-

Few people know that touch
can really atfect the sound of the B-3.

i you pull out all the stops and slowly push
a key vp and down, you can hear it go up
the overtone series.

—Cookie Marenco

your back when schlepping it around is
an issue. In [act, my Rhodes wuas
packed up and hidden in storage for
ten vears until Myron Dove [bassist,
Santang, Robben Ford] came in one
cay, found all the pieces and put it o
gether, | was shocked at how good it
soitimded

There are two things et make my
job of recording easier on kevbourd,
O is a great player who understands
the nuances of these instruments, like
the B-3, and the second s having an in
strumenl in g -|i|,1rr1' O eany Peat
The B-3 can have problems like the
peroussion switch not working or the

et o ol ke 3 murky mess of the
petffomance. Compression (o Lhe
phomnes can help

On RARE occasions, 've been talked
into doing 4 B-3 overdub, and this
headphone issue had plagued me so
mmiwch that I've taken o setting a peir of
Cenelocs up on the mstrumsent and mod
using ‘phones. Fortunaiely, with the
Lesslbe, woms can set it up to avokd bleed,
bt @ bt off thies, 10 record regardless
of the blesd, Ko ‘phones just makes for
a better pedfommance i your reoonding
allewes it

A special aspect that few people
know is that 1wuch can really alfect the
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sound of the B3 If you pull out all the
stops and slowly push a key up and
down, you can hear it go up the over-
tone series. A master musicun will have
the control 1o hit a key halfway or less
tey gt o certain effect

Ancither thing about B-3 is that
there's a volume poi on the Leslic, by
the tubes, that can adjust the volume
output. That's the “grit” dial. It's like
tuming 3 SO-wett Marshall up o 10 for a
natural distortion. | don't try o hide
room noise of the Leslie spinning. You
cain disguise it 4 bit by making sure the
volume is loud enough coming ot of
the Leslie. It can be REALLY noisy de-
pending on the player, bat with all the
problems, there's nothing like that
sound. You can amuse your friends and
annoy your nelghbors with that thing
I've done both,

LEANNE UNGAR

Loarene {vgdar & an LA -ty ivcligai-
vl evgirnewr and pevalucer il crd-
irs include Lavrie Anderson, Carlene
Ciarter, Levwmgarred Codwmi, Holly Cole,_famis
faini, Ry Charles, Templations, Willie
Nelsowt, Billy foel, Eltow fobn, Luther
Vinavoss, Natalie Cole, Peter Gabried
andd thy Pavil Winder Consor,

When | started working in the stu-
die in New York City in 1973, the
Fender Rhodes was at the height of its
popularity, It's still my favorite key-
board. It was standard equipment in
every studio, along with a grand plano
and a B-3

When keyvboardist and producer
John Lissauer [Leonard Cohen's New
Sketny for b Ol Comrmmorny] would come
in o record, e would call SR, and
rent a cerain Rhodes by the seral nume-
ber. He liked the distortion and har-
mionkcs of the low end on that panticulir
keyhboard—something not easily re-
placed Iy a sample!

If 1 were using Rhodes on a basic
track, | would take it direct and fit the
speakers with o dummy plug. Bui when
possible, | prefer miking the amp. It's a
more aggressive sound. To bring out
the attack and clean up the midrange, |
generally cut at 400 Hz and boost 1.5
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kHz on dan API EQ

There s no “ant”™ w recording sam-
pling keyhoands, but sone sound betier
than others. | always lked the sound of
the Synclavier, bt had a richer, mone lush
sounl A sample is only as good as the
sampler.

I was working with Laurie Anderson
when she first got hers around 1983
Working on “Kokoku™ [From the allwam
Mister Heartbreak], we were waiting
one day for Phoebe Snow to come
sing backing vocals. We were listening
o her record to get in the mood. She
called 3t the last minute 1o sy she had
a cold and wanted 10 postpone. We
took the beautiful a capella vocal stack
fromm “Two Flsted Lowve™—recorded by
Glen Berger. 1o give credit where cred-
it is due—into the Synclavier and
tuned it down considerably, until the
kev was right. Phoebe was thalled that
she diddnt have o ravel with a cold
and she got credit and was paid as if
she sang

When it oomes o recorcding & B3, 1
like to use 3 kick drum mic for the low
end, like an RE20, D-112 or 421, espe-
cially if I'm lucky enough 1o work with
a great rhvthm organ plaver like Jim
Cox. Those mibcs can give bow stabs a
poodd punch. 1l usually use one or two
large-diaphragm condensers on the
high end, like 414s

One waming. though: Don’t give in
to the temptation to mike the open
ack of the Leslie cabinet. The wind
from the rotors can pop the mic cap-
sules. Place the mics at the vents on ei-
ither side—or just one vent works fine,
o If you are fresh ou of expensive
microphones, no probdem. The drow-
buars oot ofgan afe so expricssive and
so precse you shoukd be able o oom-
pensate and achieve any sound with the

player's help

CHRISTOPHER GRETNLIAF
Christopber Groenleaf bas engineered
many recordings featuring barpsi-
chond, pipwe organ, piana, classical en-
semble, as well as orchestra. Some of
Greendeafs most recent work can be
beard on the Titanic label release
Bach, The English Sultes for Harpsi-
chord, fiituring barpsichordist Peter
Watchorm. Hesides engineering,
Gorvvntleatf Baas bwen paabilishod fn High
Fidelity, Stereo Review, Audio and a
mumiber of other gudiopdbile consumer
LT I

Bach once said that “the room is
the most important Stop on the
ofgan.” Pipe ongan in a bad room is
kind of beside the point. The 16- and

12-foot deep bass don't come together |
unless the room is preuy nice. What
vou can get out of o pipe ongan ina
pood room, with & really good pair of
mics, sort of defies belief, in the extent
to which two speakers can produce
what we have now come 1o market 48
“surround sound.” A properly made
recording like this will accept sur-
round sound priscessing

The Chapel at Holy Cross College
in Worcester, Mass., is my {avornie
The organ in that room embodies all
of the unbelievable sounds that these
instruments were capable of

For pipe organ, | would typically
use two close omnis two-and-a-half
meters apart and mavbe ten meters
from the ongan. If you are aware of the
length of cenain frequencies in the aie,
cerain things stan 1o become appar-
ent. For example, if | set oy omnis up
for abot two-and-a-hall meters apan,
that happens to comespond with a
wavelength in the air that is just be
yord or avoids cemain frequencies in
pedal bass. 5o f you have widely
spaced omnis—even for a4 modest
organ—something that will produce
buiss will produce the rather out-of-
phase bass that, to the ears, spells
“welght.” And this is without process-
ing or FQ). To the ear, this sivs, "This
is power. This is weighty or authorits-
tive bass.”

There are other problems that anse
with spaced omnis that all the single-
point omni people are very right o
shrick and yell about. So | occaskonally

When a

or plane Is

satieok
‘had a chance to

ks
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