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E very young production professional has a dream artist wish list, their 
musical clients-of-all-time: The Rolling Stones and Iggy Pop for rock 
power, Willie Nelson and Waylon Jennings for a country feel, Jackson 
Browne, Elton John and Van Morrison for song writing — oh, and Bob 

Dylan as well … but for Don Was this is no fantasy-league, because he’s produced 
every artist on that list. Along with Carly Simon, Bonnie Rait, The B52s, Michael 
McDonald, Bob Seger, Michelle Shocked, Glen Frey, David Crosby, Brian Wilson, 
Joe Cocker, Ziggy Marley, Garth Brooks, Barenaked Ladies, The Black Crowes, The 
Chieftains, Hootie & the Blowfish, Kris Kristofferson, Stone Temple Pilots, John 
Meyer and many, many more from a diversity of genres for whom he has often 
produced career defining cuts — for example, Didi for Rai superstar Khaled.

Don started his career as a musician, forming the band Was (Not Was) with 
childhood friend David Weiss, aka David Was, in 1979. Along with an eclectic 
collection of musicians, including singer Sweet Pea Atkinson, the Was ‘brothers’ 
have produced five albums of absurdist (in the spirit of Zappa) soulful funk, 
including club-hit cuts such as Walk the Dinosaur and Spy in the House of Love. 

Don has a long and fruitful association with The Rolling Stones, having produced 
their albums Voodoo Lounge, Stripped, Bridges to Babylon, Forty Licks, Live Licks 
and A Bigger Bang. He played a significant role in the much-appreciated reissues 
of Exile on Main Street and Some Girls. Don has been awarded several Grammys, 
including Producer Of The Year in 1994, and he received a BAFTA for Best Original 
Score for his compositions in the Hamburg-era Beatles film Backbeat. He’s been 
music director for a dozen feature movies, and in 1997 directed and produced 
a documentary, I Just Wasn’t Made for These Times, about ex-Beach Boy Brian 
Wilson, which won the San Francisco Film Festival’s Golden Gate Award. In 
January 2012 Don became President of Blue Note Records, the legendary jazz label, 
whose archives contain some of the highest quality early audio tape recordings by 
pioneering engineer Rudy van Gelder.

How did you become President of Blue Note?
It was a real chance thing, I was in New York producing John Mayer’s record and 
I had breakfast with an old friend of mine called Dan McCarroll. When I first met 
Dan he was a struggling drummer, now he runs Capitol Records. The night before 
I had been to see a jazz singer called Gregory Porter, it was one of the best shows 
I’d been to in decades, at a little nightclub called Smoke on the West Side. As we 
were standing up to leave I asked Dan if Blue Note Records were still part of the 
Capitol Music Group — I said Blue Note should definitely sign the singer I had seen 
the night before. Dan said: ‘Maybe you should sign him’ and he offered me the gig! 
I had never wanted to work at a record company, it was never an aspiration, but 
Blue Note was irresistible.

Don Was
The man who’s worked with most people’s dream list of artists is 
also on many people’s list of top producers. NIGEL JOPSON talks 
about his career and Blue Note.
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I read you’ve already signed Aaron Neville and Wayne Shorter …
When I talked to Aaron, who I’ve known for a long time, he told me he’s always 
wanted to cut an album of Doo-Wop songs. I happen to love those songs, a great 
Doo-Wop song is like a Hank Williams song: very simple, heartfelt and soulful … 
emotional songs. I thought it was a great idea, but running through my head was 
the thought that it can’t be like Karaoke, we’ve got to put an interesting spin on this 
while staying true to the intention of the original song. The first thing that came to 
mind was a memory from when I produced the Stones Voodoo Lounge album in 93, 
my hotel room was directly above Keith Richards’ room. We were in Dublin for about 
6 weeks, every time Keith played a record in his room I heard it, sometimes he would 
loop My True Story by The Jive Five, he played it for hours, over and over again! So 
I thought — yeah, I know Keith loves this stuff — he’ll definitely have a fresh take 
on it. So he came in and played guitar and co-produced Aaron’s album with me. It 
was an incredible scene at Electric Lady: everyone was just in a circle in the room, 
there was Keith, Greg Leisz also on guitar, George Roselli from Bob Dylan’s band 
playing drums, Tony Scherr (a great acoustic bass player), and Benmont Tench from 
Tom Petty’s band playing keyboards. We were just in a circle with very little baffling, 
there was probably more drums on the bass mic than there was bass! We set out to 
cut 12 songs over five days, and we ended up cutting 23. 

Did you use Studio A with the reconditioned 
Neve console?
Yes, it was installed just before I had started producing 
the John Mayer record there, that was the beginning 
of a run of projects I’ve done at Electric Lady on that 
board. It’s a fantastic sounding mixer, a great sounding 
room, and an amazing vibe. When you use a vintage 
console like that you have to have good technical people 
to maintain the board, because something needs to be 
attended to every day. The thing that separates the great 
studios with Neve consoles and the not-so-great studios 
is how on the ball the tech staff is, and they’re really 
great at Electric Lady.

Was (Not Was) were so off-the-wall — was 
there a breakthrough moment for you as a 
mainstream producer — the B52s Cosmic Thing 
album, or Dylan’s Under the Red Sky?
89-90 was a watershed moment, what happened was … 
I had a predilection for the quirky … and no sense as to 
how to make a contemporary pop record in the 1980s! 
I was also making records for other people trying to 
have hits, and I wasn’t having hits, I was getting really 
frustrated because I didn’t understand the music that was 
on the radio at that time. I got two offers as a producer, 
the B52s and Bonnie Raitt, back to back in the summer 
of 1988. They were two acts that I loved, so I did the 
albums as a sort of vacation, the two artists were not 
at all fashionable at that moment. I thought: ‘great, I’m 
gonna do this for my soul. This is stuff I love, we may not 
have any hits but it’s going to be fun working on these 
two records!’ Lo and behold, those records became the 
hits — Love Shack is still the biggest single I’ve ever been 
involved with — it’s sold 7 million copies or something. 
Bonnie Raitt’s album Nick of Time won a Grammy for 
album of the year: the A&R guy for the label had come 
into the studio when we were recording and told us 
‘this is going to win a Grammy’ — at the time I wanted 
to punch him, I thought don’t give me that hyperbole, 
man, just say you dig the music! It went on to win three 
Grammys in 1990.

Did the Grammy wins and success change the 
production offers that were coming in?
My life changed, overnight. In fairness to Bob Dylan, he 
had talked to me before that night at the Grammy awards. 
I would say that having those two multiplatinum records, 
the B52s and Bonnie, was the real turning point for me. 
Before them, I was putting in the hours, trying to make 
the best records I could, I was a little baffled as to why 
none of them were that popular. It’s something you learn 
— these things move in cycles — if you’re going to have 
a career that spans decades, you have to come to terms 
with the fact that sometimes it’s just not your moment.

Or that you have to do something completely different? You made a 
documentary movie about Brian Wilson, what gave you the impetus 
to take that project on?
I played a gig with him and became very interested in his work. I’d enjoyed his 
music in the past, but I didn’t really understand why. Then I started listening to 
him as a record maker … because many things that originated with him have 
become ingrained into the vocabulary of record makers, we take a lot of it for 
granted. But when you realise he was the guy who dreamed it up, and we just 
copied it from his records, then the scope of his contribution is magnified. So I 
ended up meeting him — he was still with the shrink [controversial psychologist/
therapist Eugene Landy] — and Brian asked me to play a really bizarre gig. It was 
a Pediatric AIDS fundraiser in conjunction with the Elizabeth Glaser Foundation, 
at some very big house in Mandeville Canyon, with a very unusual crowd: there 
were a whole load of kids sitting in the first couple of rows, Ronald Reagan and a 
load of movie stars were there. Brian was playing piano and I played bass, the first 
song he sang was California Girls … and it was awful, he just murdered the song! 
He said something like: ‘Wow, I really f**ked that one up’, and people rushed to 
cover the ears of all the little kids in the front row. I thought — this is going to be 
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rough — as we did another song, and then Brian sang Love & Mercy from his 88 
solo record. It was positively transcendental. His performance was so awesome that 
I’m pretty sure I actually stopped playing at one point just to listen to him. He was 
so connected to the emotional core of the song, and so swept away by it … I don’t 
know how many gigs I’ve played, several thousand … but this was up there with 

the most memorable. It was an amazing 
moment, I thought ‘If people could just 
see this, they’d stop talking about the 
gossipy unsavoury parts of his life, and 
understand the purity of his artistry.’

I saw an interview with you on US 
television where you said you had 
writer’s block for a couple of years 
after working with Brian.
It’s really true: it was a combination of 
Brian, working with Dylan, Willie Nelson 
and Kris Kristofferson. Those four guys 
… then you go to a piano and try to write 
a song … you think, well, I’ll never be in 
their league because they are the greatest 
of all time. Every time I started a song 
I thought — what’s the point of this? I 
asked Bob Dylan ‘How can you write 
Gates of Eden and I can’t?’ He gave me 
an answer which, at the time, seemed a 
little cryptic, but over the years I’ve come 
to understand what he was saying. Dylan 
said: ‘I didn’t really write Gates of Eden, 
I moved the pencil over the paper but it 
came from somewhere else, it was a gift, 
passed to me.’ I’ve heard other musicians 
say that as well. There was a moment 
when I thought: OK, I don’t have that 
gift. But they didn’t grow up going to the 
Grande Ballroom in Detroit, hearing the 
MC5 jam with Pharoah Sanders … Willie 

Nelson is great but he can’t tap into my own roots … just be yourself, everything 
doesn’t have to be a masterpiece. Just do what you do — the thing that makes you 
different from other artists is your strength. Your only chance in music is to work 
your own unique-ness, music is a very competitive business, your only chance is 
to ‘be yourself’ to the extreme.
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Have you any plans for the 
historic Blue Note archives?
What we’re doing now is releasing a 
series of remastered high quality digital 
downloads, available at HDtracks.
com. We’re remastering in both 96kHz 
and 192kHz, from Rudy Van Gelder’s 
original quarter inch tapes. There are no 
multitracks, I think Van Gelder might 
have recorded less than ten records in 
the early 70s that are on eight track. 
Michael Cuscuna is the authority, he has 
extensively catalogued the Blue Note 
archives. The first tape I wanted to hear at 
Blue Note was Mode for Joe [saxophonist 
Joe Henderson, 1966] because it was 
the first Blue Note album I ever got. It 
was amazing: without whatever Rudy 
did to master the record and get it onto 
vinyl, it’s a much purer, more innocent 
sounding recording. You can kind of tell 
that they’re all actually sitting in Rudy’s 
parents living room … they’re all really 
young musicians. In point of fact, Rudy 
did quite a bit of compression and EQ 
just to make it sound good on the vinyl 
discs of the era. Also, because he was 
mixing live, he never really knew how 
loud the drummer was going to come in 
on the cymbals! He did a pretty good job 
of guessing, but he didn’t always guess 
right, I think a little bit of compression 
was necessary to rectify the situation. 
The artefacts of what it took to get these things onto 
disc, as we know them, took on a character, it’s part 
of what we love about these records. You can’t just 
do a transfer from the original tapes and have a Blue 
Note album the way the artist, producer and engineers 
originally intended you to hear it. You have to do 
stuff, but you don’t want to editorialise: what was the 
original intention? Let’s start with that. Fortunately, 
we also have virgin vinyl copies of just about every 
Blue Note release, the first vinyl pressings became 
our Bible, the idea became to capture the energy and 
feeling, but to take advantage of the fact that, because 
it’s not on vinyl, we can have greater depth and 
transparency. But you can’t editorialise: I remember 
Alan Yoshida, who was doing the mastering, saying 
‘look, I can put a little more definition into the left 
hand of the piano.’ I thought, how do we know 
that’s better? Maybe the record works best when we 
don’t hear what he’s doing with his left hand out 
of proportion to the rest of the music … it’s not up 
to us to say it should be more distinct than it has 
been on the best vinyl for the last 50 years … so I 
asked Alan to put it back. I think the results so far 
are mind-blowing, we have a release schedule to put 
out seven albums a month: if you know these records 
from before, the quality will blow you away. A lot of 
the methodology I wanted to use was as a result of 
remastering the Rolling Stones catalogue, when you 
put up those original un-EQed tapes, it doesn’t sound 
anything like the Stones albums we remember. 

Did you reference some original Stones’ 
Decca pressings?
We tried several things. Bob Ludwig had a go, he did 
a fantastic job of improving the sound but it came out 
like a 1993 record, with a whole lower octave of bass 
EQ! Sticky Fingers was unrecognisable — Bob was 
just trying it out — he realised it wouldn’t be right. 
We were unable to find the original EQed production 
master tapes, but it was clear that whoever had 
mastered Sticky Fingers and Exile on Main Street was 

a major contributor to the architecture of the sound. 
So I answered an advert in Goldmine magazine for 
‘virgin vinyl Stones first pressings’, at the time I had 
a studio in my house where we were working, so 
I had the advertisers come over (not knowing that 
Mick and Keith were going to be there.) It was a 
great moment when the salesmen walked in with 
the LPs, I think it blew their minds — actually they 
quickly recovered their composure –- they were very 
astute and said: ‘Please, have the first-pressing vinyl 
for free, if you’ll just be kind enough to autograph 
these other 15 albums …’ So Mick and Keith signed a 
bunch of records, and that’s how we got our reference 
recordings. The LPs sounded amazing, so we sent 
them to Bob and he matched the sound beautifully.

Do you have a particular recording engineer 
you work with?
I work with Krish Sharma a lot, I work with Howard 
Willing, Chad [Franscoviak] on John Mayer’s record: 
there are good guys that I trust, and I let them do 
what they want. If something doesn’t sound right, I’ll 
tell them. The engineer has to sit in the middle of the 
console to hear best, so I’ll choose somewhere else 
to hang out. Actually, when we’re tracking I like to 
sit out in the room with the musicians if the engineer 
wants to solo something in the middle of the take then 
he can do whatever he’s got to do to make it sound 
great. I like to hear what the musicians are hearing, 
I want to know what’s in the headphones, to make 
sure everything is conducive to playing. I like to feel 
the air moving in the room from the kick drum … 
if there’s a mixer for the headphones maybe I’ll do 
the mix. Unless you’ve done sessions as a musician 
or singer, working with adverse headphones, it’s 
hard to understand the importance. For a singer it’s 
so important to have a beautiful space to sing — if 
they’re doing their own mix on a box they might hit 
a fader by mistake then it’s all out of line and they 
don’t think they can sing the song! You’ve got to be 
real sympathetic with music …. n
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