
Mike Crofts

A lmost all the live sound gigs I have done 
have involved using my own gear, or 
providing a system for someone else to 

use, for example when a band travels with their 
own sound engineer. Occasionally a gig comes 
along where I get to use someone else’s rig — 
perhaps in a club with its own installed system, 
or when standing in for the regular person. 
A different kind of opportunity arose this 
summer when I was asked to be Sound Director 
for an open-air charity opera event, and to take 
overall responsibility for the sound but without 
using any of my own gear or crew…

As I had worked with the production 
company, Candlelight Opera, before, I had 
no worries about the organisational side of 
things, as this is an organisation that stages 
opera performances at some quite prestigious 
venues around the country. The event in 
question was a charity event to be held in the 
grounds of a splendid hotel in the New Forest, 
the aim being to raise funds for the Jigsaw 
Cancer and Blood Disorders Appeal at the Royal 

Bournemouth Hospital.
The requirements were to achieve good 

quality coverage of the live performance without 
the sound system being too visually obtrusive, 
and that the sound should be as natural as 
possible. The performers to be amplified were 
five soloists (all professional opera singers) 
accompanied by a small orchestra consisting of 
two violins, viola, cello, bass, single woodwind 
(flute, oboe, clarinet, bassoon) and one each of 
horn, trumpet and trombone. The piano was, 
thankfully, an electric one and the percussionist 
was using pedal timpani plus various other 
standard instruments. Everything was to be 
individually miked, and the singers would use 
stand mics as this was a concert setting with no 
movement planned.

The early discussions with the Artistic 
Director of Candlelight Opera (and Producer 
of this concert), David Norman, were all about 
whether or not to hire in a sound company 
or to use my own rig and crew. From the site 
plans I received, the audience area was about 
60 metres deep and about 80 metres wide, with 
quite a steep uphill slope from the stage to the 

back of the listening area. My first thoughts 
were to go with what I knew, ie. my own gear, 
but there were other factors to be considered….

It has been my experience that most outdoor 
gigs fall into one of two categories: those 
where the audience tries to get as close to the 
performers as possible, and those where the 
audience seems to want to get as far back as 
they can for a better overall view. Most ‘Battle 
of the Bands’ type shows and band gigs where 
the audience is mostly younger and standing 
tend to fall into the former, whereas events like 
afternoons in the park which attract or encourage 
a seated audience tend to be the latter. In this 
particular case I was told that the audience would 
tend to fill up the space from about halfway up 
the slope to the top (in other words, the rear 
half of the space), but also that the corporate 
sponsors of the event would have reserved 
seating on a terrace right at the back, and that 
they would expect excellent sound quality!

Array, array
In light of all the above it was becoming pretty 
obvious that the way to go was with some 
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sort of line array, as this configuration would 
give controlled coverage over the required 
area. My own inventory doesn’t include a line 
array so we decided that hiring in a complete 
sound solution was the best bet. It was only 
at this point, when I knew I was going to be 
responsible for the sound but without using any 
of my own equipment or regular crew, that the 
implications of being ‘Sound Director’ started 
to become apparent. Fortunately we were 
able to secure the services of Paul Nicholson 
and Midas ProSound, based in Salisbury, who 
were technically well equipped for the job 
and have a wide experience with orchestral 
and operatic events. This was a very important 
factor for me, as orchestral musicians are used 
to practicing their instruments and usually 
performing without the aid of sound systems, 
and many don’t feel completely comfortable 
with a microphone invading their space — it’s 

particularly difficult for string players, because 
the closer the microphone is, the more it gets 
in the way and can present a physical obstacle 
to actually playing. I had worked with most 
of the soloists before at Candlelight Opera 
events, and I already had a pretty good working 

relationship with them. On previous occasions 
we had even discussed interesting things like 
proximity effect, and the fact that if you sing 
into the microphone it will work better, and 
so on! Having played in and conducted many 
orchestral concerts myself I do understand the 
performance issues associated with miking up, 
and provided you explain what you’re trying 
to achieve, listen properly to any concerns the 
performers may express, and don’t wear a black 
T-shirt emblazoned with threatening slogans or 
imagery, then most problems can be overcome.

All things considered, I didn’t have many 
worries about the performers, but putting 
myself completely in the hands of a sound team 
I’d never met did give me a few things to think 
about. Our Producer told me that the quote 
from Midas ProSound was within budget, and 
that my next task was to make contact and “suss 
them out”…

Common ground
Following a visit to site by one of his sound 
crew, I talked with Paul Nicholson over the 
phone, and after a few rather wary initial 
questions I was very relieved to find that we 
were indeed talking the same language and 
that Paul had a wealth of experience — far 
more than my own — with this type and scale 
of event. I had made out a suggested list of 
preferred mics for close-miking the orchestra, 

but we never got as far as that because I was 
very much in tune with the sort of things 
Paul was saying. We agreed that the orchestra 
mics would be a combination of small- and 
large-diaphragm condensers close to the 
instruments, that the vocal mics would be 

used on stands, and that we probably wouldn’t 
need any monitoring on the stage. Paul said 
that he would take along some monitors just 
in case, but we agreed that it would be much 
better not to use them if at all possible to keep 
the on-stage sound as clean and natural as 
possible, so I made a mental note to discuss 
this on the day with the soloists and the 
Musical Director.

Regarding the front-of-house system itself, 
Paul had already used the site plan and site 
visit to construct a three-dimensional model 
of the venue, including ground contours, 
stage position, the need to keep the corporate 
sponsors on the terrace happy etc, using 
L-Acoustics’ proprietary Soundvision software. 
He planned to use a short vertical line array of 
three L-Acoustics dV-DOSC units on a four-foot 
platform over a single L-Acoustics dV-SUB on 
each side. Paul was also considering the use of 
delayed fills to cover the rear of the audience 
area, but was pretty confident that the coverage 
from the dV-DOSC boxes would be sufficient. 
A major practical factor with this venue was that 
no trenching was to be allowed, so any remote 
speakers would have to be served by cables 
running directly across the grass and through 
the audience. Paul suggested that, as the sound 
control tent would be in the middle of the 
listening area and just over halfway back, he 
could, if needed, place any additional speakers 
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    The desk used was a Yamaha M7 digital console, 
partnered with a Roland digital multicore. The 
console’s basic I/O and routing was able to be 
programmed the day before the show.

“I didn’t have many worries about the 
performers, but putting myself completely in the 
hands of a sound team I’d never met did give me 
a few things to think about.”
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at the rear of the tent and thereby avoid the 
cable runs. At the end of the conversation I was 
happy that we had made the right choice of 
sound company and Sound Engineer, and that 
whatever happened we could sort it on the day!

Comfort and Joy
As a member of the production team, one of 
my main tasks as Sound Director was to keep 
the Producer informed of progress and to stop 
him worrying about anything connected with 
the sound side of things. I rang David Norman 
and told him that everything would be fine with 
our chosen company, and that I was happy that 
they fully understood our requirements. David 
was kind enough to remind me that it was 
completely my responsibility and that he was 
sure I would look after everything!

Arrival
No matter how much you plan and look at 
maps and pictures, it’s not until you arrive at 
the venue that you really get a feel for the gig, 
and can make tactical decisions about what will 
work best on the day and what might cause 
problems. Working on the principle that the 
person responsible should be the first on site, 
I made sure that I arrived early, around 8.30 in 
the morning, and took a good look around. 
The hotel grounds were extensive to say the 
least, and the concert site was nothing but 
grass, trees and a much steeper slope than I had 
imagined. The stage construction began on 
schedule at 9am, and the rest of the Candlelight 
production team arrived shortly after. I had 
confirmed to the Producer that the sound crew 
would get in at 10.30, but the ground where the 
stage was being built was very uneven and soft 
from recent heavy rain, so it seemed likely that 
the stage build would over-run. There wasn’t 
much I could do at that point apart from help 
with unloading the Candlelight Opera van (for 
some reason they’d put the timps and piano in 

last and the tea stuff in first), but I did scout out 
the least soggy route for the sound company’s 
truck, and agreed with the hotel manager 
where the vehicles could and couldn’t go for 
unloading. It’s far better to make friends with 
the management early on at a new venue, well 
before the “Get that van moved now!” stage. 
I double-checked with both the Producer and 
the hotel exactly where the control tent was 
to be placed, what the approved route for the 
power cable was, and where the toilets were. 

By then it was just on 10.30, and there was the 
Midas ProSound truck, heading straight for 
a particularly soft patch of ground. Time to run 
and wave the old arms about a bit….

The setup
I must say I found it difficult to stand back 
and watch other people unloading a van and 
rigging a sound system! I offered to help carry 
things if needed, and then left the guys to their 
business and kept well out of the way. It’s always 
nice to receive a genuine offer of help, but 
personally I am usually happier to coil my own 
cables and assemble my own gear because then 
it’s done my way and I know that everything is 
in its proper place.

I introduced myself to the sound crew and 
had a quick chat with Paul Nicholson about 
how things were going, especially with the 
stage construction taking longer than planned. 
Paul suggested that only the main speakers be 
rigged to begin with, and that we should decide 
on whether delay speakers were needed once 
we’d heard the initial results with some recorded 
material. I confirmed that we would not rig 
any monitors unless there was a real problem 
on stage, as I was still convinced that the 

    A vertical line array of three L-Acoustics dV-DOSC 
units and a single L-Acoustics dV-SUB were used 
on each side to provide the necessary coverage.

    The ground where the stage was being built was 
very uneven and soft from recent heavy rain, so it 
seemed likely that the stage build would over-run.

A Night At The O� ra
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