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Timepieces 
Four Seasons Stories from the past 

‘The Four Seasons & Motown - A One Way Street or Not?  
– By Kingsley Abbott and Ken Charmer  

 “Received wisdom has always had it that, with the growth and huge chart success of Motown 

records from 1963/4 onwards, The Four Seasons skillfully developed their sound around 1965 
onwards to include a Motown-ish edge.  There was no blatant copying or re-working of riffs like 
the guitar line from ‘My Girl’ or the bass line from ‘I Can't Help Myself’ that virtually every soul 
label indulged in, in bucket-loads. But instead there was a recognisable move towards utilisation 
of more danceable feels for the backing tracks.  ‘Let's Hang On’, ‘Opus 17’ et al showed that 
Bob’s Crewe and Gaudio were well aware of the elements that made Motown sell so well, and 
this clever aiming towards such radio-friendly tracks proved a boon for us all and helped to sub-
tly lift the group to a new level following the Vee Jay years and the early Philips period.  It was a 
most effective gear change. 
  
Was the Motown to Seasons route a one way street?  Motown had been formed and developed 
by Berry Gordy, who from the earliest days was a songwriter who had an intrinsic appreciation 
of the elements that built a hit song, and there is little doubt that he would have imbued other 
writers and producers around him with a similar outlook.  If you listen to the first of the excellent 
‘Complete Singles’ CD sets, you can easily pick up on many examples of Motown trying a wide 
variety of different hit styles.  Unsurprisingly there were Doo Wop numbers and Gospel songs, 
but there were also novelty comedic songs and even surf instrumentals, showing that the Detroit 
company was not averse to a little copying to try for a hit.  By 1963 they were hitting their golden 
era when the Motown sound really developed, but there were still times when they undoubtedly 
sought hit styles from elsewhere.  The Four Seasons' amazing run of hits (particularly 3 #1’s on 
the run in 1962/63) was certainly noticed by Detroit, and their arrangers did their share of pinch-
ing/borrowing influences from the Seasons success. (cf The Temptations ‘Paradise’) Remember 
also that Bob Crewe claims credit and involvement for the stompy, handclapping intro to The 
Supremes' breakthrough hit ‘Where Did Our Love Go’. And if ever a track reflects Motown pro-
duction technique check out Tracy Dey’s ‘I Won’t Tell’ with it’s pounding dance beat and chant-
ing background it is where Crewe – Gaudio set a template for Motown. 
 
Whilst Gaudio and Crewe adapted just enough Motown to their own ends, Motown itself copied 
more blatantly:  Listen to The Monitors' ‘Cry’ for a re-creation of the Seasons' Vee jay period, or 
The Detroit Spinners' ‘For All We Know’ for a distinct nod to the Philips period especially with its 
vocal arrangement, and while you do, you can recall that the latter group went on to have one of 
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their biggest post-
Motown hits with a 
not-vastly-different 
cover of ‘Working My 
Way Back To You’ in 
the seventies.  Both 
the Seasons and Mo-
town produced some 
of the sixties most 
memorable music, 
but influence-wise it 
was certainly a two-
way street. “  
  
Kingsley Abbott rightly 
finds the common 
thread of hit songs be-
ing plagiarized subtly 
by the two 
‘manufacturers’ of 
some of the 60s best 
hits He continues 
….”My interest in the 
Motown connection 

starts with how Motown output affected all those around them. Once HDH really found their hit 
groove in 1964 the ramifications went everywhere....but mainly in black music companies output. 
The white musicians/companies had a bigger jump to make to get to it. Gaudio, (and I assume 
here that he was the driving force) along with Crewe must have felt Motown’s influence from a 
producer's perspective, and managed to integrate a Motownesque vibe to their music, and ex-
actly when, why and how they saw that as the way to go is particularly interesting to me.  Brian 
Wilson & the Beach Boys did ‘nod’ to Motown, but not till around 1967/8 with the ‘Wild Honey’ 
album. Gaudio and Crewe responded much earlier, and far, far better than the BBs ever did. 
Somehow they managed to take just enough to turn the Seasons music into something new and 
exciting. So to try to assess exactly who suggested what to do, at what stage is fascinating to 
me. “ 
Well Kingsley’s perspective is clearly worthy of investigation to confirm the links and connections be-
tween the respective ‘hit making’ factories. With Bob’s Crewe and Gaudio not being available for com-
ment, what do we know about the Four Seasons recording techniques? We asked a few others who 
played a big part in the Four Seasons success.. Firstly Charlie Calello……”Well what we did was, we 
manufactured records. If you listen to the 4 Seasons records, one of the problems that Frankie 
has with even performing the songs today is that they were so dictated and manufactured that 
Frankie, although he had this wonderful sound, never became known as a great singer. Not with 
his peers who were making music at that point. Frankie was much more talented than the re-
cords. The records restricted him to a greater degree. So what created the sound was Frankie’s 
instrument along with other instruments within the group. Now the 4 Seasons themselves, the 
original 4 Seasons, had a unique sound and the sound was because three of the people in the 
group were really not singers. So there was sort of a doo wop/street quality about the way the 
records were made and there was sort of like a rawness to the sound…………. I could explain it 
to you like this; there was an urgency about the music because, although the music was simple, 
the people who were not as musically inclined, were performing at the top of their level. Now al-
though the top of their level was very elementary, it had an energy sense that could not have 
been derived had the people been more competent. In other words if there were four people like 
myself with an extensive musical background, the records would not have had the intensity be-
cause they had to really work to make it that simple. And that’s what created the sound. Now I 
don’t know if you’re getting the illustration, but it’s sort of like a craftsman who has all the finest 

The Four Seasons being ‘taped’ in the studio 1966 L to R Tommy De Vito, 

Bob Gaudio, Frankie Valli, Joe Long Photo courtesy of George Schowerer 
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tools at his disposal and he makes 
this wonderful piece of carpentry 
work and then he goes and he sees 
something that he thinks is magnifi-
cent, and he sees that the man did it 
with a chisel.” In many ways the Mo-
town Sound had a similar rawness and 
was carved by the producers with the 
artists and musicians and backing sing-
ers. 
This description perhaps mirrors the way 
Berry Gordy and H-D-H created the Mo-
town Sound with the artists and the 
‘Funk Bros’. But there was a difference 
in approach with the Four Sea-
sons…..Charles again.. “You see, a lot 
of things took place after the arrange-
ments were written. When we went 
into the studio and we recorded the 
music, a lot of the things that would 
happen would happen as a result of 
Bob Crewe, who would hear some-
thing where somebody made a mis-
take, or somebody hit the wrong 
chord, or while they were tuning up 
they got a funny sound, and he would 
create something. And when I said 
that he added the element of the bi-

zarre, what he taught us was not to be afraid of going beyond what was normal. And some of the 
things that took place on the record, although we all had our dominant part within the process, in 
the studio you never knew where that ingredient was going to come from that created the thing 
that caught the attention of someone. Because basically here’s what we were doing; our thought 
process was a lot less complicated. The same time that we were making records, Motown was 
making records. So we listened to Motown records and we tried to emulate the Motown records. 
And imitating the Motown records, because we didn’t have the same players, and because we 
didn’t have the same electronics or the same sound, we were in pursuit of trying to get that 
sound which we never were able to duplicate. But in the process we created our own thing. So 
we always had a reference point whenever we went into the studio. We didn’t go in blindly, look-
ing for all of the ideas in the studio. We had a concept and tried to follow that concept and in the 
process maybe arrived at a different direction, but had a definitive direction when we went in.” 
The Motown Sound was unique because of the quality and ability of the session musicians and H-D-H to 
shape an arrangement so quickly with them when in the studio. The success of the Four Seasons hits 
was to a greater extent ‘designed’ beforehand and around the friction between the personalities….as 
Charles says…. “that’s a very interesting subject in itself because if you understood the person-
alities, the arguments between the two Bobs, Bob Gaudio being very mechanical and methodical 
and Bob Crewe being off the cuff, you put those two elements together and there was always 
going to be some kind of friction. Well, very early on. I’ll tell you something I learnt from Crewe. 
Bob asked me to do something and I said, "You can’t do that Bob". He said, "Charles; if you 
can’t, someone else will". So, there was no musical thought that Bob ever had that I didn’t try to 
create to give him what he wanted in a particular area. So if I went into the studio and he said, 
"Charles, the strings should go down" and I thought he was going to make a mistake, well I did it 
but eventually after making a lot of records with him, I realized that he really had a direction and I 
would try to help him accomplish what he was hearing. And watching Gaudio and Crewe work, 
Gaudio being extremely non-flexible and Crewe being somewhat flexible, Gaudio also knowing 
that this was primarily his brain child, if he thought the idea was working he’d let it go. Bob 

Bob Gaudio -In the Studio…”everything starts at the piano” 

Photo courtesy of George Schowerer 
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Gaudio did not have the 
most positive outlook on 
any kind of change. So it 
took him a while before 
he’d settle into an idea 
and if he thought the idea 
was working then he’d 
back off.” 
“We made our first record 
on 8 track in 1964 "Dawn 
Go Away" (actually in the 
Atlantic Studios in No-
vember 1963…ed) then we 
went back to 4 track as we 
couldn't get into the stu-
dio that had the 8 track 
anymore. We also had our 
trick. The big difference 
is, the Motown people 
made the tracks without 
an arranger. They used 
the musician to come up 
with the ideas and it usu-
ally took them all day 
(actually 2/3 hours based 
on information re Motown 

sessions..ed) to do a track. We and/or I would write out the parts for the musicians and usually in 
3 hours we had 3 tracks and they were the songs we released as hits.” 
 
Even today the myth that Motown didn’t use arrangers persists as Charlie shows. Kingsley Abbott 
again…corrects this ….”I feel I'd have to pick Charles up on the 'Motown didn't use arrangers' as-

sertion, which is simply not true.  Certainly some 'filler' (if you 
like) Motown material would have been worked up on the hoof by 
the producer and the Snake pit guys, all their key shifts in mate-
rial was well thought out. With HDH you must realise just how 
complete a package those three guys became - writers, arrang-
ers, vocal arrangers, rehearsers, producers - they had it all, and 
each one of them had their distinct role within the partnership 
(Ref my interview with Lamont Dozier in RC a few years back). 
They would never have utilised the incredibly valuable Studio A 
time without having first worked out a very very good idea where 
they were going with a track.  They had to cut up to 4 tracks in a 
four hour session, or to lay down the vocal tracks on perhaps 
even more.  Studio A was so busy as early as 1963 that Motown 
was already cutting stuff on the West Coast.  To imagine that it 
was as casual as “to leave it all to the players to work out” does 
give a misleading impression.” Whilst Motown had 3 brilliant guys 
the Four Seasons had Charlie Calello and then Bob Gaudio and Bob 
Crewe to spark the final mix with ‘hit’ sounds. 
As for the group’s ability to pick-up and adapt to the arrange-
ments…..Charlie explains… “The speed we made the records back 
then, we’d do a whole album in two days. At the speed we would 
work, sometimes the vocal parts could not be learned as quickly 
as we needed them to be learned. So I would sing Tommy’s part, 
give him the parts, I’d sing along with him, and sometimes I’d 

Bob Crewe, left...Bob Gaudio, right…”you put those two elements to-

gether and there was always going to be some kind of friction” Photo 

courtesy of George Schowerer 
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sing Bob’s part. Nick usually had the 
part - his ears were pretty good….. There was a lot of pre-production that went into making a re-
cord. We would rehearse and rehearse and rehearse, and then after we had learned 10 or 12 
songs, naturally some of the Seasons would have trouble remembering all of the parts. Some-
body would ultimately say, "That’s not my part, this was my part". Then I’d show them and they’d 
say, "How am I supposed to know? You could be telling me something different". Looking back, 
it was quite funny. We would argue over those parts, but yes, we would all sing on some of the 
records.”  
So what is Charlie able to recall re the songs Kingsley believes were specifically Motown influenced? 
“I didn't do Opus #17, so there's not a whole lot I can add to what you already know. You could 
ask Sandy Linzer if he remembers anything about the session. That record was after ‘Let's Hang 
On’ and was basically a copy of the style we created for 65 and 66. ‘Working My Way Back To 
You’ was the last of that style. Linzer and Randell wrote those songs and were basically the ones 
taking the lead in making the records. Gaudio was running cold and had little to do with those 
records. ‘Let's Hang On’ was produced and recorded without the 4 Seasons ever hearing the 
song. When I wrote the arrangement I wrote all the vocal parts for them. They were in Atlantic 
City and Denny Randell went there to teach them the vocal parts. They added the intro when they 
did the vocals.  Tommy's guitar on the intro was great.” 
 
And Sandy Linzer was able to give us some specific confirmation of their borrowing from Motown….” 
After writing and producing ‘A Lover's Concerto’ it wasn't too much of a stretch for me to write a 
Motown style song for the Seasons. Bob Crewe and I sang it to Bob Gaudio and Frankie Valli in 
Crewe's office. Frankie loved it-Bob Gaudio wasn't sure the Season's fans would accept them 
doing this style but he was open to trying it. ‘Working My Way Back To You’ was originally writ-
ten for the Toys as a follow up to ‘A Lover's Concerto’-when Frankie heard it he insisted that it 
was "his!" …..go argue with him! ‘Opus #17 ‘ was written over the chord progression to ‘A 
Lover's Concerto’ (I noticed that ‘Where Did Our Love Go’ by the Supremes and ‘I Can't Help My 
Self’ by the 4 Tops were the same progressions so I used that idea for ‘Opus#17’).” 
Listen to the ‘Working My Way Back to You’ album to hear more of this ‘borrowing’ from Motown and to 
Charlie Calello who sings on 8 of the tracks which were recorded post-Nick Massi in November 1965. 

Above; Charles Calello was a Four Season 

and arranger. Right:HDH, just a complete  

package of writers/arrangers/producers 
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Kingsley sums the whole connection up….”What is so interesting about all of this is that despite 
coming at it all from different starting points and with different modes of working, Motown and 
The Seasons realised pretty well at the same time how to use arrangements that 'filled' the sound 
with use of percussion like tambourine, and show the real worth of a dance vibe - that certain 
something that appealed to dancers as well as listeners.( for example the intros to ‘I Can't Help 
Myself’ and Let's Hang On’ that essentially set the vibe for the record within a couple of sec-
onds)   
With the latter vibe point I think Motown hit it first, but The Seasons utilised the danceable 'feel' 
of their records to draw upon, what Motown was doing, whilst absolutely making it their 
own.  Sure you could dance to The Seasons Vee Jay records, but the real 'club vibe' came with 
Philips. The later emergence of songs like ‘You're Ready Now’ (a Herb Bernstein arranged clas-
sic) underlines this last point, and is evidence of this ability to hit the ‘spot’ when it came to a 
‘dance vibe’. What else explains why that particular record gained so much lasting credence in 
the clubs at the time and later as a Northern Soul anthem.  The very full arrangements were un-
doubtedly linked to the growth of 4 track to 8 track at the same time, (during 1966 and 1967….but 
significantly Motown had access to these first) and this 'plugging the gaps' approach, as it has 
been called, was soon being utilised by producers like Curt Boettcher.  
 
All over the history of pop music since the forties there are examples of how alert musicians 
have borrowed elements of song constructions, arrangements, 'feels' and, at later stages, pro-
duction techniques from each other.  Everyone stole - that was the nature of the business.  It's 
just that in the sixties, when the competition was greater than ever, the creativity led to more 
subtle 'borrowing' as people elevated what had been disposable pop into music that would, and 
did, genuinely last. Which is why, of course, we can all today hear both Motown and The Sea-
sons all still sounding so great on the airwaves nearly 50 years later.” Time to celebrate. Where 
is my I-pod?  (Special thanks to Charles Calello and Sandy Linzer for their contribution) 


