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Leapwing Audio StageOne
Stereo enhancement: PIPER PAYNE widens our horizons

centre to create width, or manipulating 
the phase and timing of the stereo 
outputs, StageOne keeps the centre 
anchored solidly in the middle and 
remaps the sounds outside of the 
phantom centre. This helps to keep 
those holes in the image filled up nicely. 
There’s a handy high pass filter from 
20Hz to 500Hz, which I believe every 
widener should have.

This plug-in has depth…
Depth is the next step. This one is a little 
harder to explain but simply, the depth 
function on the plug-in generates new 
reflections and signals that get added to 
the original, based on the location of the 
frequency spectrum of the sound. This 
part is one I’ve found most useful in 
mastering. The colour slider for a tilt EQ 
(high or low shelf) is applied to the 
reflections (dry signal is left untouched) 
pushing back the vocal range or the 
bass, or creating a space for a dialogue 
track that was recorded in an extremely 
dry environment. I can’t wait to hear it 
on a drum buss, or even a reverb return.

If your recording is simple and 
includes just a couple of microphones, 
like guitar and vocal, and you want to 
make a good stereo image, look no 
further than the mono spread tool in 
StageOne. The goal here is to create 
stereo from mono, while keeping the 
mono compatibility when summed. The 
mono spread section also has a slider for 
anchoring the ‘centre gravity’ on the left 
or right. Ever tried to get that pop-vocal-
chorus-inflation just right? This is the tool 
to help with that. How about getting that 
heavy hitting bass to fill the centre just 
right so it doesn’t sound pokey or 
anaemic? But be careful. Anything more 
than about 20% seems to be too much 
for a mastering application.

Finally, the output slider is a simple 
level control, most useful for 
compensation after the sliders have 
been pushed up and the gain is higher 
than where you started. There doesn’t 
seem to be a need for an input section.

StageOne is a simple and elegant 
plug-in that affects the width, depth, 
mono spread, and output level in a few 
easy sliders. Run by 64-bit processing 
and supported on all plug-in formats 
and many DAW’s, the workflow is useful 
and the plug-in sounds great. The 
celebrated linear phase filters that 
Leapwing uses are applied here (have 

no FIR! Check out my review on DynOne 
(Resolution V17.5) for an explanation on 
the importance of filter types). 

The team at Leapwing has been 
working on this plug-in for over a year 
and a half, and even though Version 1 of 
StageOne is a clean and simple must-
have for any studio, Leapwing is good at 
listening to user feedback and feature 
requests to integrate in their Version-2 
plug-ins. I would personally vote for a 
couple more controls on the width high 
pass, perhaps some different filter 
slopes on the depth colour.

Because this is a tool that performs 
better than most others, perhaps a tool 
tip when hovering over sliders would be 
good for new users. Or perhaps a way 
to view the stereo space. Obviously, a 
responsible engineer will know to listen 
with their ears and not their eyes, but 
this way, the user knows what is being 
manipulated as the subtlety of this 
plug-in can be deceiving. The bypass 
buttons on each section are the only 
way to really tell what’s doing the work, 
because all of the sections work in series 
and each affects the other.

Overall, it’s a solid and useful tool that 
doesn’t get much better and you’d have 
to use StageOne to create room for 
improvement.  
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The dramatic side of mastering. The dark thoughts of 
stereo despair. Try as we might to stay positive, we 
mutter something like the following to ourselves more 
often than anyone else knows: “If I get one more badly 

over-widened mix with a false stereo image I’m going to sell all 
my gear and become a sheep farmer”.

The craze of stereo widening has been around for several 
years now. Many software and hardware companies have tried 
to make tools that can help engineers to make a bigger, more 
exciting mix, but few have done it properly, often bungling the 
phase coherence, spoiling the mono compatibility, or creating 
empty holes at 11 and 1 o’clock in the stereo image. The new 
StageOne plug-in from Leapwing Audio excels where others 
have fallen short.

The team at Leapwing Audio have created StageOne, a 
complement to their CenterOne plug-in, which is a parallel 
centre image processor and useful in many applications from 
vocals to mastering. When they found that they were on a 
productive trail with the centre image manipulation, they 
looked into what else they could do to affect stereo width. 
Many stereo wideners take the image to 180o and stop there. 

The StageOne plug-in instead anchors the centre solidly in 
the middle and then creates a hyper stereo, spanning wider 
than the speakers. I know what you’re thinking — why would 
we want something that feels unnatural? The thing is, this tool 
doesn’t do that. Instead of raising or lowering the level of the 

PROS  Superb sound and filter quality 
with transparent controls and 
natural sounding width.

CONS  The layout is simple but the units 
of measurement are all different 
despite having the same slider 
control system.
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VERDICT
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