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ith even your average laptop being
capable of capturing and mixing
multi-track recording projects, it
seems we’re flooded these days with options
when it comes to choosing a digital audio
workstation (DAW). Very few really need to
consider forking out the big bucks for one of
the bloated powerhouses found in top tier
recording studios, but on the other side of the
coin, how cheap is too cheap?
Acoustica’s Mixcraft 6 is a low cost DAW for
Windows users, designed, as Acoustica puts it,
with the primary goal of “…making it easier
for musicians to make music with computers”.
It comes with a decent amount of plugins and
virtual instruments, and along with the 6000
loops included in the sample library, it has all
you need to get started making music straight
out of the box. Support for third party VST
plugins and its ability to be used as a ReWire
host means you can further customise your
Mixcraft 6 experience if required. Oh, and it can
also be used for basic video editing.
At only $119.95 rrp for the standard bundle
or $199.95 rrp for the Pro Studio version
(which comes with additional effects plugins
and virtual instruments) and even cheaper for
educational institutions, Mixcraft 6 certainly
offers bang for your buck. It’s an all-in-one
approach, offering the ability to record, mix,
master and even author a CD directly from the
program. Based on a quick background check,
it seems Mixcraft started off as a very basic
DAW, however versions 5 and 6 have seen the
product develop into a much more capable
beast, introducing many features typical of its
much pricier counterparts.
My first impressions from using the software
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were that Mixcraft 6 was built specifically with
musicians in mind, including those who have
little or no prior experience with recording
software. I immediately thought, ‘GarageBand
for PC’ as at Version 6, Mixcraft remains a
PC-only application. It turns out, though, that
Mixcraft 6 is a lot more capable than you might
expect from a DAW costing so little.
The user interface is straightforward and
doesn’t assume you’re an audio engineer. Tracks
have instrument icons making it easy to identify
what you’re looking at, the horizontal pan and
volume sliders make quick adjustments easy
without visiting the mix window, and buttons
are labeled clearly (often with text rather
than mysterious looking symbols) so you can
get down to business in no time. Anything
you can’t figure out yourself is covered in the
manual, which is very approachable, again not
assuming you’re a technical whizz.
For the most part the interface does have a
pleasant aesthetic, perhaps apart from the edit
window grid,audio regions and waveforms which
look a bit bland, and several menus throughout
the program that have a pre-Windows XP vibe to
them. While something about the colour scheme
gives it a beginner-DAW-like appearance, further
investigation quickly reminds you that looks can
be deceiving.
From a standing start I was almost taken
aback with how easy Mixcraft 6 is to use, while
still offering the standard functionality I’d expect
from a professional DAW. Getting familiar with
this software didn’t involve a steep learning
curve at all. Users with experience on any other
DAW will pick it up in an instant, and it would
certainly be an easy place for a beginner to
learn the ropes. The program had no issues

recognising my soundcard or MIDI keyboard, so
as soon as it had been installed I was away.
With the plugins that come standard, you’ve
got most of your basic mixing needs covered.
The ‘Acoustica’ series of compressors, EQs and
effects have very straightforward controls and
sound pretty decent, and the ‘Classic’ range with
their traditional hardware-style look adds to your
options. Two notable omissions from the non-Pro
version that I’d definitely want are a parametric
EQ with a visual graph and a noise gate – pretty
important tools that you’d have to source from
third party plugin developers yourself.
The extra plugins found in the Pro version
look much nicer, and include several additional
tools such as the FAT+ tape / tube simulator,
Xbass 4000L bass enhancer, and the simplebut-useful iZotope Mastering Essentials suite
amongst others. It would have been nice to
have a decent pitch correction option... the
included GSnap pitch corrector sounds a
tad dodgy and personally I wouldn’t put it
anywhere near a vocal track. The MIDI-driven
virtual instruments, along with the large loop
library, give you ample options for adding flair
to your recording project or even to create an
entire track in-the-box. Support for third party
instruments means you can add your favourites
to complete the package.
There are a few limitations compared with
more heavyweight DAWs that the experienced
user will notice on further use. The ability to zoom
in to sample level for more precise edits would
be a valuable addition in the next release of the
software, as would a slightly more comprehensive
MIDI system. Also, the ability to personalise
shortcuts would mean all that efficiency you may
have built up using another DAW wouldn’t be lost.
In saying this though, Mixcraft 6 is so user friendly
you may wonder why other DAWs don’t have
some of the features it has. For example, what
other program do you know that has a handy
guitar tuner built into every track?
If you’re a PC user and looking for a place to
start in the world of DAWs, or simply looking
for a cheap option for home recording that can
still ‘handle the jandal’, Mixcraft 6 is an option
well worth considering. Learning the ropes of
recording and mixing couldn’t be much easier
than with this program, and it’s not lacking in
the features experienced users would require
to get the job done in most cases.
Dave Johnston is a professional musician,
producer and mixing engineer, performing
regularly in Auckland rock bands Villainy and The
Zoup. He works at SAE Auckland (School of Audio
Engineering) in marketing, as a recording studio
supervisor and lecturer.
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