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Goud Dinwnic

“We tried things a bunch of different ways this time,” says The
Tragically Hip's Gord Sinclair, explaining the Kingston band’s
process on their eighth album, Phantom Power. “That's the
beauty of having our own facility to make our records in, and =
this time out, anyway - having the time to try things a few differ-
ent ways, to yield the best results.” Their studio, the Bathouse,
is an old farmhouse in Bath (hence the name) and is co-owned
by all five members. In conjunction with producer Steve Berlin
and live sound engineer Mark Vreeken, the band recorded
Phantom Power over several menths in the fall and winter of
19467-948. ~
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~~ hances are, if yoirne Canadian, you don®t need
a history of The Hip. After more tham a
decade together, they're probably better
knnen than Mackenzie King. and certainly a
ot mare popular, %o let’s get to the goosd sudi

Chver the past 13 years, the hand has naturally
matared. In the case of record production, that
means allowing them to take some risks. "When
we first started making records,” Sinclair recalls,
“We were liercely loy .=|| ton what the band’s sound
wis on stage and really imsisted that we pot den-
aite from that sonic range of the instruments atall.”
The basid would do take after take after take irying
o re-creabe their live energy. This time, they decid-
el “1o wse the studio and use the emvironment for
what it i With the help of veteran producer Steve
Berlim, alknwed them 1o “approach each song as its
own entity, and make each song the bt that
possibly could be, in terms of its sanic possibdi
ties, without worrying about how it compared 1o
their live performance. On the flip side, Sinclair
poimts cut that The Hip has mever "felt constrained
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where his bandmates take his idea than mmypose
his will on the song. The whole, all agree, is greater
than the sam of 0% parts. “We've gotien bo the
Fnl'li['.1 where we know cach -|||.|'||_'rl'\ '\.|:|'||."| wi wedl
and play so well ogether that - having it represent
what we are a6 2 band is more inpartant than hav
ing it represent [me] as a songwriter”

When it comes fo ideas, anvthing goes. “We
place no restrictions on ourseves when were try-
i b0 Wil SONES. AS 500 05 You start putting rules
it thiimgs, them you'ne not = [ think you're limiting
what you could etherwise achieve, you know?™
The only other guideline, really, is that nothing
be rushed, “Gord | Downie], berically, will build a
song up over time. He wont sit down and go,
“pheay, | need three verses by the end of the day.
He'll comupile it slowly. 1 think that's haw we all
sort of write”

Perhaps becouse they're always jamming,
always creating, the band has mot got into a cre-
almve rul,¢|!|u|||.i|:|;|,' ot ihe same material over and
over. Each man experiments in differend ways af

what we're booking far” For his part, Berlin was
stunned that The Tragically Hip would ask hins 1

prodisce their album. “They could have picked
anybody in the warld to do their recond; the fact
that they picked me - | was amazed”

Simclair poinds owt that, in adiition to being 2
rencnened producer, Berlin is "also a great muse-
cian in a great band that, based on wha Los
Lobos is, you can hear the ensemble approach
that they take, what it is that they da.” Botk
agree that the similarities in the two bands’
philosophies = they put friendship first and fodhow

“You get a little glimmer of an idea, be it wherever - sitting on the
toilet, or driving your car, or wherever - you try to get it down.”

to displicate what we've done on record when we'ne
o0 -|:.11:.ﬂ," s once the record was Andshed, the
songs were “remarkably easy 1o interpret live”

Because the band has spent 13 vears together - all
with the same members - they know and trust
each ather on an intimage level, one unknown (o
younger creative parinerships.

Owver the yvears, Sinclair points out, *We've all
galten nol anly hetter as songwrilers, bt a lisele
msore confidence, in terms of what ideas we bning
into the group” Additionally, each man's reliance
an the band's ensemble approach has Bossomed,
*I'm much msore combortable '|1rin|::|.||__-q ki af
unfinished, un-fushed-out dea 1o show to the
guys, says Sinclair, “becasse I'm confident that
ane of the other guys will have something tha
wall be l|,|||'||'«i.:-.'1|-rr|l.|r:.' 1o if, if ol have some-
thimg that will actually fenish the song.”

The quintet has no specific methodology for
developing their songs, exncept for ome ™1 iberally,
we stand around in a cirdle ond throw the ideas in”
explains Sinclair. All five carry around dicta-
phones, 50 when "vou get a listle glimmer of an
iden, be it whenever - sitting on the tolet, ar dri-
wing vour car, or wherever — you iry io get it dhow,
Once | gt an adea, 'l woark o it from there, see If
[ car't add something or whatnot. But the ondy rule
that | go by s a songwriter now is that 1 never 561
anything too frmly in stone before 1 sheow some-
thing to the guys.” Sinclabr would rakher hear

differeni times, so the progess - and the musi
is abways dynamic. “Robby's been in a phase for
the last while where he loves working on oddball
tunings, different gustar tunings, and he'’s got 2
whole pile ||r'1|.:|.|.|IJ.1 4 at omie, amd sach one Seem-
ingly tumed to a different key” Sinclair wryly
mobes; “When I'm over at his place, | can never
pick up a guitar and play it, because 1 doa't know
how hes pot it toped.” Bakers research goes
beyond fumngs. “He'll good arcur al differen
points an the neck, or different tun irgs. or throw
an E-Baw on things, just 1o scc what itll yiehl”
Sinclair poims out that the band's Rast album,
Trouble af the Hembowse, festured songs in A, E,
and F-sharp, amang other keys.

Finding Steve Berlin

Ao |anuary al 19497, The ]'li'|1 l'll.',!-:Jll- '«'-":IrLiI:I_I.'
on a few songs, “writing and compiling what
tarned out o be = in some cases, beds, in some
cases, masters, a1 the Bathouse, By the time they
did Ampther Rogdside -I.I.rmrulrr[h.lli‘.-u TNTHCT, We
had a tan of really cool ideas, but nothing that we
really had deemed master-worthy. Although
they'd self-produced 1heir last two albums, the
band realized they would need an outside ear to
help them sort through the many, many. many,
many ... mamy ideas they had on tape,

When the hand met Los Lobos Steve Berlin,
who is also an acclaimed producer (Crash Tesi
Dumemaes, Faith Mo Mare), on the first dup‘ of
ARA, they realized “this guy would be perfect for

- Gord Sinclair, The Tragically Hip

a demsocratic process = made their working rela
tionship remarkably easy. “He really jumped into
par environment really, really natwrally” says
Sinclair, 5o the pount where it was todally aboul
the mugsic, totally ahout the track,”

Thee bansd found Berlin's enthusiasm contagous,
and they appreciated his openness with ideas,
“Being on equal footing, the five of us, a lot of
Limmes, you may be a lsttle reticent b sy well, 1 was
going to try a kevbaard part on this or whatnot™
Hy contrast, Berlin™ |-.||ml-lqlxx;u51'nh|lnﬂ1'r
soems bo stop thinking about i fferem 1FJ-.k1- arul
abways excited - let’s try this; or'lets da thes™”

Berlin was thrilled with The Hip's raw materi-
als and skills, “You have ihese amazing byrics,
incredibly beautiful images, you can go as deep
it thie SOMES A% you wanl o, AQ the same time,
the music has got great power arul h|'lrll." Bt
becaise much of their material comes from jams,
he points out, “A litthe idea turns into a big idea
s BnAo & SOng likoe “Poets . M.[.' role was o BV,
'ﬁ'|.'||.'!-'l.'l||"l-'v.' t:llt this fabulous IIJI\.'.I.'}'I'Ill."l'l.' R {hiese
great byrics - lets build it back and put details and
pectures and contrast and stoff e that”

Not every song needed extensive treatment.”
was knocked oat I_'«'_r a lod of the stuff they'd
done” Berlin recalls. ®1 woubdn't even call them
roughs. They're in their studio; they're record-
ing - what makes it a I.'|.'|II.'\.,,|I|' I|!||.'. WETE III\I
great |1|::|'|nr:|1|_|.||,..-\.-1. Eh-.d.pn. i |!-||I'u aypes f,
*Chagrin Falls”™ and “Vapour Trails™ were barely
tinkered with at all,
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Fireworks - intro Where Berlin thought he could help was in

“sorting out the guitar stuff”’ Robby Baker (lead
guitar) and Paul Langlois (rhythm guitar) “both
like a similar sound, they both use the same
amplifier)” he explains. "Sometimes, they use the
3 same guitar pick-up, and that's what they like”
The producer sat down with the two gui-
== tarists and told them, "1 think you should work
. on guitar sounds, make sure that you don't
sound the same - even remotely — and then
work on the parts, so the parts are clear, and
you can really hear what Robby's doing over
Paul and vice-versa” He spent a great deal of
time working out intricate arrangements with
Baker and Langlois, so that their parts would
complement and add texture to each other. The
"massive guitar sound” has always been a Hip
trademark, but Berlin points out, "you can
Continued on page 38
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accomplish that and still build in detail if you
listen closely to it and then think absout it”

“Thie jub was more challenging for Paul, because
he had a litthe more weight 10 carry than Robby did™
Altbousgh Rerlin didn’t want to hamper either man’s
“spirity he was more concerned about keeping
Baker's style imact,"so basically, Robby was = prob-
ahly unfarly in some cases - just allowed to be
Robby. and then Paul had to fit into that™ Berlin's
respect for Langlois is wr—mihg."ﬂe‘:u]}:w
of the misst amazing rhe itar players ['ve ever
wirrked with. mﬂﬂmﬁ’ﬂﬂﬁﬂmur deep

of how rhythm parts work?” That didn?
keep him from making Langlois "play guitars |
know he didnt want 10 play!” be recalls, bughing,
“Hed give me this look ke, are you sure this is
worthwhale? Bt then it would soumd great”

Berlin aimed o get everyihing "as live as p-uu.
sible,” only doing overdubs when absolutely mec
essary. As a band, ','uumnllhat |energy], nl'
those guys playing together.” The most commaon
overduhs were vocals, including “Something On”
and “Escape”, “When the wocals were done in
time 1o do it live, that was great?” he recalls, "but
Gaond Denwnie = he is the hardest-working guy |
have ever seen. Down 1o apostrophes and every-
thing, the grammatic spaces have to be perfect
for him to be happy. A lot of times, it would be a
work in progress Iyrically until kster on. But the
times when wed get it live, it was amazing to
watch and e hear”

Triple-Threat Mixing

“Mixing was definively a challenge for this recoed?
Sinclair sdmits. "The | EMirORMment was
ane that, if vou had any kind of idea or wanbed o try
something, we were always ing each other
—nﬂﬁ.ﬁ]{ﬂw manﬂm:nndw
figuredd, well, when it comes time to mix, we'll figure
i ooust,” And then, inevitshly, i came time to mix ...
and 1o figure everything out. Yikes, “Youd put the
different mives up ard realire that, depending on
who's imerprefing the somg, it can go in amy one o
v oof e different directions”

To get the most effective mix for cach song,
The Hip used three different people to mix. First
up was Jim Rondinedli, who has worked with The
Javhawks and Odds, among others. His approach

“was a lot more lush, and his sensibility was to pat
everything up into the mix and sort of slowly sub-
tract from there, 1o the poind where his ear was
sort of satisfied,” explains Sinclair, “1 think vou
can hear that in a wack like *Bobeaygeon”, for
example, which he mixed. [ think the mizing on
that is abscbutely amazing™ Rondinelli also mixed
“Something On” and “Chagrin Falls”,

Fondineli worked out of Adams” The
Warchouse in Vancouver, which boasts an enor-
moas S5 console,” it has & tendency tobe a litike ...
mechanical sounding, | think.” Sindair conchudes.
" litthe bop-heany”

Then they went to Dan Smith, who had pro-
duced Up o Here (1989) and Road Apples (1991),
His inflisence can be heard on “Poets™, "Escape [s
At Hand For The Travellim® Man®, “Save the
F‘hlhttl' "Emperor Penguin®, "Vapour Trail” and
“Membership”. Duu’u mlmnulEh-:’s very old-
school,” Sinclair explains. "He works from the
ground floor up; he builds and builds and adds
instraments one af a time, until he thinks it rep-
resents what we sound like™

Smith’s home studio incledes an old Neve
Buiardl, amed his :pprmdimmmamlng,"Ht
uses old ube compression on everything, and
sort of shies away from the digital staff”

Whiereas “[ints stuff was done om an automated
console, where all the moves were meticubously
memarized by the computer and would work with
a track-a-day kind of thing” Sanclar explams,
“Don's approach i very, very organic. He kind of
mixes by feel, and some days hed Blast off two
songs; other tracks would take him three or four
&}Iunﬂ}tﬂmnhtﬂﬂcuﬁﬂiﬂm'

There were three tracks, the bassist explains
="Firewnaks”, “Thompson Girl™ and “The Rules™ =
on which “We felt that neither Jim nor Don had
successfully interpreted what we were trying to
achieve, and so the logical step was 1o have Mark
[Veeeken|, our live engineer, do it Mark's been
imvolved with the creation of all the records, really,
since o Appies. Mo one knows the band better”

Vrecken's approach was a “synthesis™ of
Rondinelli's and Smith's. Sinclair says, “The way
we've got our studio set up, Mark has been able
to watch some of the best guys in the business do
their thing, and hes learned from them all”

Although the Bathouse has automated capabili-
ty, “Mark’s tendency is not to rely on that. He tries
to go for a really strong performance mix, and he
hases his final i.rrq:rmimmﬂmhrmﬁdrn
his gort of optimum mix and then will adpst
dightly, sort ul’nnh' relying on automation if he
absclutely has 1o

enjoyed maki

Fhuantom Power, Sinclair sees it as “the necord we
had 10 make at this uncture in our carcer. We had
the time to approach it with a "no stone unturned™
sart of philosophy, and we had the time 1o work on
things and bring the ieas to their frustion”
Hawever satisfying that may have been, ™[ think we
learned that there is a pitfall 1o having unlimised
time to make your record. | think there's a pitfall 1o

ing an unlimited rumber of tracks that you can
waork on thirgs. [t makes the mixing process o litthe
difficult, when you're trying to baver things in and
out like that”

Senclair’s wish for The Hips next album is to
“write i in advance, and rehearse it in advance of
going into the studio; and to make a really fast
recoed the next time, in the John Hyast, bring the
family’ kind of thing, where everyone knows the

in and out, and it’s just bang-bang-bang, just
for the sake of seving what can come out of it” The
advantage the band has & that, with its own studso,
“we have the resousces o work on things 1ill the
cows come home” Witk Plarstor Fower, they dad,
and they learned that sometimes, those cows are
out real labe. when to siop is
that you have o learn, you have to learn it in the sha-
diio - this is done, this is finkshed, or in some cases,
i Finished, its too polished for ws, and we have o
strip off some of the sheen.”

After a pawse, Sinclair adds, "l think the beau-
iy of being in this band is that each situation, be
it recording or live, is different or new, and we're
able to take the situation, whatever it may be, and
ultimately, turn it to our advantage and learn
from it. | think we learned a bot from making this
kast recond.” n

Santh Chauncey i & Toromio-based
[freelance writer.




