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Going Mobile

Creating A Laptop-Based
Studio For Drummers

hinking about setting up a personal studio
where you can record tracks, build loops, and
create sequences in your bedroom, at the hotel, or
even on the gig? Well, there are essentially three
pieces of gear—aside from your drums and a few
decent mics—that you'll need to get going: a high-
powered laptop, versatile music software, and a
professional audio interface.

Apples And Oranges

The first thing you have to decide in order (0 get your mobile
studio up and running is the type of laptop you're going to use
There have been countless arguments over which 1s better, a
Mac or a PC. But it really comes down to preference. If you have
iimited computer experience, then you should probably go with
what vou're most familiar with. That way you don't frustrate
yourself by having to learn oo many things at once. Figurng out
how 10 work new recording software and audio devices, while

so having to get used to a new computer platiorm, 1s a recipe
OF diSaster.

If you have a decent amount ol computer skill, and you're not
partial to one platform over the other, then you should spend
some time researching the options for Macs and for PCs. There
are benefits to each. You just have to figure out which one best
fits your interests and your budget.

In the Mac world, you have a couple of options. If you have the
cash |around $3.000), you can buy a
brand-new 17" MacBook Pro that'll
handle most of your music making
needs with minimal fuss. If you want 1o
save some bread, you can usually find
a refurbished MacBookK Fro ol
PowerBook at a considerable discount

GET THE SPECS

Here are some impertant details you should
look for when shopping for o laptop ¢ ensure
the bes! performance.

1) 2 0 GHz (or higher) processor Speed
2 7 200 RPM hard drive with 100 GB of more of Siorage space
3y At least 1 GB of RAM (2-3 qigs 1S prelered)

M least two USB 2 0 ports (1o penpherl devices and dongles)
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The strength of Macs i5 In their powert . reliabiiity, and ease of
use. "E’hf_w re very st table compulers, wnichn s Cruclal, esDeiidlly if
you plan to use them on gigs. For those reasons, Most audio pro=
fessionals prefer them In the studio and on stage 3 Macs

with the OSX operating system come with a Soitware bundle
called iLife, which includes the Surprisit
tile audio program GarageBand. This program has sverything
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you'd need to get started. So even if initially you only have
enough money to buy the computer, you can
things, like recording live tracks using the Mac’'s bullt-1n mic
creating layers of percussion and gsound effects using
GarageBand's extensive loop library, or producing onginai music
with the included software Instruments.

On the PC side, you have a lot more options to explore
major brands that offer great multi-
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only are there a variety ot
media laptops (like Dell, HP, Gateway, et
custom manufacturers whose computers have been specially

¢.], there are aisc

configured for recording and other audio applications, lixe
MusicXPC and Rain.

If you decide to go with ¢
major manufacturer, do a little research to be sure that the

custom machine, or even one rom a
com-

pany has a good reputation for customer support. There's nothing
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The MusicXPC M4, R

Macbook Pro, and . '_.:_'. i r *#"' s .:mf
HP Pavillion i - * i s
dve0001 are alf |
great computers for |
a mobile studio. :
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57 A FireWise 400 port for your audio interface, and o FireWire 800 port if you want 1o record
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ELECTRONIC INSIGHTS

program. This means that an interface for Pro Tools M-Powered
won't be able to run LE, and vice versa. (Mare on interfaces
later.) Also, many of the program’s effects require an iLok Key.
which is a small USE device (called a "dongle”) that contains all
of the plug-in's seral numbers.

Putting those slight deterrents aside, Pro Tools 12 very power
ful and relatively easy to leam. But it isn't your only chalce. If
you go with a Mac. you can do a lot of the same things with
GarageBand. Including editing. looping. and mixing multi-track
drum recordings. Both GarageBand and its big brother, Logic
Pro, are owned by Apple, so they'll work seamlessly on your
system. Another highly regarded Mac-based program Is MOTU's
Digital Performer

Other mult-purpose DAWSs include Steinberg’s Cubase,
Cakewalk’s Sonar [PC only), and Ableton Live. Each of these has
comparable features 10 Pro Tools, as well as some unique func-

tions of their own
Of those three, Ableton Live is especially noteworthy. It's

designed to serve double-duty as a high-powered multi-track
recorder and as an intuitive real-time “performance” instrument
that allows you to record and improvise arrangements of loops
and sequences on the fly. It also has a "Tap® function that helps
you keep your backing tracks in sync with your live perfor-
mance by playing a MIDI controller or by pressing one of the
laptop’s keys along with the tempo of the song. For these rea-
sons, Live Is an ideal program for those of us who want to use

thelr laptops in the studio and on the gig
Continued on page 145
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Pro Tools (top) ond
Abieton Live (mid-
die) are two of the
mast powertul and
versatiie DAWs on
he marke!. But




ELECTRONIC INSIGHTS

worse than having your system crash an
hour before a session and not being able to

get any heip.
You should also consult a PC audio pro-

fessional regarding ways to optimize your
system for best performance. There are a lot
of tweaks that can be made, like shutting
off certain CPU-intenstve services, that’ll
mintmize problems as you're working with
your music

in addition to having a vartety of brand
ChOICOR, YOu also have a good chanee of
nnding a powerful PC laptop at a decent
price. For instance, a brand new HP Pavilion
avaOOOe, with appropriate upgrades
ERCaIng an inteemal dual hard drive that
allows you o record and store your work
airectly on your system), costs about
$1.800. But there's no music production
software inciuded. So you'll have to spend a
couple hundred extra bucks on a third-parnty
auchio program before digging in,

To Pro Tools, Or Not To Pro Tools?
Jnce you've decided on a laptop, the
next thing you have to determine is what
yOu want to be able to do with your system
and which software is best suited for those

applcations
are several great
digital audio wark-
stationsa (DAWs) out
there that can do
gverything from
multi-track record

MIDI sequencing

pred recording and
editing, Pro Tools I8

Pzt ADD TO YOUR ARSENAL
Once you've put fogether o basic loptop studio, you mighy
want to consider adding some of the following items 1o

f = '

your system,

g 10 advanpeed

But for high-pow

the standard. Algo, U lime

you plan to do a lot
of session work with
your mobile studio,
it's likely that the
artists you're work-
ing with will have
recorded their mate-
rial in Pro Tools. If
you have the same pro-
gram on your system, you can simply load
their session file onto your computer and
start tracking.

One hang-up with Pro Tools is that you
need to have one of Digidesign’s specified
audio interfaces connected to your laptop in

1y An external 7,200 RPM
FireWire 800 hard dnve 1o
recording ong storage, so you
con keep your loplop’s 8YS-
lam dise from gelling bogged
down with huge session lies
2y A drummer-specific USB
MIDI confrolier, like M-Audio’s Tngger Finger or Alasis’s
Conlrol Pod, s0 you can progiom rmyirem MOCKs in regl-

confrol multiple MIDI dévices of once
(keyboards, electronic drums, eic.)
4) A pair ot high-qualily headphones
(like AKG's 271 Sludio) or in-eor
monitors (like Shure's E or M-Audio’s
IE series), SO you COn WOrk on pro-
jects in any environmen

LoCle All-Terrain 806R
external hard drive,

3) A USB MID! interface, like the MIDISport 4x4, so you con

o~

order to open your sessions. There are bast-
cally two versions of Pro Tools for home stu-
dio owners, LE and M-Powered. Soth ver-
sions can share session files. But each has
its own specific group of audio interfaces
that you'll need to use in order to open the




finding Your Face
Sascaldy stated, an audio interface is a
mece of gear that converts analog signals
| Pom Torephones, elecionic instruments.
=] =0 Sigual information within your
mmpuer's sudho software. It's also what
apms e Smtal mio from your computer
= Wit you hear in your monitors or
ssmohenes While most laptops come with
@=mmie built-in interface (usually as 17,"
§ = =nd outpats), their analog-to-digital
&S SEmta-I0-anaiog converters are not
b af=quate for professional andio applica-
§ iums. Ang they don’t allow you to do multi-
Sack secorimgs. So a high-quality FireWire
| o mieriace 15 essential to a profession-
¥ you've decided to go with Pro Tools,
- Bee you only have a few interface options
8 will st your moblle drumming needs.
i Pyo Tooks LE, you can get their Digi 003
k. wiuch allows you 10 record up to
Bght tracks @t once (four balanced XLR
e " nputs). Or, if
W choose Pro Tooks' M-Powered SORWAIE,
W% can use one of several terfaces oM

M ke the PueWize 1814, Thus inler

-5

g % tias rwo patanced mic inputs and eight
O ooty nesither the 003 ot the 1814
Bvide enough balanced mic channels 10

oW yous 16 record a compiete drumiot

# s track dram sessions use at 1605t
8o you'll also have 10 pick up 3

Mgl 00y Hack

digital mic preamp, like M-Audio’s Octane,
‘I order to get all the tracks you need. The
Octane gives you eight additional inputs,
and links up with your interface via ADAT
optical cable (known as "light pipe®).

i you choose a DAW other than Pro
1Tools, you have more variety for audio
interfaces, like PreSonus's FireStudio. The
fireStudio allows you to record up to eight
tracks of balanced XLR signals at once. If
you need additional inputs, you can link up
to two of PreSonus’s DigiMax FS preamps
(via light pipe] to get a total of twenty-four
channels. PreSonus also throws in their
software bundle ProPak, which includes a
copy of Cubase LE and several virtual
instruments and effects plug-ins, with each

FireStudio interface,

Aim High

As you're constdering which computer,
software, and interface is best for you, keep
in mind where you might want to go in the
future. Even though a particular piece of gear
may be good enough [or now, as you gamn
more experience NCOTPOTALNG your laptop
into your music, you's likely want to expand
your setup down the road. So even if you
have 1o save up & littie extra cash, 1t be
worth it in the long run (0 have a3 powerful a
system 48 you can afford. That way, the only
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