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Throughout recording history, the use of different technologies and instruments has left 

lasting impressions on recordings, suggesting an almost intrinsic relationship between sound 

and period. (Brøvig-Hanssen & Danielsen 2016; Katz 2004; Askerøi 2016). In this paper I am 

keen to explore certain key moments in the historical lineage of saturation. I will present three 

forms of saturation common to pop production and discuss the extent to which they may 

affect the sense of groove in a recording.   

 

Firstly, tape saturation is the sonic result of when the voltage level exceeds the tape’s ability 

to record it. In short, it is the sum of the non-linear compression and distortion that occurs 

when the iron oxide molecules on the tape have reached their maximum magnetic potential. 

In modern pop production, tape saturation – or digital simulations of such – is often applied to 

provide the recording with a sense of ‘analogue warmth’. Secondly, a similar aesthetic is the 

saturation caused by the altering of tempo/pitch of a loop, what could be referred to as 

sampling aesthetics. Such aesthetics are present in Beck’s music, and most significantly in his 

collaboration with the Dust Brothers on his 1996 album Odelay, where the overall sonic 

signature is characterised by muddy, sample-based grooves that in many ways came to colour 

the sonic canvas of the 1990s Thirdly, parallel compression has become a ubiquitous mixing 

technique, described by Roey Izhaki as a ‘blend between a compressed signal and an 

uncompressed version of the same source’ (2009, loc 6795). Much of Danger Mouse’s 

productions, also from his work on Beck’s album Modern Guilt (2008), carries this aesthetics 

as a basis for his constructions of a retro sound with an updated feel to it. The main objective 

of this paper, then, is to shed light on how these forms of saturation, what I refer to as timbral 

mud, affect the sense of groove in various, still related ways.   

 


