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Eight stadium shows does not a summer make, (with apologies

to Aristotle, never knowingly a fan of rock and roll). Muse, we

might surmise, have taken leave of their senses. View just one

photograph and the presentation is self-evidently expensive,

yet surely no bean-counter worth his salt would sign off on this

kind of investment for just eight shows? They could have

scaled up their year-long arena production, but no - they took

the expensive route, completely redesigned their show, and we

have to conclude this is solely an indulgence for their fans. 

In terms of a viewing spectacle it certainly ticked all the right boxes
for stadium rock; and let’s face it, Muse do have something of the
bombast about them. Eye-watering video landscapes, a rather
pleasing modernist take on stage set design, and in a sign of yet
further profligate spending, an entirely rational response to noise
pollution. “The sound regulators at San Siro [Milan], Stade de
France [Paris] and Wembley [London] in particular are all
concerned with the inhabitants living close by,” said Muse’s FOH
engineer Marc Carolan. But Muse are necessarily a loud band? “We
have taken a double ring of delays to achieve both things, high
SPLs in the stadium, reduced SPLs outside,” he says.

In terms of audio management, double delays is not
rocket science - any stadium show could do similarly,
but most don’t. Arguably, sustaining the value
and quality of live performance should be an
increasing focus; performers and record
companies alike are now realigned
to the new revenue stream so
they’d better think about
maintaining it. 

“We discussed this with all the promoters and agents,” said
production manager Chris Vaughan. “Yes you get additional seat
kills, and yes it does cost us more in terms of transport and rental,
but the benefits are tangible. No noise complaints - well, just one
in Milan - and a very satisfactory response from the fans. This
band scour YouTube every night, and believe me they let me
know if they think something is wrong with the production.”

Vaughan did recount a tale from the start of the Arena
leg autumn 2009, when a kabuki drop snagged
one of the ‘skyscraper’ screens above stage.
“They did pull my leg over it because 
I had warned that this was inevitable.
But the point is today’s bands
can, if they choose, be in
direct contact with their
fans’ experience
after every
show.” 

Muse
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That sound quality is so important presents quite a conundrum
in the live context. Muse fans are typical of the iPod generation
(a sound storage system that by definition reduces and
compresses). They accept these compromises because of the
convenience, yet they appear to become very discerning in the
live environment. Carolan and I had quite an interesting

discussion on the psychology behind this anomaly. (This is
your brain on music by Daniel Levitin, and Musicophilia

by Oliver Sacks are useful sources if you�re inclined
to explore further.)

The indication from these and similar
books is that however we may

diminish and corrupt the
listening experience through

devices of convenience,
there still remains an

innate drive to
listen to

music, and an ability to discern real quality. Elements within
music - tone, pitch, rhythm, melody etc - between them excite
almost every part of the brain in one way or another. Nobody
went to Old Trafford to see Oli Metcalfe�s excellent lighting, or
view Tom Kirk�s empathic visual artistry, but they all came to
�hear� the band. 

Production
Chris Vaughan is one of those production managers who
divides opinion, but whatever side of the fence you�re on,
there�s no doubting his success (he is currently pre-planning
what will be a grand spectacular for the fully reformed Take
That next year). For those who dislike him their ire seems to
stem from his adherence to budgeting; Vaughan drives a hard
bargain. Yet here he is, presiding over arguably one of the most
profligate shows around.

�You have to weigh up the big picture,� he says. �With audio 
a lot of the considerations tends to stem from rather purist
attitudes; so it�s easy to be dismissive. But with the two-ring
delay system you must weigh up all considerations. Delay
towers are ugly and obstructive, but I have been convinced by
how good it sounds. Traditionally, with any delay tower you try
to position them so they align with existing aisle ways in the

grandstands, but that�s not always the ideal audio position;
so how far do you go? You could end up with speakers

everywhere; Marc, along with his system tech� Paddy
Hocken and the people at Skan, have come up

with a happy medium that outweighs the
inconvenience.�

And what of the other departments?
�As regards the overall expense

of this Stadium outing,
sound is a lot more

finite and
quantifiable, not

so with 

Words & pictures by Steve Moles 
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