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Noise
With analog recordings (guitar, drums, etc.) or completely analog mixes, use the mute 
automation function in your sequencer or on your mixer to eliminate hiss noise. Mute 
individual channels or groups when they are not active. This is particularly important in the 
intro, breakdown, and outro since it will reduce the level of noise in the parts of the song 
where it is most audible.

Phase and polarity
Check to see if recorded drums are out of phase. Other common problems are synthesizer 
sounds with too much anti-phase and applying a fake stereo spreader. Check your mix in 
mono playback to see if sounds almost or entirely disappear because of inverted polarity.

 Most professional sequencers include a correlation meter to check for phase
problems. When the meter is indicating a value towards +1 the sound is in phase. When 
the meter value is towards -1 the sound is out of phase. A value of exactly -1 means you 
have inverted the polarity, which will make it disappear completely in mono playback.

Sub frequencies
Loud or unnecessary sub frequencies (below 40 Hz) in individual tracks can cause 
problems with the sound quality and the final volume of the master. Consider low cutting 
tracks that do not contain meaningful sound in the sub frequencies. For instance, a vocal 
can be cut at around 80 Hz to avoid pops or rumble. Using a gentle 12 dB/Octave slope 
will sound more natural than a steep filter. Do not cut the entire mix though as this could 
lead to a thin sounding mix if you are not careful.

Sibilants and other sharp sounds
Sibilants and other sharp whistling or clicking sounds from the mouth or string instruments 
are a serious challenge when mastering. Use a de-esser if necessary, preferably not a 
narrow band de-esser since it can cause lisping artifacts. Use volume automation on very 
loud sibilants, plosives, or click sounds. Also pay attention to other sharp sounds that stick 
out, i.e. crash cymbals and hi-hats.

Vocal levels
An uneven vocal is difficult to fix in the mastering process. Sometimes two compressors 
with a low ratio is better than one compressor with a high ratio. Even with correct vocal 
compression you often still need to do volume automation. Turn individual passages or 
words up or down until everything is smooth and clearly audible. Try listening at a low 
volume while adjusting the volume automation on the vocal track.
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