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SUBSCRIBE AND RECEIVE FREE 
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As a way of saying thank you for your purchase, I’m 
offering exclusive mixing and recording tips to all my 
readers. 

Just send an email to thomasjuth@gmail.com (all you 
need to write is “Subscribe” in the subject field) and you 
will automatically be added to my “readers’ list”. As one 
of my readers you will receive free tips every month, as 
well as information about my future releases.  
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ABOUT THE AUTHOR 
 

I have been working as a Mix and Recording Engineer 
for the past 10 years. I started my career at Mayfair 
Studios (London), and later became the in-house Mix 
Engineer at Kensaltown Studios (the home of producer 
Martin Terefe). During seven years, I mixed most of 
Martin’s records and literally lived in that mix-room, in 
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Jesse & Joy (which would eventually win me two 
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After the Kensaltown years I ran my own studio, 
Elephant Lane Studios, a place that I set up together with 
producer and songwriter Michael Bianco. Since 2015 I 
am based in Berlin, Germany, where I am continuing to 
mix records on a freelance basis.  

The idea of this short book is to share some of the 
knowledge and experience that I have gathered over the 
past 10 years, and to hopefully inspire aspiring engineers. 
I will be sharing lots of useful tips, as well as some of my 
personal views on compression.  
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Feel free to get in touch, and to share your opinions and 
thoughts. Hope you will find this book fruitful and 
enjoyable.  

 

Thomas Juth – January 2016, Stockholm 
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INTRODUCTION (PASSION FOR 
COMPRESSION) 

 

Why are compressors so fascinating, and why do so 
many people find them a mystery?  

I often get the feeling that people are struggling when 
trying to understand compression, and that some 
engineers tend to make it more complicated than it really 
is. Also, with all the plugins around today, and the 
overwhelming amount of choice, it can be even more 
confusing. Which compressor should you pick and which 
one is “the best” for what you are trying to achieve?  

However, after reading this book, all this will hopefully 
be a lot clearer. 

Compressors all do basically the same things - they duck 
the signal whenever the sound exceeds a set threshold - 
yet they are all so different. There are compressors that 
are used purely for controlling the volume of a signal 
(without affecting the character of the sound in any way), 
compressors that are just as much “colour-boxes” as 
level-controllers, and even compressors that I would use 
only for their character and colour (without even using 
them as compressors).  
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At the age of seven I was blown away by the compressed 
drum sound of The Beatles’ Come Together. A few years 
later, when my brother Fredrik and I started making our 
own recordings, we spent hours trying to replicate those 
drum sounds (especially Ringo’s drum sounds from the 
later Beatles albums). Later I figured out that a large part 
of the sound (apart from his playing) came from one 
specific compressor that they used at Abbey Road 
Studios - Fairchild 660. No other compressor can replace 
a Fairchild 660, and only a Fairchild sounds like a 
Fairchild. Apart from just compressing the signal, it also 
does something to the attack of the drums, and it seems 
to make cymbals sound larger than life.  

So, as you will realise in this short book, learning ‘the art 
of compression’ is not only about being able to operate 
the controls of a compressor, but also about learning and 
understanding the characters and colours of different 
compressors. I always look at a collection of compressors 
(or other pieces of gear) as a colour palette, where each 
compressor (or EQ) represents a specific colour.  

In this eBook, I won't go through any of the absolute 
basics of compression, and I assume that you (as the 
reader) already have a good understanding of what 
compression is. Instead, what I want to focus on in this 
book is how to pick the right compressors for the right 
applications, and how to get the most out of a 
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compressor. Having said that, I will also discuss some 
more basic concepts whenever necessary (for example in 
“Chapter 3 - Attack and Release Times: How they really 
affect your Mix”). 

In this eBook, I will also discuss things that one should 
avoid when working with compressors, and share some 
techniques that will have a positive effect on your future 
mixes.  
 
So, first, what is it that makes one compressor different 
from another, from a purely technical point of view? 
Let’s look at the main component inside any compressor.  
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CHAPTER 1  
 DIFFERENT TYPES OF COMPRESSORS 

 

What makes one compressor different from the other is 
the design of the so-called Voltage Controlled Amplifier, 
and what this amplifier is made up of. This can be 
referred to as the “heart” of the compressor, the part that 
is responsible for the actual level-reduction. Here are a 
few examples of the most common compressor 
topologies/designs: 

 

1. VARI-MU COMPRESSORS/LIMITERS 
 

Some of the most successful earlier compressor designs 
were so called “vari-mu” compressors. This family of 
compressors uses a tube at the heart of the compressor 
circuit, a so-called vari-mu tube (a specific type of tube 
which is suitable for these applications). When using a 
vari-mu tube there are many problems that need to be 
addressed, in relation to noise and other artefacts. 
Therefore vari-mu compressors are often far from clean 
or transparent, and they can be difficult to control in a 
precise and predictable manner. However, many of these 
negative aspects of vari-mu compressors also make them 
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extremely desirable today. The Fairchild was (and still is) 
the king of vari-mu compressors, and was a real beast 
(hot and heavy), as well as a real ”character box”. Having 
said that, in comparison to many other earlier vari-mu 
designs, the Fairchild was probably the cleanest and most 
reliable of them all.  
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2. J-FET COMPRESSORS 
 

In the mid 1960’s engineers were desperately looking for 
a replacement for the vari-mu design, as vari-mu 
compressors were large, expensive and hard to maintain. 
One can imagine that more compact and mobile 
compressors were needed, especially when 
compressors/limiters started to appear in console channel 
strips. The J-FET is a type of transistor, which was found 
to have similar characteristics to the vari-mu tube, and 
which turned out to work well as a ‘voltage controlled 
amplifier’.  

Even though J-FET compressors are a lot more clean and 
reliable than vari-mu type compressors, they are still full 
of character and grit. The much beloved UREI 1176 is 
probably the most famous J-FET compressor around, and 
it was also one of the earliest compressors using this 
design. An 1176 is clean enough to be used for all styles 
of music, but gritty enough to give you that famous “in 
your face” and edgy vocal sound. 
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3. OPTICAL COMPRESSORS 
 

Optical compressors are probably the easiest type of 
compressors to understand (for someone who has a 
limited understanding of electronics). Optical compressor 
designs basically use a light source and receiver, to 
achieve volume control of the audio signal. On one side, 
there is a light source, which changes its brightness in 
relation to the level of the incoming signal, and on the 
other side a receiver. The brighter the light gets (and the 
louder the incoming audio gets), the more the compressor 
ducks the signal. Optical compressors are known for 
being incredibly smooth and transparent, and are 
therefore great for applications where this is desired.  

The Teletronix LA-2A levelling amplifier (another word 
for compressor) is probably still the most used optical 
compressor today. Due to their smoothness and 
transparency, optical compressors are great for (for 
example) bass and to softly control vocals.  

A note: Many people often refer to the LA-2A as a tube 
compressor but, in fact, it only contains tubes in the input 
amplifier, and not in the “heart” of the compressor (the 
voltage controlled amplifier).   
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4. VCA COMPRESSORS 
 

Although VCA stands for “Voltage Controlled 
Amplifier” the VCA design always refers to compressors 
built around small IC chips. This design is used in most 
modern compressors (although it was introduced in the 
1970’s), and perfect for fitting into console channel strips 
or smaller devices.  

The dbx 160’s (another classic compressor) also uses this 
design. The advantage of VCA compressors is that they 
can be extremely fast and clean, and very aggressive. If 
you have ever played with a dbx compressor you will 
have heard that “knock and thwack” type of sound that 
you get on the drums. When wrongly used a dbx 
compressor can easily kill any transient, and result in a 
very small sound. However, when rightly used they can 
provide an extreme amount of punch to drums (or any 
sound source). Having said that, there are other type of 
VCA compressors that are simply very clean and modern 
sounding, with a lot of control and reliability.  
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CHAPTER 2  
 KNOWING YOUR COMPRESSORS 

(USING COMPRESSORS LIKE A 
COLOUR PALETTE) 

 

The most important thing, and the first step to becoming 
a great engineer, is to know your tools and equipment. In 
other words, you need to know them so well that they 
almost become an extension of yourself, to the point 
where using them becomes second nature. After years of 
practice, your brain will simply do all this automatically. 
It is like when you learn a new language and you finally 
stop thinking about the grammar. 

As a rule, whenever you are mixing or recording, never 
reach for a compressor without first asking yourself these 
two questions: 

 

1. WHY DO I WANT TO PROCESS THIS PARTICULAR 
INSTRUMENT IN THE FIRST PLACE? 

2. WHAT DO I WANT THIS COMPRESSOR TO ADD TO THIS 
PARTICULAR SOUND? 
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The answer will most likely be one of these five, or a 
combination of two or three of them: 

 

1. TO CONTROL THE SOUND 

2. TO ADD SOME CHARACTER TO THE SOUND 

3. TO REINFORCE THE ATTACK, OR TO MAKE THE SOUND 
APPEAR SMOOTHER 

4. TO BRING OUT THE AMBIENCE OR NUANCES OF THE 
SOUND, AND MAKE IT MORE EXCITING 

5. TO MAKE THE SOUND MORE AGGRESSIVE 
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After answering these questions, you can start deciding 
on which compressor to use (or which combination of 
compressors to use). This is the first step.  

Too many engineers simply put a compressor on every 
track, without thinking, and without having a vision in 
their minds first. Personally, I never add any plugin or 
piece of gear to any instrument unless it calls for it. I 
have even worked on mixes that almost didn’t require 
any treatment at all. They were just sounding amazing 
from the start, and did not call for much treatment. At the 
end of the day, as an engineer, sometimes doing nothing 
will bring the best results. 

 

LIMIT YOURSELF 
 

The first step to “learning your gear” is to limit the 
number of compressors (or other processors) that is used 
in a mix. Try this for the next few mixes you work on, 
and you will see what great benefits it will bring. 
Personally, when working on a mix, I generally end up 
using a maximum of 3-4 different types of compressors 
(often the ones mentioned in the list below). It took me 
many years to find out which my favourites are and 
which ones I simply can’t live without, and these are now 
an important part of my workflow and sound.  
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By limiting oneself to using fewer models of 
compressors (or any other type of processors) you will 
not only be forced to learn them better, but you will also 
speed up your work-flow and even improve your 
creativity in the long run. Having access to too many 
different types of processors will only slow you down, 
and will put more focus on choosing which compressor 
(or EQ) to use, rather than the actual sound you are trying 
to achieve. 

Once you know each compressor well and how it affects 
the sound, you can start blending the different colours 
together, to create more complex textures. This can be 
compared to a painter who is able to create infinite 
shades given only the five primary colours. If you see 
your studio as your own colour palette, with each 
compressor representing one specific colour, mixing will 
suddenly become much more straightforward and 
creative. 
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Here are four examples of some of my “go-to” 
compressors, and what I normally use them for: 

 

1. UREI 1176 (“BLUESTRIPE”) 

THE 1176 IS ONE OF MY FAVOURITE COMPRESSORS FOR 
VOCALS AND BASS. IT CAN ADD A LOT OF PUNCH TO A 
SOUND (WHEN USED WITH SLOWER ATTACK TIMES) AND 
BRINGS THE LEAD VOCAL TO THE FRONT OF THE MIX 
(PERFECT FOR A MORE “IN YOUR FACE” SOUND). APART 
FROM THE HARDWARE, I CAN ALSO RECOMMEND TRYING 
THE UAD EMULATION. 
 

2. CHANDLER/EMI TG1 

THE TG1 IS GREAT FOR BIG/EXPLOSIVE DRUMS, 
PERCUSSION, VOCALS AND FOR MORE AGGRESSIVE BASS 
AND PIANO SOUNDS. THE TG1 IS BASED ON ANOTHER 60’S 
DESIGN, KNOWN AS DIODE BRIDGE.  
 

3. UREI LA-3A  

THE LA-3A IS MY FAVOURITE PIANO COMPRESSOR. IT 
OFFERS A NICE SNAPPY ATTACK, WHILE STILL SOUNDING 
SMOOTH AND CREAMY, WHICH WORKS WELL FOR UPRIGHT 
PIANO. IT ALSO WORKS GREAT FOR ACOUSTIC GUITARS. 
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4. SSL G BUS COMPRESSOR 

THE SSL G BUS COMPRESSOR HAS ALWAYS BEEN ONE OF 
MY FAVOURITES, ESPECIALLY FOR COMPRESSING THE 
DRUM BUS OR THE ENTIRE MIX. DESPITE BEING AN SSL 
COMPRESSORS (SSL IS A BRAND THAT IS KNOWN FOR 
MAKING VERY CLEAN SOUNDING GEAR) AND BEING A 
RELATIVELY MODERN VCA DESIGN, IT STILL HAS LOTS OF 
CHARACTER, GRIT AND PUNCH. IT ADDS LIFE AND SIZE TO 
ANY DRUM KIT, AND IS ONE OF THOSE COMPRESSORS THAT 
HAS ITS OWN UNIQUE SOUND.  
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Going back to the two questions I mentioned earlier, I 
might use one of these four compressors, depending on 
what the answer is.  

If I were, for example, looking to boost the ambiance of a 
track and to add lots of explosive excitement, I would by 
default go to my Chandler TG1. The TG1 is a truly 
unique compressor and I love what it adds to the sound. 
It somehow adds punch and more ambiance at the same 
time, never losing its high frequencies, even when 
pushed hard. If I were looking to add more attack, but 
combined with a more natural sound, I would normally 
reach for an 1176. However, I often end up using several 
compressors together (parallel compression), as the 
combination of different “colours” can sometimes give 
the most interesting results.  

 

USE COMPRESSION AS A “SPICE” 
 

I always aim to respect the dynamic range of sounds as 
much as possible. I try to create mixes that have depth 
and warmth, while still making them sound exciting and 
“commercial”. When I really want to “squash” a sound, I 
do so but I never over-compress sounds just for the sake 
of it. In fact, I rarely even compress the master bus 
anymore (though I occasionally use an API 2500 or an 
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SSL G Bus Compressor, but only as a peak-limiter). 
Don’t get me wrong, I love compression, but I always try 
to use it in a tasteful way. Too much of it (and in the 
wrong way) will result in a lifeless sound that lacks both 
definition and punch. 
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CHAPTER 3  
ATTACK AND RELEASE TIMES: HOW 

THEY REALLY AFFECT YOUR MIX 
 

In this chapter I will focus on two of the functions/knobs 
that you find on most compressors: Attack and Release 
time. I’m sure most of you know what these two controls 
do in technical terms, but how do they affect your mix? 

 

1. ATTACK TIME - PUNCH OR SNAP 
 

I like comparing the Attack time of a compressor to 
being hit in the face by Mohammed Ali. Imagine that 
Mohammad Ali suddenly walked up to you and hit you 
in the face, but you (with your great reflexes) reacted to 
his punch extremely fast. By responding so fast you 
would most likely block his punch, and probably not feel 
anything. This is exactly how a fast compressor deals 
with an incoming snare drum or vocal, and works great 
for situations when you want to tightly control a sound. If 
the compressor is set to a fast Attack time setting, it will 
grab the transient (the part of the sound which carries all 
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the punch) and kill it before it hits your ear or the 
recording media. Higher frequencies might still pass 
through, due to their short wavelength, and you might 
still end up with brighter transients - a snappy sound.  

However, with very fast attack times the lower and 
“chesty” part of the transients will be killed. That is why 
I always say that: use slow Attack time settings if you 
want to control a sound, but still want some punch on the 
front-end of it, and fast Attack times for a faster reaction 
(better protection) and a snappier sound. Also, slower 
Attack times will result in a much natural and smooth 
sounding compression. 

Using the Mohammad Ali metaphor, if you have a very 
slow reaction speed you will feel the full force of his 
punch in your face. Of course, this might sometimes be 
what you are going for (to get more “punch” in the 
sound), but at times you want to have a very tight grip of 
the transients. For example, limiters use very fast Attack 
times to protect your equipment from distortion.  
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2. RELEASE TIME – GETTING BACK TO BASE 
 

The release time value is quite a different beast, as it 
won’t directly affect the front end of the sound (the 
transient). However, if the release time is too slow the 
compressor might reduce the sound and then stay down 
for too long. This could accidentally cause the next 
transient to be reduced as well. 

Let’s imagine a door, and a very steady flow of people 
walking through that door, to enter a room. Between each 
person entering the room, you have been instructed to 
quickly close the door and then open it again. The attack 
time would be ‘how quickly you are closing that door’, 
and the release time would be ‘how quickly that door 
opens again’. 

If the door does not open quickly enough between each 
person entering, the next person in line will simply walk 
into the door, and it will stop the flow. The same thing 
applies to transients and music. Slow release times are 
often very risky when it comes to fast transient material 
such as vocals, drums, etc. You want that compressor 
needle (if using a vintage compressor) to return to base 
on time, before the next transient comes in. On the 
contrary, very fast release time settings can sometimes 
distort lower frequency sounds, such as bass guitar.  



27 

 

3. HOW COMPRESSION CAN MOVE SOUNDS 
BACKWARD AND FORWARD IN A MIX 

 

One important aspect of compression, that is often 
forgotten, is how different Attack and Release time 
settings can move a sound forward or backwards in a 
mix. 

First, bringing out the punch of a sound brings the sound 
closer to the face of a listener. And as discussed before, 
“punch” comes from the fact that the compressor allowed 
the signal to pass through undisturbed and that the 
transient of the sound has a good degree of low-mids in it 
(i.e. slow attack time). On the contrary, when you 
remove or reduce the front end (transient) of the sound 
(fast attack time) you are moving the sound backwards 
in the mix. Or at least that is how we perceive it. I 
therefore often use a slower attack time setting for lead 
vocals, and a faster setting for backing vocals. In that 
way, the lead vocal naturally moves forward in the sound 
field, while the backing vocals naturally move backward, 
which is what we usually want in a mix. 

So, as you can see, a compressor can be used as a tool of 
creating depth in a mix, moving sounds back and forward 
in the sound field. A fast attack time will also bring out 
more of the “room” in the recording, making the 
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acoustics of the room where the sound was recorded 
louder. 

The release time will also play a part in this, as a 
faster release will bring the volume of the sound up 
quickly, and the quieter part around the loud transient.  
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CHAPTER 4  
WORKING WITH COMPRESSION, A 

FEW TRICKS AND TIPS  
 

To achieve a more defined, punchy and tight 
compression, try these four tips: 

 

1. PARALLEL COMPRESSION  
 

As I mentioned earlier, I generally don't like over-
compressing and squashing sounds when mixing, unless 
I am deliberately going for that type of sound. 

A good way to achieve a bigger sound (which is often the 
reason why engineers choose to "squash" audio), without 
killing all the transients and the punch, is by using 
'parallel compression'. This is a great way to make sure 
that the original transients are still included in the mix. 

This can easily be achieved in a DAW by creating a 
duplicate of the original sound source, and by adding 
compression to the copy. The compressed signal can then 
be used as an extra “spice”, and added to the original 
(and less processed) sound source. In fact, I often create 



30 

 

two or three copies of some instruments and treat them 
all in different ways. This way of working (with layers) 
suddenly opens a lot of new possibilities, and makes the 
mix-process a lot more creative. One thing one needs to 
look out for, though, is the phase-relationship between 
the two signals. But with the correct ‘delay 
compensation’ settings (if using a DAW) one should be 
safe. 

Of course, another great way to ensure that your mix 
sounds natural and punchy is by using longer/slower 
attack times. Quicker attack times are good for bringing 
out the ambience of a sound, and to smoothen out the 
transients. However, they can easily kill transients and 
suck out the life of a mix. Longer attack times, on the 
other hand, will allow the transients to pass through, and 
give you a more natural sound. 

 

2. GAIN STAGING AND WORKING AROUND THE   
“SWEET SPOT”  

 

Many engineers are not aware of the fact that every piece 
of equipment has a “sweet spot”. This is the region in 
which the compressor sounds and operates the best, and 
where it generates the most pleasing sound. This also 
relates to keeping the proper gain staging, how much 
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level one pushes into the device and how much one gets 
out of it. For example, if one looks at the controls of a 
UREI 1176 (this comes as a standard plugin in most 
DAW’s so it’s therefore a good example), one can see 
that the input and output knobs are labelled in steps of 
3dB. If one places the input knob at around the 30 mark 
(10 o’clock) and the output knob around the 18 mark (2 
o’clock), the compressor is now set to the so-called 
“unity gain”, or “0”. This means that the input amplifier 
is not adding anything, and the output amplifier is also 
set to a neutral position. When working with an 1176 this 
is always a good starting point, and I rarely never drift 
too far away from it. Instead, if the input signal is too 
hot, it’s always better to bring down the output level of 
the previous device, (instead of bringing down the actual 
input knob of the 1176). This is all part of ensuring the 
right gain staging is kept through the audio path, and 
ensuring that you stay around the “sweet spot”.   

Finding the “sweet spot” for a specific piece of gear also 
takes time, experimentation, and critical listening. After 
working with the same equipment for many years, one 
will eventually learn how each device behaves and how 
to get the best out of it. 
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3. FEED THE COMPRESSOR WITH A HEALTHY AND 
EVEN LEVEL 

 

Before adding a compressor to any sound, I always even 
out the volume of the recorded file. I do this in ProTools, 
by using the “Clip Gain” option and by bringing up the 
smaller waves and lowering down the biggest ones, 
creating a more even sound wave. Let’s say for instance 
that the lead vocal was recorded extremely quiet during 
the verses, and that the choruses were recorded extremely 
loud. A compressor added to this track would barely hit 
the threshold during the verses, and it would most likely 
over-compress the vocal during the choruses. 

As discussed in the last section, I strongly believe that 
every piece of equipment has a point where it operates at 
its best, whether it is the input of a preamp or the 
input/gain reduction of a compressor. When using an 
1176 on the lead vocal, for example, I always want to see 
the needle of the meter moving (on an average) between -
4 and -7, and to quickly return close to 0 between the 
words. By simply boosting the volume of the quieter 
parts and trimming down the louder parts, before 
reaching the compressor, you will stay around the “sweet 
spot” all the time. 
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And by keeping the sound volume even, before the 
compressor, you will ensure your gain structure is 
healthy from the start. 
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4. CLEAN COMPRESSION 
 

If you have ever tried compressing a sound that contains 
too much low-end or “boomy” frequencies, you have 
probably noticed that the compressed signal will end up 
sounding very sluggish and undefined. This is especially 
noticeable when compressing the master bus or a group 
of instruments.  

Before adding a compressor, I always try to “clean up” 
the signal as much as possible. The basic idea is that a 
compressor is always going to work better and be 
“happier” if you feed it with a clean and healthy signal. 
The result will be a much more defined and tightly 
compressed sound. 

A way to do this, without affecting the audio itself, is to 
filter the side-chain of the compressor. The side-chain is 
the circuit that controls the actual audio going through it. 
A cleaner side-chain signal will improve the way the 
compressor attacks the audio. This is great if you are, for 
example, compressing drums with lots of sub-bass. By 
filtering the side-chain the compressor will only react to 
the higher frequencies, which will result in a more tightly 
compressed sound. Not all compressors offer this option, 
but whenever I use my Emperical Lab’s ‘Distressor’ I 
make use of this filter. 
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One of the techniques and concepts I use a lot when 
mixing is something I refer to as “Q10:ing” (using 
Waves Q10 EQ). This is basically a form of ‘subtractive 
EQ’ with the purpose of cleaning up the sounds before 
reaching the compressor. This means, finding the 
frequencies that bother you and then dipping them. For 
this specific purpose, I always use a sharp “Q-value” and 
never cut the frequency more than 3dB. At this stage I 
will focus on dipping (cutting or lowering) frequencies 
that might badly affect the compressor (not only lower 
frequencies, but also higher ones). While lower 
frequencies will make, the compressor operate more 
sluggishly, the problem with harsh and nasty upper 
harmonics is that the compressor will reinforce them 
further. So, by finding and dipping the worst ones before 
you hit the compressor, you will both get a tighter and 
smoother compressed sound. 
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CHAPTER 5  
COMPRESSING VOCALS AND DRUMS 

 
In my opinion, the two most important elements in a mix 
are the drums and the lead vocal. It might sound like a 
cliché, but if you get these two elements right, your mix 
is already halfway there. It’s a fact that most listeners 
(and not only engineers and music people) mostly pay 
attention to the lead vocal and the drums, and how well 
these two grabs one’s attention.  

When working with a lead vocal, the most important part 
is of course that the singer has a great voice. However, if 
the vocal sound is also sonically compelling and 
interesting, there is an even bigger chance that the 
listener will feel emotionally moved by the performance. 
Also, more “in your face” vocal sounds will always 
translate better on low-level radio (if we are talking about 
mixing pop-vocals), and this has a huge impact on how 
the song will be received on radio.  

In the same way, people often react better to drums that 
are punchy and exciting sounding, compared to dull and 
lifeless drums. So how does one achieve this in a mix, 
and what are the things one should look for in terms of 
compression? Because, having said all this, this is not 
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only down to compression or which compressor you are 
using. However, it plays a big role. 
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1. COMPRESSING LEAD VOCALS 
 

When adding a compressor to a lead vocal, my first 
thought is always “why?” What is it I am trying to 
achieve with this compressor, and what does this specific 
vocal recording require to achieve the sound that I am 
looking for? Let’s say that the song I am mixing is a 
straightforward pop track, with a singer whose voice 
lacks a bit of character. In this case, there are only two 
objectives with compressing his/her voice; adding 
character and making sure he is in the face of the listener 
at all time. This might not always be my personal taste, 
but it is usually what this kind of music asks for.  

Personally, I would consider two options in this case: a 
UREI 1176 or a Chandler TG1, or perhaps even try a 
combination of the two. What I love about the 1176 is 
how it adds punch to consonants, when used with a long 
‘attack’ and a quick ‘release time’. On the other hand, the 
TG1 gives an amazing bite and presence, when used with 
a quick ‘attack’ and ‘release time’. So, what I often do is 
to send the vocal track to both these compressors and 
then combine the two signals. I would probably use more 
of the 1176 signal, and blend in the TG1 to taste. I 
would, of course, first make sure that I don’t send too 
much of any annoying or disturbing frequencies into the 
compressor, and that I send an even level into the 
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compressor. Something to look out for when adding 
heavy compression to a vocal is the sharpness of “S’s” 
and how the consonant respond. Sometimes I spend time 
automating different syllables pre-compression, so that 
they won’t go into the compressor too loud. Adding a 
“de-esser” before and after the compressor is also a great 
idea. 
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2. COMPRESSING DRUMS 
 

How different engineers go about compressing drums is 
of course (like most other aspects of mixing) down to 
personal taste. My general philosophy is to always 
respect the original transients of the drum kit, even when 
I work on a song that calls for a very compressed drum 
sound. I also tend to treat the drums as a whole, rather 
than working too much on the separate drum tracks (at 
least when it comes to using inserts on individual tracks). 
To me a drum kit is one sound, and one instrument, and 
not separate sound sources.  

Having said that, I also work a lot with parallel 
compression, and I often make duplicates of each 
individual drum track. In this way, I can add lots of 
compression to individual drums, without replacing the 
original sound source (and I can use it as an extra spice). 
I normally tend to add limiters to the original kick and 
snare tracks, but I never compress them too hard. For me 
it is very important to respect the original transients of 
drums, and add to them, rather than totally reshaping 
them. In the same way, I love playing with the overhead 
tracks and I often treat them with parallel compression 
(often very heavy compression as well), only to add 
another dimension to the drum kit.  
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Mixing drums is a lot like cooking and adding spices to a 
dish. One needs to constantly monitor how much one is 
adding, and be careful with not over-doing it. Luckily, 
when mixing drums one can easily back off on the 
spices, while this is not the case when cooking. Too 
much compression on drums can easily result in a lifeless 
and small sound, when the aim was to make the drums 
bigger and punchier.  

I normally add a compressor across the whole drum bus 
(preferably a SSL G compressor), as well as creating a 
parallel drum bus. This parallel drum bus will receive 
lots of heavy compression (often a Fairchild 660/670 or 
an EMI TG1), with the aim to create an explosive and 
aggressive copy of the drums. In the same way, as with 
the lead vocal, I will then blend these two together, and 
try to find a nice blend. The original drum bus (with the 
SSL compressor) will always receive a very subtle 
compression, with a slow ‘attack time’ and slow 
‘release’. In this way, you have two different “spices” to 
play with while mixing. 
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CHAPTER 6  
MASTERING AND COMPRESSION 

 

Although this chapter is not directly about mixing, 
mastering a subject that often leads to the overuse of 
compression and limiting. One misconception about 
mastering is that it is all about loudness and heavy 
compression. As you will find out in this chapter, the art 
of Mastering is about something completely different, 
and should not be associated with the “loudness war” or 
heavy compression.  

Also, in the mastering process it is more common to use 
limiters rather than compressors. A limiter is basically 
the same thing as a compressor (many compressors can 
be operated as limiters if they are fast enough) but they 
generally have a very fast Attack time and a very high 
Ratio setting. A limiter basically aims to stop any signal 
above a certain threshold (like a brick wall) rather than 
just gently reducing it.   

  



43 

 

1. EVERY ENGINEER NEEDS A SECOND PAIR OF 
EARS 

 

Clients (and people in general) often ask me why 
mastering is so important, and if they really need to 
master their track. On the other hand, there are also many 
engineers and producers who seem to have 
misunderstood the purpose of the mastering process, and 
who perhaps expect too much from it. If their mix is not 
sounding good they might expect mastering to fix it for 
them somehow. So, I want to put some things straight 
regarding the art of mastering and compressors. 

As a mix engineer I have, over the years, drifted into the 
world of mastering myself. People generally seem to 
look at mixing and mastering as two completely different 
worlds, but personally I have always thought of them as 
two sides of the same coin. After all, both mixing and 
mastering is about the same things: critical listening, 
tweaking knobs and making decisions.  

To me, a great mastering engineer should almost be like 
an extension of the mix engineer, someone who is there 
to give his/her honest opinion about a finished mix, and 
to make any necessary corrections. A great mastering 
engineer should be like a second (and fresh) pair of ears, 
someone who checks your works and gives you an 
honest opinion. 
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He/she is the one who will hopefully spot any imbalances 
in the overall tone and colour of the mix, or will let you 
know if (for example) the lead vocal is too loud.  

This means that if everything is already sounding great, a 
good mastering engineer should (in theory) leave the mix 
untouched.  

 

2. COMPRESSION AND MASTERING 
 

So, what about the use of compressors in mastering? In 
what way does it differ from the use of compressors 
while mixing? 

During the mix stage compressors can play lots of 
different roles, and sometimes be used purely for adding 
texture, color or depth to a sound. In mastering studios, 
compressors tend to be a lot more clean and transparent 
(compared to the ones you would find in a mix room), 
with the aim of gently hugging the mix and adding some 
“glue factor”.  Common compressors used in the 
Mastering stage are the Manley Vari-mu or a Maselec 
MLA-2, which are both very gentle compressors. 
However, as I mentioned earlier, limiters are used more 
in the mastering process than compressors. Digital 
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limiters are often used (even in the big mastering houses) 
as they tend to be faster and more reliable. The main 
purpose of using a limiter is to have a “goal-keeper” at 
the end of the audio chain. The limiter is simply there to 
protect your mix from overloading, while increasing the 
overall level of the track (to where it should be and 
without destroying the dynamic range of the mix). 

Regarding the so called “loudness-war”, this is 
something I personally try to stay out of. Although, when 
someone sends you a ‘rough mix’ that has a waveform 
shaped like a sausage, as a mix or mastering engineer, 
one is left without much choice. This is due to the fact 
that many producers and engineers today set the bar too 
high from the start, adding their mastering plugins, 
before the track is even finished. At the end of the day, if 
my mix is a lot quieter than the rough mix, people will 
always perceive the rough mix as a lot better. And the 
whole world of mastering plugins (available today) is not 
helping the cause.  

If you would like to know more about compression and 
Mastering (in more depth) please check out my upcoming 
eBook – The Art of Mastering. It is currently being 
written and will be released on Amazon in mid-
September 2017. Stay tuned! 
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FINAL WORDS 
 

So, my final words of advice for this short e-book (and to 
sum up the last six chapters) would be: use compressors 
like you use spices when cooking. Spices can make a 
dish even more delicious, but they can also ruin it.  

Also, spend time getting to know your equipment and 
start seeing each individual compressor as a unique tool 
(with its own personality).  

Limiting oneself to fewer compressors is also a great way 
to get to know each individual compressor, rather than 
using different ones every time. Having said that, it takes 
time to learn which ones you like and work the best for 
you. Hopefully this book will help you to start seeing 
compressors and compression in a clearer way. 

Finally, the focus (when trying to become a better 
engineer) should be on trying to find out what sounds 
you like and developing your personal taste. It’s 
important to always have a clear vision of what you are 
trying to achieve, before reaching for any piece of gear. 
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THANK YOU! 
 

Before you go, I would like to say, “thank you” for 
purchasing this book, and for reading it all the way to the 
end. I hope you enjoyed it! 

I would like to thank my brother Fredrik Juth, for 
proofreading and for great teamwork. 

 

Feel free to get in touch, with any questions or tips. 

Thomasjuth@gmail.com 
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MORE BY THOMAS JUTH 
 

Did you find this book useful? Then you will probably 
also enjoy TURN YOUR PASSION INTO A 
CAREER and THE ART OF EQUALIZATION 

JUTH-EBOOKS.COM 
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Free Sample from: 

 

“Turn your Passion into a Career  

– How to Become a Successful Freelance Music 
Producer/Engineer” 

 
INTRODUCTION   

THE THINGS THEY DON’T TEACH YOU 
AT SCHOOL 

 
As a freelance Mix Engineer myself, having fought my 
way through the music industry, I know what an odyssey 
it can be to reach any level of success (even if it just 
means having a stabile income). Especially if you are 
starting from nothing, and you are dreaming about 
producing or mixing records on a higher level. The first 
step into the music industry can seem enormous and the 
possibilities can seem impossible to find. But there are 
ways that you can slowly start moving towards your 
goals today, and little by little make your way into the 
right direction. 
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Many people go to production and sound engineering 
schools these days, such as SAE or dBS. Most schools 
are of course great, and studying is always a good option. 
However, what most of these schools don’t teach you is 
how to survive in the music industry after completing 
your studies. Having knowledge and technical skills is 
great, but if one wants to make a living out of it, it takes a 
whole new set of skills. Most people that enter into the 
music industry today will most likely start off as a 
freelancer right away, and this will add even more 
challenges. 

The purpose of this book is to act as a guide and as an 
introduction to different ideas and concepts, that have 
helped me in my career. I want to share some of the 
knowledge and experience I have gathered over the 
years, and hopefully guide others who want to take a 
similar path.  

I will talk about how to survive as a freelancer (Producer 
or Audio Engineer), how to build a clientele and different 
types of self-promotion. I will also talk about things to 
think about when applying for a job in a studio, if you 
want to take the intern or Assistant Engineer route. 

Once you have taken your first steps into the music 
industry this book can also help you in getting more 
work, and with finding new clients.  
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I have deliberately made this book short, to make it 
enjoyable and easy to read. I will also be very straight to 
the point, and only talk about things that I truly believe 
will help you.  

 
To make this book easier to read I will at times use the 
expression “Music Professional” to describe both 
Producer and Audio Engineer. 
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CHAPTER 1 
WORKING FOR SOMEONE ELSE  – THE 

BEST WAY TO START A FREELANCE 
CAREER 

 

Even though this book will focus on building a freelance 
career (which is probably the most common path in 
today’s music industry), there are many people who 
might want to try working as an employee (“Runner”, 
Assistant Engineer or an in-house Engineer) for a 
recording studio or a Producer.  

This is of course a great idea, and something that I would 
recommend for everyone, even to kick-start your 
freelance career. Or to put it more realistically, in a 
perfect world this is how everyone should start their 
career. Even if you are aiming to build your own 
freelance career, there is nothing better than first starting 
off as an employee for someone else. 

This is also how I started my own career, before going 
freelance and doing “my own thing”. It has many 
advantages, and you will learn a lot of valuable and 
priceless things by working for someone else. After a few 
years working for a studio (or working for another 
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Producer/Engineer) it is then a lot easier to take that leap 
out into the “freelance-world”. By then you will already 
have a lot of clients, important knowledge about the 
industry and a better vision for your own career. Sadly, 
over the last 10 years it has gotten harder and harder to 
get an employment, as many studios (all around the 
world) have closed, and many Producers nowadays work 
from home and with more compact set-ups. But it is still 
possible to go down this path, so don’t give up without at 
least trying. Here are a few things to think about when 
applying for studio-jobs. 

 

TO CONTINUE READING PLEASE CLICK HERE: JUTH-
EBOOKS.COM 

 

 


