
NEURAL DSP 
ARCHETYPE: PETRUCCI
$170, neuraldsp.com

It’d be fair to say the announce-
ment of John Petrucci teaming 

up with Neural DSP last year for his 
own Archetype plug-in came as a bit 
of a surprise. The Dream Theater 
guitarist has remained fiercely loyal 
to Mesa/Boogie amps since the 
band’s early days and is known for 
more of an old-school approach when it 
comes to his rig, although he clearly 
must’ve been impressed by the com-
pany’s collaborations with artists like 
Gojira, Tosin Abasi and Plini in recent 
years. “If I’m going to have my name on it, 
it can’t be a toy, it has to be the real deal,” said Petrucci 
at the time, explaining how the signature plug-in needed to cover “all my 
requirements as far as tone and features” with “every aspect of what I 
want at my disposal at any given time.” Which explains why this is one of 
the most versatile Archetypes to date — with four different amps, a whole 
host of pre and post effects, a transposer, a doubler, a metronome and a 
comprehensive cabsim module. If you’re searching for a plug-in heavy 
enough to pull you under and fall into infinity, look no further.
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Eight home-recording products 
— from pedals to plug-ins — 

that’ll make your tunes sound like they 
were tracked at a swanky L.A. studioP. 36 GW

 B
EFORE THE DIGITAL recording 
boom of the last decade or two, if 
an album sounded expensive, that’s 
because it almost certainly was. Mu-
sicians would have had to factor in 
studio time, personnel, rental equip-

ment, travel, accommodation and all sorts of 
other logistics — more often than not with few 
assurances that they’d ever recoup the eter-
nally mounting costs. It was, in many ways, a 
speculate-to-accumulate scenario that involved 
throwing a lot of money into a creative process 
that offered no concrete guarantees on how ev-
erything would turn out, let alone be received.

But today’s recording world is nothing like 
that. Every musician is armed with the tools to 
oversee their own tracking process from begin-
ning to end, and — perhaps most importantly 
— on any kind of budget. High-fidelity results 
are attainable from the comfort of your own 
home, whatever hour the creative juices decide 
to flow, thanks to minimum-fuss silent record-
ing options. And the gap between cost-effective 
digital solutions and the premium analog tech-
nologies of the past are now closer than ever, 
with fewer and fewer of us able to confidently 
tell the difference. In fact, we’d go as far as to 
say that we guitar players have never had it bet-
ter, with budget-level pedals, plug-ins and pre-
amps now rivaling some of the most expensive 
boutique options out there, at least when found 
in the right hands. 

So whether you’re looking to start build-
ing your own home recording studio or update 
the one you already have, here are eight of our 

favorite products available right now, all of 
which cost less than $500 (each, of course).
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John Petrucci  
in Milan, Italy,  

on May 7
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BOSS
IR-200
$421, boss.info

One of the more recent additions to the thriving 200 pedal series, the 
IR-200 is basically Boss throwing everything they’ve got into a “self-con-

tained direct sound solution for live playing, studio recording and practice.” 
Which is a perfectly reasonable summation of the product, given that it houses 
eight guitar amps, three bass amps, 128 memory slots and more than 150 hi-res 
cab impulse responses from Boss and Celestion Digital into one reasonably 
compact pedal unit. Once your tones are dialed in, they can be sent to an amp, 
PA, computer recording system and headphones — if required, even simultane-
ously. Of course, we’ve seen some stellar amp modeling from the legendary 
Japanese manufacturers in the past but nothing quite as singularly dedicated and 
all-encompassing as this. Bravo!

TECH 21 
SANSAMP CLASSIC
$329, tech21nyc.com

The definition of a classic is “something that’s judged over a period of 
time to be of the highest quality and outstanding of its kind,” so when 

Tech 21 decided to re-launch their original all-analog SansAmp last year, it 
wasn’t hard for them to find the right word to summarize the fruits of their 
labors. Designed by the Hungarian musician B. Andrew Barta, the SansAmp 
revolutionized direct recording upon its launch in 1989. And all these years 
later, it’s still an incredibly resourceful recording tool for guitarists — featur-
ing three preamp options for Lead (hot-rodded Marshall), Normal (Mesa/
Boogie) and Bass (Fender) and then eight front panel DIP switches to 
fine-tune your tone from there. There are even controls for Speaker Edge 
and Close Miking — which, given that this was originally designed and 
released over three decades ago, is quite mind-blowing indeed. There might 
not be any USB connections or additional software packages, but it’s worth 
remembering it never needed those in the first place.

PRESONUS 
AUDIOBOX USB96
$99, presonus.com

Bus-powered and built to travel, the AudioBox USB96 is designed to make 
recording 24-bit, 96 kHz audio as easy as possible. While it’s a less guitar-

centric interface than the Positive Grid Riff, that’s not necessarily a bad thing 
— especially for those who also record vocals, present podcasts or have any use 
for the XLR connectivity that comes with combo mic/instrument inputs. There’s 
a mix control to blend between the input signal and playback, plus a pair of 
balanced line-level outputs, a headphone out and MIDI connections. The Audio-
box USB96 also comes with a free license for the PreSonus Studio One Artist 
DAW, which means users can get going straight away with no need for anything 
beyond an instrument and a computer. Budget interfaces don’t come much more 
well-rounded than this.

guitarworld.com  39

BOSS
IR-200
$421, boss.info

One of the more recent additions to the thriving 200 pedal series, the 
IR-200 is basically Boss throwing everything they’ve got into a “self-con-

tained direct sound solution for live playing, studio recording and practice.” 
Which is a perfectly reasonable summation of the product, given that it houses 
eight guitar amps, three bass amps, 128 memory slots and more than 150 hi-res 
cab impulse responses from Boss and Celestion Digital into one reasonably 
compact pedal unit. Once your tones are dialed in, they can be sent to an amp, 
PA, computer recording system and headphones — if required, even simultane-
ously. Of course, we’ve seen some stellar amp modeling from the legendary 
Japanese manufacturers in the past but nothing quite as singularly dedicated and 
all-encompassing as this. Bravo!

TECH 21 
SANSAMP CLASSIC
$329, tech21nyc.com

The definition of a classic is “something that’s judged over a period of 
time to be of the highest quality and outstanding of its kind,” so when 

Tech 21 decided to re-launch their original all-analog SansAmp last year, it 
wasn’t hard for them to find the right word to summarize the fruits of their 
labors. Designed by the Hungarian musician B. Andrew Barta, the SansAmp 
revolutionized direct recording upon its launch in 1989. And all these years 
later, it’s still an incredibly resourceful recording tool for guitarists — featur-
ing three preamp options for Lead (hot-rodded Marshall), Normal (Mesa/
Boogie) and Bass (Fender) and then eight front panel DIP switches to 
fine-tune your tone from there. There are even controls for Speaker Edge 
and Close Miking — which, given that this was originally designed and 
released over three decades ago, is quite mind-blowing indeed. There might 
not be any USB connections or additional software packages, but it’s worth 
remembering it never needed those in the first place.

PRESONUS 
AUDIOBOX USB96
$99, presonus.com

Bus-powered and built to travel, the AudioBox USB96 is designed to make 
recording 24-bit, 96 kHz audio as easy as possible. While it’s a less guitar-

centric interface than the Positive Grid Riff, that’s not necessarily a bad thing 
— especially for those who also record vocals, present podcasts or have any use 
for the XLR connectivity that comes with combo mic/instrument inputs. There’s 
a mix control to blend between the input signal and playback, plus a pair of 
balanced line-level outputs, a headphone out and MIDI connections. The Audio-
box USB96 also comes with a free license for the PreSonus Studio One Artist 
DAW, which means users can get going straight away with no need for anything 
beyond an instrument and a computer. Budget interfaces don’t come much more 
well-rounded than this.


