see page 52

see page 60

About the Cover

® On our cover, The San Diego
Sports Arena. The story begins on
page6.

Photo credit: Greg Schenewerk.

MARCH/APRIL 1989 VOLUME 23 NO.2

ACOUSTICAL DESIGN FOR LARGE FACILITIES
Michael Klasco

ON TOUR WITH THE DIXIE DREGS 18
Corey Davidson

CONCERT LOUDSPEAKER PROCESSORS 25
Andrew T. Martin

SYSTEM INTELLIGIBILITY CRITERIA 28
John Eargle

PIANOS | HAVE KNOWN 35
Robyn Gately

SOUND REINFORCEMENT IN CENTRAL AMERICA

AND THE CARIBBEAN, PART | 42
Ed Learned

LAB REPORT. SOUNDCRAFTSMEN 300X4
POWER AMP 48
Len Feldman

AES SEMINAR ON LIVE THEATER SOUND DESIGN 56
Bruce Bartlett

JAGGER DOWN UNDER 60
lan “Mack” McKenzie

AD VENTURES 32
Brian Battles

BROADCAST AUDIO 62
Randy Hoffner

A MINIMALISTIC PHILOSOPHY 38
Rick Shriver

MIKE MANDEL: THE SONGWRITER’S DREAMMAKER 52
John Barilla

LETTERS 2
CALENDAR 4
BUYER'S GUIDE: AMPLIFIERS 67
NEW PRODUCTS 75
CLASSIFIED 80
PEOPLE, PLACES, HAPPENINGS 81

L 6861 IMdy/yoten qp




38 db March/April 1989

RICK SHRIVER

A Minimalistic Philosophy

ather frequently I am asked

for advice on the subject of

sound recording, perhaps

because I was the first kid

on my block to own a re-
cording studio. Many of these seekers
are novice recordists who are setting
up their own studios or struggling to
get “that big sound” from their small
rigs. Having been in this business for
about ten years, I have developed a
framework for approaching this mys-
tical art/craft/science that I willingly
share.
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“Minimalism” is the term that [ have
chosen to describe this methodology.
According to Webster’s, a minimalist is
one who “advocates a program...of a
minimal or conservative kind.” It is
akin to frugality, when frugality is de-
fined as efficiency or not being waste-
ful, versus “cheap.” (But, since the
culinary world already has a Frugal
Gourmet, I have chosen to be a mini-
malist. It will be less confusing.)

A LOGICAL APPROACH

The minimalist approach seems par-
ticularly logical for those of us practic-
ing our craft at some level lower than
thestate-of-the-art. Beginners will find
this paradigm invaluable. Further,
minimalismisa philosophythat maybe
applied to many aspects of the record-
ing field: equipment selection and pur-
chase, production, engineering, and
mixing, to name a few. Let us examine
each of these areas in turn, from the
perspective of the minimalist.

The rationale which we have long ap-
plied to equipment acquisition in our
operation has been to purchase items
which are of the required fidelity, re-
gardless of other considerations. Im-
plicit in this deceptively simple maxim
are several things. Buy those pieces of
equipment which are of professional
quality, versus professional brand. If
the required performance is available
under a private label brand or through
a consumer electronics store—buy it.

We have found, for example, some
very good values at places like Radio
Shack. Outlets such as this often
market products which are produced
for them by major manufacturers such
as Koss, Sony, Crown, Fostex, Shure
and others. This had led us to select
headphones, microphones, pre-ampli-
fiers, meters, monitor speakers and
other items from these sources. Ulti-
mately one pays a lower price because
the brand name is not a conspicuous

feature on the equipment, but the qu-
ality is still very high.

USING WHAT IS NEEDED

Inour operation, we are also cautious
of buying equipment that is actually
higher in quality than we require. This
almost blasphemous notion recog-
nizes that we are, after all, a narrow
gauge eight-track studio. Much of our
product will be heard over the limited
bandwidth medium of radio, or be re-
duced to an audio cassette for playback
on consumer systems, while keeping
future growth and expansion in mind.

Minimalism in engineering may take
several forms. In laying tracks, resist
the temptation to use more micro-
phones than really are needed. I have
noted on several occasions that
neophyte engineers will instinctively
regard the drum kit as an instrument
requiring at least one microphone per
strikingsurface—large kits demanding
up to a dozen mics.

Experience has shown thatis not nec-
essarily the case. A simple set up plac-
ing microphones on the kick, snare and
two overhead will often produce excel-
lent results. Listen. Let your ears de-
cide if that is really all that is required.
Until one has a solid understanding of
placementand phasingconsiderations,
the caveat “less is best” should be kept
in mind. After the basics are mastered
should come the expansion and experi-
mentation.

Minimalism should always prevail in
equalization and the use of effects.

Just be sure that the frequencies
which you will want to bring out of EQ
in the mixing can replace what is not
there. But, essentially, it is my belief
that the emphasizing, boosting and
cutting should go on in the mixdown.
Good basic tracks will contain a full
range of frequencies with which to
work.



Of course, the “rule” stated above,
like all others, is made to be broken.
There are certainly times when severe
equalization is required in the tracks to
achieve the desired end result. Overall,
though, try to capture the entire spec-
truminitially, alter it later.

Generally, effects should not call at-
tention to themselves. Another com-
mon tendency for those new to
engineering is to overuse certain ef-
fects, notably the application of rever-
beration. That is particularly true for
vocals. Reverberation should only be
used to add a sonic environment to the
voice, a sense of the space in which the
performance took place.

Begin with no effect on the signal,
then very gradually bring it up in the
mix, Stop when the vocal exhibits the
desired ambience, before you can
“hear” thereverb. Again, experimenta-
tion is the only teacher. and, as pre-
viously stated, this is obviously another
rule made to be broken, but is a great
help in learning to use effects.

Inasmuch as minimalism is the
achieving of maximum results with
minimum resources, studios with
limited track capability will always
benefit from this philosophy. Taking
full advantage of the narrow gauge
studio may require “pre-mixing” drum
tracks, background vocal tracks,
rhythm tracks or others.

A stereo drum mix can be created
during the track laying and save many
precious tracks. We generally place the
drum mix on two tracks of the multi-
track with the conventional stereo
placement,snare and kick in the center
and toms and cymbals panned across
the stereo field.

Limited numbers ofoutboard devices
may also necessitate recording of ef-
fects during the track laying, rather
than during the mix. While this com-
mitment to a given type and amount of
effect will make many engineers un-
comfortable, it will allow the minimal-
istengineer to take fullest advantage of
the multi-effect units now popular.

Our practice is to put effects on the
drum tracks as they are laid. Similarly,
wewill often do the same for guitar and
background vocal tracks. This allows
us to “save” the effect units for use
during the mix for lead vocals, lead gui-
tar,horns or other predominant tracks.

DON'T OVERMIX

Finally, minimalism in producing will
demand a layered but uncluttered
sonicenvironment created through the

recording process. Again, many nov-
ices will exhibit a tendency to “over-
mix” tracks by adding too many parts to
the piece.

As the mix is built, resist the tempta-
tion to bring in all the parts simul-
taneously. Often a more powerful cut
emerges through the interplay of the
basic rhythm tracks, rather than
through the addition of many guitar
parts, horn sections, or layers and lay-
ers of vocals. Bring parts up in the mix
selectively.

As the instruments are juxtaposed in
the sonic space of the stereo field, so
should they be juxtaposed in frequency
content. that is, a mixis structured in at
least three domains: where the instru-
ment is placed “left to right” (achieved
through panning), where the instru-
ment is placed “near to far” (achieved
through level control), and where the
instrument is placed in terms of “har-
monic content.”

This third element of the sonic space
is accomplished through the layering
of frequencies. an instrument whose
harmonic content is lower frequencies
is placed at the “bottom” of the mix.
Usually that is the kick drum or bass
guitar. The nextinstrumentintroduced
into the mix should be one whose har-
moniccontent is the next highest. If the
lowest frequencies in the mixing are
contained in the bass guitar or synth
track, the next track should then be the
kick drum, whose frequencies are
slightly higher.

So, the mix is constructed of layers of
frequencies, layers of levels and spatial
positioning or panning. This will pre-
vent signals from getting cluttered or
lost in the mix because their levels,
frequencies or position are to close to-
gether.

Keep in mind that what I've termed
the minimalistic is approach is only
one among the myriad philosophies
which can be applied to the field of
audio recording. Its particular useful-
ness is for those who have limited
budgets, limited facilities or those who
are beginning their careers as recor-
dists. It would certainly appear to be
justasapplicable to many other practi-
tioners. And, asstated above, minimal-
ism has no “rules;” itis a framework for
problem solving. db
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