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I   recorded to tape for many years and was 
initially a reluctant convert to the DAW — let’s 
just say I was slightly biased… However, once 
the benefits were grasped, in terms of editing 

and processing, there was no going back. A few 
recordists will still track to tape for the sonic benefits 
before throwing the basic tracks into a DAW, but any 
subsequent overdubs will lack the sound of tape. 
That’s where CLASP comes in, for it is designed to 
enable you to track and overdub in the DAW, with all 
the sonic benefits of tape, using a relatively invisible 
process that even seems to include time travel.

Designer Chris Estes came up with the concept six 

years ago and CLASP has sales of around 170 units 
including a handful to studios in the UK including 
Abbey Road, Motor Museum and Sphere. The heart of 
the system is a 2U that includes two microprocessors 
and runs an audio switching system. This is partnered 
with software in the shape of plug-ins offering 
bi-directional control and the means of time-aligning 
the audio.

CLASP supports Pro Tools, Nuendo and Cubase, 
with plans for Logic presently stymied by a lack of 
MMC support. The list of supported multitrack tape 
machines is extensive, with common classics covered 
including Ampex ATR and MM series, MCI, 3M, 

Tascam, Sony and Studer (from J37 to 827). And 
stereo and mono models also work. A custom cable 
for the machine transport control is included in the 
price (UK£5,000 plus VAT).

To process the signal via the tape you must have 
the multitrack in Record with the machine monitoring 
from the Repro head. Due to the head gap, this will 
be a delayed signal relative to real-time (And people 
think latency is a digital thing. Ed). For monitoring 
during recording this would not be practical for 
performers, so the CLASP switches its monitoring 
outputs to pick up the input signal, with audio passing 
straight through while it sends the delayed tape-
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processed signal to the DAW. The problem of the audio being late 
into the DAW is solved with software trickery. CLASP interacts with 
Pro Tools so the recorded audio files are miraculously time-stamped 
with a value in the future that compensates for the head gap. When 
playing back and overdubbing everything lines up with Pro Tools 
playback behaving as the traditional sync head. CLASP sets up a 
buffer inside Pro Tools using the Delay Compensation engine. The 
buffer slides depending on the tape machine, tape speed and sample 
rate, and your audio is cleverly sent back to the future!

The front panel has a series of large illuminating buttons for 
important functions, and a large display of the tape time remaining. 
There is slight potential for confusion that this might be showing tape 
speed, as this displays 15:00 (minutes) at the start of a reel at 30ips, 
and 30:00 for 15ips! You can also use 7.5ips, and there is a ‘large 
reel’ mode. The rear hosts several rows of DB25 connectors for the 
audio connections comprising 24 outputs to go to the tape machine 
inputs, 24 bus inputs to be connected from the recording source, 
24 monitor outputs, and 24 DAW Return inputs. The outputs from 
the tape machine must be connected directly to the DAW convertor 
inputs. Also on the rear are a tape transport multipin connector, MIDI 
In and Out, and Sync XLR input and output. The last of these are 
connected to a channel of the tape machine for initial Sync setup.

I had a sneaky peek inside and there are three smart circuit boards 
with a large number of plugged-in chips, along with a pair of large 
heatsunk transistors, a Maglev fan and an array of surface-mounted 
components.

The MIDI communication with Pro Tools is via an Avid/M-
Audio driver that uses the HUI protocol and makes use of MMC. 
For multiple-CLASP installations (up to three units), the MIDI 

connections are daisy-chained. Only 
one instance of the CLASP Bridge RTAS 
control plug-in is needed in the Session, 
but you must also insert instances of the 
CLASP Machine Sync plug-in on one 
master fader per physical DAW output. So 
with a 48 output rig that’s a lot of master 
faders and RTAS plug-ins, which might 
perhaps slow Pro Tools down. These 
plug-ins are controlled by the hardware 
through the Bridge plug-in and handle 
the audio buffering, reporting values to 
the delay compensation engine of Pro 
Tools, and creating a buffer.

Correct audio routing is critical 
to making CLASP work properly, as it depends on the delay 
compensation engine to function. On initial setup, having selected 
the appropriate model of machine in the software you must ‘prime’ 
the system by pressing the front panel Sync button. Estes claims 
that the SST (Sample Synchronisation Technology) measures and 
compensates for any wow, and can lock with sample accuracy even 
to ancient machines like the J37.

As well as the ‘Tape’ mode of operation, you can also select Direct 
Mode for recording through the tape machine electronics (with it set 
to Input), or Programmer Mode for recording or sequencing MIDI. 
Tape Post-Roll is adjustable between Off and 6 and 12 seconds 
settings. This causes less wear and clunking of the tape transport 
when going for repeated takes in quick succession, just leaving the 
tape rolling in record. Other displays and menu selections in the plug-
in include individual track arming for eight tracks, with banking.

With Pro Tools in Quick Punch mode, arming tracks and setting 
the transport running in Play or Record causes CLASP to plunge 
the multitrack machine into Record, enabling seamless punch-in in 
Pro Tools. On punch-in, CLASP switches monitoring from Pro Tools 
playback to input signal (no latency!), while all the time feeding 
tape output to the Pro Tools track input, for subsequent edit peeling. 
It all works smoothly, with the tape-processed signal lining up in Pro 
Tools beautifully. If you’re handy at tape machine realignment, or 
trusting of stored line-up settings on more modern machines, you 
can even switch between tape speeds for different overdubs. When 
monitoring input, the CLASP circuitry is active (like a tape machine). 
However, when playing back from Pro Tools, the CLASP circuitry is 
completely passive. When you’re not using the CLASP system, it 
should behave like a hard-wire bypass.

While CLASP seems a little expensive for what it comprises, there 
is nothing that competes, and it seems to work very well, albeit with 
some complex initial setup required in Pro Tools, and occasional 
head-scratching, e.g. to organise routing for more than 24 tracks. 
Estes promises an imminent software update, and further products 
— ‘CLASP is a system, and this is just a piece of it,’ he says — but 
his family background of military hardware design has endowed him 
not only with a genius for design, but also an ability to keep secrets. 
I’ll be watching keenly for what comes next. n

www.riedel.net

MediorNet
Compact

•  Synchronized 50G real-
time network for 3G/HD/
SD-SDI video, audio, data 
& intercom at the price of 
multiplexing point-to-point 
fi ber products 

•  Flexible signal routing incl. 
point-to-multipoint 

•  Integrated Frame Store 
Synchronizer, Embedder/
De-Embedder, Test Pattern 
Generator, On-Screen 
Display & Timecode 
Insertion at every port 

•  Fully compatible with 
Artist, RockNet and  other 
MediorNet systems 

PRos The easiest way to track to DAw via tape and the only 
way to overdub to DAw via tape; no latency.

You might think it’s expensive for what it is but there’s 
nothing else like it.
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