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    Cost Vs quality will probably be your first consideration if your act is just starting out and/are on a tight budget. However this should not stop you being able to produce a demo suitable for A&R purposes.

    Two   routes will  be open  to you  i) pool  your  resources  to  build  a 4-track (or larger) home/bedroom studio, buy a specialist book on the subject before you  launch into the project though !  ii) jointly  finance a commercial studio recording of your demo.

    No studio owner will  describe  their  facility  as  a demo  studio, so when you visit a studio at the lower end of the price range; that is within your budget, bear in mind the following considerations:-

a) access, parking, public transport/local taxi-cab services 

b) friendly staff/engineer (plus one who knows the studios gear well!)

c) general appearance of the set up

d) ‘working’ equipment (e.g. dead desk channels/ dodgy patchbays etc)

e) live or MIDI work (eg live area/ microphones/ computer/ sampler set up)

f) rates, hours & conditions

g) tape costs (reel tape to buy or hire, DAT’s & other consumables)

h) local geography, (shops, food, emergency spares .. strings & things

i) recreation, (any facilities provided eg TV, pool table etc.

HOME MASTERING

    Today there are 4 basic formats (*) the average home recordist will tend to adopt for mastering. Cost & availability being the main considerations in purchase esp: tape prices. All four formats are suitable for the mastering of commercial product (despite what some Hi-Tech magazines might say!). It is also best to run a tape through your machine (whatever format inc: digital) a couple of times, by re-wind and/or fast-forward to shed any loose oxide on the tape surface prior to mastering.

COMPACT CASSETTE
    This is dealt with in the section on cassette duplication (page 9). Use only good quality chrome (type II) cassettes and set the maximum recording level at +3dB, with the noise reduction on the system switched off. This is the cheapest form of mastering, but the quality is well below that of the other formats. However I do know of a band who have had several of their tracks re-mastered from chrome cassette for commercial release!

OPEN REEL
    The pre-DAT professional mastering medium. Quality half track 1/4" (inch) machines (e.g. Revox) are cheap and can now be bought for around £250. Tape is more expensive than DAT and you will need to learn about tape splicing & ends of tracks and set the record level at between 0-3dB depending on the machine.

DAT
    DAT machines are the industry standard. Quality new machines are very expensive, but tapes are cheap. A good 2nd hand machine can be picked up for under £400. Make sure it can record analogue at 44.1KHz and has digital in's & out's (you can then make your own DAT back-ups if you have access to another machine!). Avoid cheap Hi-Fi machines & those with only 48KHz analogue inputs. Set the recording level of the loudest section to -2dB to allow for some headroom if needed as a DAT's signal will usually break up/clip above 0dB.

DCC, MINI DISC & CD-R (*)

    These formats are now quite popular with home recording for mastering, and cheaper than a good DAT machine. Quality & reliability are slightly less than DAT however. Beware sending these off as demos. Check your CD's play back on other machines first! And don't bother sending off DCC or Mini Discs to A&R Departments, though you're wasting your time. 

If you are short of money for mastering, do take a good look at Mini-Disc. Not only are the machines good value & easy to use (easier than DAT!). But the blank discs have come down in price e.g. check out 'Top Tape'.


