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Interview med John Parish 
Af Lars Asp Christensen 

 
 

 forbindelse med mit kommende speciale omhandlende musik produceren fik jeg d. 
16. februar lov til at interviewe John Parish under Ambers indspilnings sessions til 
deres kommende album i Sun Studierne i København NV. Her fortalte John om alt 

fra hvornår han begyndte at producere til hvordan han gør og hvad hans filosofi bag 
kunsten er…  
 

LAC: 
Thank you for participating in my project. My project is about the general methods and 
philosophies within the producer’s role and the ideas behind the craft. It’s more of a 
metaphysical thing than a practical/material thing I’m going to ask you about and it’s a 
popular music study, which I in the end will be looking to get published as a book. 
Needless to say that this [interview] will be a great input from you, nonetheless.  
 
First of all I would like to ask you: How did you become a producer in the first place? 

JP: 
By accident I suppose…there are generally two ways you come in. Either from the 
position of someone who’s interested in the technical recording side or you come in as 
the musician that accidentally gets involved in the technical side and I definitely come 
from that side, I started off as a drummer in a band but I always had an opinion of how 
things should be musically and that soon translated into sound ideas. So I tended to be the 
one member that would hang around in the studio when everybody else wanted to go out 
and get drunk. I tended to hang around the studio and see what the producer was doing. 
What about…and how would it sound if we did this…I was just interested in how the 
records were sounding. Not in the technical side. I have to say I’ve never really been and 
still am not interested in how the things work. I just kind of learned by default what 
button does what because I really wanted, You know, I really had ideas in my head and I 
wanted to find out how I could realise those things. And so I ended up being in the studio 
quite a lot and figuring out how was a good way to make records sound good. And so I 
ended up co-producing my own early projects. I suppose it was probably 20 years ago 
now some friends, oh they weren’t even friends, but people that were living in the same 
town as me, a small town in Summerset in the west of England, it was an indieband 
called the Chesterfields kind of generally guitar band… 

LAC: 
Where you played the drums? 

I 
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JP: 
No I wasn’t drumming for them. They were just in the same village and they got a deal to 
make a small record and they never been in the studio before but they knew that I had and 
so they asked if I’d help out, sort of produce. 

LAC: 
So that’s were it started? 

JP: 
So that’s were it actually started. That was the first thing that I did, that had my name as a 
producer. The first thing I went in on and was working on somebody else’s material as an 
objective voice. And that record came out and it did well on the indie-charts. So all of a 
sudden there was this record in the charts that had my name as a producer on it. 

LAC: 
So that was your ”break”? 

JP: 
Yeaa, that was a break and then other people would phone up and say: ”Your the 
producer John Parish” and I’d say ”Oh, I suppose I am” [laughs] And then it gradually 
build up from there and I sort of had a parallel carrier of which I still maintain as an artist 
and as a producer. 

LAC: 
As being a drummer and other instruments? 

JP: 
Drummer, guitar player, singer, you know, what ever I’m [comfortable with...] 

LAC: 
So you have an inside [knowledge] in each instrument as well? 

JP: 
Which has really helped me as a producer, ’cause you know, I can explain to people if 
there not doing something right. I can explain to them in terms they can understand, 
perhaps even play them a different example and say why don’t you try something like 
this? 

LAC: 
How would you define a producer? 

JP: 
Firstly I would define a producer as an objective voice. To me that is the absolutely 
fundamental starting point. If I was hiring a producer to work on my material: That is 
what I’d be looking for. (Because no matter how...you know and I speak from bitter 
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experience ’cause I did tend to produce my own records and sometimes I wish that I 
didn’t, but I’m kind of caught in that trap at the moment [and] that it’s something that I’m 
working my way out of [laughs]. But,) I think it’s vital that you have that [producer], 
because when you’re recording your own music you can’t help but be embedded in it and 
sometimes it’s difficult to be able to step back and see what’s wrong and what’s right 
about it. And for me it’s very easy, when I come into the studio and hear somebody’s 
playing…it’s easy for me to see what I think is wrong and what I think is right. And in a 
way it’s much harder when I look at my own stuff. Nearly what I can do with my own 
stuff is to play things, work intuitively and then go out of the studio and come back and 
listen to it later. Then I can hear it. At the time [during recordings] I can’t hear it. 

LAC: 
When you say an objective voice, what kind of norms lies behind it? 

JP: 
Well, that’s when you start to get into the differences between producers. Different 
producers then have different aesthetics. Hopefully they’ll always be objective but they 
will have their own aesthetics. So then you need to find a producer who’s aesthetics that 
you think you can relate to because you have to be able to trust that objective voice. 
Because sometimes they’re gonna be saying things that maybe you’re not feeling because 
you’re very attached. You know perhaps you are particular attached to a part. You know 
that’s the problem when you’re working as a musician. You may become attached to a 
part of a song either a musical line or particular verse you are very fond of. And actually 
it could be that part that doesn’t make the whole thing work, that’s destabilizing it. You 
can’t let go of that thing because you’ve got that personal attachment. So a producer 
might say: “That’s not working, we need to get rid of that”. So if you’re gonna go with 
that you need to feel that you can trust that producer. So it’s very important…now this is 
a mistake an awful lot of record company’s and bands make in that they identify 
producers with sounds and with hits and things like that. So they’ll just put the same 
producer, you know, that producer has hits we’ll just use him or her for this band and that 
band and sometimes that’s just not gonna work, the aesthetics won’t be a shared thing. So 
the band won’t trust the producer and the producer will be making suggestions that 
probably aren’t working that well for the music because they’re looking at different 
things. Occasionally, and I have to say not very often, I get approached to produce a 
project and I hear it and I just think there’s no way I could do this because basically that’s 
not within my aesthetic range and I think my aesthetic range is quite broad. But if 
something falls without it [outside it] then I know that what I’m gonna be saying in the 
studio is making such major fundamental changes, that it’s gonna be a completely 
different thing and I might as well make my own record, because I’m not actually relating 
to the raw material.  

LAC: 
So, I’m thinking for example a dance act. Would you say no to that? 
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JP: 
Not just because they were a dance act, because I think that would be a really interesting 
thing to work on. You know, there are some dance records I think are very, very 
interesting. One of the Missy Elliot records I like very much. I think there were some 
really fascinating sounds and really interesting approaches. And that’s one of the things 
that slightly frustrates me about the music business that even though my palette is fairly 
broad I’m still compartmentalized into alternative, avant-garde, Americana… 

LAC: 
It’s a kind of genre-rules? 

JP: 
Yea, it’s difficult. You can move within those genres I move within but I’d be very 
surprised if a black dance act asked me to work on something. I’d be interested to do it 
because I think that if they did it would be because they were approaching it from the 
same point as me like… that would be something that nobody would expect… let’s see 
what happens. And I think it would be interesting because they would be coming to me, 
looking to do something different. 

LAC: 
As a kind of experiment? 

JP: 
Yea, because you’re not gonna get a dance act who’s gonna come to me and say: “Can 
we make a dance record exactly as the last one” - with a normal dance producer, because 
there would be no point. But if there was a project were you were trying to look for 
something slightly different… I mean I would say a case in point for me was when Tracy 
Chapman approached me to produce a record, I mean, that was a surprising move I 
thought because her previous records were produced in a very much more…acceptably 
mainstream fashion with that kind of big sound that you’d expect. And I didn’t really 
know that much about her. I got the feeling immediately that she kind of knew what she 
wanted. So [I thought], if she wants me to produce something and she knows what I do 
and she’s not gonna want me to make it sound like these other people…she’s looking to 
something like this and which is exactly what she was looking to do. And I thought that it 
was an interesting project and it was different to a lot of the other projects that I do. 

LAC: 
Do you think that there is an overall consensus of how a producer works? 

JP: 
Well no, I don’t think so. You know it’s not like we have a producers club or something 
where we would get together and say: “How do you do that”. [laughs] Obviously I’ve 
worked with other producers and I know a few and I kind of know a bit about how they 
work and I would say that the ones I know all have different ways of working. So I can 
really only speak for myself and I don’t even have a particular method. I used to have 
more of a method than I do now that I’ve got more experienced. I’ve tended to work 
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more and more intuitively and gone in to the studio in a way I would have thought 10 
years ago was unprepared. Because before I used to think that I needed to know all the 
songs, go through the structures, work things out in advance and have a definite idea of 
where I was going. Where else now I feel that to me is now restricted. I’d rather not know 
how something is gonna turn out. I’d rather respond to something and trust my instincts 
and say: “OK, if that’s working we follow that direction” or “this is not working we just 
move in a different direction” and I’ll make a decision at the time and not try and second 
guess it. 

LAC: 
That’s pretty interesting because I personally thought that there was an overall approach? 

JP: 
Well, probably some do. But I don’t and the kind of artist I work with don’t really benefit 
from that. I tend to work with really young bands and I tend to work with people who 
have made a few records so they’ve probably already been through that “safe” period 
because the first thing you do you want to be in control of it. You haven’t got the 
confidence to try something and when I’m working with a bit of inexperienced artists 
they get a bit nervous if it seems your not in control of everything. Because they don’t 
want to make fools of themselves. But once you’ve made a few records you’re gonna try 
to go beyond that “safe” actual representation of what they’ve done and see if they can 
get something that has more depth. And I think that it is difficult to have magic and real 
emotional depth if something is to well controlled. 

LAC: 
So the intuition opens up? 

JP: 
Yeaa, If the situation is right then the creative situation can blossom in a way that it can’t 
if you’re to worried about making sure everything fits probably. 

LAC 
So that’s how you work with Amber right now actually? 

 JP: 
Yeaa, they sent me a demo before and I listened to the songs just to make sure I felt that I 
could relate to them. I like them and what they were doing… 

LAC: 
Is this a way to “probe” the band in order to see if your aesthetics fits those of Ambers?  

JP: 
Yes I think so. I think they do fit.  
 
I think, occasionally, they have been surprised when I would say: “Perhaps we’ll do 
maybe two or three takes or something” and sometimes I’m ambivalent about which one 
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we should use and I say: “You know, you pick, you choose whatever works”, and 
sometimes I’ll say: “We’re definitely using that one!” and they might say: “Oh, I kind of 
preferred that one and I think [say], “well, I  really think we should go with this one”. 
And they’ve trusted my judgement and said “Ok, if that’s what you think”. And because, 
for me, sometimes I hear and I know cause I can see immediately with the three 
musicians that they’re listening to things I’m not listening to. They’re listening to their 
own personal investment in that piece which is completely understandable and if I was on 
the other side of the desk: That’s how I would be listening to it as well.  

LAC: 
So, then again, they are embedded? 

JP: 
Yes, and not necessarily listening…and I have no personal investment in the piece. It’s 
just: Does it engage me? Or doesn’t it? And if it engages me then for me that’s working. 
‘Cause that’s, to me, what’s absolutely fundamentally important about music or a piece 
of a record…that it has to engage you. It has to make you feel and be something you 
cannot ignore.. a really good record. And so much music is made…almost deliberately to 
be ignored, and that’s not really the kind of records that I make or are interested in.  

LAC: 
That actually brings me to another question. How does the commercial aspects influence 
the production? Is it because they are trying to make the music fit to the radio media? 

JP: 
Some people absolutely do that. And I’m not part of that. That, to me, is almost a 
different business…a different world. You know, I’m not hired by people who expect me 
to make hit records. I don’t even know what hit records are? And I don’t listen to those 
radio stations. For me they are things to ignore, they go on in the back, they play in 
shops. I never notice them because the dynamic range is all at one. There is nothing that 
sticks out at any point that’s gonna grab your attention.  

LAC: 
So, there isn’t any A&R person you have to answer to? 

JP: 
Very seldom within my work. You know, that’s happened about twice, I have to say.  

LAC:  
OK! [overrasket] 

JP: 
I have to say that’s not really an issue with the records that I make. Very, very seldom. 
But some people are specifically producers that work to that brief. You know they mix 
something to get it on the radio and that’s what they’re used to. That’s their thing and 
that’s what they get paid for. You know I’m not a fan of any of those producers really. 
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Well, technically they know their stuff and it works for them. It gets on the radio. I guess 
they’re doing their jobs. But for me they are not the people whose records I admire. 

LAC: 
So, what we see is that there is actually two kinds of producers? One with a much more 
loose [approach]… 

JP: 
They fall into two schools: One who are basically trying to do probably what the artist 
wants, which is to make as interesting a record as possible/make a unique interesting 
record. And I’ve noticed sometimes when I have been dealing with people with a more 
commercial perspective. They think that you have this kind of anti-commercialism, that 
you are deliberately trying to make something that won’t sell, as some kind of artistic 
statement and that’s not the case. You know I love it when the records that I’m involved 
with sell well and get on the radio. ‘Cause, you know, the way I think about it is if you 
make something, if I make something that I enjoy, then other people are gonna enjoy it 
to. I’m not trying to make something that is un-listenable. I’m trying to make something 
that I think is listenable.  

LAC: 
So, it’s actually possible to make records without taking the commercial aspects into 
consideration? 

JP: 
It has been for me. I don’t know weather you can do that indefinitely because I don’t 
know if people would continue to hire you ultimately? It’s an interesting question. I’ve 
been doing it for a long time now and there seems to be no shortage of people… [who 
would hire me] I kind of feel that probably in the long run it’s better to do, even as a 
business, even if you are looking at it cold-bloodedly as a business, I think it probably 
makes more sense to do what you think is actually to do things that you feel proud of… 
And to do good work rather than try and do what’s commercially successful. Because I 
think that there’re very few people even producers that have a lot of commercial success, 
that have very lengthy careers. You know, they may make enough money so they don’t 
need to work again but I’m not sure how satisfying that would be as a life to make. A 
million pounds in two years making a bunch of good selling, but really rather “drape”  
records and then never really to get asked to do anything else again. You don’t have to 
work but you fell OK that was my life, you know. Make enough money to live 
comfortably but I haven’t really done anything that I’m proud of, nobody is gonna hire 
me to do anything really interesting ‘cause I’ve got the reputation making those very 
drape records in 2006 and 2007 or whatever. And I think, to me, that wouldn’t be 
[interesting] If say that happened to me by default I think I’d probably just quit and say 
okay, I’ll do something else [laughs] I’ll go work as a Gartner or something… 

LAC: 
Thank you very much John [] 
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JP: 
My pleasure… 
 
Alt inden for […] er tilføjet af interviewer grundet underforståethed, stemming i 
interviewet mm.   


