Emily Lazar Discusses Mixing and Mastering the Free Bird Project

This wasn’t your first time working with James, as you mixed “Million Reasons” for his daughter, Christina. Tell us a bit about your working relationship with James and how it has grown from then to now.

We’ve done several awesome projects with James in addition to “Million Reasons.”

- “Free Bird” stereo mix / master

- “Free Bird” Atmos mix & master

- “Free Bird” Vinyl - This also includes House Of Melody Band’s “Turn It Up”, specially mastered for Vinyl!

It’s a lovely working relationship and James & his daughter are lovely people. He was even kind enough to send us some real Memphis BBQ, from the famous Rendezvous, which was utterly OUTSTANDING!  Some of the best ribs & pulled pork we ever had and certainly helped get us in the mood to work on such an iconic southern classic!

 
What was your first thought when he contacted you about mixing a cover of a legacy track like “Free Bird”?

Working on epic songs like “Free Bird” is equal parts exciting and overwhelming. I spend a lot of time trying to pay homage to what has already been achieved while finding the additional nuances and depth and to bring to the mastering process. There is nothing like working on a song that you’ve grown up loving and getting the challenge and the honor to try to make it even better.

 
What was your mixing process for this particular song (and its 74 stem files!)? If you could give us a walkthrough, an “applied lesson,” of how you mixed from start to finish, that would be ideal.

Like any mix we approach, we spent time listening to the reference mix and seeing then once we had an idea of what we had to work with, we cracked it open and started mixing away.

Typically, we’ll start by adding some of our own compression on the mix buss. We're very partial to the UAD SSL G series Buss Compressor, which is a great sounding emulation of the real thing. Then maybe a stereo EQ on the buss as well…. For this mix it was the UAD Avalon 737sp emulation.

Once we feel that the stereo buss is happening, we’ll start flavoring up the individual tracks if necessary...again very partial to UAD stuff but also fans of Plugin Alliance & Waves Plug-ins. Plugin Alliance makes this great SSL J Series console emulation that made its way into this mix on the drum buss and the Waves S-1 made its way onto the guitars (more on that later).

After everything is sounding good, we’ll start doing automation and really making things pop & move. Dynamics! Dynamics! Dynamics!! This means maybe riding the vocals for the verse or automating the whole mix buss up for the choruses so it’s more exciting…. Again it always varies from song to song and is dependent on what’s happening…. But we work on it section by section to really make sure we give everything it’s chance to shine. Normally we also process a lot  in the analog world to give the tracks some real vibe with some of our favorite pieces. A common go-to for us is our matched vintage Pultec EQP-1As, our coveted Avalon EQs, and our Shadow Hills limited edition compressor.

 
James wanted the guitars “turned up, and then turned up again.” Do you have certain techniques that you swear by for mixing guitars, and if so, how did they apply to this track?

UAD emulations of the Pultec EQP-1A & Waves S-1 Imager are both really effective. The UAD Pultecs allow us to put that tube warmth & fullness on more than just the stereo buss and that was just the bit of “tube” flavor that these guitars needed. Then to make them extra wide and really make them pop, the Waves S-1 Imager allows us to spread them out in the stereo field just a little bit more. The added width not only helps with the clarity of the guitars, but also helps the things in the center. Using the whole stereo field allows for the instruments in the center:  vocals, kick, snare, bass etc. to have less to compete with sonically.

 

