Career Focus: Recording Engineer 
An Interview with Recording Engineer Bernie Torelli
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Bernie Torelli is an internationally recognized recording engineer, producer and composer who has worked in Paris, Montreal, and Los Angeles with legendary musicians such as Herbie Hancock and Chick Corea. His work has garnered praise from numerous leading industry magazines, including Mix and Pro Audio Review.
He currently works at Track Star Studios in San Diego, California.
I sat down the other day with Bernie to get the straight dope on what it takes to be a recording engineer. 
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Follow the Next Page link at bottom to read the entire interview, or click a question for a specific topic: 

· What do recording engineers do?
· Is the job mostly technical, or is it creative, too?
· Where do engineers work?
· How can someone get started towards a career as an engineer?
· What's the hardest thing about being an engineer? 
· What's the best thing about being an engineer?
What do recording engineers do? 

We are responsible for operating all of the equipment involved in a recording session.
Recording is a very detailed process. The first step in a session is placing the microphones on the instruments, and this is very important. When we begin recording, we have to be very careful about the levels and the quality of the sound. 
You see, at first, we are only looking for the sound, not the music. So, for example, I place two mikes on the snare drum, one above and one below. The one on top records the "Pop!" sound of the drum, but it does not get the "hiss" sound that follows. This sound is important, so we use another mike below to catch that.
And that is only one drum. Then one more mike for the kick drum [bass drum], then a mike on each tom drum - three or four or six of those - two more on top for the cymbals, one for the hihat cymbals, and then two more in the room to catch the ambient boom of the drums. Each of these mikes must be adjusted for placement and the quality of the sound. And that is only the drums. Then we must mike the other instruments, and get the right sound for them. It's very involved. 
During the first few takes, we are only concerned with the sound that we are recording. Once the sound is perfect - the instruments sound like they should, the bass drum says "Boom!" just right - we change our focus to the music. We have the artists play and we make adjustments [in the control room] to enhance the music, depending on the style. We make adjustments in the high frequencies, or maybe the bass frequencies, to make some things stand out and others more subtle.
The adjustments are very different, for example, between classical or trashy rock or rap. The sound, the texture of these styles is very different. So we have to work with the artist to find the sound that expresses his music best. I'm not going to put big distortion on the bass, you know, if the guy is playing jazz. But if the music is kind of trashy, of course. If it's not quite crunchy enough [making guitar gesture], then I'm going to put some more crunch into it!
There are so many different adjustments that you can make. The sound entering each of those microphones is recorded as one track, and each track can be individually adjusted for levels, frequencies, effects, and such, using the control panel.
How many different tracks are possible on one control panel?
It depends. On this one here, we have eighty-six, so you can imagine the amount of variation we can create in the sound.
Once you've found the right sound for the instruments and for the style of music, what happens next?
Most of the time, we'll do two or three takes or more of the same track. Each guy, each instrument, plays the whole song again and again. [Note: With the exception of the drums, each instrument and vocal performance is typically recorded on one track. Due to the number of microphones involved with the drums, the drums are recorded on numerous tracks simultaneously.] 
Maybe there is one part in one take where the guitarist played perfectly, but rest of the song was bad. With the computer, we can then take all the good parts and put them together. We do all this editing and mixing, and then you have a good recording.
Next page > Is It Creative?
Is the job mostly technical, or is there a creative side to it? 

Well, to be a recording engineer, you definitely must be technically skilled with the equipment. That's just necessary. If the producer or artist needs a change made to the sound they are getting, you must know which knob or button to turn to make that change. 
The other half of the job, which is equally important, is the creative side. You must become a different person, almost, just a musical person who can listen to the music very closely. This is not at all technical work at all - it's more about feeling. So must be able to go back and forth between the two.
So the engineer is involved in creative decisions about how the music should be recorded?
Sure. Absolutely. This is a very important part of the job.
Next page > Where Engineers Work
Where do recording engineers work? 

Most work for a specific recording studio. For example, I work here at Track Star. I may do some things as a freelancer, but for the most part, engineers are usually associated with a studio.
How about at record labels?
These days, most record labels don't have their own studios. They will hire a studio like this one to do the recording for them, so the engineers tend to work for studios rather than labels.
How important is location? Is it important to live in a big city like Los Angeles or Paris?
Not really. There are certainly many, many studios in these cities - New York, L.A., Paris - but in any average city, you can find professional studios. If you are beginning, you should look for something in your area, rather than moving to, say, Los Angeles, just to learn. Once you have a few years of experience, then maybe consider moving, if it's really what you want to do.
How can someone get started as an engineer? Is it best to go to school, or should they try to learn on the job? 

The schools are good, but...well, I've seen a lot of young guys go to school for recording, and when they finish, they know everything, and yet they know nothing. For example, we had an intern here who came to work for us, and she had been training on ProTools [one of the major professional recording software packages]. And she knows the software perfectly, but she was not able to do a session. That's the problem.
It may be because I started this way, but I think the best way is to become an intern at some studio, and watch the musicians and watch the engineer. Ask questions: "Why are you doing that? Can you explain this to me?" Watch the sessions - live the sessions. When you make it your life, you learn so much so quickly.
I could teach you right now about every button on this panel and what it does. We could do that in maybe two hours. Afterwards, can you run the session for me this afternoon? Absolutely not. Because you have the knowledge, but not the experience, and that is most important.
I get a lot of emails from young guys asking where they should go to school. I tell them school is good to learn the software and things, but the most important thing is to get into a studio and work on real sessions. 
It's just like driving a car. You can read the book a hundred times, but when you get behind the wheel for the very first time, you're just like the guy that read it once.
How can someone get an internship in a studio?
The best way is to just call the studios in the area where you live. Ask them if they need help, offer to work for free, just to learn. A lot of studios and engineers are very cool about that.
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TIP: Find studios in your area using these directories.
What sort of qualities do you look for in an intern?
The most important thing for interns to do is just listen and look. You know, I'm forty-six, and I've been doing this since I was seventeen, and most of the time I just close my mouth and listen - both to ideas and to the music. And musicians respect that. If you give them that freedom, they will respond with their best music. So the ability to listen is very, very important, especially at the beginning.
What's the hardest part about being an engineer? 

The hours. Long, long hours. Sometimes twelve, fourteen, sixteen hours at a time. Because you can't stop a session. Suppose you are scheduled to stop a session in one hour, but the singer is on it, he's inside it, singing [big sweeps of arms]. You can't stop that. You have to catch it! So you go on. You stay late to get the good stuff. And then the editing, mixing, everything.
How many hours a day?
Typically, twelve. Five days a week. Sometimes as many as eighteen hours.
Is that nine in the morning until nine at night?
It depends. Today we are starting at eleven in the morning, and we have to finish at eleven tonight. But so what if we "have" to finish at eleven. Maybe we are going to finish at one in the morning! [laughs] Today is an important day for this band. It is their last day, so we have to get everything. So, today - who knows. For sure twelve, maybe more. Whatever it takes.
Whatever it takes.
Sure. If you want to do this job, you have to love it. You have to be crazy about it. Just like a musician - you know how musicians get obsessed with their instrument. It's like that. It's not an office, where you wear a suit and turn the knobs according to The Rules [doing impersonation of stuffy corporate type], it's completely artistic. You must love what you are doing.
Why?
Well, because it's a very hard job. The hours, obviously. Also, you must be constantly learning, since the technology is changing all the time. You must be committed to that, and that takes a lot of time and work. I have a wife and daughter, and I don't see them so much. They are asleep when I come home, and when they wake up, I am gone. I couldn't do that if I didn't love this job.
And it's important to love it because this job is very important. Everyone in this business is important. The engineer is just as important as the guitarist, or the singer, or the record company people. Everybody has his place, and each one is so very important. So to do this, you must love it, or you can forget it. Go get a job at a bank, go in at eight, get out at four, and go home.
 

What's the best thing about being a recording engineer? 

Music. I love music. That's why I do this. Music is music, I like all kinds. I like classical, I like thrash, I like hip-hop, hard rock, you know? Some people say a certain kind of music is not good. I'm not okay with that. Everybody has something to say, and they are playing a certain kind of music so you can feel what they are trying to say. As an engineer, it's very important to understand that. 
Today, we are recording a hip-hop group. Tomorrow, hard rock. In two days, classical. So, as an engineer, you have to be open to doing the right thing for the music. And music is music. I love it.
