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Symphonic
Sonics

Recording an orchestra is as much
of an art as the performance.

By Heather R. Johnson

WHEN WE LISTEN to Leif Ove Andsnes
perform with the Mahler Chamber Orchestra
on The Beethoven Journey (Sony Classical),
we don't just hear five piano concertos. We
experience five expert performances guided by
a producer and channeled through equipment
carefully selected and placed by an engineer.
Fortunately for us, the art of classical
recording hasn’t changed much in the face
of radical technological advances. No virtual
instrument can come close to reproducing an
orchestra. An engineer can't fix an out-of-tune
woodwind with computer software as he can
Britney Spears’ vocals. And he definitely can’t
record an orchestra in a musician’s bedroom.
At a time when much popular music is
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recorded through computers and squashed
into an MP3 format — which does nothing
for its sound — classical recordings have only
improved in quality.

Keith O. Johnson — audio pioneer,
Grammy-winning recording engineer, and
co-owner of Reference Recordings, a San
Francisco-based independent classical, jazz,
and blues label known for its high-fidelity
work — uses what some consider “old-school”
equipment, but his methods have led to
some of the most authentic recordings on the
market. The reason behind his eight Grammy
nominations and four wins has as much to do
with his research and his ears as it does with
his electronics.

“The first thing I bring to a live recording is
preparation,” he says, the morning after mas-
tering a collection of Saint-Saéns works from
the Kansas City Symphony, to be released by
Reference Recordings in June. “I study the
composer and the venue or recording space,
as well as investigate other recordings that
exist. I try to learn the score, become familiar
with the conductor and artists, and usually
propose a floor plan. My equipment setup just
captures all of the above”

Johnson’s thorough research helps him cre-
ate the canvas and tone of his recordings. “The

Impressionists, like Debussy and Ravel — they
often want and need a big soundscape,” he
explains. “But for the Saint-Saéns production,
two compositions wanted an intimate,
conductor-like perspective”

During preproduction, Johnson also
studies a work’s original performance to
determine the composer’s intention. For the
2010 Grammy-winning Britten’s Orchestra
with the Kansas City Symphony, Johnson
recorded at the five-thousand-eight-hundred-
seat Community of Christ Auditorium in
Independence, Missouri. “We needed a
Royal Albert Hall-type venue because that
was where the piece was performed most of
the time,” he says. “We recorded in an arena
space, which captured that original feel”

Johnsonss specific technique varies depend-
ing on the music and the venue. “Recording
Mahler is different than recording Bartok;” he
says. “Mahler wants to be dark yet emotionally
revealing — he has this brooding charac-
ter —whereas Bartok wants to be intimate,
visceral; you're in with all the instruments.”

Whether dark, intimate, or exuberant,
Johnson uses a self-designed eight-channel
mixer. (Modern live-sound consoles can
have well over a hundred channels.) Johnson
records into two channels and reserves
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the remaining channels for backup mixes,
“accents,” and audio sources for a forthcoming
surround sound mix.

“Instruments project in different ways
and halls respond in different ways,” he says.
“Sometimes I must focus on an instrument
that isn’t supported very well, so T'll use small
speakers to bring in more hall sound. The
loudness and hall response track each other”

An orchestra, meanwhile, can deliver a
supported sound regardless of environment.
Martin West, music director and principal
conductor of the San Francisco Ballet
Orchestra, says the main challenge is ensuring
that consecutive performances maintain a
consistent tempo and build, since a record-
ing often combines elements of multiple
performances. “For a live ballet, it’s especially
hard to try and recreate the performance you
did two days before.” he says, after wrapping
up edits on the orchestral works of Moritz
Moszkowski, engineered by Johnson and
produced by Marina and Victor Ledin.

To mic a forty- to sixty-piece ensemble,
Johnson starts with a Decca Tree configuration,
a traditional setup that can balance an orches-
tra and provide a center image when needed.
He also places a couple of microphones in the
hall to capture acoustic responses — which,
unfortunately for a live performance, also
capture the candy wrapper, the fan, and the
cough. Johnson can't edit out this noise, so he

records separate tracks that he can turn down
to help diminish these distractions.

An orchestral recording also has to
account for what Johnson calls “visual
acoustics.” During a live performance, a
listener may observe certain instruments
more than others — an awareness that gets lost
with eyes closed (or when listening to a CD).
“You hear what you see” Johnson says. “In the
recording, we create spot accents that point
to what the conductor wants you to hear. The
technology cues shouldn’t be audible, but
with active listening, the instruments become
focused and placed”

Studio Sound
When recording an orchestra in the studio,
an engineerss first priority is to make sure
musicians are comfortable and can hear one
another. “We're used to working in our pit,”
says West. “We have to have some adjustment
time to figure out how we all fit together
in the studio. When you're used to having
players ten feet away and then suddenly they
are forty feet away, it makes a big difference in
how the sound carries and how the orchestra
responds.”

Before a studio session, West may spend
extra time with the producer and engineer
to plan out the day’s work. “We might record
a symphony, but we might not record it in
the same order,” West says. “We work out a

Don’t cut the red wire.
Keith Johnson builds his own
microphone preamplifiers
with discrete circuitry.
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strategy to make sure we get musicians at their
peak as much as we can?”

Every engineer records differently, and
Johnson records more differently than most.
Rather than rely on a studio’s state-of-the-art
recording console, Johnson brings his same
eight-channel mixer and a melange of
other equipment, much of it hand-built. At
Skywalker Sound, George Lucas’s recording
division in Marin County, California, Johnson
prefers the orchestra face the back wall
opposite the control room, while he records
in a small drum booth. “The movie screen [on
the back wall] creates a dampening effect,”
he says. “That prevents reflections or surface
echoes from muffling brass instruments”

The musicians may work six- or seven-
hour days during a recording session, which
typically lasts two or three days, but the
producer, engineer, and conductor work
overtime to plan, mix, edit, and then master
the tracks into their final form.

Unlike most popular music recordings,
where digital downloads now reign supreme,
the CD format still rules classical and legacy
recordings. (Lossless files, which retain more
data than compressed MP3s, are popular, as
well.) High-resolution recordings such as
SACD (Super Audio CD, which requires a
special player), Hybrid SACD (which doesn’t),
HDCD (High Definition Compatible Digital,
developed by Johnson and engineer Michael
Pflaumer), and DXD (Digital Extreme Defini-
tion) continue to raise the bar in resolution.
Reference Recordings even introduced HRx
titles, which are exact copies of original digital
masters. “If a recording is high-res all the
way, it is fully capable of creating a wide, big
stage with depth,” says Johnson. “With a few
tricks, you can create a surround illusion that
is every bit as convincing as having surround
speakers behind you”

Every engineer has his or her own process,
each of which involves much more than
pressing “Play” on a recorder. In the case of
orchestral recording, the goal is to come as
close to the real thing as possible (minus the
candy wrapper). “That’s the great thing about
recording;” notes West. “It is as unique to the
engineer as musicians are to the music.” s
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