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Mortimer Rhind-T utt looks at how to
get started with multi-track recording

Mortimer Rhind- Tutt studied at the
Royal Academy of Music, leading to a
freelance career as a trumpeter, conductor
and teacher. He is now head of music
technology at Millfield School and is the
author of Rhinegold’s recently published
Music Technology from Scratch.

WHAT IS REQUIRED?

For GCSE, a multi-track recording can take
the place of an ensemble performance. There
must be at least three independent parts and
the candidate can be a performer as well as
producer. For Edexcel, some of the parts can
be sequenced but at least one part must be
recorded using a microphone.

CHOICE OF MATERIAL

If the candidate is performing, base the
difficulty on their abilities as a player. If not,
then recording skills are the most important
criteria and a simpler piece played well
will make a good impression. Recording
drums can be difficult and is not necessary
to achieve high marks. *Whatever the level,
make sure the piece is thoroughly known
and rehearsed by all the performers together
before recording.

EQUIPMENT TO USE

It's possible to record using a classroom

computer, laptop or multi-track recorder.

Modern handheld recorders are affordable,

portable and save tracks to compact flash or

SD cards. These tracks can then be copied

to a computer for editing. *A good-quality
microphone is essential — if the original
sound capture is poor, then that is what you
will hear in the end product. When recording

to computer you will need an audio interface
— a small box that converts microphone or
other audio signals to a digital format. *If your
microphone needs power, the audio interface

will supply it, usually with a switch labelled
‘48V’ or ‘phantom power’. It will also allow
playback through headphones without the

delay sometimes introduced by computers

(latency). A sturdy microphone stand is
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important too. *Using a pop-shield will give a
clearer result, removing ‘p’ sounds (plosives)
from vocal parts.

WHICH SOFTWARE?

There is no need to spend vast sums of money
on complicated packages. *Lite’ versions,
or even free programs, are more than capable
of making a recording with a few tracks.

WHERE TO RECORD?

Some instrumental tracks can be recorded
by plugging straight into a recorder or audio

interface (‘direct injection’ or DI recording).

This means that you can record in a noisy
classroom, listening to what you are doing on
headphones (foldback). Microphone tracks

can be added later in a quieter environment.

*When recording instruments or vocals with a
microphone, avoid small practice rooms with

hard walls. Minimise sound reflections from
behind and above singers: clip-on shields

are available now that curve around the
microphone and make a huge difference to

recording quality. *There is no need to use a
dedicated studio to achieve a good-quality

recording at this level.

SETTING LEVELS

Whether recording directly or using a
microphone, setting the input level is crucial.
There will be an indicator on the track showing
how high the audio level is and it needs to be
as high as possible without ‘peaking’ (hitting
the red zone, or going above 0dB). On digital
recordings, any signal that peaks will distort
horribly and this cannot be removed. *Very low
signals will need to be increased when mixing
the tracks and this may bring up background
noise to an intrusive level.

WHO STARTS?

Most software recording includes the
option of a metronome click Some people
find this hard to play

along with, but it can

make sure that every-

one starts together. If

the piece has MIDI

tracks, it's best to

create these first. If

not, then the most

rhythmic part (guitar

chords, keyboard that

plays throughout the

piece will keep every-

oneintime. *A temporary

‘guide’track is easy

to create by dragging

pre-recorded drum

®

loops onto a spare track, or making up a
simple MIDI drum part. This can be deleted
when the recording is complete.

EDITING AND MIXING

In software, the length of sections within
tracks can be adjusted so that unwanted

noise is cut out. To balance the sounds, set
all the tracks to a level where the vocal line
is clearly sitting on top, accompanied by the

other parts. Some software offers automation
— a control line parallel to the track that can
be moved up or down to change volume.

*Use automation to bring out solos and
rebalance as the track progresses. Pan
each track across the sound field from left
to right. *Vocal lines are usually centred
and it is important to avoid the ‘hole in the
middle’ effect. A little EQ (equalisation)
will help individual sounds, cutting low-

frequency noise or reducing the harshness
of a high vocal or instrumental sound — use
it sparingly, though.

EFFECTS AND PROCESSING

Vocal lines will benefit from some reverb,
which can be added from the software mixer.
*Too much will make the sound seem to move
backwards in the mix — reverb should just be
audible when at the right level. Compression
will also help. *Just use the auto setting on
a track and this will even out the dynamics
of a vocal line (also making it sound a little
more ‘punchy’).

MASTERING

Finally, export a stereo track (mixdown) from
your software, ready for burning to CD. For
that final polish, open this in an audio editor,
trim any noise from start or finish, add a
fadeout if required and ‘normalise’ it (bring

it up to the highest possible level). *Always
check the master recording before submitting

it to an examiner!
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