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Five-time Grammy Award winning mix engineer Manny Marroquin turns 
on its head the stereotype of the top US mixer specialising in a narrow 
genre of music: he won his first Grammy in 2000 for Mary Mary’s 
album Thankful, then in 2004 won two Album of the Year Grammys 

for Kanye West’s College Dropout and Alicia Keys’ The Diary of Alicia Keys. 
The following year he earned a Grammy for Get Lifted by John Legend, then 
in 2011 another for Battle Studies by John Mayer. Marroquin mixed two of the 
2014 Record Of The Year Grammy nominations: Radioactive from alternative 
rock act Imagine Dragons and Bruno Mars’ album Locked Out Of Heaven, he’s 
also been nominated on Album Of The Year for mixing on Taylor Swift’s Red 
album. Manny has worked with a very wide selection of artists from diverse 
genres: from Rihanna to the Rolling Stones, Enrique Inglesias to Eminem, 
Maroon 5 to Mariah Carey, Jay Z to Justin Bieber, Lana Del Ray to Lionel Richie, 
and 2PAC to Toni Braxton. Marroquin’s work has been heard on 250m albums 
sold worldwide, 40 Billboard #1 albums and 100 Top 10 albums, 12 Hot 100 
#1 singles and more than 40 singles in the Billboard Top 10. Manny moved 
to Los Angeles from Guatemala when he was nine, started playing drums at 
eleven and attended Hamilton High School for the Arts where he developed an 
interest in recording. After school he got a job as assistant at Enterprise Studios, 
never looked back, and has worked from a permanent base at Larrabee Studio 
2 in Los Angeles for the last ten years. In March 2013, Waves released the 
Manny Marroquin collection, a signature series of plug-ins Manny spent time 
developing. When Resolution spoke to him, he’d recently completed mixing 
work for Eminem’s The Marshall Mathers LP 2 album.

What was your design process like with the Waves coders for your 
range of plug-ins?
I said to them that I wanted to do something slightly different. I really focused on 
what I thought would be a useful tool for myself to use. For example, I thought 
the delays we have to use are normally too complicated, or not interesting enough. 

So did you have a software engineer in your control room, and 
show an example of the sort of idea you had in mind?
The first brain storming sessions were face to face with the Waves guys, I 
played them a few examples of what I had in mind with reverbs and outboard 
equipment plugged together, so they could get the idea of how my chains 
worked. Then we moved to a process where we sent files back and forth and 
modelled stuff. For example, I might say the PCM 42 is one of my favourite 
hardware delays, so we’d shoot notes through and see what the tonality is — 
Waves have some wonderful modelling at their end — they’d send me versions 
of what they thought was close to what I wanted. Later Waves showed me how 
to use their program tuning system — basically I got a screen of about a hundred 
boxes of numbers — I would sit here, tweak it myself and send it back to them. 
That process went back and forth until I was happy. When I was working on the 
reverb, I went through around 50 different settings from my favourite reverbs, 
from the Bricasti to the 480 to the AMS and EMT. I shot those, and then I’d 
send them my favourite 20: five halls, five rooms and so on. Then I sat here 
and A-Bed what they sent me back to make sure it was right — a fairly tedious 
job — but in the end the result was nearly exactly what I wanted.
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A multi Grammy winning mixer who is unusual is spanning genres as 
comfortably as he spans his desk. NIGEL JOPSON gets an inside line on 

productivity and emotion.
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Tell us about your Tone Shaper plug-in, it plays off the extensive 
parallel compression you do on analogue consoles, and Tone 
Shaper sounds incredible on bass.
I thought Pro Tools was lacking a really good parallel compressor. When I mix, 
I still put everything through the SSL board and I normally have several parallel 
compressors going. One will be something that gives me a little more bottom, 
another will give a bit of top or distortion and so on. With all these set up, it’s 
easy and fast for me to try them out on different instruments. I really wanted 
to emulate this ease of use with my Waves plug-in — sometimes I have a mix 
in-the-box and I would love to get the bass or kick to jump out — without 
actually having to bring it up! If I bring the bass right up, it’s going to demolish 
whatever processing I have going on the stereo buss. A parallel compressor 
would probably have the right effect, but then you have to route it separately 
and probably EQ it afterwards. 

Do you EQ your parallel compression on the analogue desk — if 
you have, say, an 1176 in parallel for a bit of bite — do you cut a 
lot of bass from the send to it?
Yes, if I was using an 1176 on my channel I would colour it in some way, 
cutting the bass or highs and maybe adding some midrange — depending on the 
instrument as well — it’s not like I have preset positions on the analogue board. 
That’s why the four-band Tone Shaper plug-in has the three selectable curves 
beneath each control, those curves are sort of what I would do on the SSL. 

How many parallel compression buses do you use on the SSL?
I always have at least four. One of my compressors is normally a Neve 33609 
for the low end, used with a couple of Pultec EQs, another is the Thermionic 
Culture Vulture — the Vulture I use for a sort of grimy, midrange sound — to 
make instruments pop out of the mix. I also use the Pendulum Audio OCL-2, 
and for the high end I have an Inward Connections Vac Rac EQ and compressor. 
For my ‘glue’ I have a Fairchild, which I use a lot on drums. Because I’m 
working on a 9000k, I can have up to eight parallel buses if I like, I’m using 
the A-B-C-to-d outputs to drive the compressors. I’m constantly tweaking them, 
but the main concept is the same as on the plug-in. Apart from having to sound 
good, my main priority in designing the signature plug-ins was ease of use. I 
feel confident that we’ve achieved both, because I’m definitely using my own 
Waves plug-ins on my own mixes! 

What about your Triple D plug-in, De-Box, De-Harsh, De-Esser?
That’s another example of a plug-in which is very much modelled on what I 
do on the SSL. On the desk I use a sidechain process involving linked channel 
dynamics, and because the SSL has a four-band EQ, I’m able to really get in 
there to control the problem with frequency-conscious compression. I felt if 
I could emulate the analogue chain I use in a plug-in, I could use as many 
instances as I want! The DeHarsher and DeBoxy are similar to the DeEsser but 
with different sidechain curves. For example, sometimes there are keyboards 
that are so boxy, but by taking their own channel EQ out the sound loses 
personality, so my plug-in just uses the sidechain technique to pick the correct 
frequency to attenuate.

When you receive a song to mix, what’s your workflow?
An assistant will go through the session and set up how I normally have it on 
the desk, with the vocals close to the centre section. My assistant will review 
our plug-ins and make sure we have everything in Pro Tools that was originally 
used when the song was recorded: I want to start exactly where the previous 
engineer left it. Once I have it on the board, I start with EQ, levels, compression, 
effects and so on. I like to have outboard equipment plugged in and available so 
I can work super fast, so I can get the idea out of the way in an hour or two. I 
want to get 85% of my mix done, after that I might take an ear break and then 
go into the fine tuning.
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You’re not working to tape, you don’t need to truck through the 
title with the SSL trim lights on: so do you work in sections?
It depends on the song. If it’s very dynamic, I’ll go to my loudest section —  
the chorus out — or maybe the second chorus. If it’s a band type arrangement 
then I will loop that section in Tools, I’ll get the headroom and compression right 
for that section, get it sounding great and then I start working my way back in 
the song.

Would you be working on motor faders yet?
No, I turn those on when I feel I’m nearly there, I feel like I’m cheating — like it’s 
not making me work hard on the EQ — if I turn them on too soon. How many 
times have we EQed something and then all of a sudden the channel doesn’t 
need any rides? If I fail to hear something in the arrangement here or there, I try 
different treatments before I start doing rides, if I don’t do that then I’ll be doing 
rides forever, and keep chasing my tail.

Is that part of your reason to use parallel compression: 
to make a static mix more dynamic-sounding?
Yes and no. Yes, because the concept of having a good static 
mix is part of my upbringing, that’s how I grew up as an 
engineer, working with all the guys that I admired. Using the 
parallel compression — sometimes its just to add character, I’m 
using it as an EQ tool, in a way, not necessarily to get rid of 
the dynamics of that sound per se, but to create some vibes 
from those sounds. If I parallel compress something and, all of 
a sudden, it doesn’t have the dynamics it needs, then I will start 
doing rides at that point. 

Do you switch the parallel comp feeds in and out? 
It sound to me like that happens on Bruno Mars’ 
Locked Out Of Heaven?
That’s exactly what I did, in fact, it’s the first time I’ve ever 
switched a compressor in and out on the stereo bus — it was 
a ballsy idea, but it seemed to work — that song has a lot of 
dynamics, different sections, colours, textures. The key for that 
song was to make it seem like the mix was effortless, that was 
my challenge.

When you’re working on the motorised faders in sections of a song 
like that, do you then do an offline join?
Actually the Bruno Mars song was unusual, I wanted to work on the complete 
mix, so I just looped the whole song from beginning to end. That song has 
several very defined sections — in the chorus the snare even drops out — so 
my focus was how to make the whole song dance and drive, even without the 
snare! It was interesting in that I felt I had to let the song grow and grow to 
keep it exciting.

Are you using the automation on the SSL for every mix you do?
I probably turn it on 50% of the time, right at the very end of the mix. 
As I set up the desk, I know in my head what I’m going to ride. I assign the 
channels I feel I’m going to do rides on to the eight faders in the centre section 
— if I’m going to ride the vocal it’s on number 1, the guitar will be on number 5 
and so on — old school, pencil marks! I never write SSL cuts, if I want to mute a 
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track I do it in Tools, or if I have a noisy analogue compressor or something I just 
gate it. When I turn the automation on, I only ride the group faders, everything 
else stays static. I can still reach out and adjust a channel fader, but I can also 
still be riding that channel with one of the master faders I have programmed.

So if you make an error in the ride, do you just roll back and 
rewrite the fader, do you work in Snap mode?
I just go back, grab the fader (whether I’m in Snap or not), if I still don’t like the 
moves I make then I hit Discard and Undo. I might go back another 20 seconds 
and do it again — because I’ve done a pass of all of the channels in Absolute — 
at that point I can go into Snap because I know that when I let go the fader will 
return to where I felt the sweet spot is.

How do you make sure the analogue compressors are always 
adequately driven, and any Pro Tools stereo tweaks are 
represented when printing stems?
We sidechain my SSL stereo compressor with the mix, so when we solo the 
kick drum for stems the compressor is reacting exactly how it would have been 
in the mix. Then, say I have an EQ on the stereo 
bus in-the-box, bringing up the high end. What I 
do now is to bypass it, print, and then on the stems 
re-engage the same EQ.

When the inevitable call comes to hear 
exactly the mix you delivered but with a 
vocal level changed in some way, do you 
revisit the mix on the SSL or do you adjust it 
in-the-box?
At that point, when I’m in-the-box with all my stems, 
then I don’t need my SSL processing any more. I 
have a set of stems that I can manipulate, just as if I 
was on the board: when I get a list of adjustments for 
a mix I can quickly manipulate it without having to 
recall the whole board, and I maintain the stereo bus.

How do you stay motivated, do you listen to 
reference music in the studio?
I’m still like a little kid with discovering music, old 
and new. It’s just like — ‘oh, that’s what the focal 
point is in this genre’ — subconsciously making 
notes in my head, I suppose. When I get a particular 
song to mix, I go from what my perception, over 
the years, has been of that type of music. I’m not 
really into A-B comparisons, matching one artist 
to another sonically. When I worked with Linkin 
Park, I thought: ‘How would I, as a fan, like to hear 
Linkin Park in 2013?’ That was it. I didn’t listen to 
their old records, I didn’t listen to material that’s of 
the same genre. I also think the fact that I haven’t 
discriminated towards a particular genre has helped 
me in my mix career. 

It’s interesting you mention Linkin Park — 
when I listened to Burn It Down I got to the 
end of the song before I realised the kick 
drum had been stomping loud and dry all 
the way through — how did you come to 
that decision?
On that song there’s a lot of programmed drums and 
live drums, so at some point it was about having the 
contrast between the live energy of the drum kit and 
the intimacy of programmed. I can’t take credit for 
that, but what I did do was make sure that when the 
live drums dropped, the contrast of the programmed 
drums featured. I like contrast in songs, where 
suddenly the sound goes from dry to wet and vice 
versa. All those contrasts help the subconscious, the 
push-pull when an audience is listening to something 
— we are either engaged or we are not — what keeps 
us engaged with a piece of music is how we interact 
with the feel of it. It’s really important to recognise 
those emotions and how they change — if I go from 
a dull sound to brighter you’re going to get happier 
— from harsh to dull there will be a sense of calm. Of 

course, the average listener will not know why 
they feel that, but they will feel it, and that’s 
what we are trying to do: exaggerate all those 
emotions. Sometimes we get songs that are a 
bit flat, how do we make it have an emotion? 
That is the key to mixing, really. Not what my 
best kick or vocal sound is, it’s really how the 
whole palette can make you feel. I’ve been 
doing this for around 20 years now, and I feel 
like the songs that have lasted longest, that I 
can honestly go back and listen to today when 
I mixed them 15 years ago, are always the 
ones that have emotion. The production and 
chord changes may have started that emotion, 
but audio frequencies have a part to play, and 
if we can help those out and exaggerate that 
emotion, then I feel like, as a mixer, we’ve 
done the job. n
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