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Running live sound has always been difficult. Different venues, different systems, different crowds, different bands, different musicians – more than enough variables to make it a challenge to the most experienced of operators. So, wouldn’t using stereo sound in a live situation just be too much? That’s what you’d think until you talk until some of the up and coming engineers who are working in the clubs and the smaller venues who have been putting in their hours in the trenches. Amazingly more and more of them are turning to stereo to enhance their performances. 

Historically stereo sound was always something of a novelty for hi-fi geeks to show off to their friends. In the studio where money, space and setup time were not a big concern stereo was no problem. Well with time this started to trickle down into our 33’s and 8-tracks and then into our cars and walkmans. Before we knew it we were surrounded (no pun intended) by stereo sound everywhere we turned. Except for live shows. After all, it was just too much work to add the speakers and more power amps and then to try to setup the speakers so that it sounded good for everyone. There have always been exceptions though, for example the Rhodes piano sounded wonderful when used in stereo. However, nothing else really needs to be in stereo, and it just doesn’t sound that good anyway, right?

Not necessarily so. If you look at the typical rock and roll setup for an average venue today, you will discover that most of the elements needed for stereo sound are already there. For example if you venue is big enough, you probably already have two stacks to cover your audience, and separate power amps for each stack. In addition, your board probably already has stereo bussing on it. Same situation with your snake – you probably have more than enough sends, it is just a matter of hooking them up.

There is still more to it than just plugging it in though. If you have subs or use a bi-amplified system, you are going need to re-evaluate your processing needs. You may need more EQ’s, more crossovers, more delays, and more compressors. Unfortunately, this is where the dollars start adding up, and this is why most engineers have continued to shy away from stereo sound. Lately though more dual channel processors that can be ganged together are being designed, as well as the fact that their price is falling continually. The biggest breakthrough has been the all in one DSP boxes that are popping up everywhere. 

It seems like everyone from dbx, Allen & Heath, and BSS to Peavy, Shure, and Crown has introduced a low cost multiple input/output all in one DSP solution. These boxes can provide everything for your system that used to take a whole rack full of equipment to accomplish. It is very easy to quickly setup compression, graphic and parametric EQ’s, delay lines, and crossovers on your signal in any order and save that setup for quick recall later. 

Then there is the question of how to best mix in stereo. This is where the creative edge comes in. There is no right or wrong way to mix in stereo. If you are looking for ideas, try listening to some of your favorite CD’s and observing what is happening between the different channels. When in doubt don’t be afraid to use the stereo signal’s that some keyboards and guitar processors output to start with. And definitely don’t be afraid to ask other what they think and imitate others when you like what you hear. 

Even though this makes running stereo sound seem like a walk in the park, there still may be times when it is not appropriate. Anytime when you don’t think that the whole audience will be able to hear both channels of the house sound, it would be best to use mono, so that no one is left out, especially in extremely wide rooms. Some sources aren’t well suited for stereo either, if all you are working with is a solo artist, without accompaniment there isn’t a whole lot that you can do to enhance that performance with stereo sound. 

Stereo sound can add to any live performance by making the performance more realistic, and giving the mixer the chance to be creative. If you have been wanting to for awhile then this is your moment, or if you have been wondering what it is all about, now you know, whatever your position give stereo sound a chance in your next show. 

