Welcome to the second in a series of features designed to bring you the expertise of some of the most experienced people in the music industry. Each Music Week Masterclass offers 10 key lessons to learn across a range of disciplines, as highlighted by a leader in the field. In this latest feature, MW speaks to acclaimed producer Rick Rubin. 
1. Don’t over-listen. Never ‘get used’ to a song
"I think over-thinking and over-hearing the same thing really can affect your judgement, so I try to set up different methods of not letting that happen and not getting too used to songs when we work on them. I never take rough mixes with me; once we’ve cut something in the studio I try not to listen to it again until we’re mixing it and then I listen to it as little as possible during that process just to get it right, but not to ever get used to it. 

"As soon as you get used to it then anything different than what you’re used to sounds wrong when in reality the first thing that you heard that you get used to is just a starting point, it’s not anything to get used to. It’s something that they call ‘demo-itis’. People make a demo then they get attached to the way the demo sounds and even though they do something that sounds better after, they still think the demo was the best sounding thing because they’ve heard it so many times. So I really try to fight that as much as possible and in some ways distance myself. I’m completely involved when I’m in it and then as soon as I’m not in it, I erase it from my mind."

 

2. Create a comfortable recording environment
"Create a safe environment for experimentation so that the artist feels comfortable to really try anything and isn’t embarrassed to try anything that they see as unusual or different. It’s important not to set any boundaries that are imposed on the artist, not to have any preconceived ideas about what it is you’re trying to do and just pay attention and recognise goodness. When Neil [Diamond] and I started recording I still don’t think we felt we were making the album, we were kind of in demo-mode and just kind of getting started, fleshing out the songs a little bit. Then we started really liking the songs and at some point we looked at each other during that process and said, ‘it sounds like this is the basis of the album’. It all revealed itself; we didn’t decide anything until after we heard it then when we heard it and liked it, that was the basis of the record."

3. Recognise goodness
"Anytime there’s a speck of goodness, recognise it and hold onto it, don’t let it go away. I feel like some artists can over-think it and take something that’s good and ruin it. As I mentioned before, you hear a lot of stories where people say the demos were better than the album, but if in fact the demos are better than the album and, if you recognise it, then even though you’ve done all this work and the label has spent all this money creating the album, you should release the demos. Just because you worked for a long time on an album doesn’t mean the finished product is better. So it’s important to really pay attention and make sure that, even though you’re doing all the things that you think are going to make it better, you really confirm that they actually are making it better."

4. Keep variety in your work
"It’s a healthy thing for me to move around between different artists because I never get too deeply into one artist’s head. I maintain my perspective because I’m always coming in fresh. Like a clean slate, I really hear it in a new way every day. With Neil [Diamond], he liked working early so I would work with him from noon to 4pm, and then I would start with the [Red Hot] Chili Peppers and we would go as long as we went. Typically also at that stage with the Chili Peppers we were doing vocals so I was mainly working with Anthony [Kiedis] and with singing, you can only really sing for three hours. Anything more than that and vocally it’s really diminishing returns, so I was basically working two half-days put together."

5. Ensure the songs are written before you enter the studio 

"I think one of the reasons that I have a pretty good batting average is because the content of what’s there is usually worked out in advance and it takes as long as it takes. The song is really the key and I never count on, you know, maybe getting lucky in the studio to have great songs. We really do the homework part of getting the right songs together before we ever start recording. The recording part is more finding the emotional centre of the song, finding the performance of it and getting the best record we can make of it. As far as the chorus and melodies and any of the lyrics go, that’s usually written in advance."   

 

6. Recognise the spirit of the song that makes it great
"As producers, we have to listen. Anytime I hear a song and I fear that there’s something that is not great about it, I may reference back and say ‘well let’s listen to the first demo that we liked’ to see where we are in comparison. Often it might be that the artist is playing it better but the feel changes, or the strumming pattern on the guitar changes slightly and sometimes it gets better, sometimes it gets worse, there can be a lot of different variables. So we do try and figure out why it gets better or it gets worse, then try and keep the good stuff and work it in with improvements."

 

7. Don’t get obsessed with technical perfection
"Ultimately, I would rather have something that feels good and isn’t perfect than something that’s ‘correct’ and doesn’t have an emotional connection, that doesn’t feel good. At least two of the songs on the Neil [Diamond] album were recorded the first time he ever played them for and with the band. The way it would work is he would start playing the song and then once the band understood what was going on they would join in, not with the idea that we were making the record, just with the idea that they were learning the song, but sometimes that ended up being what ended up on the record. Even though as we progressively played it the band learned it more and had better parts, the soul of the song was in that early take. 

So it’s important to pay attention and listen. Thinking, ‘well we’ve played it 20 times and the 20th time had all the most improved sections’ - that doesn’t mean it’s necessarily the best work. Some artists really do get better the more often they play it. Tom Petty And The Heartbreakers tend to be best early on the first couple of times they play it and it has to do with the fact that they are both great players and a very confident band. They’ve been playing together for 30 years so with them if you play a song too often they get bored. Some artists really hit their stride as they keep playing it. They find the spirit of the song as they go and better it each time."

8. Know your artist, and don’t let them get bored 

"With Neil [Diamond], anytime we would start to tape, if it was the first take or the 10th take, he always played it and sang it as if it was the only thing in the world. He completely put himself in the song every time and that was really nice. There was never this sense of ‘good enough’ or just teaching it to the band or just getting through it, there was never getting through it, if he played a song, he really played it. And if he started it, and didn’t feel like he started it well, he would start again, even if it was just a run through."

9. Work with artists who inspire you
"It really depends on the artist but really it’s about feeling an emotional connection and just loving the music. With Neil [Diamond] it felt like we could really do something great together. I just knew he had it in him. It’s amazing seeing people who are good at what they do. It’s fantastic, it’s thrilling every day."

10. Don’t go in unprepared
"For me the biggest mistake for a producer would be going to the studio before it’s time."

Rick Rubin - a short biography
It’s difficult to summon a sentence that sufficiently pays homage to the influence Rick Rubin has had on modern music. Arguably the most important producer of the past 20 years - not to mention co-founder of the legendary Def Jam label with Russell Simmons - Rubin has graced some of the landmark albums of the past two decades, among them the Beastie Boys’ Licensed To Ill; Red Hot Chili Peppers’ breakthrough album Blood Sugar Sex Magik and AC/DC’s (pictured, above) Ballbreaker. Indeed, when rap broke in 1986, it was largely the result of two albums: Licensed To Ill and Run DMC’s Raising Hell, both of which Rubin produced. A year later he produced the debut album, Yo! Bum Rush The Show, by Public Enemy. He also helmed Johnny Cash’s comeback effort American Songbook in 1994, Slayer’s debut Hell Awaits in 1985 and System Of A Down’s global smash Toxicity in 2001.

The past 12 months have been a busy period for Rubin who recently completed work on the forthcoming Red Hot Chili Peppers double album Stadium Arcadium, Neil Diamond’s 12 Songs - both of which he worked on in unison - and the Dixie Chicks’ Taking The Long Way. 

Diamond’s new work debuted at number five when it was released in the UK last month. It is an album, says Rubin, that he had been eager to make for a long time. "I reached out to him a long time ago, maybe 12 years," he says. 

Rubin is currently working with Justin Timberlake (pictured, left) on his follow-up to Justified and has lured Metallica away from long-term producer Bob Rock for their post-St Anger effort. There is also new work with Kid Rock, Linkin Park, Slayer and System Of A Down. 

Undoubtedly he is gifted music man first and foremost, but nowadays his name appears not as a production credit, but as a badge of honour for those artists with whom he has chosen to work. For a man who insisted that on his first production effort - LL Cool J’s Radio - his credit appear as "Reduced by Rick Rubin" (a reflection of Rubin’s now trademark stripped-back sound), he’s come a long way.

