
Recording Acoustic Guitar 
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Sources: “Recording Acoustic Guitar,” SOS, April 2010 
Bobby Owsinski: Recording Engineer’s Handbook 



Acoustics of the Acoustic 
§ When a guitar is played, the strings, the wood panels, as well 

as the body of air inside the guitar all vibrate. 
§  The strings are, of course, the main sound source and character 

of the instrument. 
§  The panel resonances also affect the character, or timbre of the 

instrument in complex ways. 
§  The air resonance affects the projection and sustain, especially of 

low frequencies. 
§  Air resonance is usually tuned to about 100 Hz. 



Mic Placement Considerations 

Close mic, on axis with the sound hole: the 
low-mid frequency air resonance will 
dominate the sound. Don’t place here! 

Moving a close mic up the 
fretboard, you’ll get less 
booming air resonance and 
brighter, more direct string 
sound, as well as technique 
sounds – string scrapes, buzzes, 
and fretting. 

Moving farther from the fretboard 
will reduce technique sounds, but 
lose a little bit of the immediacy 
(high-frequency pick/fret noise) of 
the close position. 

Moving farther back will also give a more 
natural balance (strings and resonance 
balanced as you would hear in a room), but will 
also have more room reverb and less pick/fret 
noise. 



Common Mic Positions 

§  Close mic pointed roughly where the neck and body meet 
§  Good balance of panel resonance and close, high frequency string vibrations 
§  Ideal for typical acoustic guitar recording that will be worked into a busy mix 
§  You may get some proximity effect. Back off or use an omni mic if it’s too much. 

1. 
“SWEET SPOT” – the most common mic placement 



Common Mic Positions 

2. 
§  Close mic pointed at the sound hole from above 
§  Picks up more natural resonance, but not too much “boom” since 

it’s not on-axis with the sound hole. 

“OVER SOUND HOLE” 



Common Mic Positions 

3. 
§  Close mic facing the bridge 
§  Picks up plenty of resonance and also high-frequency color. 
§  Watch out for high-frequency shadowing by the player’s arm, and 

excessive pick noise. 
§  Good mic position for recording a singing guitarist 

“OVER TAIL” 



Common Mic Positions 

4. 
§  Above frets and next to the player’s head 
§  Slightly in front of the guitar, and possibly angled toward the body 
§  Closest to the player’s impression 
§  Good mic position for recording a singing guitarist 

“BY EAR” 



Miking Distance 

•  There’s lots of disparity among engineers about how far mics are placed 
from a guitar 

•  Cardioid mics can have proximity effect and highlight certain areas of the 
guitar unnaturally if placed too close 

•  Omni mics are not prone to proximity effect, so they can be placed closer 
to the guitar, yet still pick up ambient room sound. 

•  Distance also depends on how much room noise you want. 



Multi-Mic Techniques 
•  Using two mics can help you get a natural, resonant sound as well as the 

immediacy of a close-miked sound. 

•  Example 1: “Sweet Spot” mic, with a second mic farther away (or even 
behind the performer) to pick up more resonance. 

•  Example 2: “Above Sound hole” mic with a second mic off the fretboard 
(and possibly high-pass filtered) to add string definition. 

•  Example 3: An X/Y pair in the “Sweet Spot,” close to the guitar – one facing 
the frets and the other facing the sound hole. 

•  This technique is associated with Nashville. 
•  “It lets me get the sound of the low and high strings with more 

definition, which means I use less EQ, and it gives me a good 
combination of room and guitar resonance.” 

~Bob Bullock, legendary Nashville producer 
 

•  Watch out for phase cancellation!  



Microphone Types 
AKG 451 or 452 (Small-diaphragm condendenser) 
•  Probably the most commonly-used mic for acoustic guitar 
•  Bright sound: boost at 12kHz 
•  Smooth roll-off starting at 200Hz 

•  Helps reduce proximity effect 

Neumann KM84 (Small-diaphragm condendenser) 
•  Warmer sound than the 451 
•  Very flat frequency response 



Microphone Types 
Large Diaphragm Condensers 
•  Often combined with small-diaphragm condensers to add more warmth or 

resonance 
•  Also used on their own in softer settings 

•  LDCs have slightly slower transient responses and a slightly more 
diffuse sound 

•  Not quite as good at close distances 
•  Off-axis frequency response is less consistent on LDCs 
•  Many engineers use LDCs at farther distances, to supplement SDCs 

Commonly-used Large-diaphragm mics: 
 
 
AKG C414 
 
 
Neumann U87 



Microphone Types 
Dynamics 
 
Although condenser mics are much more commonly used for acoustic guitar, 
dynamics are sometimes used in more rhythmic, aggressive settings 
 
Shure SM57 
“I like recording a 57 for a very dry, woody sound. The 57 makes the guitar 
sound a lot less musical and more percussive” 

Silvia Massey Shivey, known for her work with Tool and System of a Down 



Other Tips: 

•  “Spend three minutes with headphones turned up loud, moving the mic 
around the instrument until it sounds right, and leave it there” 

~Pierre Marchaud, producer for Sarah McLachlan and many others 
 

•  “Because every guitar sounds different, and everybody plays the guitar 
differently, I move my head around to see where the best sound source 
is. Before I even place a mic on an acoustic guitar, I’ve got my ear 
moving around a radius trying to find out where the right sound is 
coming from.” 

~Mike Clink 


