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FOREWORD

In order to make great recorded music, you need talent, skill, and perseverance. But in the halcyon musical decades of the twentieth century, you needed something else: real estate. And lots of it. Today, as artists like Billie Eilish have famously shown, you can become a pop star by sitting alone in your bedroom with a laptop, a microphone, and a keyboard. But not if you were the Beatles, Aretha Franklin, Queen, or Frank Sinatra. Those artists needed big rooms where they could put lots of real, live people playing instruments.

In the 1970s, when I worked at the great A&R Studios in New York, the city was teeming with musicians, arrangers, writers, singers, engineers, and producers. The great players of the day would carry their axes to A&R in the morning, where they might be recording the soundtrack to some Academy Award–winning film like Bob Fosse’s Cabaret, then schlep across town to the Record Plant to make a record with John Lennon, and end with an all-night session at Media Sound with Lou Reed. After a few hours’ sleep, they’d start all over again.

These amazing recording studios, spread across midtown Manhattan, had multiple rooms filled with artists twenty-four hours a day. It wouldn’t be unusual for Bob Dylan and Mick Jagger to run into each other in the halls. It was a heady time—if you had a great attitude and could bring something special to a track, you could actually make some money as a studio musician. And it wasn’t only New York. There were great recording studios all over the US, in Los Angeles, Memphis, Detroit, and many other cities.

That world is no more. The building that housed A&R’s studios has been replaced by the AXA Equitable Building, named for a financial firm. Almost all of the legendary studios—the rooms designed by acoustic geniuses that vibrated in some sweet, magical way— are gone.

An era is over. But not forgotten! Richard Adlam, better known as FIASCO, is not only a legendary multi-Grammy-winning music producer who has worked with everyone from Taylor Swift to Harry Styles, but he is also an obsessive who has worked on this multi-year project to render in visual form the great recording studios of the era. This book, The LostStudios, is the extraordinarily impressive result of that labor of love.

His deep research into what these spaces were actually like has provided us with an invaluable historical document. For those of us who lived and worked in these places, we know how unique and extraordinary they were. There was something about these rooms and the ways that they sounded that inspired the artists who recorded in them to create endless hits, which we are still listening to all these decades later.

Thanks to Mr. Adlam, though gone, these places will not be forgotten. This book not only painstakingly represents these sacred temples to sound and music, but also honors all of us who were fortunate enough to spend our time in these amazing rooms, playing together, finding the groove, and collectively putting our hearts and souls into the music that lifted a generation.

Finally, this book provides inspiration for all the great artists of today, who are finding their own way to make their eternal statements in sound.

Thank you, Richard, for creating this masterful work, so that one day, when someone listens to a record with a great feel and asks “How did they do that?”, this book will exist to provide one part of the answer. For anyone who loves the music of the era of the great recording studios, this is an indispensable book.

Glenn Berger, Ph.D.


[image: A spacious music rehearsal room with a grand piano, music stands, chairs, and a guitar positioned on a parquet floor. Elevated seating and acoustic panels are visible in the background.]




INTRODUCTION

The recording studio has always been a magical place where creatives and technicians congregate to capture sound for the pleasure of our ears. Although many are still out there operating, a number of these great recording spaces have now been lost, with only a handful of photos remaining of the famous bands and artists that once filled the walls with sound.

This book started as a personal venture to try to understand how the magic of classic recordings occurred, exploring the specifications and character of the rooms in which they were made, the recording equipment used, and the collective of people who made the recordings. I set about rebuilding the studios in CAD (computer-aided design) software to try and get a better understanding and appreciation of what it might have felt like to have been within their walls.

Some studios were great halls, former churches that were repurposed. Others were based on bespoke designs using the latest technology in acoustic architecture. All had one thing in common: inside, some of the greatest music in history was created, records that are as revered today as they were the day they were released.

The number of such studios is vast, so I tried to narrow the list down to the twenty-two I considered most important, be it for their unique character or for the genres that grew out of their recordings. I have only looked at the lost studios of the United States, as studios in Europe have been documented in other publications. Some studios, such as Motown and Muscle Shoals, have been omitted—mainly due to the fact that they are still standing, albeit as museum pieces, but still in their original form.

The whole process for this book started in 2012. For a large part of my career as a music producer, I have specialized in sample recreation: accurately reconstructing snippets from an older recording to sound exactly like the original. For this, details are critically important: What microphones were used? Which preamps and mixing desk? How big was the room? Who was in the room?

The first studio I drew in CAD was Sigma Studios in Philadelphia. To try to gain a full appreciation of this space, I thought it would be useful if I could rebuild it. I could then virtually place myself within its environment, and also maybe capture the reverb times and other characteristic sounds of the room. I searched pretty obsessively online, trying to find any photographs. Often, I could only find a snapshot of this or that wall, but the basis and starting point for everything were doors and people. The average door is 2 meters (6.5 feet) tall, and I was able to use this, along with the height of people in the photographs, as a fairly robust measuring tool. Later, I was able to find records of room dimensions in old editions of Billboard studio directories. Slowly but surely, and with a lot of patience, I was able to build a picture of the spaces. I even went as far as drawing the exact consoles and tape machines for each location.

Some studios were easier than others. In some instances, such as A&R 799 and Capitol Melrose, I was able to access architectural floor plans. In other cases, such as the Record Plant Los Angeles, it’s been a difficult path: There is hardly any photographic evidence of Studio A and the original Studio C out there. In fact, the studio was modified so much over the years that one person’s account of the room may not match another’s if they were there at different times! It was only a few weeks before finishing this book that I finally gained access to a large pool of Studio A photographs that gave me the confidence to complete the drawings. I came close to finishing the original Studio C at the Record Plant LA (the one that operated 1971–1978, before a catastrophic fire destroyed it; the Studio C shown in this book was built in 1978), but alas, I didn’t quite get the pieces of the puzzle to confidently complete it.
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Record Plant New York Studio C


To the best of my knowledge, the drawings here are accurate—dimensions, flooring, wall coverings, colors, equipment, and so on—and, where possible, I have tried to gain verification from the staff who worked there. I must give a huge thank-you to Glenn Berger, Alexandra Barnes Leh, Jayme Griffiths, Bob Blank, Steven Sacco, Dylan Wissing, Chris Juried, Martin Porter, Bruce Maddocks, Rick Sanchez, Michael Braunstein, Peter Chaikin, Holland Grecco, Jay Messina, Arthur Stoppe, and Bobby Eli (who, sadly, has passed away). These people have sat through many frustrating moments, often trying to highlight mistakes I have made, but all incredibly enthused by the journey I have been on.






A&R STUDIOS

112 WEST 48TH STREET, NEW YORK CITY

STUDIO SIZE 11.5 meters × 12 meters × 3.6 meters

YEARS ACTIVE 1959–1967



The original site of A&R Studios was at 112 West 48th Street, close to Sixth Avenue. The studio was on the fourth floor of Mogull’s Film and TV Building, which also housed the music retailer Manny’s, and it was next door to the renowned musicians’ bar Jim & Andy’s.

A&R was founded by jazz pianist Jack Arnold and producer and record engineer Phil Ramone, whose combined initials made up the name. A&R was originally designed for the purpose of recording demos. The studio, which measured 11.5m × 12m, had an especially unique sound, according to Phil Ramone. He attributed much of this to the height of 3.6m and the one-of-a-kind floor, which was formed from unsealed cement and vermiculite.

Arnold left shortly after the studio’s launch. Money was subsequently invested in new equipment, which put the studio in competition with other leaders such as Bell Sound, and it would go on to attract clients such as Burt Bacharach, Leiber and Stoller, Quincy Jones, and Atlantic Records.

The studio’s control room was one of the first to allow spectators, with a row of seats in front of the mixing area.
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