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In a small and unremarkable building on the west side of Manhattan,
I walk down a narrow hallway that leads past a line of cramped
offices to a recording studio. The walls are hung with gold- and plat-
inum-colored discs in frames, commemorating the commercial suc-
cesses of artists who have worked here. At the end of the hallway I
cross through a small, simply furnished lounge area—a couch, a tel-
evision, a backgammon board, some magazines—and open a heavy
door leading into a room of peculiar character. Its walls and ceiling
are angled and covered with a combination of oddly shaped wood
and fabric-covered panels. There is no natural light, no view of the
world outside. The dimness within is dotted with bright spots of col-
ored light, some shining steadily, some flickering on and off, some
shooting up and down or back and forth on various display panels,
all emanating from one or another of the many machines that fill the
room. The acoustic atmosphere is concentrated. Sounds have a
focused presence about them quite unlike the diffuse quality of nor-
mal sonic experience. They seem to be closer to the ear and tightly
framed. The air is filled with musical sound. Though there are no
musicians in the room, I hear the full and satisfying sound of a
band—drums, guitars, bass, and keyboards—rocking steadily. Two
people are sitting before a large console filled with knobs, buttons,
lights, and faders. As they listen, they watch through a large window
on the other side of the console, which looks through to another
room where a musician wearing headphones is playing a bass guitar.
She appears to be completely absorbed—eyes closed, head bobbing
rhythmically, face contorting expressively. As I watch and listen, it
becomes apparent that she is playing the bass line for the music I’m
hearing. Alone in the studio, with previously recorded music filling
her ears, she pours herself into the performance, while in the control
room the engineer goes about capturing the expressive moment on
tape and the producer follows along with a critical ear.



When the song ends, the bass player enters the control room, the
tape is rewound, and playback begins. All listen intently, scrutinizing
every detail and nuance of the sonic image. After some discussion, it
is agreed that the general direction is good, but the part could use
some refinement and a few aspects of the performance need to be
tightened up. The bass player reenters the studio, and communicat-
ing through microphones, the team begins a collaborative effort to
hammer out a part and a performance that will stand as a record. The
bass player spends much of the next hour playing her instrument,
always with the same absorption and expressive focus, but it’s clear
that what is going on here is not musical performance for its own
sake. With an ear not only to its momentary appeal but to its dura-
bility, the performance is treated to the same sort of considered delib-
eration and decision making as musical composition. What’s going
on here is not simply recording, but record making. Performance is
simply the means of inscription through which fully embodied musi-
cal essences—musical idea and musical action—are captured by the
electrical tracings in particles of iron oxide.

It is also clear that everything the team does is part of an inclusive
process and that all involved are contributors to the compositional
project in some way, for all have some effect on its outcome. All
employ both intuition and deliberation in a collective effort to pro-
duce the record, and all are responsible in some way for the sonic
inscriptions that form the record’s essential identity. While their roles
vary considerably, all of them fall under the rubric of “recordist,” a
term whose original meaning has been extended in common usage to
include the work of songwriters, arrangers, performers, engineers,
and producers and to account for the frequent overlaps among roles.
For in a production process that is complex and often unpredictable,
roles that start out discretely defined may become quite fluid.

This book is about recordists and their creative process, which
centers on the practice of shaping musical ideas and performances
into permanent sounding form. The aim is to present a picture of a
compositional milieu by exploring its elements and giving an
account of issues and concerns faced by artists. It is not, in any con-
ventional sense, a book of musical analysis, criticism, or history,
though at one time or another all of these come into play. Even less is
it a how-to book of the sort that appear with increasing frequency—
a product of the “project studio” phenomenon—though there is nec-
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essarily some discussion of technical matters. It is first of all an
extended encounter with artists—their words and their works—
within a framework that uses their testimony to illuminate the nature
of record making and of records themselves. While a number of
records are cited for the purpose of illustration, far more are repre-
sented by the collective experience of the recordists whose comments
are collected in these pages.1 As Stephen Blum reminds us, in the
study of musical practices musicians themselves are our best guides.
For “wherever we turn, we can find skilled performers engaged in
the exercise of their musical knowledge.”2 It is from this knowledge
that I have fashioned my account.

The first two chapters map out some conceptual terrain. Chapter
1 provides a brief historical sketch of the changes that sound record-
ing has brought to our conception of music and how these affected
the development of rock. Chapter 2 takes apart the common confla-
tion of elements that so often distorts our view of what a record actu-
ally is. Records are often equated with their song or performance, but
these are only aspects of what is actually a more comprehensive
work, the track. Keeping in mind the nature of the track sets us on
course toward thinking about issues surrounding its making.

In Chapter 3, I begin my exploration of the compositional process
by positing five broad categories that account for all the sounds that
one hears on a record: musical performance, timbre, echo, ambience,
and texture. Each of these represents both concrete elements and
associated activities that go into making a record, and each is
explored in terms of its place in the overall compositional concern.
Chapter 4 brings into the discussion the influence of electronic
devices and architectural spaces on both the creative process and the
finished work. Because records are musical works wrought in sound,
their full meaning is imparted by a particular sensory experience
whose every detail counts. The factors affecting those details are a
matter of aesthetic concern, for, as the frequent references to the
“musicality” of certain pieces of electronic equipment indicate,
recordists’ tools and sonic environments have the potential to shape
musical style.

Chapter 5 looks at issues surrounding the process of getting music
onto tape, from initial performance to mixdown. The successful
transferal of musical energy from a moment of human expression
into a fixed mechanical state is, as recordists say repeatedly, some-
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thing of a magical process. Still, there is a range of strategies and
approaches that artists bring to the task, and these are explored here.
Chapter 6 considers some of the social aspects of record making,
namely, the dynamics of collaboration as seen in the roles of engi-
neers and producers. I have singled out these two members of the
recording team because, unlike songwriters and performers, their
functions—their “performances,” their “voices”—remain mysteri-
ous to most people, yet their contribution to the compositional proj-
ect is profound and indelible.

In Chapter 7, I offer some final thoughts, which center on the lan-
guage and rhetoric of record making. Throughout the book to this
point, implications have accumulated concerning the workings of
convention, style, association, and so forth. In this final chapter I go
about addressing these in an explicit way that serves also as an open-
ended conclusion. The appendix includes a glossary and disco-
graphical information. Because in this book the primary focus is on
sounding—rather than written—music, illustration must be in the
form of listening. All of the recordings cited in the text are listed at
the back of the book. In addition, there is a listing of engineers and
producers cited, along with a representative sample of their work.

I came to this project as a recordist myself, with long-time friends
and acquaintances in all areas of record making. But other than my
general knowledge of the field, I largely set aside my own experience
to make a report based on a body of easily accessible material. Most
records cited are widely available, and many are no doubt already in
readers’ record collections. I have drawn on an array of printed
sources—biographies, histories, reviews, interviews and feature arti-
cles, technical books and articles, liner notes, encyclopedias, and
discographies. The common availability of this body of data provides
a broad context of cultural relevance. The use of material gathered
from popular recording magazines, for instance, can be viewed on a
secondary level as a report on the state of discourse informing the
ever-growing project studio constituency. And the focus on
recordists working within the mainstream music business presents a
picture of a recording culture that spans most of the world and the
entire history of rock. Moreover, because the issues engaged here
concern not only the practice but the language of record making, their
significance is tied to the records that have participated in the for-
mation of that language. The language of record making has devel-
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oped over the years through the accumulation of associations and
resonances as individual works carved out their own cultural space
and then gradually coalesced into a larger cultural field. This field
has served as the referential frame for both practice and reception.

There are many approaches to record making, reflecting differing
aesthetic stances, commercial pressures, logistical contingencies, and
so forth. In attempting to sketch broadly what is by now a long-
standing and widespread compositional practice, it seems necessary
to present a range of approaches and examples. Not wishing to
imply any particular priority—indeed, believing that it would be
foolish to do so—I have cast eye and ear in various directions both
historically and aesthetically. Great records have been made under
all sorts of conditions—from the most primitive to the most luxuri-
ous—in all styles of rock, and using all sorts of techniques. I have
chosen examples that illustrate clearly the principles and topics cov-
ered, but they are in no way exclusive. Sometimes an example is sug-
gested by the testimony of a recordist, sometimes it is simply one that
comes to mind. But for any given issue, there are at least hundreds,
often thousands of other examples, and readers are invited to substi-
tute their own favorites.

“Poetics” is a word with several meanings, which is appropriate in
the context of the present study. “Poetics” may refer to poetic pro-
duction or to a treatise on aesthetics. Its association with “poet” and
“poetry” suggests also poetic feeling, intuition, and imagination. In
connection with musical composition, “poetics” turns up in German
music treatises beginning in the late sixteenth century. The designa-
tion musica poetica, representing written musical works, was added to
what had previously been a two-part scheme—musica theorica
(abstract theory) and musica practica (musical activity). As Edward
Lippman has pointed out, the notion of musica poetica augmented the
conception of musical composition—represented in earlier treatises
mostly by the craft of counterpoint—with a concern for rhetoric and
aesthetics.3 The term “poetics,” then, came to include both composi-
tional principles and aesthetic beliefs, as, for example, in Bernard
Germain Lacépède’s opera treatise, La poétique de la musique (1785). 

In the series of six lectures that he gave at Harvard University in
1939–1940, Igor Stravinsky spoke about composition only in a gen-
eral way, avoiding technical specifics. Nevertheless, the views he
expressed on various musical topics reflected the aesthetic beliefs he
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had formed through his experience as a composer. Thus he called the
series Poétique musicale sous forme de six leçons, published later as
Poetics of Music in the Form of Six Lessons. In his introductory talk he
explained his choice of title:

And it is no secret to any of you that the exact meaning of poetics is
the study of work to be done. The verb poiein from which the word
is derived means nothing else but to do or make. . . . The poetics of
music is exactly what I am going to talk to you about; that is to say,
I shall talk about making in the field of music.4

The Poetics of Rock, too, is “about making in the field of music.” It
is an exploration of musical composition in the recording studio—
cutting tracks, making records. The title’s resonance with aesthetics
is fitting, for the aesthetic stances of those involved in the record-
making process are inseparable from the compositional choices that
they make. 

In calling this a study of the poetics of rock, I am to a certain extent
flirting with vagueness. For as a marker of stylistic distinction,
“rock” threatens to become a meaningless designation. The stylistic
diversity that has long been a hallmark of the idiom has burgeoned
exponentially in the past twenty years, and increasingly we have
monographs devoted to a particular rock style, genre, scene, or his-
torical period. There are books on doo wop, heavy metal, garage rock
of the sixties, funk, rap, punk, techno, Motown, Stax, the electric gui-
tar, girl groups—to say nothing of biographies, oral histories, and
specialized essays of criticism and analysis devoted to a band, an
album, or a single track. My account, on the other hand, moves freely
among historical periods, styles, and artists, roaming back and forth
from 1950s rockabilly to 1990s hip-hop. In taking such a wide-rang-
ing and somewhat generalized approach, however, I hope not to
minimize the richness of the differences among rock styles, but
rather, to call attention to the pervasiveness of compositional con-
sciousness in the recording processes that they all share. Just as we
refer to both Earl Hines and Cecil Taylor as jazz pianists—sharing, as
improvisers, a similar basic approach to musical creativity though
with very different-sounding results—so are Buddy Holly, Sly Stone,
Prince, and Trent Reznor all rock musicians, for they, too, share a
common attitude toward musical creativity. For all these musicians,
records are not simply carriers of their songs and performances but
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artworks in themselves whose crafting requires a particular sort of
consciousness. For them, stepping into a recording studio means
entering a world where the challenge is not simply to play music
well, but to use musical performance as a vehicle for the creation of
an aesthetic object. And this attitude is shared by recordists of all
sorts: Sam Phillips, Phil Spector, Chuck Berry, Brian Wilson, Jimi
Hendrix, the Beatles, Stevie Wonder, Marvin Gaye, the Sex Pistols,
Abba, Daniel Lanois, Frank Zappa, George Clinton, Kate Bush, Tony
Visconti, Led Zeppelin, Chic, George Martin, Bruce Springsteen,
Janet Jackson, Rick Rubin, Björk, Soundgarden, Massive Attack,
Sheryl Crow, Babyface, Pink Floyd, Public Enemy, Beck, Dr. Dre,
Brian Eno, Lou Reed, Bruce Swedien, and Lauryn Hill—an admit-
tedly arbitrary and tiny list. Whatever the stylistic differences that
account for the conventional distinctions among genres and histori-
cal periods, artists in all categories share a preoccupation with record
making.

Even after a hundred years of recording, records remain mysteri-
ous to most people who listen to them. They hold a fundamental
place in the dynamics of modern musical life, but what do they rep-
resent? Indeed, what are they? Are they documents? Snapshots? Art-
works? Fetishes? Commodities? Conveniences? They are, of course,
whatever we make them to be, and one’s answer is always bound up
with one’s own beliefs. My aim has been to approach the question
from the recordists’ perspective, to gain from their insights into the
aesthetic and practical facets of the process a fuller appreciation of
rock records and the artistry of those who make them.
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