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Vocal compression might seem like a dark art if you’re new to mixing, and it
can take a while to fully understand compression and hear what it’s doing. 

How many tutorial videos have you watched by the mix engineer legends
where they demonstrate vocal compression from a famous mix that leaves
you feeling frustrated because they can hear something you simply can’t? 

Probably a one or two.

Only by playing and experimenting over time will you properly understand
how to use a compressor on vocals and in this post I hope to make that path
a little shorter so you can get a great vocal sound dialled in quickly and
con�dently.

It’s not easy but you  do it. We all have to start somewhere, even the pros
weren’t awesome in the beginning.

can

What Is Compression?
A compressor does three things:

 Automatically controls levels
 Changes the transient; with vocals, that’s the consonants
 Adds “character”, or not, depending on the compressor
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Compressor Types
Not all compressors are of the same design. They each have their own
“character” or sound. The four most common ones are:

 VCA
 FET
 Optical
 Variable-Mu

Each has their own sound characteristics and is probably something to
consider further, once you’ve got the basics of compression down.

Stick a pin in this idea and look into it later down the line but the TL;DR
description is that their names describe the gain reduction circuit for that
particular type of compressor and how they react to the input signal. They
impart certain sonic qualities depending on the type used that can further
enhance the sound beyond the standard parameter settings.

https://www.simplymixing.com/
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The Problem With Vocals
The most important thing with vocals is that you can .hear every word

Vocals are very dynamic and can usually bene�t from a little, or a lot, of
control, depending on the singer’s experience, performance and the musical
genre.

If a singer isn’t that well acquainted with recording and rely on their live
singing technique, then problems could arise and compression can save the
day.

 It brings up the background
noise, breaths and emphasises sibilance in a vocal. Mastering the release
setting will control this aspect of the vocal but also, 

 circuit by
using clip gain to manually control the peaks and breaths. I �nd around -6dB
clip gain on breaths and sibilance works really well for me.

Vocal compression can cause its own problems.

you can tackle these
problem areas BEFORE the signal even touches the compressor

In fact, using  can work better than having only one do
all the heavy lifting. Split the compression over two compressors in series,
one to hit the peaks with roughly -4dB reduction and the second for a more
gentle, overall compression of -2 to -3dB. The result is a more natural yet
fully present sound.

multiple compressors

The two compressors used in this way, traditionally, are the Urei 1176
followed by the LA2A.

https://www.simplymixing.com/
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Compressor Controls
There are six main controls on a compressor:

Threshold
The point in signal volume at which compression starts

Ratio
The amount of level reduction that takes place once the signal crosses the
threshold. E.G. 4:1 = for every 1dB that goes over the threshold, 4 dB will be
reduced.

Attack
Determines how quickly, or slowly, the compressor reacts to the incoming
signal, making the vocals sound either smoother or edgier and aggressive.

Release
Determines how quickly, or slowly, the compressor allows the audio to return
to its normal level, shaping the ends of words, phrases or breaths.

Knee
Determines the sharpness of compression. Soft knee is subtle, hard knee is
more aggressive. Hard knee is good for rock vocals.

https://www.simplymixing.com/
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Makeup Gain
Gain added to bring back the level lost because of compression. Dial-in by
ear.

API2500 Compressor from Waves

https://www.simplymixing.com/
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Slow, Slow, Quick, Quick, Slow
I remember getting confused about what should have been fairly simple, but
I just couldn’t get my head around “fast, slow, long and short” and which
numbers were, in fact, fast or slow.

I don’t know why, maybe number blindness or something but anyway, this
might help if you’re feeling the same confusion.

WARNING: lack of fancy graphic…

. 
A good starting point for a rock vocal would be a 4:1 ratio with a medium-fast
attack and a medium release

Then, set the threshold for around 4 to 6dB of gain reduction. Increase or
decrease the attack time until you get the right level of forwardness for the
mix.

https://www.simplymixing.com/
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You can use the attack and release times to set the vocal (or instrument)
further back in the mix or bring it more upfront. Taking the edge o� the
consonants by speeding up the attack will give the impression of the vocal
being set back into the mix but still being able to hear all the words.

How To Use Compression On Vocals
So, where do you start? What do you do �rst?

Ask yourself, what am I hearing in this vocal performance that needs
correcting or enhancing?

 Are the verses way quieter than the chorus?
 Does it sound “spiky” or too edgy?
 Is it too soft or laid back for the genre?
 Can I hear every word?

It’s best to have a clear picture of what it is you’re trying to do here, rather
than going in and blindly twiddling knobs or applying presets.

That said, because of all the possible choices, I’m going to give you a general
guide to use as a starting point.

Check out Sara's Rock Mixing Masterclass!

https://www.simplymixing.com/
https://www.simplymixing.com/rock-masterclass
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My 6 Step Compressor Set-Up Method
Step 1
Set a medium-fast attack around 15ms and a medium release of around 80-
100ms. Don’t worry about the exact numbers. Just think “medium”.

Step 2
Set a moderate ratio of about 4:1 then bring down the threshold until you’re
getting 10+dB of gain reduction on the volume peaks, enough so you can
hear the compressor over-working.

Step 3
Adjust the attack until you get the level of edge or forwardness for the
genre.

Step 4
Speed up the release if you want more aggressiveness or energy, slow it
down if you want a more natural sound to the vocal

Step 5
Once you’re happy with the tonal quality, reduce either the threshold or ratio
to lower the amount of compression to about 4-5dB

Step 6
Make up the loss in level by adding some makeup gain

https://www.simplymixing.com/
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Spend plenty of time adjusting the attack and release time until you are
happy with the vocal tone. 

 and do this whilst listening
to the whole track, 

Use a fast attack time for thick, heavy vocals and
a slow attack time for punchy, aggressive vocals

not just the soloed vocal.

Conclusion
Like I said at the start, compression is probably the thing in that takes the
most time to master when learning how to mix music. The most important
thing is to decide how you want the vocal to sound before you start knob
twiddling.

How you use vocal compression really depends on the song, genre and
recording quality and so it makes it impossible to give you settings that will
be perfect every time. It takes time and practise listening to compression to
learn what works and what doesn’t.

This guide only touches the surface of vocal compression and there are
loads of brilliant videos and blog tutorials that go into much more depth,
however, I wanted to give you a basic starting point from which to grow your
knowledge.

  is my website dedicated to help you become a better mix
engineer, with free mixing tutorials, guidebooks and advice updated every
week. Or take my  (a�liate link) at the Pro Mix
Academy and my 

Simply Mixing

Compression Essentials course
Rock Mixing Masterclass.

 for more mixing tips and tutorials to help you produce professional
sounding mixes from your very own home studio.

Subscribe to my weekly Simply Mixing tips, exclusive subscriber tutorials and
updates

https://www.simplymixing.com/
https://www.simplymixing.com/
https://transactions.sendowl.com/stores/15849/214594
https://www.simplymixing.com/rock-masterclass
https://www.simplymixing.com/pl/133658

