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Whether you love or laugh at the 
world’s biggest music show, the 
modern era of Eurovision offers 
slick production, high quality 

vocals and a musical mêlée with a surprise a 
minute — from Estonian pOpera — to Finnish X 
Factor 2016 veteran Saara Aalto singing her 
piece whilst upside down on a wheel. When 
you’ve done voice work for Pokémon (as Aalto 
has) it’s all in a day’s work, I guess… It’s easy to 
smile from afar, but backstage at the show the 
excitement from performers — the real joy and 

national pride in being at Lisbon’s Altice Arena 
performing to an audience of more than 200 
million fans worldwide — is palpable. 

The event is a genuine showcase of 
inclusivity — I spotted some Turkish fans madly 
waving flags as Israel’s Netta Barzilai’s quirky 
entry ‘Toy’ was named as winner. Fans come 
from all over the world to support their home 
country, but are just as likely to jump up and 
down over another performance. Accepting her 
prize in the Altice Arena, Netta told the 
Eurovision hosts: “I’m so happy, thanks for 

choosing difference, thank you for celebrating 
diversity”. Voters were evidently charmed by 
the chicken dance moves of the choreography, 
whilst some pundits claimed the song’s lyrics: 
“I’m not your toy, You stupid boy” proved apt 
for the first post #MeToo Eurovision. Not to be 
left out, Eurovision stalwarts Ireland managed 
to add a touch of controversy, getting Mango 
TV’s contract to screen Saturday’s finale 
cancelled by the EBU (European Broadcasting 
Union), after the Chinese broadcaster censored 
the modest-by-modern-standards segment of 
two Irish men dancing together.

On-site technical support
Being backstage at the Altice Arena in the 
lead-up to the show was to enter a rather 
special world of rules, respect and fairness-for-
all. “Please stand with your backs to the 
passageway, a delegation is coming through!” …
as a rather surprised posse of Moldovan singers 
saunter past. As a technical supplier to 
Eurovision, audio specialist Sennheiser supplied 
Digital 6000 wireless microphones and 2000 
series wireless monitors to the world’s largest 
live music event, hosted by Rádio e Televisão de 
Portugal (RTP). With rehearsals on-going since 
22 April, the equipment was in constant use in 
Lisbon’s Altice Arena and the ESC press centre. 
Volker Schmitt, director customer development 
& application engineering at Sennheiser, plus a 
team of five were on site to provide technical 
support for the wireless systems.

With 43 participating nations, the 
63rd Eurovision Song Contest featured live 
broadcasts of the two semi-finals on the 8th 
and 10th May and the grand finale on 12th May. 
All artists were equipped with Digital 6000 
microphones, and use either SKM 6000 
handhelds with MD 9235 dynamic capsules, or 
SK 6000 bodypacks with Sennheiser headmics. 
I asked Sennheiser’s Kevin Jungk if custom 
equipment had been deployed: “To be honest, 
we are using all off-the-shelf products from 
Sennheiser, we try to do that as much as 
possible to give confidence to our customers,” 
he explained, “the only custom modification we 
made was on our SL Headmic, because it had 
an omni capsule — not suitable for here — we 
put a cardioid HSP-4 capsule on instead.”

The performers can choose between 
handheld and headset, and during rehearsals 
the technical staff figure out which setup 
they’re most comfortable with. Estonia’s Elina 
Nechayeva [who — appropriately enough — 
sings ‘La Forza’], is a classically trained opera 
singer. “Her vocal is roughly 50dB louder than 
the rest of the singers,” Jungk revealed, “we had 
to make a slight adjustment to the headset to 
move it a little further away from her mouth! 
This is because we use exactly the same 
beltpack setting for everyone, we don’t start 
adjusting individual packs, so we try to find a 
setting which is neutral and workable for 
everyone. At the moment we have a -6dB input 
sensitivity for everyone. Some nation’s singers 
have a deviation of just 2 or 3 bars on the meter, 
then Elina Nechayeva goes full scale! With 
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Eurovision sound
Welcome boys, too much noise — NIGEL JOPSON gets his 
kimono on
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digital this is no problem, there’s no noise floor, 
it doesn’t matter if you only have a small 
amount of signal present, you can still add gain 
and the signal will be clean.” 

For wireless monitoring, 2000 series systems 
were on duty: rack-mount SR 2050 IEM 
two-channel transmitters transmit their signals 
via A 5000-CP circularly polarised antennae to 
the artists’ EK 2000 IEM bodypack receivers. I 
asked if there had been any problems with 
antennae positioning: “When I did the setup, we 
were using 90 channels in the air, the system 
offered me another 397 frequencies — so 
getting a large scale system set up with the 
Digital 6000 is a breeze, the long nights of 
frequency calculation seem to be over!” Jungk 
explained.” An unusual aluminium coating to 
the arena’s domed roof actually helped the 
wireless team. “Outside the hall I can see a DTV 
station at -70dB, which is fairly strong, inside we 
don’t even see it, which makes life easier for us.”

For handheld all the singers use the same: a 
combination of the SKM 6000 transmitter with 

an MD 9235 dynamic, super cardioid 
microphone head. “We also have the Neumann 
KK204 and 205 with us,” Jungk said, “but they 
chose to use the dynamics for the singers. The 
Auditiv team came to Germany for a listening 
session, to select a group of capsules we 
brought with us.”   

I was impressed with the organised workflow 
and careful marshalling of contestant/artists — 
although there are inevitably a few ‘ringers’ at 
every Eurovision — many of the singers are 
unused to performing at such a large event. On 
their way to the stage, performers first go to 
the ‘dressing’ table, where they stand on 6 
pre-assigned numbers on the floor to receive 
their equipment. Each number is tied to an 
‘artist sheet’ — on which they are documented 
for position of headset volume — even height of 
mic stand if used. This is not only for efficient 
performance and quick turnaround, but also to 
prevent repercussions for the sound crew and 
organisers if delegations later claim that 
equipment settings were wrong! In a similar 

forensic manner, all conversation between artist 
and artist liaison personnel is recorded, a 
lavalier mic and body pack is worn by service 
personnel at this very competitive event.

For backstage communications, the new 
Command function of the Sennheiser 6000 
series is being used to enable the ESC’s 
technical team to establish talkback links, for 
example for the stage director or the liaison 
manager. For this, the crew used special SKM 
9000 COM handheld transmitters or SK 6000 
bodypack transmitters that have been 
Command-enabled via the KA 9000 COM 
Command switch.

Once equipped, singers then proceed to the 
mic rehearsal room (more numbered spots!). 
“We play the stems of the music, they sing, and 
we adjust all the settings for the mix. Different 
musicians in each act normally ask for really 
different mixes. Some singers want to hear 
themselves really loud, some of the main 
singers want to hear the chorus [backing 
singers] and some don’t want to hear them at 
all: these are all the things I’m adjusting here,” 
explained IEM mix rehearsal engineer Joao 
Escada. “Then I export the session I’ve saved on 
the DiGiCo console, to the other IEM monitor 
console which is inside of the venue.” 

“It was so cool that I can hear myself 
perfectly, then I can enjoy being on stage,” 
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/ Kevin Jungk with Sennheiser 6000 receivers

/ Winner Netta Barzilai, Israel



vocalist Franka (Croatia) revealed. “I’m a geek 
— I have to have everything perfect! Of course I 
love improvisation, but with a big TV show such 
as Eurovision it’s very important to know which 
camera to look at, and to feel comfortable on 
stage, so that’s why it’s best to have as many 
rehearsals as possible.”

As artists approach stage, they are given a 
mix in their IEM of the previous act on stage. 
Technical staff discovered that providing some 
audio in headsets avoided persistent re-
adjustment or inadvertent switching off of the 
in-ear systems. Once onstage, they receive 
exactly the mix which was pre-set earlier.

Daniel Bekerman, head honcho of sound 
contractor Auditiv, explained the playback 
system to me: “We have three Pro Tools 
systems playing at the same time, the goal is we 
could lose one — or two — rigs without losing 
the sound. All systems switch seamlessly from 
one to the other in sequence, but can also be 
backups. The Pro Tools rigs send out timecode, 

which is very important because both lighting 
design and pyro effects are run from the 
timecode. We spent a lot of time configuring 
and testing the system because the timecode is 
definitely at the heart of all show systems 
running together. We have the DiGiCo desks 
slaved to timecode to open and close channels, 
change vocal effects, and to change snapshots 
between acts.”

What was the biggest audio challenge? In 
Volker Schmitt’s opinion: “the biggest audio 
challenge is the venue itself.” A dome shape with 
a gap under the canopy is not ideal and, 
additionally, there was uncertainty over the 
flying capacity of some of the dome load-
bearing structures. Fortunately, the highly 
experienced Bekerman had put on many shows 
at the venue previously, and was able to mitigate 
much of the slap from FOH stacks by hanging 
the L Acoustics K2 arrays as low as possible. 

At the end of the day, despite a stage 
invasion for the hapless English singer SuRie, 

the show was a slick endorsement of pro audio. 
The voting demonstrated the huge disparity 
between what juries approve of (ballads), and 
what public voters love (pop bangers — and my 
pre-show tip to win — Italy’s duet about the 
effects of war). On to Jerusalem 2019! 
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Sennheiser equipment  
at Eurovision
• 41 EM 6000 two-channel receivers
• 74 SK 6000 bodypack transmitters
• 68 SKM 6000 handheld transmitters, 

with MD 9235 capsules for the artists  
and KK 204 capsules for communication 
purposes

• 115 custom Sennheiser headmics
• 6 SKM 9000 COM handheld transmitters
• 6 KA 9000 COM Command switches
• 21 L 6000 rack-mount charging units 

with chargers for SK 6000 and SKM 
6000/9000

• 17 SR 2050 IEM two-channel transmitters
• 112 EK 2000 IEM bodypack receivers

/ Microphone & IEM rehearsal room

/ Daniel Bekerman, head of sound contractor Auditiv


