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room basics
Let me start this off with a disclaimer: I am not an expert on acoustics. I cannot look at a room and tell 
you exactly how to treat it.

I have, however, worked in many rooms both low-end and world class. I also managed to make count-
less records from start to finish in a tiny live room of about 300 square feet. 

When it comes to mixing, I don’t care too much about the room. I’m currently getting the best mixes of 
my life out of a barely-treated bedroom in my house. The key is in training your ears and knowing your 
setup. 

But when you’re tracking, the room is more important. There’s no way around it. When you’re capturing a 
live source, the environment will absolutely play a major role. 

When I started out, I had the classic amateur ‘basement’ sound typical of small, untreated rooms: weak 
low end, messy highs, and an unpleasant midrange. The quality of my recordings noticeably improved 
as I added treatment to my live room.

I want to stress, however, that you don’t need to record in a world-class live room to get professional 
sounding recordings. To be honest, even the live rooms in some million-dollar studios I’ve been in don’t 
sound that special.  

Their main advantage, though, is their size. Larger rooms mean less reflections interfering with your 
source. So even if the actual room ambience of a big studio isn’t very good, you’ll at least avoid getting 
that dreaded basement tone in all of your tracks. 

Most of us are not working with large live rooms, and artist budgets usually mean that we have to track 
everything, including drums, in our small spaces.
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The Small Room Mindset

I’ve come to the conclusion that if you’re working in a small room, or even a medium-sized room that 
wasn’t meant to be a studio, you shouldn’t even be thinking about capturing “room sound.” 

In a 15x20’ room, a pair of room mics on a drum kit is just not going to sound good, whether the room is 
heavily treated or not. I tried for years and eventually stopped putting up room mics altogether.

The better strategy in small rooms, I think, is to deaden it significantly. You don’t have to cover every 
surface, but you’ll want to remove most of the reflection and forget about trying to get a ‘live’ or ‘ambi-
ent’ sound out of your room. 

The good news is that it’s not that hard or expensive. The best example I have is my own room, which 
started completely untreated and gradually morphed into this final configuration: 

It probably could’ve benefited from even more treatment, but this got the job done. Let’s run through 
what I did to this room that allowed me to get pro-level recordings that have been released worldwide. 

 • Carpets covering most of the laminate floor. Any attempts to ‘liven up’ the room by 
  removing the rugs were not worthwhile
 • 24x48” rigid fiberglass panels (OC 703), 4” thick, on the walls and in the corners. Note   
  the stack of panels in one corner to cover it floor-to-ceiling. The 4” thick panels straddled  
  the corners (luckily this room only had two 90° corners), which left a big air gap behind.  
  These corner panels helped a lot with getting a better low-end in my room. 
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 • Panels were placed no more than about one foot apart on the walls. 
 • Two ceiling clouds consisting of four 2” thick panels in a wood frame. These hung about  
  3-4” from the ceiling and were especially helpful in improving my cymbal sounds. 

The treatment in this room isn’t extreme, but again, it transformed the quality of my recordings. It’s not 
so much that the room sounded better. Any room/ambient miking still sounded horrible most of the time. 

The key is that I made the room less of a factor by absorbing a lot more sound and greatly reducing 
cancellations in the low-end and reflections coming back into the mics.

There are numerous websites online where you can buy pre-made panels like this, or you can buy OC 
703 panels and fabric coverings separately like I did here. 

I am the opposite of a handyman, so I had a friend of mine build the ceiling cloud frames. It only took 
him a couple hours with no plans to follow. You might have to get a little creative and ask for help, but 
there are tons of people out there who can build these type of frames for you. 

Aside from room treatment, the other major part of making a small room work is your technique and 
overall strategy. If your room doesn’t sound great, don’t try and mic things from a distance or blend in 
room mics with close sources. It will only bring the quality down. 

I would generally record as dry and close as possible and use reverb in the mix to fake it, or place mics 
behind a door or in the hallway to get a more unique ambient sound. Also, I always tried to place the 
source on a rug, underneath a ceiling cloud and away from any bare reflective spots. This is really just 
common sense, but it goes a long way. 

The room I was working with led me to choose mostly dynamic mics and avoid expensive and condens-
ers that would pick up more of the low-level room ambience. This is a win for the wallet and the sounds 
you capture. Remember, good condenser mics are very sensitive. There’s no point in owning a $5,000 
LDC if it just reveals your sub-par room. This is exactly why I sold a U87 ($3k) and replaced it with an 
SM7b for vocals ($350). 
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Quick and dirty room treatment for small rooms

 • Use fibreglass panels, not foam! The thicker the panel, the more low-end it will absorb. 
 • Treating corners is an absolute must. This is where most low-end issues are 
  coming from. 
 • If the floor is reflective, cover most of it with area rugs
 • Think strategically about placing your treatment. Put more treatment around the spot   
  where you record drums - this is when you have a lot of mics with a lot of sound 
  bouncing around. 
 • Hire friends or handymen to build you DIY frames for the ceiling or walls if you can’t 
  do it yourself. 
 • Use mic-stands and thick blankets for added absorption where necessary (i.e. building a  
  makeshift ‘vocal booth’). If you want to get fancy, build (or buy) gobos for this purpose. 
 • Get creative for room sounds. Do you have a hallway, mudroom, attic or anything else that  
  might sound cool? These unique spots usually sound much better than a room mic in your  
  actual live room. 
 • Treat, test, repeat. You don’t need to immediately cover every surface of the room.  Add   
  some treatment and listen to the result. Keep adding more until the room is no longer   
  bothering you or showing itself in your recordings. Once you’re no longer struggling or  
  thinking much about the room sound, you probably have ‘enough’ treatment.   
  It’s that simple.
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