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ADVICE RECORDING 

Everything you need to know about recording your music,  
also available at: 

bbc.co.uk/music/introducing/advice/ 
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RECORDING
 

A PLACE TO RECORD 
Recording your tunes can be great fun and there’s nothing quite like the smell of freshly-baked songs. 
It can also be frustrating, time-consuming and very expensive - so it pays to suss out your options 
before you start splashing your hard-earned cash around. In this section we’ll take a look at the 
options available when you’re recording, but first it’s important that you’ve got the right kit for the job. 

If you’re recording instruments, it’s important to make sure that you’ve got your equipment tuned up 
and sounding as sweet as possible before you lay anything down. Although some recording software 
allows you to tweak your sound slightly, it’s always best to try to get your sound up to scratch before 
the edit. For advice on picking your gear, head to the Starting Out section. 

Hiring out a studio can be a great way to record a demo, but if you’re in it for the long haul it’s probably 
worth setting yourself up to be able to record from home. Your bedroom or a mate’s basement can be 
turned into a pretty decent recording space without it costing you the earth. 

HOME RECORDING 
The simplest and cheapest way of recording your tunes at home is to use a portable multitrack 
recorder or computer with the right software. Allowing you to record several parts or instruments and 
mix them together, most musicians’ recording careers begin on humble home recording gear. 

Not only is it cheaper than jumping straight into a fully-fledged pro studio but, recording at home also 
allows you a bit of freedom and time to find your feet. For example, Little Comets found it easier to 
record their demos with basic kit at home to work out how they wanted their songs sound. Likewise, 
Toddla T likes to record at home or on the road before finishing off his tracks in a professional setup. 

By recording one or two parts at a time, and then adding extra instruments or vocals later, you’ll need 
fewer microphones than if you were recording all at once, and you can re-record any ‘tracks’ again if 
you make a mistake. 

Digital multitrack recorders are far less fiddly than computer software and won’t crash on you, making 
them the perfect way to record a cheap demo. The downside is that you may not be able to upgrade as 
you become more confident. If you want to record more ‘tracks’, or if you fancy using a more 
sophisticated mixer, your only option is to buy a better multitrack. 

If you decide to record using a computer, you can upgrade your system when your requirements 
become more complex, so you don’t need to shell out for a top-spec bit of kit straight away.  If you want 
to record and playback instruments or vocals, most modern PCs and laptops will be powerful enough 
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to handle basic music applications. The more you want to manipulate, the more processing power 
you’ll need. 

Generally speaking, while the soundcards built into a standard PC or Mac will do the job for games, 
you’ll probably need to buy a new one if you want to record and produce your music to a professional 
standard. There are many options available, so it’s important to work out what your requirements are. If 
it’s only you laying down your tracks, you may only need one or two inputs because you can only play 
so many parts at the same time. 

GETTING THE BEST PRICE 
Recording equipment is a very competitive market, so don’t feel pressured to pay full whack for your 
gear. Whatever you’re looking for, by shopping around you can get big discounts on brand new kit - so 
it pays to do your research. 

Try to get to know people in your local music shops - they're invaluable resources of knowledge and if 
you build a good relationship they may help you get hold of things a bit cheaper. 

If you need to buy a lot in one go try to book an appointment or head down mid-week so you can see 
how kit works alongside your current setup. If you’re on the lookout for a microphone, for example, 
bring your singer along or a guitar you’re going to use on the recording. 

If money is tight it’s worth seeing if you can get kit cheaper second-hand or online. Music mags often 
feature free small ads full of second-hand equipment, as do free ad papers like Loot, eBay and other 
auction sites are also worth a look - it's where bands like Pulled Apart By Horses picked up a lot of 
their kit. Be wary though, if you’re suspicious or a deal seems too good to be true - it probably is, so 
steer clear. 

Many music shops accept used equipment in part exchange for shiny new kit, so they often stock 
second-hand bits and bobs. They might be a bit more expensive than buying online, but it can be 
worth it to have somewhere to return the item to if it’s not quite what you were hoping for. Pieces of 
equipment featuring moving parts tend to deteriorate faster than those with circuit boards and 
computer wizardry, but anything over seven years old – unless you’re certain it’s been very well looked 
after – should be viewed with caution. Make sure to check for signs of heavy usage on switches and 
knobs. 

HOME RECORDING SOFTWARE 
There are hundreds of home recording and editing packages to pick from, and often you need to have 
a play around with them before you can get a feel for what will suit you. 

Try downloading demos of any software you’re considering buying to make sure that it suits the way 
that you work and has all the features that you want. If you try out two or three packages you’ll no 
doubt find which one works best for you. 
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Free programs like Audacity are great for basic editing. If you want to go a bit further eJay, Acid and 
Fruity Loops are great for creating and assembling loops, making them ideal purchases for budding 
dance musicians and hip-hop producers. 

If you want to record live instruments or vocals you’re going to need a programme that’s geared 
towards recording and editing longer pieces of audio. Cubase, Logic, Sonar and Pro Tools all effectively 
give you access to a professional recording studio on your desktop. If you're a Mac owner you can use 
Garageband which comes free with their computers. It's been the choice for loads of acts including 
Marina And The Diamonds. 

All of these bits of software take a bit of getting used to, so make sure you have plenty of time to play 
around with them to familiarise yourself with the major features before you work on a project that’s 
going to be heard outside of the band. 

FINDING A STUDIO 
If home recording isn’t for you, or you’d like someone else’s input into the recording process, you 
should look into hiring out a studio. A good studio should be judged on the creative vibe it has, not just 
the equipment it contains. Chances are that you’re going to be spending quite a few hours in those 
couple of rooms – so you’d better make sure that everyone will be comfortable there. You’ll also want to 
find someone that you can trust to take care of all the technical knob-twiddling and fader-crossing to 
make your demo, EP or album sound great. 

You can find out the names of studios in specialist music papers like Making Music or on websites like 
Showcase or Meta. Try looking through the Yellow Pages, or on Gumtree, Loot, or simply check out the 
business cards of studio owners frequently posted on the noticeboards of local music shops. It can be 
hard to choose which studio to go with, so you’re best off speaking to someone who’s recorded 
material at a studio to find out what the staff, equipment and end results were like. Word of mouth 
quickly spreads through the music scene, so other bands in your area should be able to advise which 
local studio has the best reputation. It’s best to seek the opinion of an artist whose requirements were 
similar to yours. A studio may have been perfectly suited to your friend’s hip-hop or electro group, but 
may not be geared up for working with live drummers or bands with more members. 

It’s worth asking the studio staff if they have any equipment that you could borrow or hire – not all do, 
so don’t assume that the Fender Deluxe stack in there when you look around will be available for you 
to use. If you’re not sure what you should be looking out for, ask a more experienced friend or music 
tutor to come with you when you take a look around. You may benefit from their impartial advice. Even 
if you prefer one studio over the others you’ve looked around, make sure you don’t hand over any 
money until you’ve gone away and thought about it first. Hiring a studio is an expensive business, and 
not a decision to be made lightly. 

Make sure you meet the engineer who would be working on your recording. It’s important that you feel 
you’re on their wavelength and that they know what you want to achieve from the sessions. Flashing 
lights and huge mixing desks don’t guarantee great recordings, and a skilled, enthusiastic engineer 
can make even the most rudimentary of setups sound great. If you don’t click with the engineer, the 
atmosphere in the studio probably won’t be very good, and that could be reflected in the recordings. 
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Trying to work out which studio is the best value can also be difficult. It’s important to always read the 
small print, as some places charge huge fees for recording backups or additional CDs, or for hiring 
equipment. There can also be some confusion over how long a “day” in the studio actually is. Some 
studio contracts will state that a day is 12 hours long, so you’ll be forced to pay extra if you’re in there 
longer than that. 

It might even be possible to blag some free time in a studio - or at least get a good discount. Trainee 
studio engineers or sound engineers will often want to record artists for their growing show reel, so 
keep your ear to the ground and take advantage of any lead you get. 

RECORDING A DEMO OR MIXTAPE 

GETTING READY 
If you’re well prepared for your session, you can get more done in a short space of time and your end 
results will be better. If you know how you’re going to play your songs, and have all your gear setup 
before you hit the studio, the session should be a smooth and enjoyable experience. It’s important to 
know exactly what you want, and make sure that the engineer - if you're using one - is on the same 
page. 

“Before you go into the studio it's really important that you know your songs really well. Make sure your 

equipment's up to scratch. A lot of time can be wasted trying to tune and sort out drum sounds before you 

even started playing!” —James Kenosha, Producer - Pulled Apart By Horses 

If you’re a live band, try recording your tracks on a simple tape recorder so that you can listen back to 
them before entering the studio. If a song is fun to play, it can sometimes ‘feel’ more exciting than it is to 
listen to. Many artists find that they need to up the tempo of their playing when recording to transfer 
that energy onto tape. Similarly, you may feel that adding extra orchestration or an additional guitar line 
to the recording helps to make the record sound bigger. 

If you want to overdub some of your vocals, or add harmonies to certain parts, make sure you've 
practiced the parts and can execute them on the day. Rehearsal time is always cheaper than recording 
time, and you can play or sing along to the basic recording you’ve made to make sure you’ve got it all 
locked in tight. Be wary of overdubbing vocals and melody lines too much. It can be a tempting to add 
a host of screaming guitar lines over your normal playing, but in practice you can detract from the 
simplicity of your track and create a murky mess. 

Check over your instruments thoroughly before entering the studio. Any loose parts, dodgy 
connections, squeaks, buzzes or hums should be looked at by a qualified technician so that these 
faults do not disturb the recording process. 

Make sure your kit is tuned to perfection – even an engineering wizard can’t make a poorly tuned 
snare drum sound good. Remember that there are limits to what can be “fixed in the mix”, and the best 
way to get a good recording is to have the source sounding as good as possible. 
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