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Vocal Alchemy

Multiband Compression

If 1 encounter a lead vocal track in
which the singer tends to be much more
powerful in some frequency ranges
than in others, and this inconsistency
causes the lead vocal to be too loud or
soft in particular spots in the mix, | con-
sider using a multiband compressor.

Multiband compressors such as the
Waves C4 are powerful tools indeed.
Simplistically described, the C4 is essen-
tially four semi-independent frequency-
dependent compressors in one package.
Controls per band include threshold, range,
release, attack and release times, and gain. Global
controls include master controls for the per-band threshold,
gain, range, attack and release controls as well as “behavior”
(this control allows the user to choose between opto-coupled
modeling or “electro”, a setting Waves describes as the opposite
of opto), release (which includes an automatic setting), and knee.

To my ear, for a variety of reasons, the controls and even the
sound of the C4 in some ways remind me of the feel of a dbx
160a—it’s like four of these (on steroids), each assigned to act on
a unique range of frequencies, synced together with one control
panel. | don’t often use a multiband compressor because at least for
me, there are so many possible adjustments and they’re all so pow-
erful, that | find it takes me too long to set one up—that is, unless |
really need what only it can do.

If you are new to multiband
compressors, more than ever,
use your ears! As is the case
with any change you are in the
process of making, frequently
bypass the effect and compare
the modified sound to the origi-
nal unprocessed sound. Just
because a plug-in or hardware
box has a good reputation or a
cool-looking display doesn’t mean that it adds something pos-
itive to the mix!

De-essing

Some singers just have a natural tendency to produce loud
sibilant sounds. For the uninitiated, The Merriam-Webster
Online Dictionary defines sibilant as: having, containing, or pro-
ducing the sound of or a sound resembling that of the s or the
sh in sash <a sibilant affricate> <a sibilant snake>.

Sibilant sounds can be exacerbated by poor choices in micro-
phone, preamp and dynamics processing. Once recorded, in
the context of mixing, sibilance can be tamed using a variety of
techniques including de-essing, eq, editing and gain riding,
alone or in combination.

Generally speaking, sibilance is centered in the region of
5 kHz to 7 kHz. A de-esser is a self-contained special-purpose
compressor that is designed to trigger compression only when
selected frequencies exceed a given threshold. A general-pur-
pose compressor can be set to act as a de-esser if and only if
it offers a sidechain input. This sidechain input connects to the
detector circuit in the compressor. To make a general purpose
compressor work as a de-esser, the engineer must take a feed
from the track to be de-essed, send it through an equalizer
that de-emphasizes all other frequency ranges other than the
sibilant sounds in need of taming, then connect this signal to
the sidechain input of the compressor.

Some de-essers offer very little in the way of control over the
various parameters that could be useful to the engineer. Others
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| use compression to smooth out
inconsistencies in lead vocal level, but
even more so to impart a perception
of robustness to the lead vocal.

allow the engineer to select the center frequency and filter type
(usually bandpass or highpass) for adjusting the sidechain sig-
nal. Generally I'm not a big fan of de-essers—I hear them at
work and don’t much care for their overall impact on vocal
quality. If my clients don’t want me to spend very much time on
the sound of a vocal, I'll usually tend to instantiate a de-esser
as a quick but not so elegant fix for egregious “s” sounds.

Generally, using eq to control sibilance is not a terribly effective
option. Since sibilant sounds are not the only sound in the 5 kHz
to 7 kHz range, notching out sibilant sounds using eq also affects
the good information in that range. In the contemporary DAW
environment, at least if eq is an option for taming sibilance, it can
be automated to specifically act only on problem spots.
Unfortunately, even this application of eq can be problematic, not
all DAWs and/or software are capable of enacting artifact-free
fast automation of all parameters. Over the years using Pro Tools,
| have definitely experienced some situations in which this kind of
automated corrective eq created noticeable clicking.

When my clients allow me the time necessary to do the best
| can do, | favor using gain riding and editing to solve sibi-
lance problems. If | have time, I'll go through the lead vocal,
writing volume automation down to the syllabic level as need-
ed. In this context, | can literally reduce or increase the gain
of any sound, including harsh sibilance. | trust that I'm better
equipped than a detection circuit to judge sibilance that
needs adjustment.

Taken one step further, in a case of really bad sibilance, I'll
scour the vocal performance for other occurrences of the
same sound—whether it’s an “s” or “sh” or “t”. I've rarely not
been able to find numerous examples of these sounds within
a given song/set of takes. |
then simply substitute a more
usable iteration of the sound by
means of copying a friendly
version of the needed sound
and pasting it over an egre-
gious one.

Ducking

Brought up earlier in this arti-
cle is the technique known as
ducking. This is another application of sidechain compression.
In almost every pop music mix | do, | use the lead vocal to auto-
matically turn down certain other parts, usually things like
rhythm guitar or a padding keyboard part. | generally set the
ducking device to effect anywhere from less than a dB to as
much as 5 or 6 dB change. When the vocalist sings, the ducked
part is turned down; as soon as the vocalist stops singing, based
on settings, the ducked instrument’s volume automatically returns
to its un-ducked level.

This is a great technique for keeping supporting parts as
robust as possible without impeding the intelligibility or
power of the lead vocal. And best of all, it hardly takes any
time to set up, saving loads of level automating time. Ducking
is worth an entire article in itself, and is useful for more than
just vocal work; look for just such an article in an upcoming
issue of Recording.

That’s enough for one month. In the next instalment we’ll look
at equalization, harmonics processors (exciters and distor-
tions), time domain and other processing, completing our com-
prehensive look at the art and science of vocal mixing. =3

Bruce Kaphan (kaphan@recordingmag.com) is a freelance
producer/engineer/composer/musician living in the San
Francisco Bay Area. His pedal steel playing can be heard on
the recordings of Sheryl Crow, R.E.M., Jewel, American Music
Club, The Black Crowes, and others. He “adapted the under-
score” to Bob Dylan’s Masked & Anonymous and has toured
with David Byrne & American Music Club.
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