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What is ‘Mastering’? 
Do I really need to do this? 

By Darryl Gregory 
 
YouÕre on the final steps of this recording process. YouÕve written the songs, layed down 
all the tracks, mixed them and bounced it all down to stereo tracks. Done, right? Wrong. 
One more step to a great recording: Mastering. 
 
Mastering is one of those nebulous areas of the recording process that performers tend to 
not know much about because it is usually done by one person ( a mastering engineer) 
and often times done without the performer being present (often mastering houses will 
charge more for an attended session due to the attendee being a distraction).  So 
performers will often just give up their final mixes and not really know whatÕs going to 
happen to them next. Well hereÕs what happens and itÕs not very mysterious. 
 
Some things to keep in mind before sending your files to the mastering house: 
 

• Send the highest bit-rate files Ð usually 24-bit 
• Mark all CD-Rs or DVDs with song titles 
• Send a contact sheet with your name and phone, producerÕs name and phone and 

the mixing engineerÕs name and phone just in case the mastering engineer has 
questions regarding the mix 

• Leave some headroom on the mixes of at least 2dB to 4dB so that the mastering 
engineer has room to increase the levels while manipulating the audio 

• Do Not Add Compression To The Stereo Mix. You canÕt take it away once it is 
on there and your compression may not allow the mastering engineer to do their 
job 

• Include a detailed sheet describing: 
o  how you want the songs begin (fade-in) and how you want them to end 

(fade-out). You should give timings for the fade-outs so they know when to 
begin the fade and when to end.  

o How much time you want between songs. Maybe you want a song to cross 
fade into the next one? Maybe you want a 2 second gap? Maybe you want 
no gap at all. You need to tell the mastering engineer. 

o What is the song order? I know artists that labor over this point for 
months. The order of you songs is very important. When you listen to the 
entire CD you want it to have a performance arc. You want to the listener 
to be drawn in and then led on a journey through your musical world. 

 



What the mastering engineer actually does: 
 

• The mastering engineer will take your files and load them into their computer and 
work on them one at a time 

• The work is done in a highly specialized and acoustically tuned listening 
environment with top of the line gear and top of the line speakers 

• The mastering engineer will then do some or all of the following: 
o Add EQ (equalization) to make the track more punchy, warm and full 
o Add compression to raise the overall levels and even out the individual 

tracks so they have a cohesive sound (each track is at the same level so you 
donÕt have to make adjustments as you listen) 

o Add fades 
o Eliminate noise between tracks 
o Eliminate any pops or audio flaws that might show up 
o Arrange the songs in the proper order with the requested gapping 
o Burn a Reference CD and a Master CD 

 The Ref CD is for you to listen to  
 The Master CD is for you to send to the duplication company that 

will be creating all of your copies from that one disk 
 Try to not play or handle the Master CD 

 
Finding a good mastering engineer is not hard. Look on the back of a CD that you think 
has a great sound and usually they will list the engineerÕs name and company. Even if you 
canÕt get a famous name, you can go to the same company he works for and have 
someone use the same gear they use. Depending on the level of mastering engineer you 
get you can pay any where from $1000 to $2000 for a full CD.  
 
Beware of the basement mastering engineer. Mastering software is sold for the home 
recording studio. It may be very good software, but along with the software you need a 
highly specialized listening environment and a highly specialized set of ears. I would 
recommend going to a mastering house that does only mastering. Try to not use the same 
person who mixed the CD; get a fresh set of ears. Good mastering is what sets a mediocre 
recording apart from a stellar recording. DonÕt skimp on this step: Get it Done Right! 
 


