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iccardo Damian (Ricky to friends and colleagues) was encouraged to
learn guitar at age 6 by his mother. In his native Italy he started Middle
School at 14 and his school music teacher noticed Ricky and turned
him on to Queen’s Greatest Hits which obsessed the young boy. He
bought the entire Queen catalogue with his pocket money, then discovered Pink
Floyd and by 16 had formed a tribute band to perform The Wall. They made a
recording in a little local studio, and Damian’s interest was piqued — he started
assisting the studio owner and learned the basics, recording demos with local
bands. He then discovered that his guitar teacher had recorded at an upmarket
local multi-room facility, Magister Recording Area, and he approached that
studio to do work experience. Owner-engineer Andrea Valfrè allowed Riccardo
to attend sessions for a whole album (with Riccardo sometimes skipping school
to be there!) Later, Valfrè generously allowed Damian to make use of free time
for his own projects.
With the idea that London had a better music tradition than anywhere in
Italy, and won over by the SAE’s marketing and facilities, he then came to
London for a two-year condensed course. As well as going out of his way to
establish good relationships with the staff, he designed and built an intelligent
app-controlled mic and preamp matrix switcher, worked part time for a studio
builder (learning to solder and problem-solve), then later on (through his
relationship with Head of Audio Department Carlos Lellis) worked as assistant
at Red Bull Studios. While writing his dissertation he received a call from Lellis
who had put him forward for a job working for Mark Ronson.
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Riccardo Damian
Mark Ronson’s engineer proves age is no barrier to recording top tracks.
GEORGE SHILLING
In Italy Damian had gained experience with tape — Ronson’s favoured
method of recording — and after a short interview, Riccardo went on a
day trial. Unbelievably, on his first day he recorded Ronson playing guitar,
recording (to a vintage Scully tape machine) the Grammy Record Of The Year
2016 — Uptown Funk. Having read the tape machine manual online the
previous night, the recording process was successful. The trial gradually turned
into a week, and then a permanent position at Ronson’s Zelig Studio. As the
in-house engineer, he soon found himself engineering for Ronson with Jeff
Bhasker co-producing, then engineered recordings for Adele’s 25. He also has
credits on ASAP Rocky’s A.L.L.A., Action Bronson’s Mr Wonderful and tracks
by Cee Lo Green and Duran Duran. He engineered Dem Ones, the MOBOwinning Binker And Moses album in a day — direct to vinyl. Riccardo now
brings in projects other than Ronson’s, and mixed the latest Mos Def/Yasiin
Bey album, and recorded a forthcoming album by Sampha. Resolution chatted
with 23 year old Ricky just before a mixing session with Jay Watson (Tame
Impala) for Bjenny Montero. (photos: www.recordproduction.com)
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What modifications have been done to the MCI JH-542?
We bypassed all the circuitry for the automation, it’s totally pointless
anyway. Then the phantom power was always on — we have a lot
of ribbons, and that’s not safe, so we got rid of the rear quad pan
switch to put the 48V switch. Then a mod which I’m not happy
about which was to add a direct out switch instead of the buss
trimpot, which is a bit stupid. So many times recording to tape I bus
stuff, so that’s a pain. Recently I added trim-pots to calibrate the
faders, as they were quite uneven.
Would you say you are a perfectionist?
I don’t know if it’s being naive or something, but Malcolm [Atkin]
our maintenance tech always tells me that I’m crazy about these
things. But I generally believe that these things help not just me but
anybody that comes to use the desk. The mods come from a feeling
of working on something and it doesn’t feel right. For example, my
two overhead channels were always 3dB different with the faders
at zero, and I’d always think, the snare is not in the centre, what
have I done wrong? I know how to measure and I’m sure it’s at
the same distance! So I took a day and measured all the faders and
found there was a huge discrepancy in levels. So I spoke about
it with Malcolm and he agreed, but then I spent a couple of days
lining them up.
I gather you worked on the ‘secret’ project which Ben
Baptie wouldn’t let us name last year as it hadn’t come out
(Resolution V14.8)?
Yes, I did the beginning of the Adele’s 25 bonus track Lay Me Down here with
Mark. The thing with Mark is that because the creative process is so wide, and
spread into different sessions, you never know what you’ve done. We had
been given piano and vocals only from the label and we built on top of that.
She is amazing — I recorded her on another track that wasn’t selected [for the
album]. She is a proper professional, 9am to 5pm, no slacking off, getting takes
— a couple of tea breaks, but everything you expect from a professional point
of view. She would go in the live room and get two or three takes, she was
rehearsed, skilled and knew what she was going to do on every line; she doesn’t
have to try things.
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I thought you weren’t credited on 25, because I don’t have the
Deluxe edition...!
I have a credit on the Deluxe version. I am a bit of a stickler for those things. If
your name isn’t on there, people will forget or won’t believe you. I don’t want
to sound cocky, but I think credits are the only thing we have as engineers. It’s
worth more than money or anything, it’s what we carry on as an experience
of what we’ve done, translated into being a reliable, skilled engineer. If in
some years time people still come and ask me to do records, it will be because
of credits. When I do sessions I always write a polite email to the manager or
whoever is the contact, saying: ‘Hello, I worked on this, is it possible to make
sure my name is mentioned on this?’ Purely because it’s something that stays
in your career and in your experience, on paper. You didn’t buy it — it’s your
credit — it should be yours.
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What did you learn at SAE? Didn’t you
already know how to make records?
No, and I will never feel like that. I think that’s
a huge problem for many people; they come
out of school and they feel like they’re done
— they know their stuff, and they should be
engineers. I got lucky, but that was not my
expectation or my goal; my goal was to be
where things were happening, no matter what
I was doing. School is just the first step. How
can you learn to be an engineer in two years?
Guys who are 50 or 60, those are the guys
who know everything, and probably they
don’t feel like they know everything. Every
day there is a new piece of gear. I wanted
to go there because they have ten studios
with ten different desks. And if I have a desk
in front of me, I want to know everything
about it. It doesn’t really help in terms of
making music, because we are making music
in the end. But my interest was in those kinds
of things.
A lot of it is people skills though...
A hundred percent. If you don’t have that,
there is no hope for you to have a career
in this field. I learnt a lot in the studio in
Italy — Andrea is a master of that. And
seeing different productions without having
big responsibilities makes you open your eyes
to see every little detail, including how people
react to things. That was huge, and I apply
that every day. This job is about being locked in a room with people for several
days or months. You don’t want to be uncomfortable. Everybody should be like
a family working towards the same goals. Not all people get that. But it’s superimportant — more important even than knowing how to use the desk. You could
be the best engineer, but if you are a dick, it’s difficult!
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Tell me about recording Uptown
Funk to tape with Mark...
When Jeff [Bhasker] is here we do guitars
on the Studer, and we were doing very
interesting things. Mark is great because
he wants to experiment with sound a
lot before committing, which is great. So
we were running different things through
effects — through the Eventide H3000,
through the H910 ... but the main thing
was that we wanted to have the Studer
and use the Varispeed to have a different
sound for the guitar. So, if you play slower
... We had the track bounced to tape. Then
we would be a tone down, and he would
transpose it. But then the sound at normal
speed would be thinner, like Prince’s ‘Kiss’
sort of guitar. And it was great; I’ve never
done that. I like to experiment — it’s
all about that; from a technical point of
view it’s great. We reproduced the same
thing later on in the process with other
things, like the claps. We tried to make the
claps fatter by recording them faster. Very
interesting, and it works!
When Mark is not here, what are
you doing?
Things have changed over the two years.
Mark travels a lot. I’m the house engineer
and keep this place up and running. The
initial phases were to sort this out and
make this place as good as possible — fixing and troubleshooting. I have
different guys for fixing the console, the tape machine, the outboard, the guitars,
the amps, the synths. It makes sense for Mark to have everything working
perfectly. It’s almost there: it took us two years to fix the tape machines. I drove
the Studer to Switzerland and back once.
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How do you record the upright piano?
That is a beautiful Steinway from 1890. It sounds very vibey; you couldn’t do
classical music or modern pop stuff. It’s quite dark. It is quite problematic for
recording; uprights are difficult — they’re not as easy as a grand, especially
because the strings cross at some point. And that point is sometimes underneath
the keyboard, so how do you mic that up? You could end up with a huge
spread sound, or a very mono sound, with phase interaction — even the piano
itself cancels out, because it doesn’t keep perfect tuning that well. I’ve tried
everything. There are a few sweet spots. With Mark we do a mono ribbon at the
front, around 20cm from the strings, pointing down. You get a lot of hammer
and finger sound, but that’s part of it. Personally, I really like it on the other
side, because the back is open, and the best sound I got was a couple of weeks
ago with a pair of Schoeps, the blue ones, sort of A-B-ish, not really measuring,
but trying to listen where the different parts were — trying to avoid the crossing
strings point, sort of stereo but not too wide.
How do you like Mark’s gear choices?
Clearly every piece of gear here comes from his taste, he built this collection
because of his experience in different studios. Like
this Pultec EQP-1A3 is the exact same as the one
they have in Avatar Studios — a transistor version
— it’s the one he likes the most, and we have
four now. Or the dbx 160s on the kick and snare
— certain things he really likes, and it’s my job to
know what he likes. I am in charge of every technical
choice, but I would always consult with him.

They give me consistency without being too clicky. I wish we had a pair of
165s. For kick and snare, or acoustic guitar, you can get a huge attack, and
then contain it. Have a nice popping attack, but not have it go crazy, have the
limiter keep it quiet.

How do your tastes fit with Mark’s?
It’s funny because I come from rock, and Mark clearly doesn’t, and people might
think, Uh, I’m not doing the music I like. But I thought: this is a great way for
me to do something I don’t know and get familiar with it, and ultimately be able
to deliver something in that specific genre. Mark is wide, he does soul, funk,
hip-hop, rap, and a certain degree of electronic, so it’s a new experience every
day. With him I’ve done Adele to ASAP Rocky — a huge difference in musical
genre. Sometimes the same approach in finding the sounds, sometimes not. So
you learn every day. When we were doing Uptown Funk, Mark and Jeff were
always referencing things, so I was with them and we’d go through records,
listen to stuff and take notes. I ended up listening to every 70s funk record, and
after that I couldn’t listen to funk any more! But now I have a lot of knowledge,
which is great. n

How do you set the dbx 160s?
Well the dbx 160 thing is interesting because they‘re
super-fast, but there is one sweet spot where it
works, and that depends on the drummer and drums.
But I usually go Kick In and Snare Top, and never
really go above 3 or 4 ratio, and I would say it’s like
kissing the needle. But here, that’s 5dB because the
meter goes all the way down to 40. They’re amazing.
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