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Studio Documentat i o n ,Studio Documentat i o n ,
BY ALEX CASE

Pa rt 2—The TAKE SHEET, SETUP SHEET, AND RECALL SHEET

difficult to distinguish ve rse one from ve rse two and take
one from take two. For a smooth session it is positive ly
vital to keep a thorough and accurate take sheet, s t a r t i n g
with the song title and start time.

B eyond this basic bookke e p i n g , the take sheet serves a
va l u able production function. During the course of a ses-

sion we use the take sheet to keep tra ck
of which songs have been re c o rded and
w h i ch songs have not. It identifies those
songs that are re c o rded and those that
a re n ’t .

C o n t i nuing last month’s session with
the band Scribe, we see the four songs
t h ey are wo rking on are scribbled dow n
at the bottom of the take sheet (see
Fi g u re 1). Ty p i c a l ly this is done on the
b a ck of the tra ck sheet; we show it here
for illustra t ive purp o s e s . As the band
completes a take that eve ryone like s , t h e
engineer ch e cks that tune off. For 12-
song pro j e c t s , this sort of thing is ve ry
u s e f u l .

The take sheet does more than just list
the tunes tra cked and their start times.
We note the take nu m b e r, w h i ch as we ’ l l
see below is important information fo r

monitoring the health and pro d u c t ivity of a session. We
also note the approximate end time for each take (ro u n d-
ed off to the nearest 5-second increment) and calculate
the length of the song. Wa t ch and compare these nu m-
b e rs to tra ck how the session is brew i n g .

Th e re is also a ‘Notes’ column on the take sheet.
N a t u ra l ly, h e re you make notes of critical observa t i o n s
o f f e red by the producer or the band members . I t ’s impor-
tant to keep tra ck of comments such as the pro d u c e r
l i kes the bridge, the drummer loves the solo, the singer
hates ve rse 3, e t c .

hough we are engineers and not banke rs , we ’ ve got a
lot of documentation to complete. Studio paperwo rk

essentials include the tra ck sheet, the take sheet, t h e
setup sheet, and recall sheets. We talked at length ab o u t
the importance and application of tra ck sheets last
month; we now pick up where we left off and continu e
our discussion with the take sheet.

L i ke the tra ck sheet, the take sheet
s e rves a misleadingly stra i g h t fo r wa rd
function: it lists the takes re c o rd e d . O n e
goal of this month’s N&B is to reve a l
some of the hidden benefits that come
f rom giving the take sheet a little ex t ra
c a re and attention.

Fi g u re 1 shows the take sheet we use
at my studio, Fe r m a t a . On the top we
find ve ry nearly the same info r m a t i o n
that capped the tra ck sheet. The pro j e c t
is identified by artist name (written in
l a rge print), the pro d u c e r, the engineer,
the assistant, and the date the pro j e c t
c o m m e n c e d . The reason for all this
i n formation is self-ev i d e n t . The heart of
the take sheet is what comes nex t .

Odometer
The principal role of the take sheet is to identify the

p recise location of each and eve ry take of each and eve ry
song re c o rd e d . I t ’s risky to re ly on memory. I t ’s foolish to
re ly on the assistant engineer’s memory. I t ’s flat out dan-
g e rous to re ly on the drummer. And ab ove all we must try
to avoid torturing the client with “ Wa i t , let me find it.
H e re it is. N o, wa i t . Is that Ta ke two? Not sure . Hold on.”

I t ’s even wo rse on those sessions where the vocal does-
n ’t get re c o rded until some future ove rdub session.
Tonight you might just be looking for that killer take fo r
the rhythm section only. Without a vocal tra ck it will be
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In add i t i o n , eve ry take gets one of
t h ree codes:

C: Complete —this is a complete
t a ke , top to bottom. It does not
reflect an opinion whether or not
this is the pre f e r re d , s e l e c t e d , s u re
to win a Gra m my take , just that it
is complete.

I: Incomplete—the band aborts the
t a ke somew h e re along the way.
Th e re ’s enough good stuff in it,
t h o u g h , that rather than erase it and
lose it fo rever you save it.

FS: False Start—the tune didn’t
start cleanly, m aybe someone missed
a cue. The band stops and immedi-
a t e ly counts it off, l a u n ching right

b a ck into the tune again. We consid-
er all of this part of the same take
and just note the start time of the
n ext down beat without stopping
tape and interrupting the gro ove .

When the band lays down a take
that eve ryone knows is the one, c i rc l e
the take number to designate it the
selected take . At the end of the basics

s e s s i o n ,t h e re should be only one cir-
cled take for each song title.Ti t l e s
without circled takes are n ’t done ye t .

Barometer
A good engineer and producer will

wa t ch the take sheet for clues ab o u t
h ow the band is feeling. You might
e a s i ly need thre e , fo u r, or more take s
of the first tune as the band wa r m s
u p, the engineer gets the sounds
under contro l , and eve ryone gets
used to the studio and each other.

When the band starts getting
things in one or two take s , t h ey are
in ‘the zo n e .’ At this point they
should not be interrupted for any-

thing short of a pending nu c l e a r
disaster or a re a l ly good episode of
The Simpsons.

If the session persists with mu l t i-
ple unsatisfa c t o ry takes (e.g. ‘ Th a t
i s n ’t happening. L e t ’s move on to the
n ext song’) song after song, yo u r
t a ke sheet is trying to tell you there ’s
a pro b l e m . C h e ck to make sure the
headphone mix sounds gre a t , rev i ew
the studio setup and make sure the
p l aye rs can see each other, and most
i m p o r t a n t ly manage the session
mood to help people re l a x , fo rget the
s t u d i o, and just play the mu s i c .

Looking at Fi g u re 1, you’ll see we
we re having trouble with the tune
‘ N o t o r i e t y.’ Ta ke 1 was just okay; no
one re a l ly liked it. Ta kes 2 and 3
we re incomplete, with a false start in
b e t we e n . The band keeps hitting a
snag and aborting the take .“ N o
p ro b l e m ,” the producer said, “ t h a t
i n t e rlude is a tricky section. L e t ’s
come back to it later.” So the band
p roceeds to one-take the next two
s o n g s . A good sign.

Back to ‘Notoriety’ Take 4, and
problems resume.A careful look at
the timing of the aborted takes
reveals that the band keeps stopping
at the same point, the interlude
about 90 seconds into the tune. The
producer and band have a musical
road block to solve; time to
rehearse, rewrite, or remove the
trouble spot.

Speedometer
By song number 14, ‘Notoriety’

Take 7, the band has progressed
beyond the musical train wrecks
that caused the whole take to stop.
But the finished takes are gettingFigure 3

A good engineer and producer will

w atch the take sheet for clu e s

about how the band is feeling. 
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longer and longer. The tune is drag-
ging. No one seems thrilled with the
feel of the take.

M aybe the song is too hard; may b e
the band is too tire d . The take sheet
points out the pro b l e m . The pro d u c e r
must decode this and direct the ses-
sion accord i n g ly. Sometimes the take
sheet simply hints that the band
needs a bre a k , and they should have
o n e — p re f e rab ly befo re they notice
t h ey need it. The easy way to take a

b reak without undermining the
b a n d ’s confidence is to announce
“ P i z z a ’s here ” or “ H ey, we ’ ve got a
f resh pot of coffee.”

D o n ’t fail to notice the opposite
t rend: speeding up. No matter how
talented they are , bands are pro n e
to rushing the tempo as they fight
their way through a complicated
a r rangement while the studio clock
t i cks and the adrenaline flow s . G o o d
p ro d u c e rs alre a dy have a targ e t
beats per minute goal for each tune.
Let the take sheet help you measure
the tempo of the tune so you know
when the band is sprinting instead
of gro ov i n g .

Setup sheets
For any session other than a single

ove rd u b , it makes sense to document
the general layout of the studio—the
equipment used, the location of the
p l aye rs , the placement of the micro-
p h o n e s , e t c .

The heart of the setup sheet is sim-
p ly a list of what microphone and
signal processing was used in the
re c o rding of each and eve ry tra ck .
This sheet acts as an equipment ro a d
map both during and after the ses-
s i o n . Fo l l ow along on Fi g u re 2.

During the session, when the stu-
dio is crowded with micro p h o n e s ,
buzzing with mu s i c i a n s , and tangled
with countless mic cables snaking
their way around the studio, it can
be difficult indeed to find and fix
p ro b l e m s . I f, for ex a m p l e , you hear
the dreaded cra ckle and crunch of a
failing microphone cable on the floor
t o m , good luck replacing it.

U n l e s s , of cours e , yo u ’ ve got an
a c c u rate and current setup sheet

that tells you that the one plugged
into microphone receptacle input
number eight is the floor tom mic.
Unplug it. L e ave it in the ra t ’s nest
of cables and just add another. Th e
p roblem is solved and little time
was wa s t e d . ( I d e a l ly you’ll also
m a rk the guilty cable with a piece
of tape so you know which one gets
re p a i red later. )

If you are lucky enough to ow n
four identical compre s s o rs — s a m e
m a ke and model number—it can be
h a rd to remember which Squish-o-
matic Tormentor Mark IV was on
the snare . Setup sheet to the re s c u e
a g a i n .

When you are sitting at a console
full of twitching meters spitting out
the sound of the band re h e a rs i n g
their first nu m b e r, it can get confus-
ing and more than a little intimidat-
i n g . You might find yo u rself unab l e
to locate the fader that controls the
electric guitar signal. Yo u ’ re try i n g
to send it to tra ck ten, but the meter
on the mu l t i t ra ck doesn’t budge.

Instead of panicking and madly
pushing fa d e rs , t h rowing sw i t ch e s ,
and cranking microphone pre - a m p s
up to their maximum gain settings
hoping to hear some guitar, you can
instead calmly trace the pro b l e m
f rom its sourc e . Did someone fo rg e t
to plug in the EGT mike? It’s a sim-
p l e , common mistake . The setup
sheet makes it clear: the electric gui-
tar microphone should be plugged
into microphone input number 22.

After the session the setup sheet
guides you through the many things
you accomplished. I n ev i t ab ly the

Figure 4

I n e v i ta b ly the producer says some-

thing like “Didn’t you use the mic

t h at looks like a giant Tylenol?”
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p roducer says something like “ G ive
us that killer guitar sound you had
during tra ck i n g . D i d n ’t you use the
big microphone that looks like a
giant Ty l e n o l ? ” And this will be a
good ten days after the basics ses-
s i o n . To have a fighting chance of sat-
isfying this re q u e s t , you’ll need a
setup sheet that arch ives the basic
elements of the signal you put on
tape: mic(s) and any compre s s i o n ,
equalization or other effects.

The other side of the setup sheet
has a floor plan of your studio fo r
you to make notes on where you set

the various playe rs up in the ro o m .
H e re you note the approximate loca-
tion of the drum kit in the big space,
the location of gobos around the gui-
tar amp, that the singer was in the
booth but his amp was out in the
h a l lway, and so on.

For super twe a ky sessions yo u
might even make measurements of
the locations of key micro p h o n e s .
Photos—made especially easy in this
age of digital photogra p hy — h e l p,
but a ske t ch of the session layout on
the back of the setup sheet is a use-
ful way to document what happened.

Recalls
If you’ve had the pleasure of work-

ing in a full-rate studio that assigns
an assistant engineer to your pro-
ject, you know the benefits this
brings. There’s a team of runners
and assistants getting food, etc. The
assistant also takes care of the
essential thorough note taking that
goes on during your session.

P rofessional facilities will docu-
ment eve ry setting of eve ry single

piece of gear you use. This documen-
tation makes it possible—at least
t h e o re t i c a l ly—to recall at a later
date any sound you re c o rd at any
time throughout the pro j e c t . If yo u
select a microphone and re c o rd a
t ra ck straight to tape without
e f f e c t s , that is noted. If you add
some compre s s i o n , e q u a l i z a t i o n , d e -

e s s i n g , phasing and/or any other
e f f e c t s , this is also noted. The docu-
mentation must also capture the
exact settings of each piece of gear.

Two things help: recall sheets and
re c a l l able consoles. For each piece of
gear you ow n , it is wise to create a
recall sheet that lays out eve ry knob,
sw i t ch , and editable window in the
d ev i c e . Fi g u res 3 and 4 show a com-
mon pair of recall sheets I use.

Fi g u re 3 is the recall sheet for a
mic pre/eq—the Geoffrey Daking
model re f e r red to in Fi g u re 2. Th e
page visually shows the knobs. H e re

we added sparkle to the lead vo c a l
by pushing up the super high fre-
q u e n cy range at 15 kHz. P re s e n c e
was helped by a little boost at 3 kHz.
The other bands of equalization and
the low pass and high pass filters
we re not used (noted ‘ o u t ’ ) .

Fi g u re 4 shows the philosophical
o p p o s i t e , a digital mu l t i e f f e c t s

d ev i c e , the ve n e rable Ya m a h a
S P X 9 0 . The recall sheet for this
d evice changes form to accommo-
date the lack of knobs but wide
range of editable window s . Th i s
mu ch detail is only necessary in situ-
ations where your patches can get
overwritten by someone else—and
yo u ’ re not running some sort of
SysEx librarian on the studio com-
puter to save your own patches away
f rom the effects unit.

During a basics or live-to-two
session, there will be a fair amount
to document; the typical overdub is

generally much simpler. But during
midown you may have to document
settings on every piece of gear you
own.

B eyond recall sheets, we have the
ability on many consoles and pre t t y
mu ch all digital audio wo rk s t a t i o n s
to store the many settings and
effects on the mixer. A vocal ove rd u b
might get some equalization fro m
your DAW. Documenting those set-
tings is as easy as a “ S ave A s . . .” c o m-
m a n d . At the end of a project a sin-
gle song might have well more than a
d o zen saved ve rs i o n s .

Taking note
P rojects end not only with a stack

of master tapes, but also with a
t h i ck file full of documents. Th e
t ra ck sheet (discussed last month),
the take sheet, the setup sheet and
all those recall sheets are an essen-
tial part of the re c o rding cra f t .
These documents help you get more
out of your equipment and commu-
nicate a higher level of pro f e s s i o n a l-
ism to clients.

Alex Case reminds you that wh i l e
you can tra ck a take sheet, and you
can take a tra ck sheet, you can’t sheet
a take tra ck .Send questions and sug-
gestions for Nuts & Bolts to
c a s e @ re c o r d i n g m a g . c o m .

Don’t tempt
fate

Notice that these studio documents always con-
tain the same key information: artist, producer,
engineer, etc. These documents should live with the
multitrack tapes at all times. But if ever they get
separated, this information will help you re-attach
them to the correct project. 

A multitrack tape without a track sheet isn’t easy
to use. You’ll need a couple hours just to figure out
what the heck is on tape, track by track. Ditto for a
missing take sheet. I’ve attended sessions where
they mixed the wrong take of a song. A solid ten
hours of studio time wasted.

A d d i t i o n a l l y, these documents should always,
always include your studio contact information. Yo u
want to get the call from the re c o rd company when
i t ’s time to do some more mixing.

(The phone and address are omitted from the
f i g u res in this article only because this magazine is
read by billions and billions of enthusiastic and tal-
ented re c o rding musicians. If even 1% of you decid-
ed to call, I’d never get anything done. Rest assure d
that the actual documents do in fact include this
i n f o rm a t i o n ! )

It’s risky to rely on memory. It’s foolish to rely 

on the ass i s tant engineer’s memory. It’s flat out

dangerous to rely on the drummer...

...and above all we must try to avoid torturing 

the client with “Wait, let me find it. Here it is. 

No, wait. Is that Take two? Not sure. Hold on.”
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