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The difference is in the details
By Jeff Dorgay

A Discussion with  
Greg Calbi 

n the world of the mastering engineer, every detail, no 

matter how small, makes a difference in the sound of 

the recording. In many ways, the mastering engineer 

is the gatekeeper to the final performance. Greg 

Calbi, who is one of the world’s most sought-after 

mastering engineers, has been at Sterling Sound 

for over 30 years and he’s worked on hundreds 

of top titles, including Bowie’s Young Americans, 

Springsteen’s Born To Run and Paul Simon’s 

Graceland, just to name a few. And he’s kept current, 

having recently worked on David Byrne’s and Brian 

Eno’s Everything That Happens Will Happen Today, 

as well as the recent St. Vincent album. 

In his own words, the mastering engineer “is 

the bridge between the consumer’s ear and what 

happens in the recording studio. I take the files from 

the recording studio and, without altering the content, 

I refine the finished product, whether that means 

making it softer, more dynamic, or more beautiful. 

Hopefully what jumps out of the speakers when I’m 

done is the best that the recorded piece can be.”  

I

http://sterling-sound.com
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SUB 2:
THE WORLD’S
MOST POWERFUL
SUBWOOFER*

From Paradigm, the #1 Speaker Brand†
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Physics  trumps mechanics, with help from Paradigm 
Signature SUB 2 (and its slightly smaller sibling SUB 1) are 
movers not shakers. Massive air movement, massive output, vibration 
free. Six identical, perfectly balanced state-of-the-art drivers radially 
aligned (two on each side) inside the cabinet in a Vibration 
Canceling Architecture. As powerful opposing forces of equal 
magnitude, the vibration-reaction forces effectively cancel each other 
out. Barely a ripple disturbs the contents of the glass placed on top of 
the cabinet, such is the degree to which unwanted, distortion-inducing 
vibrations are reduced.

Subwoofer 
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“Audibly better bass through science”
– Chris Martens, AV Guide

Room dimensions, dead spots, archways, furniture placement 
have a negative effect on bass performance. Until now. In a 
process that takes just a few minutes, Paradigm’s Perfect Bass 
Kit puts the sub through a frequency sweep to highlight 
problem areas, determines necessary adjustments and saves 
configurations to your connected PC. Optimized solutions are 
uploaded to the sub. A scientific approach to perfect bass. 

*Connected to a 240-volt line

10˝ drivers handle the 
amazing 9,000 watts 
Peak Power and 4,500 
watts Continuous Power 
the amp delivers through 
its unique Power Factor 
Correction feature.  

w w w . p a r a d i g m . c o m

† The only company to be #1 Best Price/Value twenty- two times! 
Inside Track annual independent nationwide survey of consumer 

electronics specialist retailers and custom installers.

Shown: SUB 1 He goes on to discuss the difference between optimizing 
music files for any given medium, which lends a consistency 
and flow to the album, and the conceptual part of mastering: 
the creative decisions that draw from his years of experience. 
Likening his part of the record-making process to that of 
an art director in an ad agency, Calbi feels responsible for 
communicating the wishes of his clients. Modern electronic 
tools have changed the process, says Calbri, who points out 
that nowadays a great recording can come from a laptop, 
a full-blown recording studio, or anything in between, but 
his involvement remains the same regardless and just as 
passionate.  

Recently, following his work on Capitol Records’ 
remasters of the U.S. Beatles albums, we caught up with 
Calbi in New York City. Already at work on a new project 
for Keith Richards, Calbi always has both feet (or should 
I say both ears) in the game—but he was kind enough to 
speak with us. A full video of our interview will be up on the 
WireWorld website as soon as it passes final editing, so stay 
tuned for that announcement. Here are some of the highlights 
of what Calbi shared with us during our recent conversation:

T O N E  S T Y L E

TA: So, we’ve discussed master-
ing in depth. What about the  
difference between mastering 
and remastering? Do any audio 
forums question your creative  
decisions?

GC (laughs): I have to stay away  
from all of that.  

TA: A lot of people think that 
remastering just means “make  
it louder.”

GC: The current Beatles project 
is the perfect example of how you 
want to take something and en-
hance it—without changing it, with-
out changing the essential character. 
The equipment used to digitize the 
Beatles catalog on the first round of 
CDs back in the mid ’80s was not  
as good as it is today. (continued)

http://www.paradigm.com
http://www.wireworldcable.com
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TA: So, what about earlier 
LP pressings of the Beatles, 
and for that matter other 
recordings?

GC: I often tell people that if they 
have a clean early original stamper 
copy of these records from the 
’70s and ’80s that it’s never going 
to sound better, because the tape 
was fresh. After a while, the tapes 
do lose a bit of life and energy. 
We try to overcome that in the 
mastering process, but it can’t 
always be saved.

TA: And what about mastering 
for vinyl? How does that change 
the picture?

GC: Vinyl poses a tremendous 
challenge these days, because 
it requires an additional budget 
step, adding thousands of dollars 
to the budget. We’re living in an 
era of diminished music sales, 
where mastering for vinyl correctly 
will actually double the cost of 
finishing the record, and not 
everyone can afford that.

TA: How far does your 
involvement go in the actual 
end result of the record? Do 
you ever go in and change the 
order of the tracks, etc., etc.?

GC: No, no, I never do that on my 
own, but there are times when I 
do make suggestions. For some of 
the newer bands I’ve worked with, 
it’s their first time in the mastering 
studio, so they can look to me for 
opinions on what I think the single 
might be or if I hear any glaring 
errors—that kind of thing. There 
are so many new people that it’s a 
deluge of creativity. (continued)

The reason that some of the newer 
discs are louder is because the 
equipment is better and capable of a 
wider range than the discs back then. 
We don’t simply make things louder.

TA: How much time do you take 
to wrap your head around a 
remastering project?

GC: I often spend a few hours going 
back and listening to various versions 
of original vinyl, and the tape when 
it’s available, but it really comes down 
to the budget. With the Dylan box, 
I had the luxury of the time to listen 
to multiple versions. But on some of 
these recordings, we just don’t have 
the original tapes. You spend a lot 
of time trying to discover what the 
possibilities are. Sometimes you are 
more disappointed than you think.

TA: So here’s the million-dollar 
question: For the U.S. Beatles 
project, did you use the high-
resolution tracks that were used 
in 2009 for the last set of Beatles 
remasters, or did you make some 
subtle changes?

GC: They aren’t that far off. The 
Beatles board had approved the 2009 
remasters with the English sequence. 
They said if we could enhance the 
files without really changing them, we 
had their permission to go on. This 
was where the WireWorld cable in my 
mastering console came in handy: It 
saved me by passing a pure signal 
through cleanly with no coloration, 
allowing me to make subtle changes, 
shaving a bit here and a bit there. But 
it was important. The bass was not 
particularly big on the early albums, 
so a bit of bass had to be added, a 
little bit of patina—making it the same 
but better.

I N T E R V I E W
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TA: That’s a good and 
bad thing, yes?

GC: It’s good for creativity 
but often bad for sonics. 
But when people come 
here and see what we 
can do with our chain of 
electronics and expertise, 
they pretty quickly realize 
they are in the right spot.

TA: A lot of it is about 
trust then?

GC: The psychological part 
of this process is so deep 
that what you say and 
what you don’t say sets 
the tone early on in the 
relationship. 

[I mention the handwritten 
note that Calbi received 
from John Lennon, when 
working on Walls and 
Bridges, in which Lennon 
tells Calbi that he trusts 
him.]

TA: Wouldn’t you say 
that’s the ultimate 
compliment you can get 
from an artist?

GC: It’s the best there is, 
but it comes with great 
responsibility. You always 
have to realize what’s at 
stake for the artist and 
respect that. 
(continued)

I N T E R V I E W
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The AVA UltraValve purist vacuum tube 
amplifier with 4, 8, and 16-ohm output 
taps and gold plated input jacks.

This is an amazingly wide band, 
dynamic, transparent and utterly musical 
amplifier. It is ready to play out of the 
custom padded shipping carton, no 
initial adjustments or set up necessary 
at all.

Introducing our Transcendence 
9 vacuum tube preamplifier

The improved, upgraded successor to 
our award winning T8+ preamplifier. It 
is designed to produce outstanding 
musicality with both tube and solid-
state amplifiers.

Every circuit of the T9 has been 
improved. We are especially proud 
of our unique new split passive EQ 
optional phono circuit.

The overall result of the T9 is more 
musical enjoyment for your money, a 
superior product at an affordable price.

Audio By Van Alstine 
American made luxury sound sm

www.avahifi.com

Transcendence 9

TA: Let’s talk about cables for a 
minute. I noticed that you have 
a full suite of WireWorld cables 
in your bay here. I take it you’re 
convinced that good cables do 
have a positive effect on the 
final sound?

GC: I’ve been using WireWorld 
cables for at least 10 years now. 
They replaced the Mogami cables 
we were using. I kept comparing 
things, but I was so impressed 
with the clarity and fullness of 
the WireWorld cables that they 
became my go-to. I’m totally blown 
away by the current products.

TA: So the technology does 
serve the music in the end?

I N T E R V I E W

GC: I learned years ago after 
following what Doug Sax was 
doing at the Mastering Lab that the 
signal path was critical. Now I can 
use the patch bay creatively and 
it makes all the difference in the 
world.

TA: Are you much of a high-end 
audio guy at home?

GC: No, I’ve got a very basic 
system at home. That said, I 
love music and I listen to music 
constantly, but mentally I can’t 
go there at home. I can’t listen 
to music this critically when I go 
home, so I just listen to music for 
pleasure. It’s a different part of 
your brain that goes into this job.

TA: Do you have any musical 
guilty pleasures?

GC: I like Abba and AC/DC. There 
isn’t any kind of music I really don’t 
like, but I do draw the line at Barry 
Manilow. No offense, I’ve heard 
he’s a wonderful guy! l

sterling-sound.com/engineers/
greg-calbi

See Interview Video

http://sterling-sound.com/engineers/greg-calbi/
http://sterling-sound.com/engineers/greg-calbi/
http://www.boulderamp.com
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YsFARrBNnjo



