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    A question which many people often ask when they visit my studio is how to treat, label & store recording tape, even from those who have run their own home studio for many years. This to my knowledge is one of the most neglected areas in the music press, but also one of the most important. 

LABELLING

    There is a simple labelling system, devised by APRS (Association of Professional Recording Studios), which is colour coded and these are the industry standard, (the label with the coloured stickers that fails out of most DAT tape boxes) The idea behind this encompasses both multi-track and stereo master tapes (inc: copies & clones) and DAT tape. This I will deal with later. The basic requirements for labelling should be marked on the box/inlay &/or tape label and are as follows: -i) label all tapes prior to storage ii) tape speed iii) noise reduction (if any) iv) track details (if possible on a separate track sheet (see page 7) per take v) record e.g. (NAB/IEC) vi) song title vii) time viii) recording/overdub/mixing dates.

TAIL-OUT 

    Store your analogue open-reels tail-out to avoid print through (this is where magnetic information from one layer is partially transferred to the next layer, resulting in pre & post echoes). This does mean all tapes that are stored tail-out have to be re-wound before playing.... also useful, shakes off loose oxide. Analogue recording tape should at the end of a session be wound to the start then run through at normal speed to 'stack' the tape properly prior to storage. This also helps stop edge damage, very important if you have used a time-coded edge track (SMPTE/FSK).

DIGITAL TAPES 

    Such as stereo DAT & Alesis ADAT tapes, should display:- i) the recordings sampling rate ii) type of machine used. You should never mix sample rates of 44.1 & 48KHz on a single tape as this can cause big problems if the tape is subsequently sent for digital editing. You can convert between 44.1  & 48KHz using either 2 'good' quality DAT machines or an Alesis AL-1 digital interface between the DAT machine and the digital editing system. All digital tapes should I) have at least 3D seconds of recorded silence before the first recording ii) recorded silence between tracks (get in the habit of running on a least 30 seconds after each completed mix to DAT). N.B. Print through does not effect digital tape!

FORWARDING/REWINDING TAPES 

    All tapes analogue & digital benefit from forwarding & rewinding the tape from start to finish to shed any loose oxide before recording. Analogue cassette tapes can also benefit from this every 6 months to a year, which will help prolong their storage life (esp: chrome portastudio masters).

APRS LABELS

1) SESSION TAPE (blue label) eg the original studio working tape 

2) MASTER TAPE (red label) usually a 2 track master of complete mixes

3) PRODUCTION MASTER (green label) usually a 2 track master of complete mixes in correct sequence, with song gaps (& a minute's gap between programs one & two for cassette/vinyl format). 

4) SAFETY COPY/CLONE (pink label) usually a digital clone of a DAT for: - i) back up ii) production work 

5) NOT FOR PRODUCTION (yellow label) any tape that contains material that is not to be used for media manufacture.

TAPE STORAGE IN GENERAL 

    All tapes in storage should have been:- i) wound correctly ii) labelled iii) put inside box (& plastic bag for analogue masters) prior to storage. In the borne environment the best place for storage is usually in a bedroom in a cupboard on top of a wardrobe. Avoid - magnetism (eg speakers), mains electricity cables, computer monitors, damp & humid areas, e.g. cellar/garage & anywhere in direct sunlight esp: in your car! If you have a large number of tapes for storage consider buying a dehumidifier. It's best to store tapes at 21oC and below 50% humidity. 

If you can't afford your session masters tapes, make sure you buy a DAT backup of the finished mixes. Studios are quite strict about re-using hire tape, I've had bands back a week or so after the hire period asking for a re-mix!


