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DO-IT-YOURSELF RECORDING 
A Guide to Setting Up a Home Recording Studio 

 
 

Before you can decide on what equipment you will need, there are several 

factors that need to be addressed: 

• Budget 
• Expectations (how much engineering you want to do, types of 

music, instruments, etc.) 

• Computer-based  Vs. Integrated/All-in-one Unit 
• Resources 

 
Once you know how much you can spend, what you plan to record and 

whether or not you want to use a computer, you can then make informed 

decisions when determining what gear will be best for you. 

 

I) Budget 
• How much you plan to spend can depend on how much 

recording gear you may already have, such as a computer. 

• If you plan to use your USB-compatible computer to record, an 

additional audio interface (w/ software), an external hard drive 

and a pair of monitors can give you a decent Pro Tools rig for 

between $700 and $800. 

• If you decide to buy a computer in addition to everything else, the 

computer could range anywhere from $600 up through $2,000. 

• If you don’t want to go the computer route and would rather buy 

a consolidated recording unit, they range from smaller 4-track 

recorders at $200 to 32-track recorders around $1,300. 

 

II) Expectations & What You Want To Record 
 The type of music you plan to record or create, the instruments you will 

use as well as how far you want to take your recordings (i.e. editing, mixing and 
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mastering) is an important matter to consider when deciding what gear will help 

you record and work the easiest. 

 Certain genres have a particular format in which they are created: 

• In rock, blues, folk, acoustic and most pop music, real 

instruments (guitar, keys, bass, drums, vocals) are used heavily 

and recorded into the recording software either direct or with a 

microphone. 

• In hip hop, dance and electronic music, virtual instruments, 

samples, beats, loops and midi technology are used to create 

sounds and rhythms with a sequencer and/or recording 

software. 

 

A computer-based system comprising of a laptop, recording 

software, an audio interface, a midi controller, an external hard drive and two 

monitors can provide you with all of the essential tools for recording, editing, 

mixing and mastering any type of music plus dozens of extra features and 

software that can enhance your creativity. 

If you’d rather opt for a cheaper alternative, an all-in-one recording  

unit will allow you to record your drum machine (if not built-in), bass, guitar and 

vocals with many of the same tools of an computer-based system. This is a quick 

and easy way to create decent rock and pop recordings. 

 

III) Computer-based  Vs. Integrated/All-in-one Unit 

 A digital audio workstation, or DAW, is a system that allows you to record, 

edit, play back and process digital audio. There are two types of DAWs, 

computer-based (a, b) and integrated/all-in-one (c). 

a)  b)  c)  



 

 
 

DO-IT-YOURSELF RECORDING 

5 

Whether you choose a computer-based or integrated DAW, the basic 

functions are roughly the same although the power, capability, expandability, 

sound quality, and cost-effectiveness of a computer-based system beats even 

the most advanced integrated units. However, the computer-based system will 

require the user to make sure all system requirements are met so that the 

computer parts, operating system, software and peripherals are all compatible 

with each other (for instance, both Macs and PCs can handle Pro Tools, but 

Logic only by Macs). Upgrading software on your computer will become an 

important part of keeping your system functioning correctly. When researching 

software and other gear be sure to note the “minimum” or “system requirements” 

listed for each product to ensure that the system you put together will actually 

work. Another difference is the extremely compact layout of an integrated unit 

versus a whole display screen (or two) to work with on a computer. This in mind, 

the following portion of this guide is dedicated to computer-based systems. 

 

Computer-based DAW 
 

• The computer hosts the operation and provides processing 

power. Again, the computer you may already have, what you’re 

comfortable on and what software you would like to work with 

will determine what platform you use. Macs have become the 

standard for professional audio and video work so if you plan on 

exchanging files with a professional recording studio at some 

point, being on the same platform will make this easy.  

 

Another important point to consider is that the components 

inside a Mac are all made by the same company (Apple) and 

the components of a PC come from different companies. This 

can definitely cause problems if one part of the computer is not 

compatible with your recording software or other piece of 

equipment. This is a big reason why Macs are preferable to 
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PCs. But if you already have a computer, the following things 

will be important for turning it into a digital recording machine: 

Windows 

o Intel Pentium III processors (500MHz and up) 

Mac 

o Any G4 (and even G3) processor (500MHz and up) 

with enough RAM 

The faster the processor the better and the more memory you 

have will only help. Adding memory is an excellent way to 

increase your computer’s performance, something you can do 

as early or as later as you want. Hard drive capacity and free 

hard disk space are also necessary for achieving optimal 

performance from your system. 

 

While desktop computers generally offer more power and speed 

than laptops, they aren’t nearly as portable. If you can see 

yourself doing some mobile recording, a laptop is a great way to 

go. Here are some of the latest computers for use with audio 

production: 

o Apple MacBook (from $1,000) 

o Apple MacBook Pro (from $1,200) 

o Apple Mac Pro (from $2,500) 

o Dell Inspiron Desktops and Laptops (from $300) 

   
    Apple Mac Pro         Dell Inspiron 

 

 



 

 
 

DO-IT-YOURSELF RECORDING 

7 

• The recording software is the computer program you use to 

record, edit, play back and process digital audio. Digidesign’s 

Pro Tools is the industry standard with Apple’s Logic a close 

second. If you want to use Pro Tools, a Digidesign or M-Audio 

(Pro Tools M-Powered) interface must be used. Mac computers 

come with GarageBand, a program with a look and layout 

similar to Logic. Even GarageBand’s powerful capabilities 

provide more features than an integrated DAW. Most other 

software can be used with pretty much any other interface 

though it is always best to make sure before you buy. 

o Digidesign’s consumer-level Pro Tools LE software 

(packaged with a Digidesign interface) can go from $300 

to over $1,000. 

o Apple’s Logic software package goes for $500. 

o Steinberg Nuendo ranges from $150 to $500. 

    
               Digidesign Pro Tools                      Apple Logic Studio 

 

• The audio interface is a unit that converts the analog signal of 

your guitar or voice into a digital signal that can be understood 

by your computer. Many audio interfaces also have a built-in 

preamplifier that eliminates the need for a separate preamp unit. 

Most smaller and portable interfaces are USB-powered (some 

Firewire-powered) and are a great addition to a laptop for 

recording on the go. These include: 

o Digidesign Mbox 2 for Pro Tools ($300-$700) 

o M-Audio Fast Track for Pro Tools M-Powered ($120) 
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o PreSonus FireBox for Logic plus others ($200) 

     
    Digidesign Mbox 2          M-Audio Fast Track 

 

If you have a desktop-style computer and want more 

features like additional inputs and FireWire connectivity, a 

rackmount interface might be more suitable: 

o Digidesign Digi 003 Rack for Pro Tools ($1,200) 

o M-Audio ProFire 2626 for Pro Tools M-Powered ($700) 

o PreSonus FireStudio Project for Logic plus others ($500) 

     
   Digidesign Digi 003 Rack  PreSonus FireStudio Project 

 

Some interfaces are even available as control surfaces that 

provide expandability and a mixer. This is nice for users who prefer 

working with real faders, knobs and buttons instead of having to 

control these things on the computer screen in the software. These 

units include: 

o Digidesign Digi 003 Factory Pro Tools LE Workstation 

($2,200) 

o M-Audio ProjectMix I/O ($1,250) 

     
      Digidesign Digi 003   M-Audio ProjectMix I/O 
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• The MIDI controller, a piece of gear found in many computer-

based DAWs, transmits MIDI data (not audio) to virtual 

instruments in your recording software enabling you to choose 

between different sounds to play with using your controller. The 

sounds can include piano, horns, strings and drums. MIDI 

controllers in DAWs are commonly in keyboard format with M-

Audio’s popular Axiom and Oxygen series coming in under 

$200.  

 
 

• An external hard drive is important because it is the drive you 

record to and the place where you store all of your audio files. 

External drives also have the benefit of being portable for 

mobile recording and can be moved to separate locations for 

back up purposes as well. Recording to the internal system or 

boot drive in your computer can result in poor performance as 

audio files quickly take up space. A finished project with 20 

audio tracks can come close to 3 GB. Hard drives optimized for 

audio production include the following: 

o At least 160GB capacity 

o 7,200 rpm 

o FireWire 400, 800, or at least USB 2. 0 ports 

 

Some of the popular hard drives in music production include 

Glyph, LaCie, G-Technology and OWC. Suitable drives including 

these can range from $100 to $200. It is also strongly 

recommended that a second external drive be used as a backup. 
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    Glyph GT 050Q 500GB Hard Drive  LaCie d2 Quadra Hard Disk 

 

• Two powered/active studio monitors are crucial for careful 

listening while mixing and mastering and should be. Also 

referred to as near-field reference monitors, these are intended 

to provide you with an honest, flat response. Some of the more 

common monitors found in home studios include: 

o M-Audio Studiophile AV 40 pair ($150) 

o M-Audio Studiophile BX5a Deluxe pair ($300) 

o Mackie MR5 Active Studio Monitor pair ($350) 

          
            M-Audio Studiophile AV 40 pair          M-Audio Studiophile BX5a pair 

 

Subwoofers are more important for styles like electronic 

music and aren’t necessary for most applications. Also, the 

difference between monitors with 8” woofers and 5” woofers is 

largely insignificant for the cost-conscious buyer just entering the 

world of home recording. 

 

• Headphones are helpful for listening to details and the spatial 

arrangement of sounds. While they are necessary for recording 

vocals as well as recording on the go, headphones should not 

be relied on for mixing and mastering. Some of the more 
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popular headphones for recording and monitor-type purposes 

include: 

o Audio-Technica’s ATH series ($50 to $800) 

o Sennheiser HD280 Pro Closed-Back ($100) 

o Sony MDR-7506 ($100) 

o AKG K240 MKII Headphones ($200) 

o Beyerdynamic DT 770 Pro-80 Closed Studio ($200) 

o Shure’s SRH series ($60 to $200) 

               
Audio-Technica ATH-M40fs Sennheiser HD280    Sony MDR-7506 

 

In addition to this equipment, microphones will be needed. For vocals, a 

large-diaphragm condenser microphone, a mic stand, a pop filter, and an XLR 

cable will be required. For a few hundred bucks, you can find a great vocal mic 

like a model from MXL, Audio-Technica, or Rode. 

     
   MXL 992          Audio-Technica AT4040 

 

For miking a guitar amp, a dynamic microphone like the Shure SM57 will 

be needed to mic the cabinet. If you would like to record direct, Line 6’s line of 

POD guitar processors hook right up to an audio interface giving you instant 

tones to record with. If you prefer to use plug-in software to get your guitar or 
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bass tones, then a direct box is used to preserve the integrity of the direct 

signal. 

                  
 Shure SM57          Line 6 POD XT   Whirlwind IMP 2 

 

What a lot of companies do is offer studio & recording packages that 

combine many of the abovementioned pieces of equipment into one convenient 

bundle that helps speed up the decision-making process when it comes time to 

buy the gear. For $400, you can get an audio interface, software, a condenser 

microphone with a mic cable and two monitors. In some instances these 

packages can definitely be convenient though there are some who prefer the 

flexibility that comes with picking and choosing each piece of gear themselves. 

                           
Digidesign Mbox 2 Mini Recording Bundle ($400) 

Akai MPK 49 Recording Package ($700) 

             PreSonus FireBox Recording Bundle ($620) 
With the increasing popularity of computer-based systems and information 

available, it is no longer impossible to create impressive recordings from within 

your own house. 

Scenario #1     Scenario #2 

Computer ($1,000)    Integrated Multitrack Recorder ($300) 

Software Bundle ($300)   Monitors ($150) 

Audio Interface       ↑   Headphones ($100) 

Monitors ($150)    Condenser Mic for vocals ($100) 

Headphones ($100)    Dynamic Mic for guitar cab ($100) 

External Hard Drive ($140)   XLR Cable ($30) 
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Condenser Mic for vocals ($100)  Total: $780 

XLR Cable ($30) 

Total: $1,820 

Extras: 
Direct Box ($40) 

Dynamic Mic for guitar cab ($100) 

MIDI Controller ($180) 

Mixer ($100) 

Plug-In Bundle ($200) 

 
IV) Resources 

 The following is a list of resources to help you gather information on the 

equipment you’ll need and provide you with additional details and guidance in 

your search. 

 
http://emusician.com/ 

Lots of great articles on building your own studio and recording with pages chock-full of tips and 

tricks. 

 

http://www.sweetwater.com/feature/daw/ 

http://www.sweetwater.com/feature/daw/daw_defined.php 

http://www.sweetwater.com/expert-center/ 

Sweetwater’s resource center provides you with reviews, videos, buying guides and articles to 

help make your plunge into the recording world as easy as possible. 

 

http://www.musiciansfriend.com/articles 

http://www.musiciansfriend.com/buying-guides 

Musician’s Friend’s information area has a lot of great info on helping you choose the right gear 

for your studio. 

 

http://www.wikirecording.org/Guide_to_Building_a_Basic_Recording_Studio_on_a_Budget 

A very thorough and informative buying guide. 

 

http://www.recordingmag.com/resources.html 
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A knowledge base with articles covering everything from sound treating your studio to miking 

horns. 

 

http://www.propellerheads.se/substance/record-u/ 
Propellerhead’s beginner course for recording and mixing with their new software, Record. 

 

http://www.m-audio.com/index.php?do=university.main 

 

http://www.dawsoftware.com/how-to-choose-daw-software 

 

http://digital-audio.suite101.com/article.cfm/what_is_daw_software 

 
http://www.tweakheadz.com/guide.htm 

 

Guerrilla Home Recording: How to Get Great Sound From Any Studio (No Matter How 

Weird or Cheap Your Gear Is) by Karl Coryat 

An excellent, easy-to-read book written by a musician who explains the ins and outs of home 

recording. 
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