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4 Levels: The levels section of the Compressor/Limiter processor has four
basic functions:

¢ Phase Invert: This button, located to the right of the Levels title,
inverts the phase (reverses the sound wave) of your signal. Click
this button to engage and disengage it. It illuminates blue when it’s
engaged.

e Input: This meter shows the level of your signal entering the effect.
e Output: This meter shows the level leaving your effect.

¢ GR: GR stands for Gain Reduction. This meter shows you the
amount, in decibels, that your input level is attenuated.

Also note the Side-Chain adjustments next to the graphical section of the
compressor/limiter window. I cover this in detail later in this chapter in the
“Setting Up Side Chains” section.

Getting started using compression

A compressor is one of the most useful — and one of the most abused —
pieces of gear in the recording studio. The most difficult part of using
compression is that every instrument reacts differently to the same settings.
In this section, I offer you some guidelines and ideas for using the compressor
effectively.

The following steps show you one good way to get familiar with the
compressor. First start by playing your track (hit the Spacebar or play
button in the Transport window) and then follow these steps:

1. Start with a high Ratio setting (between 8:1 and 10:1) and turn the
Threshold knob all the way to the right.

2. Slowly turn the Threshold knob back to the left, watch the meters,
and listen carefully.

While you reduce the threshold, notice where the meters are when
you start hearing a change in the sound of the track. Also notice what
happens to the sound when you have the threshold really low and
the meters are peaked. (The sound is very different from where you
started.)

3. Slowly turn the Threshold knob back to the right and notice how the
sound changes back again.

After you get used to how the sound changes from adjusting the Threshold
setting, try using different Attack and Release settings and do this procedure
again. The more you experiment and critically listen to the changes made by
the different compressor settings, the better you’ll understand how to get
the sound that you want. The following guidelines can also help you achieve
your desired sound:
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+ Try to avoid using any compression on a stereo mix while you mix
your music. Compression is a job for the mastering phase of your
project. If you compress your stereo tracks during mixdown, you limit
what can be done to your music in the mastering stage. This is true even
if you master it yourself and think you know what you want during
mixdown.

+ If you hear noise when you use your compressor, you set it too high.
In effect, you're compressing the loud portions enough to make the level
of the softest sections of the music (including any noise) much louder in
comparison. To get rid of the noise, decrease the Ratio or the Threshold
settings.

4+ To increase the punch of a track, make sure that the Attack setting
isn’t too quick. Otherwise you lose the initial transient and the punch of
a track.

4+ To smooth out a track, use a short Attack setting and a quick Release
time. This evens out the difference in level between the initial transient
and the main body of the sound, and results in a smoother sound.

Less is more when using compression. Resist the temptation to turn those
knobs too much to the right, which will just squash your music. On the other
hand, if that’s the effect you're going for, don’t be afraid to experiment.

Using compression

When you first start experimenting with compressor settings, you most
likely won’t know where to start. To make this process easier for you, here

I include some sample settings for a variety of instruments. Start with

these and use the guidelines listed in the preceding section to fine-tune your
settings.

Compressing vocals

Most recording engineers think that compression is a must for vocals to
even out the often-erratic levels that a singer can produce and to tame
transient jumps in level that can cause digital distortion. You can indeed use
compression on vocals to even out the performance and to create an effect.

If you use a compressor to even out a vocal performance, you don’t want to
hear the compressor working (this can manifest as distortion or a pumping
sound). Instead, you want to catch only the occasional extremely loud
transient that would cause clipping.

A good compression setting has three elements:

4+ A fast attack to catch the stray transient.

4+ A quick release so that the compression doesn’t color the sound of the
singer.
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4+ Alow ratio so that when the compressor does go on, it smooths the
vocals without squashing them.

A typical setting might look like this:

Threshold: -8 dB

Ratio: Between 1.5:1 and 2:1
Attack: <1 ms

Release: About 40 ms

Gain: Adjust so that the output level matches the input level. You don'’t
need to add much gain. ‘

If you want to use a compressor that pumps and breathes — that is, one that
you can really hear working — or if you want to bring the vocals way up
front in the mix, try using the following setting. This puts the vocals “in your
face,” as recording engineers say:

Threshold: -2 dB

Ratio: Between 4:1 and 6:1
Attack: <1 ms

Release: About 40 ms

Gain: Adjust so that the output level matches the input level. You need
to add a fair amount of gain at this setting.

As you can see, the two parameters that you adjust most are Threshold and
Ratio. Experiment with these settings and check their effects by toggling
between the affected and unaffected sound. (Use the Bypass button in the
plug-in window.) Watch the levels going to disk — make sure that they don’t
peak over —6 dB or —4 dB. This ensures a hot signal — one that is loud — and
also leaves you some headroom (a few decibels below clipping) for when you
mixdown. (Find more on this in Chapter 7 in this mini-book.)

Compressing electric guitars

Generally (these days, at least), the signal from an electric guitar gets run
through a compressor and other external effects before it’s even recorded.
You don’t need additional compression when you track the guitar unless you
use a clean (undistorted) setting on your guitar. If you do want to use a little
compression to bring the guitar forward and give it some punch, try these
settings:

Threshold: -1 dB
Ratio: Between 2:1 and 3:1
Attack: 25 ms to 30 ms
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Release: About 200 ms

Gain: Adjust so that the output level matches the input level. You don’t
need to add much gain.

The slow attack is what allows the guitar to have a bit of punch to it. If you
want less punchiness, shorten the attack slightly. Be careful though because
if you shorten it too much, you end up with a mushy sound. (Ahem . . . we're
not talking romance here. I mean the guitar has no definition.)

Compressing electric basses
Another way to get a handle on the potential muddiness of the amplified

bass guitar is to use a little compression. Compression can also help control
any uneven levels that result from overzealous or inexperienced bass
players. Try these settings for a start:

Threshold: -4 dB

Ratio: Between 2.5:1 and 3:1

Attack: Between 40 ms and 50 ms

Release: About 180 ms

Gain: Adjust so that the output level matches the input level. You don’t
need to add much gain.

Compressing acoustic instruments

You don’t generally need a lot of compression on acoustic instruments,
especially if you want a natural sound. You can use the compressor to even
out the resonance of the instrument, which keeps the main character of the
instrument from getting lost in a mix and also avoids a muddy sound. Here’s
a good setting for strummed or picked acoustic instruments:

Threshold: -6 dB

Ratio: Between 3:1 and 4:1

Attack: About 150 ms

Release: About 400 ms

Gain: Adjust so that the output level matches the input level. You don’t

need to add much gain.

Release is set very high because of the amount of sustain that these acoustic
instruments can have. If you play an instrument with less sustain, such as a
banjo, you may find that a shorter attack and release work just fine. In this
case, you can try the following settings:

Threshold: -6 dB
Ratio: Between 2.5:1 and 3:1
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Attack: Between 40 ms and 50 ms
Release: About 180 ms

Gain: Adjust so that the output level matches the input level. You don't
need to add much gain, if any.

Compressing kick drums
Akick drum responds quite well to a compressor when tracking. For the
most part, you can get by with settings that tame the boom a little and allow
the initial attack to get through. A sample setting looks like this:

Threshold: -6 dB

Ratio: Between 4:1 and 6:1

Attack: Between 40 ms and 50 ms

Release: Between 200 ms and 300 ms

Gain: Adjust so that the output level matches the input level. You don’t
need to add much gain.

Compressing snare drums
Adding compression to the snare drum is crucial if you want a tight, punchy

sound. You can go a lot of ways with the snare. The following settings are
common and versatile:

Threshold: -4 dB

Ratio: Between 4:1 and 6:1

Attack: Between 5 ms and 10 ms

Release: Between 125 ms and 175 ms

Gain: Adjust so that the output level matches the input level. You don’t
need to add much gain.

Compressing percussion
Because percussion instruments have high sound levels and are prone to

extreme transients, I like to use a little compression just to control the levels
going to disk. Here’s a good starting point:

Threshold: -10 dB

Ratio: Between 3:1 and 6:1

Attack: Between 10 ms and 20 ms

Release: About 50 ms

Gain: Adjust so that the output level matches the input level. You need
to add a bit of gain.




