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Mixing
tracks

The process of mixing down tracks is a long and complicated
one, and experience counts for a lot. Here; top producer

hen someone sends me a track to mix,

Gary Bromham offers up his tips on getting your mix right.
my initial instinct isoften one of

W apprehension. Indeed, the most

experienced mix engineers speak of the “Oh my God,
what am I going to do with this?” feeling when they first
push up the faders. Is this an edgy mix with a dry vocal,
a softer mix with a wet vocal or even a mix that doesn’t
sound like it's been mixed at all. But as with any other
part of the song writing or music making process,
mixing can be approached in a systematic way.

Mixing is essentially the art of blending instruments
and sounds together in such a way that they form a
coherent whole. What we'’re trying to achieve is clarity
and definition in our mix. We need to be able to hear
everything, and by giving each sound its own space and
position in which to operate in the frequency range and
stereo field we should be able to attain this.

With the help of a few rules and guidelines we can
make this process much easier for ourselves. Here, I've
put together what I would consider to be the most
important considerations when approaching a mix. Like
all parts of the mixing process, some tips will apply
more to particular genres of music than to others, but
the common denominator is trying to make something
which sounds as if it all belongs together to form a
finished work.

Monitoring

Listen to your mixes on as many different sets of
speakers as possible. I always check my mixes in the
car, on the TV speakers and on an old ghettoblaster. It
will always reveal different aspects and frequencies that
have been accentuated in your mix.

Rough mix
Always get a rough balance of the track before you
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start mixing. Push up the faders, see what raw materials >
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mim TOoP TIP

Spectrum Analyser

A useful device for giving a visual representation of the frequency range of a mix or individual
sound. Where this is of particular use is if, for example, you want to create definition in the bass
end of our track. We could solo the kick drum and bass to see if their frequencies overlapped.
By giving them specific ranges in the spectrum you should be able to hear them both more
clearly, and thereby prevent a muddy bottom end to your track. A spectrum analyser is included
in most music software, and therefore is a very cheap and efficient tool.

T The spectrum analyser is one of the most useful tools in any mixing engineer’s box. Most serious
L2 music production software will include one. Logic’s is shown above left, and Waves’ is above.
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> you have available to you, and then plan your mix

accordingly. A rough mix will often form the basis for
the main mix and be a quick way of building the
foundations on which to expand the track later.

Simplicity

Keep things simple. Be organised in the way that
you work and get rid of any superfluous material. You
have enough to think about without worrying about
which of the 20 guitar takes you should use.

Plan

Have a plan for your mix. Know what you're trying
to achieve before you set out, and have an idea of how
you want it to sound. Do you want a dry vocal in a wet
mix, a wet vocal in a dry mix, an edgy mix or even a mix
that's made to sound like it hasn’t been mixed at all?

Acoustics

Know your environment, particularly the sound
of the room you're mixing in. It’s so important for you
to know from the outset if the room is liable to accent
bass frequencies because this will have to be taken into
account and compensated for when mixing. If this is
the case, a quick and easy way of making a bass trap to
absorb some lower frequencies is to take an old bedside
cabinet, empty it, fill it with pillows and set it at the back
of the room. A quick fix solution, but it may help you.

Influence

Keep the band away from the studio when you're
mixing. Let them make their comments when they hear
a nearly finished product. Remember, you're not as
close to the material as they are, and therefore are far
more likely to be objective about what needs to be done.
(The guitarist will always want to hear his parts louder
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than anyone else’s!) If you're the artist as well as the
mixer, you should play the mix to others who you trust
to give you an unbiased opinion.

Experiment

Don't be frightened to try out new ideas. Some of
the most innovative mixes have been accidents! Good
mix engineers are never scared to try something, and if
necessary scrap it. Unless you're in the most extreme
hurry to finish, put time aside to play with the sounds
of different instruments. Get to know your gear, it’s very
important to know what your equipment is capable of
and how to achieve different sounds with it.

Panning

This is the positioning of sounds from left to right
and, in surround sound, from back to front. Think about
the panning in relation to what you're mixing. It stands to
reason that if you're mixing a track for a club, there’s no
point in panning integral rhythmical parts to one side
as only one half of the club will be able to dance to it!
Keep the clever panning for things like effects as they
have no real bearing on the rhythm of the track.

Stereo image

Use panning to create a panoramic mix, which is
one where sounds are panned to varying degrees from
left to right. I remember once reading an interview with
Bob Clearmountain in which he complained how bands
always sent tracks with everything recorded in stereo.
His solution was to mute one side of the sound so as to
create a sense of stereo in the mix. He quite rightly
stated that if everything in a mix is in stereo, then what
you end up with is two lots of mono (profound, I hear
you say). His solution was to pan individual tracks as if
he were watching the band play in a room.

105
Always check your mixes in mono. Not so

important now, but some people have mono TV, in-car
systems and radios. Great to have a mix that sounds
brilliant in stereo with loads of clever effects, but not so
clever if they disappear when listened to in mono!

1 Breaks

Don’t mix for hours on end. Take regular
breaks, it will keep you objective. Something which
takes hours to do in the middle of the night can be
sorted out in ten minutes when you're wide awake.

1 Volume

Don’t monitor too loud. Exposure to extreme
levels for long periods will severely alter your
perception of the top end of a track. By all means give
the music the occasional loud listen through to see if it
moves you in the way it should, but then turn it down
again for objective mixing. A good mix will always
sound as good when played quietly.

1 Gating Noise
Gates are a useful way of keeping the
background noise levels down during quiet passages >
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> in a mix. Make sure the attack and release settings are
not so extreme that they create an unnatural clipping

effect on any of the sounds.
1 Compression/Limiting
Use compression to tighten up the sound of
your mix, or limiting to control level fluctuation.
Sometimes a limiter can even out simple fluctuations in
vocal levels, preventing the need for having to automate
the entire vocal track with your sequencer. Compression,
on the other hand, can be used to great effect for
making the bass ‘pump’, or a snare ‘crack’, or generally
to add excitement to an otherwise lacklustre sound.
Phase

1 Check the phase of your mix. Phase is very
much based on the relationship between sounds. If one
side of a stereo keyboard is out of phase with the other,
you will almost certainly lose the bottom end of that
sound. Similarly, if two drum mics were out of phase
when they were recorded, this will affect the depth of
their sound in your mix. An easy way to spot a phase
problem is when an element of the mix sounds as if it’s
coming from behind your head or out of the speakers.
Groups

1 Group things together; it makes the job of

mixing much easier. Have a group for each set of

instruments (drums, basses, guitars, vocals etc.).

Grouping all your drums — for example — to one fader,

rather than pushing eight faders at once, can make your

life so much easier and help simplify your mixing process.
Save

1 Back-up regularly. Sounds obvious, but it’s
amazing how many people forget to save their work as
they're going along. Imagine if you needed to come
back to an otherwise perfect mix to change just one
thing, but hadn’t saved your work! Get in the habit of
saving after every new part you work on.

Reverb

1 Don’t be tempted to use too much reverb as it
can easily cloud your mix. This is especially true where
vocals are concerned. As a rule of thumb, if the vocal is
wet, the track should be kept as dry as possible. And if
the track has large amounts of reverb, the vocal should
also be kept as dry as possible. Try to find a reverb that
can be used on several sounds in the track at once,
rather than using many different reverbs, as this can
cloud the frequency spectrum. Don't be frightened to
EQ your reverb returns, as this will help create more

space in your mix
Intuition

1 Learn to trust your ears! This does come with

experience, but generally what you intuitively feel to be

the right direction in a mix, ends up being the way to go.
Reference

2 Listen to music of a similar genre to the
track you are mixing as a reference point. Don’t be
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frightened to switch between your mix and another
track; this can bring things to your attention that you
may not otherwise hear.
2 Feedback

Play your mix to other people. They will often

hear things you couldn’t, and raise questions about
aspects of the mix that you didn’t consider.

2 2 Mastering
Try using a final EQ or compressor over

your entire mix to see if there’s any overall enhancement
that could improve your mix. There are many good
plug-ins and rack units that perform this task brilliantly,
such as T-RackS from IK Multimedia or TC Electronics’
Finaliser. Multiband or frequency-conscious
compressors have become increasingly popular. These
devices enables you to tighten up the bass end of our
mix without altering the top end, or conversely add
sparkle to the top end without changing the bass.

EQ
2 3 Try not to overuse EQ. Unless you're after a

specific effect such as filtering a drum loop or crushing
a voice to sound like a telephone, for example, then try
to be sparing with the EQ.

Filters

2 Make use of the Hi-pass and Lo-pass
filters on your desk or in your software. If you're in
any doubt at all about the accuracy of the bass end in
your room, err on the side of caution and use Hi-pass
filters across sounds in the mix. Listen to the kick
drum and bass in solo and decide which one of them
forms the foundation of your track. Put a Hi-pass
filter set at around 75Hz on the least important of the

Compression can be used to
great effect for making the bass
‘pump’, or a snare ‘crack’.

two — then the bottom end should sound clearer

and more punchy. A similar thing can be achieved

by using a Lo-pass filter set at about 6kHz on a reverb,
for example. This is useful for getting rid of a harsh
top end on a vocal, for example, where the space of
the reverb is needed around the voice to add warmth,
but without the fizzy top end that reverb can, on
occasion, introduce.

== yeto
A de-esser is another form of compressor,

but one which acts only on a specific, pre-defined
range of frequencies. Most of the top software packages
now include them and they’re usually very easy to set
up. Place one over the insert of a vocal, set the
frequency to where the ‘S’ sound is most prominent,
and simply adjust the reduction in the ‘S’ sound to
what you require. The effect of this is to give a
smoother-sounding vocal, but without removing all
the top end from your track.
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