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This month we continue our discussion of the re c o rd i n g
session vo c ab u l a ry, m oving beyond pre p roduction and

l ive re c o rding and into the mu l t i t ra ck re c o rding pro c e s s .
We tra ck instruments one at a time when live to two -

t ra ck and live to mu l t i t ra ck are n ’t appropriate or possi-
b l e . The making of the re c o rding becomes now a 4-step
p rocess: basics, ove rd u b s , m i x d ow n , and mastering.

Mastering is the sole topic of a future Nuts & Bolts col-
u m n . M i x d own was the focus in the April issue. Th i s
month we take on basics and ove rd u b s .

The basics session is simply the first tra ck - l aying ses-
s i o n . As all ove rdubs will be performed around these
t ra ck s , t h ey are called the basic tra ck s .

In 99.9% of pop and ro ck sessions, ‘basics’ re f e rs to
drums and bass. When the band is to be re c o rded a piece
at a time through ove rd u b s , it is usually easiest to lay
d own the fundamental gro ove of the tune firs t .
D r u m m e rs and bass playe rs usually play off each other
and there fo re like to be re c o rded simu l t a n e o u s ly.

Th a t ’s easy for the re c o rding engineer to accommodate.
Drums are placed in the biggest room ava i l able in the stu-
d i o / l o f t / b a s e m e n t .The bass is re c o rded through a dire c t
b ox and/or through a bass cabinet isolated in any way pos-
s i b l e — s t u ck in another room or booth, t u cked in a closet,
or in the wo rst case surrounded by gobos and heavy blan-
kets to at least minimize leakage into the drum mics.
(Gobos are movable absorbent isolation barriers . )

The bass player stands in the same room as the drum-
mer and the jamming commences. R e c o rded on the mu l-
t i t ra ck , these drum and bass tra cks form the basic tra ck s .

Guided by voices
With the exception of drum and bass mu s i c , p l aying a

tune that consists solely of drums and bass is mu s i c a l ly
not ve ry inspiring. I t ’s easy to get lost during a take . S o

the drummer and bassist don’t get lost, we always ke e p
them on a leash.

But I digre s s . So the drummer and bassist don’t get lost
within the tune, we also re c o rd scra t ch tra ck s . The singer,
g u i t a r i s t , key b o a rd i s t , and other members of the rhy t h m
section are also re c o rded during the basics session. Th e s e
a dditional rhythm section tra cks are just meant as a
guide to the drums and bass and will be re - re c o rded later.

The top engineering priority is the quality of the drum
and bass tra ck s . S c ra t ch tra cks are compromised sonical-
ly in pursuit of better basic tra cks when necessary. Fo r
ex a m p l e , to keep the guitar from leaking into the drums
it might be run through a small practice amp instead of
the louder- t h a n - l o u d , Wo rld Trade Center twin towe rs of
guitar rig. The vocalist might be squeezed into a small
booth for isolation, singing into a second-choice micro-
phone because all the good mics are on the drum kit.

The point of the scra t ch tra cks is to feed the drums
and bass information and inspiration; the point of the
basics session is to get the most compelling drum and
bass performance ever captured on tape. Pe r i o d .

As alway s , it is a session priority of the engineer (and
eve ryone else invo l ved) to help ensure that the band is
c o m fo r t ab l e . Th ey need to hear each other easily. I d e a l ly
t h ey should also be able to see each other perfectly.
S t u ck in headphones, t h ey’ll be gr u m py at firs t . C a re f u l ly
dial up a great sounding mix in the headphones, a dd i n g
some basic effects (reverb on the vocals at least), and try
to make the basics session a satisfying place to perfo r m .

You’ll know you got a keeper take when the drummer
l i kes it. D r u m m e rs know eve ry single hit they ’ re laye r i n g
into the tune; they know the feel they are going for; they
a lways know when they missed a fill; they’ll certainly
k n ow when they nailed it. When they ’ re happy, b r i n g
eve ryone into the control room for a loudspeaker listen.
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The other thing yo u ’ ve gotta wa t ch
is leve l s . When the drummer and
bass player fall into “the zo n e ” t h ey
tend to play harder (i.e. louder) than
in all the previous take s . M a ke sure
when the band loves the take that
the levels didn’t head too far into the
red zone and distort. If you re c o rd
distorted tra cks on the mu l t i t ra ck ,
you can’t un-distort them later.

M e a n t i m e , the band and the pro-
ducer have to make sure the play-
b a ck through loudspeake rs is as
inspiring as the live take wa s . It isn’t
easy to keep the loudspeaker play-
b a ck ex c i t i n g . While the take wa s
being re c o rded we had the benefit of
wa t ching the playe rs .

The true test is the control ro o m
p l ay b a ck . Do you still feel that
excitement when you can’t see the
p e r fo r m e rs? The basics session is
complete when the perfo r m a n c e
passes the loudspeaker play b a ck test.

Almost perfect? What if the take
feels right except for a few minor
m i s t a kes? Many such mistakes are
f i x able (see below ) , but first decide
if they should be fixed at all. It is
t e m p t i n g — ve ry tempting—to fix
eve ry single flub so that the tra ck s
on tape re p resent some ideal, b e s t
possible ve rsion of the song.

Th a t ’s a fine appro a ch , and many
bands are famous for their “ p e r f e c t ”
re c o rd i n g s . Th ey are also famous fo r
spending a lot of time (sometimes
ye a rs!) in the studio, not a luxury we
can all affo rd .

And sometimes such “ p e r f e c t ”
t ra cks are accused of being too per-
f e c t ,l a cking life, wa r m t h , or emo-
t i o n . P i ck your spots care f u l ly so that
your project falls at the appro p r i a t e
spot between the high audio craft of
S t e e ly Dan and low-fidelity on pur-
pose of Tom Wa i t s .

Spike the punch
Ty p i c a l ly some fixes are called fo r

at the basics session. The first thing
re p a i red is the bass tra ck . M i s t a ke s
in the drum tra ck usually demand
that the entire take be re d o n e . Th e re
a re ex c e p t i o n s , but try to avo i d
p a t ching and piecing together a
drum perfo r m a n c e .

Tra ck until you get a single, c o n s i s-
t e n t ly strong drum take . Then eva l u-
ate the bass part. Most like ly, w h e n
the bass player loves the take as
mu ch as the drummer yo u ’ ve still got
some minor re p a i rs to do. The bassist
p ro b ab ly needs to punch-in a few
spots to fix funny notes—notes that
we re early or late, notes that we re
s h a rp or flat, w rong notes, l o u d
n o t e s , soft notes, or notes that just
d o n ’t seem to wo rk .

The engineer has to make sure the
audio quality is top shelf. S o m e t i m e s
the band nails it on the first or sec-
ond take . Th a t ’s good news mu s i c a l ly.
But it can be bad news sonically.
Perhaps you have n ’t had a chance to
t weak: solo the snare to be sure it is
crisp or eq the floor tom so it sounds
as full as yo u ’d like .

With experience you can set up
m i c rophones and get levels onto tape
that are perfectly usable as of Ta ke
O n e . That is, while it might have
been nice to tweak the eq and add a
dose of compression during basics,
yo u ’ ve got a tra ck re c o rded we l l
enough that such processing can be
dialed in during the mix.



P u n ching-in is the process of going
into re c o rd during a tra ck alre a dy
re c o rd e d .You cue and play the
t a p e / h a rd disk a few bars in front of
the mistake to be re p l a c e d . The bass
p l ayer plays along. You go into
re c o rd while playing (typically yo u
hold down the play button with one
finger and feather touch the re c o rd
button) at just the right spot. Th e
red lights go on, and the bass playe r
is live , l aying down a new part while
you erase the old part.

D o n ’t go out for pizza now, b e c a u s e
yo u ’ ve got to punch out. Yo u ’ ve got
to get the mu l t i t ra ck out of re c o rd
( t y p i c a l ly by pressing the play but-
ton alone, without touching re c o rd )
so that only the mistake is re p l a c e d
and the rest of the prev i o u s ly re c o rd-
ed tra ck is pre s e rve d .

P u n ching in and out on a
digital audio wo rkstation is
u s u a l ly simple. P u n ching in
and out on a mu l t i t ra ck
re c o rder is tricky business.
You’ll acquire the skill only
t h rough pra c t i c e . S o m e t i m e s
you punch entire ve rs e s , b u t
other times you might try to
p u n ch in and out on an indi-
vidual eighth note of mu s i c
or a single syllable of vo c a l .

At the basics session you have the
unique pleasure of fixing the bass
t ra ck . Bass is pro b ab ly the most diffi-
cult instrument of all to punch .
When we loop a sample, we know to
re a ch for ze ro crossing points on the
wave form to avoid glitch e s . We aim
for the same target for punch points.
I d e a l ly we go into and out of re c o rd
at something ve ry close to a ze ro
c rossing point so that we don’t get an
audible click where the wave ab r u p t-
ly transitions from old to new.

The low fre q u e n cy signal of bass
p resents a ch a l l e n g e . It has long,
s l ow moving waves that spend a lot
of time, c o m p a red to high fre q u e n-
c i e s , away from ze ro amplitude.
S i m p ly put, high frequencies cro s s
the ze ro amplitude axis more often
than low fre q u e n c i e s . As a re s u l t , o u r

o dds of getting a click-less punch
point are wo rse for lower fre q u e n cy
sounds like bass.

M a ny digital machines let yo u
select a cro s s fade time for punch e s .
This adjusts ex a c t ly how abrupt the
t ransition from the tra ck to the
p u n ch will be. As in editing and loop-
i n g , a cro s s fade gives you a brief win-
d ow in time during which both old
and new tra ck are mixed tog e t h e r.
The intent is to help dovetail one
t ra ck into another.

Done corre c t ly, this helps make the
p u n ch point less audible. But setting
a cro s s fade beyond 20 milliseconds
often leads to other audible artifa c t s .
The click you try to avoid is re p l a c e d
by the flanging sound that comes
f rom briefly hearing the two wave-
forms (old and new) simu l t a n e o u s ly

during a slow cro s s fa d e .
The key to successful

p u n ches is in selecting
your punch points care f u l-
ly. Because we are looking
for a high fre q u e n cy
moment in the music so
that we can punch during a
ze ro cro s s i n g , t ry to per-
form your punch during
the high fre q u e n cy tra n-
sients of the part.
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On bass, that means we hide our
p u n ch points in fret noise and pick
n o i s e . P u n ch in and out at the
instant the bass player is articulating
a new note. The buzz and grit when
the bass player digs in on a dow n
beat gives you an instant of high fre-
q u e n cy activity where your punch
can hide.

Your punching tech n i q u e
is enhanced by a second ele-
ment to your stra t e g y :
p u n ch when no one is look-
i n g , e r, I mean listening.
That is, select punch points
on bass that are going to be
m a s ked by some other loud
and distracting eve n t . A
slamming snare hit, fo r
ex a m p l e , will tempora r i ly
fill the mix with so mu ch
noise that a small error in
p u n ching in or out over on the bass
t ra ck is cove red up.

C o nve n i e n t ly, the drummer is
re q u i red by the Rock - N - R o l l
D r u m m e rs’ Union to hit the snare on
beats 2 and 4, and the bass player is
going to articulate a new note on
most of those snare hits so that many
p u n ch points become ava i l ab l e .

Overdubs
After re c o rding the killer drum

t a ke of the century and
p e r forming maybe a hand-
ful of bass punch e s , yo u ’ ve
completed the basics ses-
sion for the tune. Time to
m ove on to phase two of
the mu l t i t ra ck session:
ove rd u b s .

During ove rdubs yo u
re c o rd single instruments
or small sections onto sepa-
rate tra cks of the mu l t i-
t ra ck . In this way you build
up the pop music arra n g e-
ment around all the other
t ra cks alre a dy re c o rd e d .

O ve rdubs are typically less stre s s-
ful and less crazy than basics or live
session wo rk . You are given the
mental relief that comes from fo c u s-
ing your energies on perhaps a sin-
gle musician with a single instru-
m e n t , using maybe a single micro-
p h o n e . You get the chance to hear
out the many subtleties of the
re c o rding discipline.

It is during the calm, late night
ove rdub that you get to hear the dif-
f e rence moving a mic one inch
m a ke s , the change in sonic ch a ra c t e r
that comes when you change fro m
one mic to another, the audible
effect of re c o rding on a wood floor
ve rsus carp e t , and so on.

As engineer yo u ’ ve got a fair amount
of freedom now. I encourage you to use
ove rdubs as a chance to ex p e r i m e n t
with re c o rding ideas and refine yo u r
eve r- d eveloping re c o rding tech n i q u e .

For ex a m p l e , a stra i g h t fo r wa rd
electric guitar ove rdub can be as
simple as sticking a single, b rave
dynamic cardioid up close to the
amp and hitting re c o rd . If the tone at
the amp is good, this re c o rding tech-
nique will never fa i l .

But as the producer and the gui-
tarist and the other band members
experiment with alternative mu s i c a l
i d e a s , you can stick a few alternative
m i c rophones up next to the trusty
dynamic alre a dy there to see how
the sound ch a n g e s . You can ex p e r i-
ment with alternative mic place-
m e n t s . Find out what a ribbon micro-
phone in the corner sounds like . Try
an omnidirectional large diaphra g m

condenser over by the brick wall to
see if the sound wo rk s . Or whatev-
e r — ch e ck out Bill Stunt’s ‘A n o t h e r
Article About Recording Electric
G u i t a rs?!’ 2/00 or Bob Ross’s
‘Eclectic Electric Guitar’ 7/97 fo r
some other hints and cra z i n e s s .

During ove rd u b s ,d o n ’t be afra i d
to throw experimental signals ove r
on ex t ra tra ck s . If you like the
s o u n d s , keep the alternative tra ck
and be a hero. If it sounds we a k ,
e rase it and ex p l o re other ideas on
t o m o r row ’s ove rd u b s .

So many instruments rewa rd dis-
tant miking, s t e reo miking, a n d
experimental miking tech n i q u e s .

Th e re is no obvious way to
learn all the options and
k n ow which ones wo rk .A n d
session budgets can ra re ly
a f fo rd to let the engineer
ex p e r i m e n t . Do this sort of
wo rk on the side, while the
session is distracted by
something else. O ve rd u b s
onto spare tra cks re p re s e n t
a terrific opportunity.

What does an ove rd u b
session re a l ly look like? If
you are picturing a single

m i c rophone in front of a single
instrument in an otherwise empty
ro o m , yo u ’ re missing out on a lot of
the fun. The typical day of ove rd u b s
fills the studio with as many micro-
phones as a basics session. H e re ’s
h ow it goes.

M aybe the day begins with an elec-
tric guitar ove rd u b . The engineer
sets up the tried and true appro a ch
plus an experimental set of mics,
should there be time or motiva t i o n

during the ove rdub to re a ch
for another kind of tone.

When the guitar tra ck is
done and the session move s
on to the next ’dub (tam-
bourine for ex a m p l e ) , l e ave
the guitar setup as is. B r i n g
out another mic for the tam-
b o u r i n e . Of course there is
room to ex p e r i m e n t .
C o m p a re a dynamic to a
c o n d e n s e r, or an omni to a
c a rd i o i d .E ven the humble
tambourine tra ck we l c o m e s
some engineering ex p l o-

ra t i o n . Then move on to the nex t
ove rd u b , m aybe didgeridoo.

As the various ove rdubs are done,
the room fills with micro p h o n e s . Th i s
is handy for a couple of re a s o n s .
Fi rs t , with the electric guitar amp
p rev i o u s ly set up and re a dy to go the
band and producer are free to ex p e r-
iment fre e ly. Th ey can re a ch for the
guitar with a second’s notice to try
out a new musical idea.
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A few hours into an ove rdub ses-
sion you might have emptied the mic
closet and used up all the mic
s t a n d s . The re c o rding room is re a dy
for action. Mandolin? Good idea.
H ave a seat where we tra cked the
acoustic guitar a few hours ago and
we’ll start from there . It’ll only take
a second. Rain stick? Cool idea. Ju s t
step up to the tambourine mic.

The ove rdub session becomes a
c o m fo r t able place to ex p l o re mu l t i-
t ra ck re c o rding ideas, l i b e rating the
mu s i c i a n s , p ro d u c e r, and engineer to
wo rk fast and fre e ly.

A c c u mulating the various ove rd u b
a r rangements within a single ro o m
not only makes getting the differe n t
ove rdubs done more quick ly and easi-

ly, it also leads to some fun ex p l o r i n g
of engineering ideas. While the band
p l ays with different parts on the
d i d g e r i d o o, you can open up differe n t
mics in the room to see how it sounds.

That is, while they re c o rd into the
intended set of micro p h o n e s , you can
raise the fa d e rs over on the electric
guitar mics in the corner, the tam-
bourine mic in the center of the
ro o m , and the acoustic guitar mics
by the stone wa l l , and so on.

With each different ove rdub yo u ’ l l
learn a bit more about the re c o rd i n g
c ra f t , because you’ll get to hear half
a dozen different kinds of micro-
phones and mic placements all fro m
the comfort of your chair behind the
c o n s o l e / DAW. You are occasionally
rewa rd e d . But separate from those
welcome accidental discove r i e s , yo u
a re giving yo u rself a chance to learn
ever more about the never ending
p rocess of tra ck i n g .

L e aving the microphones set up
after each ove rdub fo rces you to
ex p l o re new re c o rding tech n i q u e s .
Perhaps you always re c o rd tam-
bourine with a condenser. Good call.
Since tambourines are a perc u s s i o n
instrument full of transients and high
f re q u e n cy energ y, it makes perfect
sense to use the type of micro p h o n e

best suited to the task (see Nuts &
Bolts Part 4, 1 0 / 9 9 , and maybe Parts 5
and 6 as we l l , 11/99 and 12/99).

During an intense day of ove rd u b s
you may find yo u rself faced with a
tambourine ove rd u b , and all your con-
denser mics are spoken fo r.Try a mov-
ing coil mic.You might be pleasantly
s u rprised by how accurate that new -
fangled dynamic you just bought is.

Or possibly the more colore d
sound of El Cheapo Dynamic mic
might give the tambourine the edge
the tune needs. If the tune is full of
high fre q u e n cy tra cks alre a dy (cy m-
b a l s , acoustic guitars , s h a ke r, b r i g h t
p a d s ,e t c . ) , the tambourine may
sound better via a dynamic than a
c o n d e n s e r.

Th e re ’s one other reason to fo l l ow
this appro a ch to ove rd u b s . Some peo-
ple think it’s cooler if they are hang-
ing out in a room full of micro-
p h o n e s . Th ey feel more like a powe r
session playe r, t h ey like the vibe that
comes from filling a room with equip-
m e n t , and they feel like they are get-
ting their money ’s worth from the
studio if most of the mics get used.

Wh a t ever floats their boat. But I
am certain that this appro a ch to
ove rdubs gives the engineer a lot
m o re pleasure .

In developing your familiarity with
m i c rophone make s , m o d e l s , a n d
placement stra t e g i e s , t h e re is no sub-
stitute for ex p e r i e n c e . The more time
you spend in the studio the better
you’ll get at it.

But it is the ove rdub session most
of all that lets you make progre s s
h e re . E x p l o re multiple re c o rd i n g
t e chniques at once through this
‘ d o n ’t take it down until the end of
the session’ appro a ch to ove rd u b s .
H ave fun.

Alex Case wonders: in New Zealand
and Au s t ra l i a , do they call them
underdubs? Request Nuts & Bolts top-
ics via case@re c o r d i n g m a g . c o m .

Explore multiple recording

techniques at once through this

‘don’t take it down until the end of

the session’ approach to overdubs. 

Excerpted from the June edition of RECORDING magazine.
©2000 Music Maker Publications, Inc. Reprinted with permission. 

5412 Idylwild Trail, Suite 100, Boulder, CO80301 
Tel: (303) 516-9118 Fax: (303) 516-9119

For Subscription Information, call: 1-800-582-8326


