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Craft

The plot of Midlands-born Ewan 
Pearson’s formative years is not an 
unfamiliar tale. He fussed and fiddled 
with bedroom techno as a teenager, 

before dropping out of college to pursue ‘a 
career in music’ and then experiencing the 
highs and lows of the struggling artist. But, 
discovering a penchant for remixing, he hit 
gold in the dance scene at the turn of the 
Millennium, and went on to be ‘additional 
production’ man du jour of the mid-Noughties. 
Artists like the Chemical Brothers, The 
Rapture, Franz Ferdinand, Moby and 
Röyksopp have all been reworked by his 
dancefloor-savvy sass.

Alongside a respected remixing career, 
Pearson has become the producer and studio 
confidante for Tracey Thorn in her post-
Everything But The Girl years. He’s worked on 
practically all of Thorn’s solo projects since her 
comeback album Out of the Woods (2007). On 
this year’s much-acclaimed Record, Thorn’s first 
album in eight years, Pearson contributed more 
than ever. 

Much travelled as a DJ, and once a resident 
of Berlin for several years (“The graveyard of 
ambition — there’s too many distractions to get 
any work done there!”), Pearson is now back 
living in north London where he runs a compact 
but capable private studio. 

Kidderminster, your home town, might be 
known to pro-audio followers as the former 
home of Midas and Klark Teknik…
People I know from school did work 
experience at Klark Teknik, but I went to the 
Shuttle, the local newspaper! Music was a real 
passion and I was interested in production and 
‘how do they get these things to sound the 
way they do?’ but at that stage I only had two 
synths and an Atari ST... When dance music 
happened and made a huge impact in Britain, 
that was the point where I thought, right, you 
don’t need anybody else, and I got really into 
instrumental dance music. At the time, the  
only thing I wanted to do was have a 12-inch 
white label. That was the sum total of my 
ambition — I couldn’t see it as a job anywhere 
beyond that!

While you studied Eng Lit at Cambridge, you 
were making music on the side?
I took some music I’d done to a label based out 
of a record shop in Birmingham — Lee Fisher’s 
Bostin’ Records — these were the first people 
I’ve ever taken a record to and they were like, 
‘Yes!’ straight away. This was 1994.

Ewan Pearson
DAVE ROBINSON talks to the supremely positive and 
personable dance music DJ/remixer-turned-producer about 
his recent work with the caramel-voiced Tracey Thorn
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Then I went back to do post-grad PhD stuff 
but I was playing gigs too and I felt guilty all the 
time because I was taking state money which 
was paying for my education! I thought, if I 
don’t have a go at this there will be a point 
where I’ll regret it... so then left I spent the next 
four years being totally broke! [Much laughter] 

You gave up the academic path and created 
the Latitude album, as Maas, for Soma 
Recordings in 1997. How did it further your 
career for you? 
If you looked at the sales in today’s terms you’d 
be really chuffed! I got a lot of press in Germany 
and France and I had to play gigs and live 
shows with an MPC2000 and a monosynth: 
club gigs, I did love that. Then I got got asked to 
do remixes, and these gathered momentum 
and turned into a real job. I realised I didn’t want 
to create a second ‘artist’ album. Making 
original music is really hard! And I saw too many 
people trying to do that and then disappear 
down a black hole…

Remixing became your thing, then?
It’s such an integral part of dance music and 
dance music history. I loved the fact that it’s 
short term — a single track with a deadline and 
a fee attached to it — but also, that it isn’t a 
blank sheet of paper. And as my style 
developed [uplifting tech house, for the 
uninitiated — dr], I got given really good stuff to 

do, things like Freeform Five (Perspex Sex, 
2002) which became a sleeper hit in Ibiza over 
the course of a year. Then something for 
Goldfrapp — three tracks in fact, starting with 
Train — then Depeche Mode and the Pet Shop 
Boys. Somewhere around 2004 I was offered 
about 120 remixes in a year.

One hundred and twenty? Bloody hell! How 
many did you do?
Seven. [Explosion of laughter]

Not desperate for work, then, Ewan?
I did everything myself! The really famous remix 
engineers at the time would have people doing 

things for them, programmers and engineers, 
they’d be running several studios. It was still 
economically viable to do that although you 
weren’t getting as much in the early 2000s as 
you were ten years previously, but still [maybe] 
£5,000 a remix.

How long would you spend on a remix? 
Quite a long time! I’ve never been fast.

Seven in a year? Evidently!
Ha ha, but I was DJing as well... but, you don’t 
want to over-saturate and I was thinking about 
longevity, and working on things I was really 
excited about. I could have absolutely rinsed 
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[remixing] and taken the money, but although I 
got offered a lot of stuff, I only did [acts] who 
reflected what I was doing.

I rejected some crazy stuff. I turned down a 
Shakira remix!

How did you approach richly-wrought tunes 
by, say, the Chemical Brothers?
You have to think, what would I do if I were 
doing more production here? Sometimes you 
can’t think of a way of doing it that will make 
me happy and them happy…

Making everyone happy is the key?
Yes. My thing is always about not overdoing it. 
As I said, I didn’t want anybody to look at my 
2004/2005 work and say I just rinsed it as soon 
as I got popular. I’m really proud of a lot of the 
work from then, the remixes are not all the 
same and a lot of them still stand up.

It’s such a weird practice, remixing: it lives in 
this hinterland between the most cynical aspect 
of the industry and commercial exploitation, 
and total art. I was a huge Trevor Horn fan [in 
the ’80s]: his ZTT label put out a load of white 
labels and 12-inches, and they were like ‘school’: 

that was where you heard multitracks unfold, 
especially when they were desk mixes — which 
were effectively live mixes with things were 
being stripped in and out, effected, printed to 
half-inch then edited together. 

Treating songs as rich in content to start with, 
as a whole ‘production’, lead to you being 
asked to produce?
I got asked to do some programming for Nellee 
Hooper but that didn’t work for very long 
because I was too used to being my own boss 
and having the final say. [What I was doing] 
was definitely additional production and mix 
rather than just get a file and put your own 
‘thing’ on it.

I’ve been very lucky, the people that I work 
with production wise, I’ve not had any bad 
experiences. Someone who is trying to bring 

something creative into the world, they’re not 
always the easiest of people. It can be terrifying. 
That’s why I had to learn fast: the people side of 
it, the psychology side of it. Producing is so 
many different jobs: there are the ones who are 
the brilliant multi-instrumentalists, those who 
have the technical side; then there are the 
leaders of men, the Napoleons…

How did you get to meet Tracey Thorn?
She first got in touch with me via email around 
2006, it was just a little, ‘Hello, this is Tracey, I 
want to try to do some solo music…’ She was 
just interested in collaborating.

She knew your output?
She was pretty knowledgeable, [including] 
going back to the Maas album. We went out for 
a drink and found we had a huge number of 
musical things in common. She wanted to do 
tracks with different people, but I ended up 
being involved with half the album Out of the 
Woods (2007) and supervising the mixing of 
most of it.

Then she came back three years later for 
Love and Its Opposite (2010), she came to 
Berlin and we demo’d six songs in a week. 
Including a final vocal recording there: that’s 
when I realised, I needed to buy a much better 
preamp! She is one of those people that, it 
might only be the first or second time she’s 
sung something, but that might be the ‘take’.

So I went out and bought this Great River 
1073 model, the MP-2NV preamp, and it 
sounded absolutely superb. I had it for the next 
time she came. I hired in a U67; we ended up 
with three or four of the final vocals recorded in 
my little room in Berlin. She’s one of those 
people where you’ve got to be ready. You’ve 
got to be ready! 

DEFINING STYLE
What defines your remix style, do you think?
I don’t think about it ruthlessly in terms of the dancefloor: I just 
try to get it near the dancefloor, ha ha. There’s always a lot of 
music in there, but then given a twist or resetting as suggested 
by the song. I try to listen to what is there and see what it 
suggests rather than fitting it into a template. 

How has your style adopted to the evolution of dance music?
Maybe it hasn’t! Things were pretty established after the acid 

house thing: there have been times when it went minimal techno or aharmonic or twitchy 
microtonal, that was not a good time for me because I was a slightly more maximal 
approach. It’s swings and roundabouts. Things have gone back to ‘90s house and it’s very 
techno at the moment. I dunno. You just carry on doing the things you are excited about. I 
certainly don’t want to be too much of a bellwether. You can be playful and try on different 
hats. Other [remixers] see what’s in the top ten of [download website] BeatPort and they 
buy the sample kit... I’m not that ruthless. I’m severely lacking in ruth!

/ Pearson working with Tracey Thorn at Strongroom
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exploitation, 
and total art
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I would imagine it’s difficult to make her 
voice sound bad.
Ultimately, the hierarchy of what’s important — 
as much as we become obsessed with gear — is 
song and performance. But the corollary of that 
is, you have this amazing thing and you want to 
present it in its best light. 

One of the things I really love about 
production is vocals: I love comping and going 
through takes and putting the best bits 
together. In film-making, its editing. My talents 
are more on recognising good performance 
and mixing and presenting. I’m not the best 
musician in the world. But there’s a lot of my 
arranging on the latest record: there’s a few 
other musicians involved (including singers 
Shura and Corinne Bailey Rae, Stella and Jenny 
from Warpaint, Jono Ma from Jagwar Ma) but 
it’s mostly me and Tracey and what we could 
do between us.

She’s playing quite a lot and we’re doing the 
arrangements together. It was done mostly in 
this studio. We booked Strongroom 4, which 
has a decent piano in it; we were there for a 
week, I brought my Prophet 6 [synth] and my 
laptop and some pedals. I’m not a guitarist, but I 
bought one while we were making Record. 
Some of the riffs and lines are mine. I’m quite 

good at doing crap riffs. 
“Im quite good at doing crap riffs.” There’s a 

quote! 
[Laughs] But I grew up listening to New 

Order! I mean, I can come up with simple 
earwormy riffs that work. I can’t play them, 
mind.

Tell me more about the process….
When Tracey gets to the end of writing 
something, it’s pretty locked in, she thinks 
carefully about key and tempo, she’ll have an idea 
about setting or mood, and we’ll go from there. 

That’s why it’s important to record well from the 
start. I quite often only need to record as few as 
three takes, then comp them, then fix individual 
bits. Not often do we go past five or six takes. 
She’s usually nailed it within three. It’s remarkable.

Her voice is this amazing thing unto itself, but 
there is such musical intelligence there and a lot 
of thought from her as to how it’s going to 
work. She just doesn’t just turn up and sing. 

I’ve been hugely fortunate. She doesn’t send 
me demos, I’m often the first person to hear a 
lot of these things, which feels like a huge 
privilege.

/ Craft Ewan Pearson

/ Pearson with his rack: note Highland Dynamics BG2 
compressor by his shoulder



Turning to gear: can you pick out some 
highlights of your outboard rack?
I’d say this Highland Dynamics BG2 compressor 
built by Bryce Gonzales in Los Angeles.

It’s a kind of a hybrid of the Abbey Road 
modified Altec compressor with the output 
stage of a Fairchild — but it has two different 

transformers in it and an impedance button 
— so it has four flavours. You can get real 
harmonic loveliness out of it: the European 
transformer is brighter and politer, and the 
American is a little bit thicker sounding.  
But I do find myself gravitating to the 
American at 150 ohms because it adds the 

most harmonic information. 
I tried to be quite modern in my approach: I 

mix entirely in-the-box sometimes. I just mixed 
this Australian band called Confidence Man — 
they are knowingly daft and infectious — I did 
all but two songs on the album in-the-box 
because they were a long way away.
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Producing is so 
many different 
jobs: there are 
the ones who 
are the multi-
instrumentalists, 
those who have 
the technical 
side, then there 
are the 
Napoleons…

/ Amphion speakers for monitoring, Pure DAB for “balancing the mids”
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But you prefer outboard? 
I love outboard; you can get a good result from 
running four or five plug-ins in series, but I have 
not found anything that adds the BG2 kind of 
sheen or loveliness. “

This was the thing that made me realise this: 
we’re coming further and further along with 
digital plug-ins; and the convenience of 
swapping between plug-ins outweigh the sonic 
benefits you can get from outboard. But 
because I didn’t train as an engineer, I have a 
different view; I didn’t grow up with this stuff. 
So for instance, I bought a hardware de-esser, 
because I wanted to know what it sounded like. 

And?
Sometime it works and sometimes it doesn’t! 
[Laughs] I guess the other things here are the 
Overstayer MAS (Master and Servant) and 
Modular Channel from Jeff Turzo. 

The MAS is basically a saturator, you can use 
it for recording or individual channel processing 
but I use it mostly on the mix buss. You have 
different types of pre-emphasis circuit, you can 
apply high boost or low boost, and then you 
can blend it in and drive it as much as you want. 
I do have some in-the-box tools I use: I mean, 
the Sonnox Inflator does a little of what the 
MAS does but without the pre-emphasis.

But Turzo is some kind of crazy genius! His 
latest thing is the Modular Channel, which is a 
whole load of things in series: mic pres; 
resonant filters which oscillate, a bit like a [Korg] 
MS20 filter; a really nice EQ; a VCA compressor; 
and then distortion. What’s clever is you can set 
it up in parallel and organise how the signal hits 
it. In this day and age, people are making tracks 
in quite limited circumstances, and you [as a 
remixer/producer] are trying to make them 
sound a little bit more lively. The Modular 
Channel is amazing for that: I’ve got some 
terrific bass sounds out of quite poorly 
recorded bass. It’s great on drums. You can 

send the resonant filters into the compressor, 
then blend that back in with your lovely EQ’d 
drum buss. You can do similar stuff with a chain 
of plug-ins, but this box does it all. Mark Rankin, 
who I know through Paul Epworth, he used it all 
over the latest Queens of the Stone Age album.

What about monitors?
I had Focal Twins, but they were too big for this 
room. Now I have these Amphion One15s. I do a 
lot of playback through the [Pure] radio  — a 
trick I stole from Spike Stent — for balancing, 
because it focuses you much more quickly and 
forces you to make decisions about the mids.

What’s next?
I’ve just mixed most of an album for a French 
band called Camp Claude, and I’m now working 
with Erin Moran, she records as A Girl Called 
Eddy as a sort of tribute to ’70s songwriting. 
She did an album with Richard Hawley some 
years ago. She approached me after she heard 
my work with Tracey. And I thought, wow! Then 
there are a couple of remixes, one for Compost, 
a German label.

Will you do more than seven remixes  
in 2018?
Oh I don’t know…!  
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/ Craft Ewan Pearson

/ Pearson’s studio rack featuring his much treasured 
Overstayer MAS (middle) and Modular Channel 
(bottom) processors


