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Introduction- ‘Alice in Chains: in the Studio’

As with every generation-shaping sub-genre of rock/metal, a small handful of superstars emerge that outlast the fad of their heyday, persevering onward via a loyal fan base that won’t let the soundtrack to their generation die. This tradition began with the Rolling Stones and the Who in the 1960s; Aerosmith and Ozzy Osbourne in the 1970s; Motley Crue and Van Halen in the 1980s; and onward into the 1990s with Grunge superstars like Pearl Jam, Chris Cornell of Soundgarden and Alice in Chains, the latter of whom Billboard Magazine explained as singularly unique in that they drew “equally from the heavy riffing of post-Van Halen metal and the gloomy strains of post-punk, the band developed a bleak, nihilistic sound that balanced grinding hard rock with subtly textured acoustic numbers. They were hard enough for metal fans, yet their dark subject matter and punky attack.” 

All of the aforementioned living legends- from the Rolling Stones to Alice in Chains- fall into a select category of bands who command the same arena-sized audiences that they did in their genre’s heyday, transcending the trends, and keeping their fans’ loyal ears throughout the ages. As rock and metal have evolved onward into the Millennium, the latter-mentioned rock and metal legends have produced a new generation of derivative superstars, including modern-day superstars like Nickelback, Godsmack, Creed, Puddle of Mudd, and a host of others who cite bands like Alice in Chains as central and seminal to their own creative inspiration and commercial success.

According to Billboard Magazine, “in many ways, Alice in Chains was the definitive heavy metal band of the early ’90s,” while MTV.com has “placed them among the front ranks of the Seattle-based grunge bands.” All Music Guide would further add that “Alice in Chains were arguably the most metallic of grunge bands, which gave them a definite appeal outside the underground.” As the band grew overnight into Grunge superstars from their initial signing to Columbia Records in 1990, Rolling Stone Magazine would further report that “Alice in Chains was among the biggest to emerge from the grunge scene that spawned Nirvana, Pearl Jam, and Soundgarden.” 

Going on to produce such genre-defining hits as ‘Man in the Box, Again, Rooster, Angry Chair, Got Me Wrong, and Dirt among their 11 Top 10 hit singles on the Billboard Singles Charts among 19 Billboard Top 40 hits, Alice in Chains would eventually sell 14 million albums worldwide, including two Billboard Top 200 Album Chart # 1 LPs, including ‘Jar of Flies’ and ‘Alice in Chains.’ The band’s critical accolades would further include 6 Grammy Nominations, and an MTV Music Video Award win, and to date, Alice in Chains remains both a critical, commercial and fan favorite! Now, for the first time in the pages of ‘Alice in Chains: in the Studio’ …


Part I: The Early Years

Long before he became Neil Young’s successor as alt-country rock’s most iconic lead guitarist, a much younger Jerry Fulton Cantrell Jr., born on March 18th, 1966 in Tacoma, Washington, spent his earliest musical adolescence primarily reared “on country music. My mother and father both were country fans, so I love country music; I was raised on it. My mom and dad played it all the time - Hank Williams, Merle Haggard, George Jones. Country is simple, heartfelt and very sad; that’s probably why I like it so much.” Forming his first garage band in junior high with childhood buddy Billy Carter, who the guitarist recalled “was in my first band. He played milk cans and plastic buckets and shit with wooden spoons! I had this old Mustang copy - a Victoria or something - that I played through an 8-track stereo. I had this shitty bass, too, that my buddy Rick used to play. Back in junior high, we used to sit around in my girlfriend’s basement and jam.” 

A member of his highschool Madrigals choir, Cantrell recalled that “we did a lot of state competitions. I was actually the president of the choir in my senior year. We had, like, a quartet. We would sing the national anthem at basketball games and we would win competitions, pulling 1’s, the highest mark you could get. My choir teacher and my drama teacher were the two people early on in my quest for music who really pushed me. When Alice In Chains’ first record went gold, I sent both my teachers gold records.” For his future bandmate’s part, Layne Staley, born to Phil Staley and Nancy McCallum on August 22nd, 1967, was raised in Kirkland, Washington, recalled that I the course of his own adolescent musical development, “I started out when I was about 12, playing drums. My dad’s friend had a drum set, and every time I went over there, I was attracted to it. I’d been listening to rock ’n’ roll since I could remember - reading the magazines. It just seemed like a glamourous life, and I wanted to be a part of it. I started singing when I was about 15. I’d been playing drums in a band in this band with some friends from my high school, and the singer was terrible. I wanted to sing backup on a song, and he said, ‘You play drums; you can’t sing.’ I got pissed off and sold my drum set. I actually traded it for a delay and a microphone. I plugged it into my stereo at home and just started singing to tapes - Black Sabbath and whatever else. I’d say my first influence would be Black Sabbath…(it was) the first record I ever picked up…I just picked it out of (my parents’) collection…Then Ozzy, then Ian Gillan with Deep Purple and Black Sabbath.”

In an early (and ironic as it would turn out) indication of his considerably rounded musical talent from even an early teen age, Layne Staley recalled that “I was in a band when I was 15, for two years. We were a glam band. Then I couldn’t afford to buy makeup. At the time that was the thing. Poison had just come out, and a lot of bands like that were coming out. I was kind of into that. It originally started out with me and a bunch of friends. It was a glam band that played Slayer and Armoured Saint covers, kind of a glam/thrash band. Now most of the bands I listen to are from Seattle or the old stuff. I like a lot of different stuff - Ministry, Lords of the New Church, Skinny Puppy.” 
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After Layne’s band Sleeze broke up in 1986, he began his hunt for a new sound, founding the original Alice N’ Chainz with guitarist Nick Pollock, bassist Johnny Bacolas, and drummer James Bergstrom. Staley first met future bandmate Jerry Cantrell at Music Bank rehearsal studios, shortly thereafter becoming room mate, where the pair began jamming together inbetween their bands’ respective gigs/rehearsals. Following the temporary disbandment of Alice N’ Chainz, Layne joined up with a funk band whose open guitar spot he’d eyed for Cantrell. The guitarist agreed to sit in with Staley’s band in exchange for the singer’s joining the guitarist’s own band, Diamond Lie as a side project. The line-up that rounded out the latter band, bassist Mike Starr and drummer Sean Kinney, would soon lure Layne in on a full-time basis, and in 1987, the band formally changed their name from Diamond Lie back to Alice in Chains. 

As the band began to find their sweet spot musically via wandering 15-20 minute live jams, 21-year-old Jerry Cantrell explained that the band came together entirely “free-form…it was, ‘Let’s get a band, let’s write some songs, let’s play some clubs so we can get beer and women.’ Really, that’s about it. We did that for a year and a half, just playing, and then we finally started gelling, as far as what we wanted to do musically. It was kind of a natural thing, not anything that was thought out. It was just something that happens when you spend time with people and start growing together.” Thrown onto the Seattle Live club scene in the late 80s alongside future Grunge pioneers like Soundgarden, Mother Love Bone, and Nirvana, while down in Los Angeles, the Glam Metal Capital of the nation, where bands clawed their way through a highly competitive pay-to-play club scene, Alice in Chains was amongst friends every night on stage. 

As Soundgarden frontman Chris Cornell recalled a comradery where in “you could just be excited together. There was always a certain amount of competitive nature but we were fans of each other’s bands, so even though there was rivalry, everybody liked everybody else’s band. I think that helped us create a situation where everybody was just into music for the music, and that that I think made things really vital.” Adding an even deeper context to the aforementioned support network amongst bands, AIC guitarist Jerry Cantrell revealed that there was, in many ways, “an unspoken brotherhood…kind of a mutual appreciation, it was very cool. Rather than some scenes, where things get hot, you’ll find a lot of bands one-upping the others, or dissing them or not even saying anything. For us, it wasn’t about being rock stars…We did it in the first place -- it was an honest thing, we were just pissed off and having fun and made some great music…It was about the music. You wanted to go out and get rocked. There were a number of bands that could do it for you, and we saw them all. It was all about music, and the appreciation of music. We were all pretty familiar with each other, and I think there was a lot of mutual respect. There still is.”

Layne Staley further shared his recollection that “as far as the Seattle scene, there’s always been great bands - great metal bands, great alternative bands - as long as I can remember. The reason being is that I don’t think people are too worried about who they impress, really. Everyone just likes to play music. They don’t do it with a gimmick. Other places, where there’s so many bands to compete with, sometimes you have to have a gimmick to outdo the other bands. It’s not like that in Seattle. There are not as many bands as there are in L.A. or New York. It’s a lot smaller. There’s a big difference. A lot of power-pop comes out of L.A., a lot of speed metal comes out of New York, and then a lot of the stuff we’re doing is coming out of Seattle. It wasn’t competitive at all. We all (Nirvana, Soundgarden, Mother Love Bone, etc…) went and saw each other’s bands and jammed together…Musicians worked together more then. We colaborated with other bands more often. There wasn’t as much business pressure on bands. It was all about music, about getting your friends to come and see you play…It’s just that type of scene; it’s more supportive. All the bands come out to see all the other bands. We’re all friends, so there’s really no need for competition. Everyone has their own sound and their own style, so there’s really not anything 	to compete with.”

While the band was focused on getting a record deal as they made their way up the local ranks of Seattle’s hottest up and coming unsigned bands, lead singer Layne Staley recalled the band’s break finally came after “we played the Seattle scene for two and a half to three years, and there’s three placed to play, and we just kind of played ’em each a couple of times a month. We did that for two years, played these three bars over and over and over. Then went in to record what we intended to be our own independent record.” The band’s recording plans were temporarily halted after the studio, Music Bank, they were scheduled to begin tracking in was raided in what became the largest marijuana raid in Washington state history. Settled into a new studio, Layne Staley recalled that high-profile local music managers “Susan Silver (then girlfriend of Soundgarden’s frontman Chris Cornell, and the band’s manager along with the Screaming Trees) and Kelly Curtis came down to the studio to hear us recording. Our manager at the time couldn’t stay with us, and Susan and Kelly said they wanted to help us out. They said that if they didn’t get us what we wanted in six months we wouldn’t have to pay them any intended to be our own independent record. We thought we could find someone to distribute it for us locally. What ended up happening, was that Susan Silver and Kelly Curtis came down to the studio to hear us recording. Our manager at the time couldn’t stay with us, and Susan and Kelly said they wanted to help us out.” 

Once the band had signed on with Silver’s management company, she began passing the band’s now officially-named demo tape, ‘The Treehouse Tapes,’ around to major label scouts who were beginning to take an interest in the ever-growing buzz of Seattle’s live scene. Brought to life by local super-stars including clients Soundgarden and Alice in Chains, Susan recalled that “it was such an exciting time for me in the late-eighties; they were pretty unbelievable. Just to feel things brewing in the late-eighties without having the goal of ’ we’re gonna make this into an international superstardom’. But just that it was growing and we were all gathering experience and momentum. And those were really exciting times.” Once the band’s demo tape was in circulation, Layne credited KISW’s Damon Stewart as “the first DJ to start spinning our songs,” which led in conjunction with his having been slipped a copy of the ‘Treehouse Tapes’ to Columbia Records A&R representative Nick Terzo, who in turn brought the project to label president Don Lenner. The band signed to the label in , 1989, only the second Seattle grunge band to do so following Mother Love Bone’s signing to Polygram Records earlier that year. 
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Part II: Facelift- 1990

Even with a major label deal, Alice in Chains was still a long way from the big time when the band entered El Dorado Studios in December, 1989, to begin work on their debut studio LP, ‘Facelift,’ with legendary Jane’s Addiction producer Dave Jerden and engineer Ronnie Champagne, who recalled his first impression of the band as one where focus was king, such that “when I first met Jerry, he was living in his manager, Susan Silver’s, basement, in a room with just a mattress, a 4-track and a shitty little drum machine. I would come over, sit down and listen with him to the songs he was working on for the album, and he had played out all the parts- I mean literally wrote and programmed out all the drum parts, just like Sean would be playing them; then play the bass, guitars, do all the vocals, then present them to the guys.” Agreeing that he tended to lock himself away in a creative place wherein “generally when I write, I pretty much write,” Cantrell further revealed that. In spite of what would have been a stressed environment for most newly-signed bands facing major label pressure to deliver hit songs, “I don’t think I’ve ever really worried about writing songs. I’ve always been lucky enough to come with ideas, and a lot of them. But probably the biggest concern was just whether I could hack it or not. I didn’t  want to do anything half-assed. I was more concerned on that level. I’ve never wanted to do anything unless it was full-on.”

Once Cantrell presented his finished songs for the album to the band in preproduction, engineer Ronnie S. Champagne added that the next step was for “them as a band to work on little additions, and obviously for those songs he didn’t write, he and Layne would work out the vocal harmonies, etc. But Jerry went into that album knowing all the drum parts, all the bass parts, all the guitar parts, the vocal harmonies. Having said that, I want to emphasize that, from my observations working day in and out with the band, Jerry absolutely had 100% confidence in those guys’ abilities to do what they do. There was never any suggestion of anything to the contrary.” Echoing the engineer on his confidence in AIC’s band members to bring their own musical weight to the table, Cantrell added that “as far as the writing, it’s the same. Everyone’s so individual and incredible in the way they work. It blows my mind what Sean, Layne and Mike do every time we play. It’s just a reaffirmation that these are a great bunch of guys to play with, and that I’m really lucky to be in this band. They’re my brothers.”

So committed were each individual member of the band heading into the recording of their first album, engineer Ronnie Champagne shared that “about 6 weeks prior to Dave and I coming up to Seattle to begin work on the album, Sean hit a wall and broke his hand, so they weren’t rehearsing prior to our getting there for a couple months, so there was a little bit of rust when we first entered the studio. Sean’s hand was still in a cast so we had brought in Matt Chamberlin for rehearsals, and the band was trying to stay excited, but after about a week of listening to Alice with Matt- and no reflection on Matt- but Dave and I looked at each other and said ‘There’s no fucking way in hell this drummer’s going to be in Alice in Chains.’ And Matt is a phenomenal drummer, but not the kind of drummer that Sean is, which is more of a slashing, thrash drummer that Sean is. So Sean overheard us in the control room talking about this, proceeded to get up, go into the studio’s workshop, and cut his arm cast off with a saw, came back in and said ‘I’m ready,’ and that’s how we started the record! I admired the guy too, because every time he would hit a rim shot on his snare, he would wince like someone had just stabbed him in the back, it was totally insane. But he got through the whole record, I don’t know how he did it, but he did it.” Jerry, for his own part, added that the band wouldn’t have proceeded without Sean, reasoning that “we’re a family, four corners on the box. You don’t have one, and there’s a hole. That’s always pretty much how it’s been.”

Sonically, Cantrell explained that the album was designed to reflect a “moody aura…(that was a) direct result of the brooding atmosphere and feel of Seattle,” and to that end, producer Dave Jerden and the band opted to track the album locally, with engineer Ronnie Champagne recalling that “we chose London Bridge Studios to track the album at because of the console, which was a Neve 8048, which had the classic AMS Neve 1081 EQ/Mic Pres Dave and I both loved. At London Bridge, we were recording on a Studer Tape Machine A800 model, which has 2 head stacks, a set of 16 and a set of 24. We liked to use the 16 head stack because that made all of our tracks double-wide on the tapes, so they were really thick, and we could really pound the hell out of the tape machine. That’s what our trick was: compression, compression, compression- wind compression, tape compression, natural compression, everything compression. Because it was ROCK, it needed to POP and explode at you off tape, so when you got a tom fill it sounded like fucking guns going off! So while we were at London Bridge, of the 16 tracks, we made one for bass, one for rhythm guitar, and everything else was drums, usually 12 tracks. The band tracked live off the floor, where Mike and Sean would be together out in the main room, and Layne would be standing in the control room behind us, doing his scratch vocal. There was a booth in London Bridge we had all Jerry’s gear set up in, and he would either be in the control room or out in the live room playing with the guys during basic tracking.” 

Delving into the technical side of capturing the Sean Kinney’s (powerful) drum sound on the band’s debut studio LP, engineer Ronnie Champagne, who had previously engineered both of Jane’s Addiction’s studio LPs, the seminal ‘Nothing’s Shocking’ and ‘Ritual De La Habitual’, began by recalling that “for the kick drum, I would use a dynamic 88, which is actually a vocal mic, and that was placed on the inside, then I would put something on the outside of the kick, approximately 10 feet back at crotch level, an M-49, just to get the body of the air and the resonance coming off the kick drum, and if you don’t capture that part- you might get the snappy kick sound from the inside mic, but where’s what it does in the air that makes the overall kick sound good? So I always close-miced the kick drum, and then as I said placed a mic a little farther away to capture the depth of it. For overheads, we’d use U-87s, and we miced the snare top and bottom with 57s, the top mic to get the crack just above the rim of the snare, and I would depend on the bottom mic to pick up the rest of the body of Sean’s snare hits. That’s why lots of mics on a kit with a player like that makes sense because also you’re getting part of your snare drum sound coming through your tom mics, because of the location, so the goal is to keep adding more and more of the tone. I also placed a Senheisser Shotgun mic approximately 10 feet above Sean’s head pointed directly at the snare, which is a great mic because it really dials in on what you point it at. Specific to the snare, you get that big cracking snare because you’re also picking up a lot of room in that mic. Sean had two floor toms and two rack mounts of toms, all of which I miced with 421s.”

Past his close-micing techniques, the engineer further explained that “another aspect of recording the drums for AIC that Dave and I talked about a lot ahead of time was trying to mic them as we might a live show, which led us to the idea of using a close mic set-up and P.A. system. I remember we were recording the basic tracks for Facelift up in Seattle at London Bridge Studios, and I told the Parashar brothers, who were running the studio at that time, that we wanted to rent a P.A. system, and they with surprise asked ‘Why? You don’t need a P.A., you’re in a recording studio.’ But they got it for us anyway, and when it was all hooked up, it sounded LOUD AS FUCK, and I remember they were sitting there shaking their heads at us. Their studio’s live room had a little stage that is recessed into the back of the room in the wall, almost like a community center, so the drums were on the stage, in almost this little alcove, which could really chokes the sound of the drums in the room. What we were trying to do was get the room to go into natural compression, which is a trick that’s really hard to do, because the second you let up on the drums, the sound changes completely. Because whenever Sean was playing, the room was compressing and compressing and compressing as hard as it can, so it actually sounds like its getting quieter, to your ears, then as he would let up it sounds like its getting really loud again. So to compensate, in addition to the close micing I described above, with the 3-way P.A. system, we were trying to find that sweet spot where it sounded like he was going through an old Fairchild limiter or something where we could squish down the sound without getting any nasty stuff. So we had the P.A. running simultaneously while Sean was drumming, and to accomplish that, in addition to the close-micing on the drums, I put a pair of 87s out in the room, really left and right from the audience perspective- at head level- in a triangle with the M-49. So that way we were getting the depth of the room plus the height and the width.”

Where many other rock drummers tended to play in lock with their band’s bassist, Kinney, as engineer Champagne observed, followed an alternate approach unique to AIC wherein “his greatest strengths as a drummer, to my ear, were playing exactly what needed to be played in order for Jerry to do his thing, he understands that he’s the guy holding up Jerry, and Jerry’s doing all the subtle work. Whereas in other bands, the drummer’s doing a lot of the subtle stuff, like Steve Perkins for instance. But for a rock drummer like Sean, I really dug the way he played because he had the right level of brass, right level of hit, right level of power, and he’s very musical and there’s a lot of personality in the way he plays, so you always know its him playing drums. Sean’s a consummate drummer because he stays out of the way of the song. A lot of drummers jump all over the track, and that’s their ego and not being able to control themselves side coming out. Its really hard to pick out drummers, but for Alice in Chains, there’s no one else in my opinion who could have pulled off that gig.” Agreeing whole-heartedly, Jerry Cantrell in elaborating on the musical chemistry and synergy between he and drummer Sean Kinney, explained that “we follow and lead each other, and complement each other’s playing really nicely…There’s something weird with us. I’ve jammed with some good drummers, but there’s nobody like him.”

During the group’s live recording of the album’s bed tracks, engineer Ronnie Champagne described his approach to tracking Mike Starr’s bass sound as one where “we had him playing into a DI box, where one end went into the console, and the other went into the bass, so we had a really clean, straight DI track, with nothing on it. That would then go into a limiter. I miced Mike’s bass cabinet with a 57 and a RE-20, because with a band like AIC, where the bass player’s actually a rhythm guitar player, its ideal to have a crunchier bass sound where its more like capturing a guitar’s tone. Still, the bass has to have bottom end, that’s why I always record a direct signal with the bass, because at the end of the day, I’m almost certain I’m not going to like the bass sound out of the amp, because the amps AIC used were meant for live gigs, and made for projecting and being loud. So when I was mixing their bass sound, I would take a line off of the DI track of the bass, and run it into a guitar amp and re-mic it. With Alice, we had one of those Jimmy Jones 6-string basses, and doubled the choruses of all the songs with the 6-string bass, which was an old John Elwhistle trick. That’s what Led Zeppelin used to do as well, and it worked beautifully for Facelift. Mike would play those doubles as well.”

Describing he and producer Dave Jerden’s set-up for tracking Jerry’s electric and acoustic rhythm guitar tracks, the engineer began by explaining that “with Jerry’s rhythm guitars, his approach was about a tonal thing, the tone of the instrument. Our theory at that time was using a combination of a Les Paul sound  which involves a humbucking pick-up- and a single-coil sound, which involved a Telecaster. Using those combinations together, you can get that part that you’re not getting on one sound with the other one, instead of trying to get it all with one by adding lots of EQ, or doing those kinds of harsh things. Most people would never seen it, but if you take a signal, and put it on a (oscilloscope), and insert an EQ on it, and say you start with a really pure wave, the second you insert an EQ on it, it really destroys the purity of the waveform and makes it sound like somebody shot it with a shotgun. That’s why guys like Neve are so important to us because he knew that was what EQ does to a signal, and figured out a circuit that makes that phenomenon musical, and pleasing to hear rather than the opposite. So applying that to guitars, if Jerry’s playing one part with his humbucking, and then did that same part again with his Telecaster single-coil- not necessarily any different sounding, maybe even in the same amp- because the characteristics of the two are so different, together it winds up sounding like one great big guitar! So typically on Facelift we were doubling guitar parts, and panning them one hard pan left and hard pan right, and so we’d do two of the humbucking and then two of the single-coil, and then pan them left and right, with a double and then a single that only happened where there was no vocal. So everything was very deliberately designed and placed throughout the songs, and a lot of work went into that. The funny thing too was for all that planning re arrangement, 99.9% of the time, everything was played in one take. He’d just stack them one after the other, was dialed in, knew what he wanted to do, and had in his mind exactly what went where because he’d worked out the songs already so thoroughly in pre-production. On top of that, he was a master player, so the recording aspect went quickly. He handled all the album’s guitar parts with the exception of a song where Jerry and I did this tag-team guitar solo, where he was playing the guitar and I was manipulating the guitar, and while he was doing his solo, I was cutting the strings with a wire cutter, so he’d play a note, then I’d grab the string and chop it, and then he’d play another note, and I’d grab the string and chop it, so by the end of the solo, there were no strings left! And the noises that were  being made going through the echos were fantastic, it was just like ‘Oh my God, why didn’t we think of this before?’” 

Continuing, Champagne recalled that “when he first came in to do his rhythm parts, I remember he had these Randall Amplifiers, stacks and stacks of them, and the first thing I said to him was ‘Get rid of those pieces of shit, I don’t want them in my studio,’ because they’re really really awful amps. So initially there was a really big to-do about that, before I presented him with a new amp I had just had modified by Bogner before he started his business. This particular amp was a modified Marshall 50, and its funny because originally I’d taken that amp over to him, and said ‘Reinhold, will you modify this amp EXACTLY like you did your prototype model?’ And he initially said ‘No,’ and I replied ‘I’ll give you as much money as you want because this is a Warner Bros. project, so money is no object.’ So he agreed on the condition that I keep it under wraps because he was at that time leaving to start his own company, which of course went on to become wildly successful. So we had one of the first Bogner-modified Marshall amps on the Facelift album, and he’d only done a handful of these for Steve Vai, Eddie Van Halen, etc. So Jerry was sold on it immediately, to the point that he wouldn’t stop playing. On the rhythm tracks, we miced that amp with 57s, and the funny thing is I had that Bogner running from the control room out into the main live room through these stacked Randall Speaker Cabinets. So when I lined up one full-stack with the 50-Watt Bogner, the first time Jerry heard it, he flipped, and said ‘That is exactly the sound!’ And that became the sound on Facelift. Usually we would do two rhythm tracks like that on average for each song, then do the same thing as we did with the doubling on the bass, where we’d double certain rhythm guitar parts with the Telecaster, and maybe add another track just under the guitar solo, just to fill it up a little bit. Or maybe we would take parts away, depending on what it was. For any of Jerry’s acoustic rhythm parts on the album, Nancy Wilson had brought down her 12-string guitar from the ‘Dog and Butterfly’ LP, and I miced it up with a U-87, and on any of his other acoustic parts, I would have used a combo of a U-87 and a 451,  pointed at where the neck joined the body, so we could get the warmth of where all the sustain was happening on the acoustic. Then the sound that’s coming off it is being picked up by an 87 a couple of feet away.” 

Expanding the discussion into the over-dubbing of Jerry Cantrell’s lead guitar solos, engineer Ronnie S. Champagne “after we’d done the basic rhythm tracking at London Bridge, we took the project down to Capitol Studios in Hollywood, into Studio A to finish the guitar solos and vocals. Were the first recording project in there after their million-dollar renovation, and tracked there on a Neve 1081 console. We did all of his solos through my Bogner-modified Marshall 50 Watt, and that amp was called ‘The Snorkler.’ In fact, Jerry and Layne called the sound it got the ‘Killer Fucking Love Stink’, and that is still on the amp as they signed it back in 1990. The way I set up the amplifiers for his solos was pretty funny too because Capitol Studios had a stairwell in the middle of the building that ran from the bottom all the way to the top, so guess where I put the guitar cabinets? Right in the bottom of the stairwell, which drove the staff crazy, because I stuck a 57 right in front of the cabinet, then had another 87 in the stairwell, and we just cranked it. I didn’t want to use a lot of reverb because Dave Jerden’s big thing at that time was using digital reverb, so I was trying to get as much as of a natural vibe as possible. As a lead player, Jerry’s motto was ‘Keep it simple stupid,’ to where the simpler you keep it, the more what you’re playing stands out. That was his philosophy, and I think he consciously avoided being the Dave Navarro-kind of noodley guy, he avoided that. He didn’t want to be that guy, and didn’t try to get good at doing that, because it wasn’t part of his thing. That doesn’t mean he couldn’t or wasn’t a great player, it just means he didn’t pursue that end of it. It only took us a couple of days to do all of Jerry’s guitar solo overdubs, we just went there and knocked them out.”

The engineer recalled a similar natural musical mastery when attention turned to Cantrell’s harmony vocal overdubs, sharing that “Jerry knocked his harmonies out in one day, maybe over the course of a couple of afternoons. For Jerry, my mic of  choice was an SM-7. Jerry was the guy who wrote all the melodies for the vocals, so on the demos, it was Jerry singing the lead parts and Jerry singing the harmonies, so he knows exactly what everybody was supposed to be playing. Layne also knew exactly what Jerry wanted, and came in with all his lyrics written ahead of time for the Facelift record, and Jerry was around for whenever Layne did his lead vocals on the Facelift LP. He needed to be as well as the band’s primary writer because Dave and I needed his input, so when Layne would do a part, we’d in a lot of cases referencing the demos, ask ‘Is that right? Is that the way its supposed to be sung?’ That was one of the many valuable things about having him around in the studio during any part of the album’s recording. And Jerry’s not like someone like Perry Farrell, who wanted to have something to do with every millimeter of the record, but we needed him around as much as he was.”

When crafting the album’s lyrical content, which was co-written by Cantrell and lead singer Layne Staley, the latter artist explained that, from his own artistic point of view, “it’s just writing about things, feelings, not that we’re dark or depressed…just as much as anyone else is…We write about ourselves because we know about ourselves.” Honing in on some of the album’s specific tracks, Staley recalled of ‘We Die Young’ that the lyrics had come to him while “riding the bus to rehearsal and (seeing) all these 9, 10, 11 year old kids with beepers dealing drugs. The sight of a 10 year old kid with a beeper and a cell phone dealing drugs equaled ‘We Die Young’ to me.” Of what would become the album’s biggest hit, the Grammy-nominated ‘Man in a Box,’ vocalist Layne Staley explained that the song was “loosely based on media censorship. It’s only my theory, so it’s not a fact or a statement.” Jerry Cantrell further added that through its composition, specifically the “whole beat and grind of that, is when we started to find ourselves; it helped Alice become what it was.” Jerry also added his feeling that ‘Love Hate Love’ was the “masterpiece of the record.” 

When tracking Staley’s lead vocals, engineer Ronnie Champagne recalled that “I used an SM-7 on Layne’s leads, and that mic is great for rock singers because its SM Broadcast mic designed to make you sound like a man, in that their’s a proximity effect that makes your voice sound a lot deeper than it really is, which was great for screamers like Layne or Perry Farrell. When we were tracking, I would put Layne out in the middle of the live room, turn off all the lights, make sure he had a glass of water, he’d put on his sunglasses, and he’d stood there- he didn’t move- and would deliver these flawless- literally flawless- vocal performances. He was so focused on getting his vocals done, and I was just blown away, he would send shivers up your spine with how dead-on he was in his delivery. I remember thinking to myself as I was sitting there recording him, ‘This guy has GOT to be the best rock singer I’ve ever worked with. Hands down.’ Just in terms of his developed tone, and the way he had everything worked out- all the tension, all the release- he just made it look so damn easy!” Champagne felt much of Staley’s ease before the mic came from what the engineer felt was a “quality of voice of like a Bing Crosby or Frank Sinatra, but really really punk. But he still has that excellent quality about it, and he has the delivery too. There’s a matter-of-factness, no-bullshit quality to it, and the way he effortlessly pulled that off in front of me, I’ve been telling people since I did that record that story because it’s the only time in my career that its happened.” 

Sharing what he felt was the secret behind the Staley and Cantrell’s unique harmony vocal blend, the engineer revealed that “the way Layne and Jerry sang together was impressive, because they had that minor 5th truck harmony down so good. What that meant is: on a truck air horn there’s two different size pipes, they give you a tone, and it’s a minor 5th in that it startles people, because that’s what a horn’s supposed to do. It tells you something big is coming, which you definitely felt listening to Layne and Jerry singing together like that. That’s a country music harmony, and is pretty much their harmony. The way they wrote their parts was pretty simple really: when Layne had his pitch, let’s see in the key of A, he’s singing an A-note, and to get the 5th, Jerry would sing an E under or over it. So whatever note the Layne was singing, Jerry would go 5 notes way up or down away from Layne’s note, and that’s how they worked out all their harmonies.” Of their physical recording process, Champagne explained that “the way we did lead vocal overdubs was Layne would come in and do a song, then Jerry would do his harmonies, then Layne would do another lead vocal, and then again Jerry would lay his back-ups. On that record, Layne sang all the leads, but JERRY did all the harmonies you hear on the album. Layne did all of his tracks in one take, literally, then he would double all of his vocals in one take, so it only took us a few days to do vocals. I think we had 10 days booked out, and were done in 3 days.” 

Upon completion of principle tracking, as attention turned to mixing, engineer Ronnie Champagne recalled that “typically, Dave and I both really like to mix on an SSL, which is a very forensic console, its designed to get in there and do the work correctly and scientifically and mathematically, so we worked out of Soundcastle, which is a little studio. Dave liked to mix there because he was pretty much left alone, without a lot of people coming in and out, saying ‘Hi’ and all that shit, which is really distracting when you’re trying to mix. Whenever we had anyone in the control room, be they a band member’s girlfriend or whoever, if they were talking, Dave or I wouldn’t hesitate for a second to say ‘Look, if you’re going to be in here, you’ve got to shut the fuck up now or leave.’ So we tried to run a tight ship when we were mixing.” From a sonic context, the engineer explained that “during the mixing for Facelift, Dave and I were out to make the next big fucking deal, we were going to change things. And we weren’t doing it for us either, we were doing it to service the track, because the tracks sounded that good by themselves. The songs, without… production is very subjective, its different for everybody, and every producer would approach making the same album differently. We just kept working n making it as simple as possible, but as big-sounding as possible, and that’s where the digital reverbs, and the drum triggers come in, because that’s one extra layer or level. So when we were mixing, we started out with what we had from tracking, then spent  weeks layering in the drum triggers and the dynamics of that part of it. Then we had to spend another week trying to get the guitars and vocals up above the drums again. So it was this endless balancing act basically, but that experimentation is part of Dave’s magic as a producer, and especially a mixer.” 

Revealing some of the technical tricks he and producer Dave Jerden employed in the course of achieving the album’s final mix, engineer Ronnie S. Champagne shared that “we had 2 Lexicon reverbs, a 224 and a 480, both XLs, and the 224 wasn’t as good as the 480, which had all the new chips and algorithms in it. But the 224 was still a good sounding digital reverb, so we’d use it for lighter, flightysounding reverbs that really didn’t really have any density, but more air. The 480 was used typically on the snare drum, because there’s a pre-set in the 480 with these really crazy new algorithms where they actually put one reverb inside of another to get different sounds, so you’d have one parameter sucking in one explosion at the same time. And Dave was really into the big gated-reverb, splashy snare sound, so the 480 was pretty much used for that. We also had a PC 2280 for digital delay. Dave was really big on flangers, and typically we would use real flanging where you would have two tape machines, one getting slightly out of synch from the other to get that big, real flange sound. Basically, what Dave would do was play back the mix off our 24 track machine, and a mix he’d done on a 2-track, then mix them together onto a third tape machine. So how we got the flanging was by one machine being brought out of synch with the other one, usually by just putting your finger on the reel, and slowing it down just enough… when can hear it when you listen really loud in the studio, you can really hear and feel when it happens. It’s a crazy effect that you can’t do with a digital or even an analog flanger. We finished the mixing in about a month, and at that point, I couldn’t believe how smoothly things were going, because usually with rock musicians, there’s always a snag somewhere or something. Alice in Chains’ secret also was the simplicity of their arrangements, their songs were straight-forward and in your face, and the more stripped down you make it, the more impact it has. We had a decent budget, and had time, and would  try different experimental things, but ultimately we tossed them out because they didn’t add anything new. If anything, they took away from the immediacy of the music, and with a band like Alice, if you add to many things, people would just turn it off- at least at that early point in their career. Like strings and all that stuff that they did on later albums, for Facelift, it was more the band’s way of saying, ‘Okay, here the fuck we are. Stand up and listen!’ ” 

Listening back to the finished product following its completion in April, 1990, Cantrell recalled feeling the band’s debut LP was “a brutal fuckin’ record.” Engineer Ronnie Champagne, for his own part, knew instinctively the album was ahead of its time, recalling that “I drove around L.A. for six months after we’d finished that record listening to it in my car, REALLY loud, and people would just stop and stare at my car, with a ‘What the fuck is that?’ look on their faces. Those looks told me exactly what I believe, and it wasn’t a belief at all, it was a knowledge that this record was going to help change rock’s landscape. That was the goal, and me and Dave had a lot of conversations about kicking all the phony, poser assholes off of Sunset Boulevard, and letting some real rockers come in there. I remember when Alice in Chains played their first real gig in L.A. at the Palace Theatre, which happened to be right across the parking lot from Dave’s studio El Dorado, I went to that show, and knowing all the staff, could just walk in whenever I wanted. So I walked to the back of the room, and Alice was about half way through their set, and there wasn’t one movement in the audience. Everyone was standing there with a look on their faces like ‘What the fuck is this shit?’, to where they were literally knocked off their feet with their jaws hanging down. They had never seen anything like that in their lives, and they were fucking loving it! The reaction wasn’t huge because they were in shock, and didn’t know how to react, because clearly they’d never heard anything but cock rock up until that point.” Echoing the engineer from a band member’s perspective, lead singer Layne Staley recalled looking down from the stage and out over the crowd that “they just looked at us at first.”

As easy as the album had gone in its creation phase, the next, focused on marketing a band who was part of a genre that had yet to be commercially introduced to the rock nation, would prove more initially challenging. Released on August 21st, 1990 by Columbia Records, the album in its first 6 months of release would sell only 40,000 copies, stalling as hair metal was breathing its last toxic breaths via bands like Ugly Kid Joe and Trixter. The push the band needed to break out into the mainstream, engineer Ronnie Champagne recalled, began and ended with the efforts of “Nick Turzo, the A&R guy who signed Alice, who had pretty much got a budget through his company from Columbia Records based just on his vision. Nobody else understood what the fuck he was talking about with this band, which is part of why it took so long to get off the ground, even after the record was finished. Because nobody got it, nobody else knew what the fuck Nick was talking about with this band and why they were so good. I’d be in label meetings and it was obvious they just didn’t get it back in 1990, when hairmetal was still peaking. I remember a little less than a year after that record was released, nothing was happening, and Nick went to the label and said ‘Look, if you don’t give me some money to make a video, I’m taking all my bands and walking, fuck you.’ And so they gave him some cash to make the ‘Man in the Box’ video, which broke the band. So in the beginning, Alice in Chains was a really hard sell in the corporate world.” Indeed, as Billboard Magazine confirmed, the band’s fortunes “started to change when MTV jumped all over the video for ‘Man in the Box,’ giving the group a crucial boost and helping to pave the way for grunge’s popular explosion toward the end of 1991.”

In heavy rotation on MTV, by the fall of 1990, ‘Man in a Box’ had catapulted the band’s debut LP into the Top 50 on Billboard Magazine’s Top 200 Album Chart, the first grunge band to hold such a prestigious distinction. More than anything, Alice in Chains via their debut studio album would be credited with helping the rock ‘n’ roll genre itself a much-needed Facelift as Billboard Magazine credited the band with “helping (to)…pave the way for grunge’s popular explosion…Fresh, exciting, and powerful…Facelift was one of the most important records in establishing an audience for grunge and alternative rock among hard rock and heavy metal listeners, and with its platinum sales certification, it also made Alice in Chains the first Seattle band to break through to a wider, less exclusively underground audience.” Feeling grateful that their label, Columbia Records, was now “100% behind the band,” guitarist Jerry Cantrell agreed with the aforementioned publication’s conclusion re AIC being ahead of its genre’s time, reasoning that “we were one of the first bands out of that whole group that started selling. We all made moves and have our things to be proud of. Musically, we stood alone. I don’t hear Soundgarden in us and I don’t hear Pearl Jam in Soundgarden and I don’t hear Nirvana in Pearl Jam.” 

Hailed by Rolling Stone Magazine as “occupying a musical landscape somewhere between Metallica’s dense head bangers and Pearl Jam’s grinding anthems,” the band’s success musically in bridging grunge and metal had allowed them to access fans whose ears had previously been glued to the aforementioned hair metal trash that the introduction of AIC would help to usher out of popularity overnight. Reflecting on their runaway success following the radio/video success of ‘Man in a Box,’ and other album hits ‘Sea of Sorrow’ and ‘We Die Young,’ Layne Staley would later quip of the band’s commercial breakthrough that “originally with Facelift, I figured we could sell 100 000 albums. That was pretty much our goal. We thought that would be pretty cool. Maybe 200 000. We didn’t think it would sell as well as it did.” Cantrell, for his own part, joked following the band’s Grammy Nomination in 1991 for ‘Best Hard Rock Performance,’ and MTV Video Music Award nomination that same year for ‘Man in a Box’ that he felt fortunate the band had pulled the right “strings at the right time.” In terms of where the band was musically heading into their next studio LP, ‘Dirt’, Cantrell shared his musical opinion “I think we’re very focused and heavy, but still jagged around the edges.” 
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