Sound Advice:
Audio Hints for the Solo Stand-Up Performer
By David Reed-Brown

When | started performing stand-up magic profesdlgnl quickly realized that

providing quality sound was both essential andyaicant challenge. | knew that people
needed to hear me and that adding musical tradkseheluring and after the show could
double and even triple the strength of the magimeeded my own sound system.
Moreover, because of my market, | could not alwdgggend upon my clients to provide a
competent sound technician. Therefore, | needée tble to control the music myself.

| wanted the system to be suitable for my clubacaband stage audiences of 50 to 500
people or more. If | were performing for a muctgkxr audience, using the facility’s built
in sound system or hiring sound people would prbblaé a safe option. Another very
practical challenge is that my entire stand-up sheeded to fit in my Honda Civic.

To accomplish my sound system goal, | needed ti@yimg:

PRACTICALITY: The system must be portable, convehi@nd compact.
PUBLIC ADDRESS (PA): Have a mixer, amplifier arngeaker system
MICROPHONE: A wireless lapel microphone is a must.

MUSICAL SOURCE: Tape, CD, Mini Disk, MP3, etc.

REMOTE CONTROL: | needed to be able to start, sémy, control the volume
of the music.

AFFORDABILITY: The system had to be affordable —Ivender $1500.

Having studied and tried a number of options, ekehat works well for me. | hope
you will find these things helpful.

|. PORTABLE PA

What we solo performers really need for perfornfimg50-500 people is a portable
public address system that is a single, self-coathunit. This rugged but not too heavy
piece of equipment needs to contain a wirelessapiwne receiver, a mixer with various
inputs and outputs, an amplifier and a speakeheiptions might include an internal
CD or tape player and outputs for additional spesake

Fortunately, we happen to fit into a particularh@anarket of the audio industry that
generally serves people who do business presemsat/hat works very well is called a
“portable PA” system. From a short distance thesy jook like a mid-sized speaker.
The Ronald McDonald in Connecticut used the first bever saw.

There are various units on the market, which rdraya $200 to $1800. There are
numerous manufacturers, but | have found that thst meliable and practical mass
market systems are made by two companies: AncttbAgaollo.



ANCHOR

Anchor makes the higher quality and more expensints. They can include the highly
praised and supremely reliable Sure wireless mievops. | even have the option of
adding a heavy-duty rechargeable battery (andda@® on some units). This means
your system could be completely wireless — somgttorthink about if you perform
outdoors. The Anchor models include the Voyagérwatts, 400+people), Explorer (25-
50 Watts, 500+ people), Liberty (50-70 watts, 1p@0ple) and Extreme (130 Watts,
2500 people). Their web site provides valuablenmiation on the different
configurations and capabilities. Some units ineladswitch to customize your setup for
primarily speaking or music, and all of them camimunted on a tripod. Anchor
products can be found for as little as $650 foasidExplorer system (no microphone,
battery, tape, cover or tripod) to well over $2000a fully decked out Liberty Extreme
system with two Sure wireless microphones, CD, cavipod and additional speakers.
However, at Long’s Electronics (see below) the Liyp&xtreme starts at only $599.

References:

www.anchoraudio.comLook under “Products” -> “Sound Systems”
http://catalog.longselectronics.coirook under “Public Address and Music” “PA
Systems”

http://www.fullcompass.com/catalog/fall2000/lectgirtmi

You will need Adobe Acrobat Reader 3.0 to readAhehor product description files.
You can get the reader helgtp://www.adobe.com/products/acrobat/readstep.html

Liberty Extreme 5500ittp://www.anchoraudio.com/pdf/x55.pdf
Liberty Extreme 5100ittp://www.anchoraudio.com/pdf/x51.pdf
Liberty Extreme 5000ittp://www.anchoraudio.com/pdf/x50.pdf
Explorerhttp://www.anchoraudio.com/pdf/exp.pdf
Voyager http://www.anchoraudio.com/pdf/voy.pdf

APOLLO

Apollo makes numerous presentation products, inetuexcellent high-end overhead
and video projectors. Their portable PA systenckiote the PA5000, PA5400 and the
PAG6000. You do not have the customizing optioms &nchor provides, but they come
rather complete.

The PA500 (street price $199) has a wireless miwop but no tape
deck and is rated at only 7 watts, so it can eueron standard
batteries. It would be good for up to about 100gbe. The sound
quality is excellent, though, because of the bifoaguency range, and
there are numerous inputs and outputs. This isgimy designed for a
larger classroom or boardroom. Many boom boxesrene powerful.

L



http://www.apollopresentation.com/ProductPagesibieidudioDetail.asp?data=Wireles
s+Portable+PA+System%2C+7W

The PA5400 (street price $399) has all the funetiiyof the
PA500 but with a much beefier 25 watts of power anduto-
reverse tape recorder. It could cover 300 people.

http://www.apollopresentation.com/ProductPages&bdeiAudioDet
ail.asp?data=Wireless+Portable+PA+System%2C+25W

However, | purchased the PA600 (street price $648ause it
works well for an indoor audience of 500+ peopléhwiO watts
of power. It has a built in wireless microphone @anDJ quality
auto-reverse tape deck that | use for pre-showpasttshow
music. It has been a rugged, dependable unit.NiGad battery
lasted for three years, and | replaced it for $10Be lightweight
tripod cost me less than $100. HINT: The vinyweofor the
Anchor Explorer fits the Apollo PA 6000 perfectly.

http://www.apollopresentation.com/ProductPagesibteidudioDetail.asp?data=Wireles
s+Portable+PA+System%2C+40+W

References:

http://www.apollopresentation.com

http://catalog.longselectronics.cofrook under “Public Address and Music” “PA
Systems”

www.fullcompass.com Look under “Public Address”
http://www.fullcompass.com/catalog/fall2000/lecteirtm|

IIl. REMOTE MUSIC SYSTEMS
THE AFFORDABLE $75 ADVANCED AMATEUR OPTION

If you must be on a strict, economical budgetthig. Go to Radio Shack and get a $25
wireless on off remote to switch that plugs intstandard electrical outlet. It uses radio
frequencies, not infrared signals, so you can thidekey-chain sized transmitter. It sits
in your pants pocket, or you can sew it into yoostame where the buttons will be in the
same position every time. Two buttons control nd aff. After you plug the radio
receiver into an outlet, you connect it to an A@gter that goes from there into to a
Sony Walkman. (I used Sony because they are cBeapd great and work amazingly



well, and | kept a backup in the car.) Note: abportable tape players have an AC
input, so choose your player carefully. You cag Aicustom AC adapter for your music
player at Radio Shack. The Walkman itself needsetmechanically simple because the
play button must stay down while the power is régaig turned on and off. This creates
a bit of white noise when the sound starts andsstopt, hey, what do you want for $75?
Besides, people in the audience quickly get usétd &md are usually clapping when the
sound goes off. With this setup, my one hour shad/ several tracks: seating music,
brief entrance music, a few routines precisely trteethe length of the music, and
exiting music. Unfortunately, | have never foun@@ player that could resume playing
where it left off when the power was cut.

ADVANTAGES:

It is not expensive.

It is very simple and therefore more reliable
It adds music to your show.

You can start and stop the music at any time.

DISADVANTAGES:
You cannot control the volume.
You cannot jump the next track or repeat the previone.
The sound quality is that of audio tape.



Audio tape wears out over time.

THE PROFESSIONAL $500 OPTION: REMOTE COMMANDER IV

| am very, very impressed with Majiloon's Remotar@aander IV. In a few brief words:
simple, reliable, flexible, high-quality and proesnal.

WHAT IS IT? The Remote Commander IV is a small Fdio frequency transmitter,
receiver and, in my case, a mini-disk (MD) playar performers, DJs, and audio
technicians. The MD player allows you to recoddymnd arrange CD quality music
tracks. During playback with the Remote Commangeu, can control volume, pause,
cue forward, cue backward, track forward and titaaékward from the small transmitter
clipped to your belt. All this can be yours foethinheard-of price of $500.

CONTACT INFO: To see the Remote Commander in ndeteail, go to the Majiloon
web site: http://www.majiloon.com/merch.html

COST: First, let's just say that there is nottanghe market right now that will do what
Majiloon’s Remote Commander does at this pricelle$800. Other options cost up to
five times as much. Kerry Pollack’s Shotech isedbent, very intricate, and it costs
$2500. Another setup costs around $800, but theverchousing is quite large; the MD



player is a full-size home component, and you agelired to use two standard key-chain
sized remotes (kind of fumbly). There is a staddamote control out there that allows
you to send cues to a laptop computer using MidtésmwerPoint or other professional
show-producing software, but that requires a lagtmpputer to play your tracks.
Needless to say, $500 is a deal for the Remote Gorder V.

FM TECHNOLOGY: The Remote Commander IV uses FMhtexdogy, so the radio
signal can be transmitted from 150 feet away amuh élrough walls. The signal is not
infrared, so you do not need to point the remotbeateceiver. | had no problems
working in a giant theater auditorium with cementkwalls and other true-diversity
wireless microphones in operation.

RECEIVER: The receiver is small and has lighty®o can see when one of the five
transmitter signals is reaching the receiver.aft be powered by DC power supply or by
an optional battery. Mine uses the power supply@tr request, Kelly can make a
power attachment from the receiver to your musiee® (MD player, CD, etc.). NOTE:
The system can also be used to control power medaofehings like flash pots, foggers,
lights and other devices — most anything with aadiremote control.

REMOTE TRANSMITTER: The remote transmitter runsstandard remote battery
available at any Radio Shack, and it is about itte &f a large pager. | purchased a cell
phone belt clip for $6 at Circuit City (also soldRadio Shack and Staples Office
Supply) to attach the remote to my hip - Belkin emkhese. The transmitter has five
buttons: three on the top for controlling trackskward, forward and pause; and two on
the side near the top for volume up and down. lHgldown the button for back or
forward caused my Sony MD player to cue fast-fodvar fast-backward through the
current track.

MINI DISC PLAYER: At my request, Kelly (of Majiloa) supplied a Sony MD player
and a DC power supply for it - this was includedhia $500 package. Refurbished MD
players are available separately at Sony outletabout $150. It is important to get
particular models, so speak with Kelly first if yate going to purchase your own. You'll
need to send it to him so he can customize youesysl am AMAZED at the size,
flexibility and quality of portable minidisk playgirecorders. My Sony MD is probably 2
1/2 inches square and hardly 3/4 of an inch thitkas a digital optical in/out connector
for playing and recording, an optical patch cabile&rophone in, standard line in, and
two headphone/line out connectors. There is alsmmte control connector where the
Remote Commander Receiver plugs in. | made spdaraecordings easily from my
CD player. One of the most convenient things albdiDtis the easy ability to label
tracks and change their order on the disk - youla@l the disk too. Tracks can also be
divided and joined together with ease. Be sureno the "beep" feature off on Sony
models. Otherwise, when the unit is in pause,h@ar an annoying continuous beeping
sound. Fortunately, newer Sony MD's can deactitregdoeep, and it's not a problem
with AIWA models. Finally, not only do MD's holdouto 80 minutes of stereo sound,
but you can record tracks in mono, effectively DQUWG the amount of recording time
on one disk. Yes, that's right: 160 minutes! Wotventually | hope to have different



MD's for different shows, but so far I've foundiit easy matter to spend five
minutes rearranging my tracks for the next show.

CONSTRUCTION: Kelly custom builds each Remote Cander to work with your
music source (MD player, CD, tape, etc.). His vmoakiship is solid, and he offers to
repair the transmitter and receiver for the liférad product. He tells me, though, that he
has had very few returns over the years. (HowdkerMD player is covered by the
warranty of that manufacturer.)

SMALL LEARNING CURVE: |did experience a small lgeng curve when | first
practiced with the Remote Commander. This had rwd® with the power-saving
features of my Sony MD, not the Remote Commantiénen the Sony MD is paused or
stopped for a few minutes, it goes to sleep. Wjlmenwake it up by pressing one of the
remote buttons, pressing pause will not restartthieent track. If | was paused in the
middle of a track and the MD went to sleep, | hathp one of the volume control
buttons and give the player several seconds tapevlrhen | could press pause to resume
the current track. When | had the sleeping plag¢mat the beginning of a track, | found
that | could press forward track or back track &ke/the unit from sleep and play the
track at it's current position - this too took seveaeconds to rev up. Again, this is
particular to Sony MD players. Kelly says AIWA p&g have no problem because they
stay on indefinitely while paused. I did learn htowvork with these particulars, and the
system has been great ever since.

COMPACT SIZE: One thing | like in particular isahthe remote, receiver, MD player,
power supplies, cables and connectors all fitlimathat's smaller than an average size
dictionary. It fits quite nicely in my professidmaagician's suitcase table. You will
want to have some simple packing material to ptatexMD player.

ADVANTAGES:
- Itis the only quality wireless remote option un&&00.
It is practical and simple.
It is compact.
Mini Disk gives you much flexibility.
You can move through tracks easily.
You can control the volume.

DISADVANTAGES:
* Need to leave

[ll. SOME EXCEPTIONS

Thus far we have discussed the sound system nésdkanagicians working for
audiences with 50-500 people. The “portable PAtays by Anchor and Apollo are
excellent. | also shared two wireless remote msgstems: one based on a simple switch
and a Sony Walkman purchased through Radio Shatkmother professional mini-disk
system, Remote Commander IV by Majiloon. Howelrer is not perfect, and



professionalism is often defined by how one encensneéxtreme challenges that prevent
us from using the ideal setup.

WHEN BRINGING YOUR OWN PA IS NOT AN OPTION: Somstes | have been
hired for a large show where either | want to psaiall and light or the PA is being
provided in my contract. However, one time, thgelamicrophone was not working until
an hour before performance — phew! Here is whaduld suggest: Bring everything but
the amplifier and speakers:

A small four-channel mixer. They cost $60 at RaSliack. You can find others
at Longs Electronics, Full Compass or any othetityuausic equipment store.
The mixer does not need to be stereo.

Your own separate wireless microphone transmittdrraceiver.

Your remote music system (minidisk, cd, tape, mig3 e

A small bag of audio adapters of every plug knoawhumanity. Make sure you
can change sizes between standard 1/4" and 1/85 phetween male and female
of various kinds, back and forth to RCA connec{tine crown shaped connector
with a prong in the middle), between stereo andanbetween high impedance
and low impedance. In particular, make sure youtoaonvert “impedance.”
That way you can take standard pre-amp signaldesattithem into the
microphone inputs of basic pa systems found inglbblls, schools,
congregations and theatres across the country.

DO YOU REALLY NEED A MIC? Keep that question inna. Using a microphone
can add a synthetic quality to the performancethWtioups of 100 or less, you might try
just projecting your voice more, but avoid tryimgspeak over music. In October 1999, |
saw Jeff McBride do an especially powerful two-hthirty-minute show (yes, read that
again) in Salem, MA, packed in a reception halhvatver 150 people. The only thing he
used was a fairly powerful boom box operated byirhimensely-talented assistant, Abbi
Spinner.

FOR THE EXTREMELY BUDGET MINDED: If the PA optionssted above are
simply too cost prohibitive for your needs, anotbption is to purchase a $60 four
channel mixer from Radio Shack, an inexpensivelesselapel microphone for under
$150, and a used 100 Watt Keyboard Amplifier framanylocal music store. By the way,
never buy an FM microphone because the qualitgrisoio poor. For a good affordable
wireless, try Gemini brand wireless microphonesls @ve them. Radio Shack’s
affordable wireless lapel systems are actually ntgd8ure, but to lower specifications.
The more reliable microphones are called “true idiNg’ because they can switch
frequencies when they sense interference with thenent signal.

CREATIVE MOMENTS BETWEEN ROCKS AND HARD PALCES: Yes ago, |
arrived to perform, and the promised sound systes ot there, so | put on my creative
cap and fed a Sony Walkman headphone signal iatoadl “Gorilla” practice guitar
amplifier. Another time, we needed sound fastiamatovised with a 20 watt 3 piece
computer speaker system from a nearby office.cédad a portable CD Player into a



house PA system through a microphone input with@ipedance converter from
Radio Shack. In these situations | was performordlD0-150 people, and the systems
worked fine in a pinch. However, | kept them waalk of sight to maintain my
professional image. Early on, before adding musie a 20 minute stand-up set with a
microphone on a stand. Honestly, it was a greawsbut | was limited to talking in that
one location. Now, | always have a long, softcklahoelace in my cases. In a pinch or
as a backup, a shoelace can be tied around a covidexhd worn about the neck. 1did
this once for an impromptu “coffee house” show whibveling one summer. | used a
lace from one of my boots — the ingenuity garnenedsome enthusiastic applause!

And is this not what performing magic is all abolaking magic a simple, ingenious,
powerful and wonderful gift for our audiences?opkb these things have been helpful to
you as you seek to make better use of music analsowour performances.

REFERENCES:

Anchor

http://www.apollopresentation.com/

http://www.majiloon.com/

http://catalog.longselectronics.coirook under “Public Address and Music”
www.fullcompass.coninother quality online electronics store — agaimklander
“Public Address”

http://www.fullcompass.com/catalog/fall2000/lecteirtml|
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The Rev. David Reed-Brown is a progressive ordameadtster in Suffield, Connecticut.
He has been practicing the art of magic since ag# and is a part-time professional
magician. A regular student of Jeff McBride andy&une Burger since 1999, David
specializes in meaningful stand-up and close-upiarfag sacred, secular, philanthropic
and meaningful family events. He may be reaché&$@+304-0021 obavid@Reed-
Brown.com And yes, he does bar mitzvahs...



