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Larry Gale
The Head of Broadcast Production for Boilerroom.tv talks streaming
tech, and disrupting traditional broadcasters JORY MACKAY

F
World of Sound

60

ounded in early 2010 by entrepreneur and indie magazine editor Blaise
Bellville, Boiler Room — the “global live music streaming phenomenon”
— started life as nothing more than a webcam taped to the wall of an
actual boiler room in an east London warehouse. Back then, Bellville was
splitting his time between running Platform, a magazine-style website for teens,
and trying to convince investors to convert that derelict warehouse into studios,
when he stumbled across the eponymous room and used it to host a party with
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the approach they used for those first sessions
— shaky webcam in front of the DJ booth while a small, invite-only crowd
partied in front of a projection in the background, overlaid with the company
logo (the original boiler room sign) — continues today.
While the format has largely remained the same, it’s about the only thing that
has. By 2015, Boiler Room had streamed 3.5bn minutes of music since starting,
with up to 500,000 tuning in to watch sessions. The original weekly shows
have been replaced with a schedule of over 30 shows a month, with artists
ranging from Radiohead’s Thom Yorke to Jamie xx, Four Tet, Chicago house
legend Frankie Knuckles, and rapper Snoop Dogg all taking part. The original

boiler room itself has also been replaced with streams
coming from far-flung locations in 50 countries. To
get to this position, Boiler Room faced an uphill battle
with still-developing and often fickle live streaming
technology. Behind the scenes, the man handling
the exponential growth and technical headaches
that accompany it is Larry Gale, an 11-year veteran
producer and director. Prior to Boiler Room, Gale
spent time with the BBC in London and Al Jazeera
English in the Middle East. ‘I was always drawn to
music events just as a fan, and when live streaming
came along it was a natural thing to say — who’s
doing music?’ explains Larry.
Larry’s journey into live streaming started in 2009:
while working for BBC Radio 6 Music, Larry started
on a project recording video and audio of live sessions
to be broadcast on the BBC’s website. This was early
days, and while the BBC made headway (and now live
streams massive events such as Glastonbury every
year), other smaller would-be broadcasters struggled
to grow, due to the astronomical costs of the primitive
technology. Boiler Room, however, embraced the
approach of using cheaply available consumer tech,
and soldiered quietly in the background, gaining
momentum, gradually increasing their spend and
building a core fanbase — now millions strong. When the
company finally crossed Larry’s path, the timing couldn’t
have been better. As a Vision Mixer and Multi-camera
Director working predominantly in news, Larry was facing a
brave new future filled with the threat of automation. ‘News
production is becoming automated — the BBC is doing that
now. So I started thinking: “Man, that’s going to be me. I’m
going to be replaced by a machine.” And who am I to stand
in the way of progress at the end of the day?’ Instead of being swept up in the
tidal wave of progress, Larry looked for a life raft. It just happens the one he
found had a whale lurking underneath it.
’Progress’ is the perfect word to explain Boiler Room. As I speak with Larry
he’s sat on the stairs in the basement of Boiler Room’s four-story London
headquarters — there aren’t enough desks to accommodate the company’s
growing staff — who are in the midst of relocating to a building twice the
size. Along with London, Boiler Room has offices in New York, Berlin and Los
Angeles, with a host of smaller operating teams in cities including Mexico City,
Sao Paulo, Sydney, and Tokyo. Larry describes Boiler Room as a platform that
sits somewhere between TV and radio. While the streams contain just enough
of a visual narrative to keep viewers interested, the Boiler Room team are well
aware the audience is tuning in for the music, and will often leave the stream
on in the background for 4 or 5 hours. ‘Obviously no one’s going to do that if
the audio quality isn’t up to par. So it’s important to make sure we’re diligent in
capturing sound properly, and recording multi-track, in case we need to edit or
improve it later.’
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With a wide array of shows
and locations, handling the actual
broadcasts is a workflow constantly
being refined. Just like a traditional TV
broadcaster with formats for shows,
Boiler Room have developed formats
for live events. Yet because they
regularly broadcast from unique and
remote locations, there is no one-sizefits-all solution. Their broadcast tech
rider acts more like a Q&A, with a
venue’s sound technicians filling out
what they do or don’t have, and Larry
forced to work around that. ‘Often
it’s just a simple DJ set, and there aren’t too many things that go into that, but
sometimes it’s a full live band or a live band jamming with a DJ. It’s just a case
of being reactive and diligent, and having a good network of suppliers in place
to deliver what we need quickly.’
Boiler Room may initially have been simply an audio output fed into the
live stream, but these days, with shows ranging from hip hop to world music,
classical, experimental, and jazz groups, every session now has a dedicated
engineer in charge of the broadcast mix. ‘We never just take the feed from the
PA and the venue, we will always take an active split and do our own mix,
complete with additional directional microphones to capture the ambience where
it’s relevant. We never compromise on sound.’ Each Boiler Room session has
a technical staff of 3-5, with numbers ballooning for larger events or ambitious
productions. With the global approach being at the very core of Boiler Room’s
mission to unite the countless music “microscenes” around the world, Larry
relies on a large network of freelancers to make sure what’s going live is as good
as it possibly can be. ‘Our biggest constraint is that we simply don’t have an OB
truck we can roll up and park next to the venue. Even if we could afford that
for everything we do, sometimes it just plain won’t work. We need a broadcast
solution that can fit in a small space or fly in a few Peli cases.’
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Most of the events and venues require Larry and his teams to be much
more agile in their approach, compared to how a traditional broadcaster might
work, with 2016’s Notting Hill Carnival in London a perfect example. ‘Notting
Hill represents our workflow applied in the most hardcore sense. We had to get
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our production footprint down to 1m square. We’re doing four
stages one day, and the next we’re doing another four. We have
to be able to relocate quickly and we can’t use a vehicle because
the roads are shut.’ To keep things light and nimble, Larry relies
on gear from LiveU — a company that provides IP-based live
video services. His team uses LiveU LU500 backpacks connected
to the LiveU Central hub, which allows them to stream highquality audio and video over 3G/4G networks. With its latest
firmware upgrade, LiveU now allows Larry to stream audio at
192kbps. ‘I’ve done shows in a Favela up in the hills above
Ipanema with just a LiveU, and we even managed to broadcast
from Nigeria using LiveU and only
3G/4G connectivity. We’re doing
things the TV industry might not
even dream of doing, and we’re
doing it because there’s an audience
for it. You’ve got to boil it down to
what you need to get that essential
recording, then make the visual
narrative entertaining enough, and
the sound quality good enough.’
While they’ve only just begun to
conquer the live streaming frontier,
progress is still at the core of Boiler Room. With one technology firmly under
their belts, a new one has caught Larry’s attention: Virtual Reality and
Immersive Audio. ‘360 video and VR are just around the corner for us. I want to
find ways to craft unique VR experiences that capture Boiler Room properly for
the people who are interested.’ In December 2015, Boiler Room broadcast New
York rap duo Run The Jewels in 360º video. While VR is becoming more and
more prevalent, Larry wants to see the audio side of immersive content come
into the mainstream as well. ‘I like the idea of sound capture that moves as you
turn your head, and figuring out how to make that relevant for Boiler Room
is important, be that a string quartet you can sit in the middle of or an African
drumming band. Lots of electronic artists will work with this as well. I’ve heard
a lot of buzzwords: Ambisonic. Binaural audio. It will be very exciting when we
get that going. So if anyone reading this knows how to do that and wants to
get in touch, please do!’ n
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