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Wisseloord
The world-famous studio complex in Hilversum, The Netherlands
has undergone a complete refurbishment as part of a repositioning
business strategy. ZENON SCHOEPE drove to see its future.
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t’s a sad fact that while we may wish that great studios never die, the reality
is that they do and that very many have. There are generations of engineers
and producers who will go dewy-eyed at the mention of rooms long since
lost but there are practical reasons why we have arrived at the state of play
that we have. The older ‘great’ studios were optimised and built for older ‘great’
times, markets and economies. Those that didn’t change or couldn’t change (or if
the land they stood on was worth too much to resist) closed. What they all had
in common was an inability to remain competitive in an increasingly competitive
and changing market. This almost happened to Wisseloord in Hilversum, but a
concerted effort — and a massive investment — dragged it back from the brink
and it has now been reopened as one of the most exciting and dynamic studio
facilities in Europe.
The studio was originally opened in the late 70s by Philips as an in-house facility
for its PolyGram label. It changed hands and enjoyed a period of international
success with artists through the 80s and 90s. More recently the facility has been
quiet and the relaunch aims to draw on the legacy of the facility while optimising it
for modern production markets. It’s now driven by a management team of engineer
Ronald Prent, mastering engineer Darcy Proper (both formerly at Galaxy Studios,
Belgium) and Paul Reynolds, who has been involved with the start-ups of DVD,
SA-CD and Blu-ray. It’s backed by what Paul describes as ‘heavy investment’
reminding that it is always simpler and cheaper to build from scratch than to
refurbish an existing building.
Wisseloord is in a type of business park and its rebirth, kudos and strong local
history has attracted many other businesses to the area. Its pivotal position is
reinforced by the opening up on a commercial basis of the Wisseloord restaurant
and café to the other businesses in the area. Hilversum is also home to Netherlands
Media City and the reprofiled Wisseloord sits more comfortably within that context
in the current age.
‘This studio is so historic in the Netherlands — it has a huge following — but
in the last ten years it went down the toilet,’ explains Paul. ‘It wasn’t the place it
was and it was the people running it that were the problem.’ There had been a stop
on investment, no change in the business model and a corresponding dropping of
prices, all of which conspired to slide the facility into a slump. There were seven
studios here at the time and many spaces were being rented long-term — only three
were actively rented.
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‘We have a very different business model and instead of having seven studios
we’ve gone to two, we’ve kept the most loved and famous recording spaces and
restored them and upgraded them,’ says Paul. ‘The old business model of just
renting studio space for us isn’t valid anymore. Our model is one of having a
creative team and doing projects in cooperation with many other people. It’s a
project-driven approach rather than renting room space. To have our creative team
to do our thing they need their tools. So Ronald needs certain tools to do his craft
and Darcy too and those tools need a home base and we had looked at different
locations but then Wisseloord became available for us.’
He says the history was worth a lot to them and the fact that it was a purposebuilt studio; it also still had the vibe. However, the plans that were drawn up
targeted flexibility and efficiency as a fundamental with Studio 1, with it’s large
live area, earmarked as an all digital ‘media’ room able to handle TV programmes,
showcases, orchestral scoring, and live broadcast with connections for an OB truck
parked at the back of the studio. Studio 2 is more rock ‘n’ roll with an API Vision
running to digital or analogue.
‘We’ve got the best of both worlds; we can do everything here. The idea is to offer
a wide range of facilities; we’re about music — that’s out focus — but we want to do
everything around music so if there’s a video to be made or somebody wants to do a
showcase … the week after opening we have three showcases booked in Studio 1,’
states Paul. ‘It’s an alternative way of making business. At the same time we want to
be a one-stop-shop because we see a completely different dynamic in our customers.
Instead of having a few majors that control the bulk of our business we now have
lots of independent people — artists directly or management — and most of the work
now comes from them. The minority comes from the majors now.
‘On the other side, the output streams are also dramatically different so we have a
different way of working so we can create what you could call an “asset pool” with
the artist so that we can go very quickly and easily from there to iTunes, mobile
TV, broadcast, streaming, etc,’ he says. ‘Now the money is spread across all those
streams so we have to be very efficient and effective for our client so they can get
themselves on to many different streams for the lowest cost at decent quality. This
whole place is built that way underneath.’
Paul explains their idea of a pool of complimentary skilled creative people that
they cooperate with and work with to bring in the skills they don’t have in house on
a case-by-case basis. He says that the members of what he refers to as ‘the family’
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are qualified by having the same value systems that Wisseloord has towards its
clients and also for being at the top of their game in their technology sector. All this
in the search to ‘create certainty’ for the client; to enable them to achieve whatever
they want with Wisseloord facilitating and being part of it.
With two studios and the mastering suite, how everything has been fitted
together and how value and flexibility has been added is testament to how much
thought has gone into Wisseloord. Most significantly it’s the lengths that were gone
to to restore the live spaces to their original splendour. In the case of Studio 1 this
involved, like everywhere else, going back to the shell, adding windows, and then
rebuilding, improving on the acoustics where appropriate and restoring the wood
and material surfaces. Studio 1 added a lighting truss and rig, the aforementioned
OB interconnects and two new booths at the back. The room can take 55 musicians.
As a departure from the brown colour scheme of old, each room is now colour
coded with Studio 1 green, 2 being blue and mastering is red. Studio 1 and 2 now
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have self-contained and private lounges directly above the control rooms.
Height was an issue in the control rooms because the decision had been made
early to have monitoring capability for Auro-3D 10.1 throughout. In Studio 1 this
meant digging down deeper for a lower relative floor. Monitoring in both studios is
with 5.1 PMC BB5-XBD active mains and PMC AML2s slotted into prewired positions
for the 10.1.
‘PMCs — I love them — there are lots of good speakers in the world but to me
these are the only speakers that sound good when they are wall-mounted. They
don’t sound like they’re built-in to the wall!’ says Ronald. ‘I went to Jochen Veith
[the acoustician] and told him I wanted the best control room he could possibly
make — the two conditions were that I had a system that didn’t offend anyone and
that I wanted to be able to walk around the control room and hear the same — I
didn’t have to have the precision in the stereo image but I did want the frequency
response. That way, whatever I do everyone else wherever they’re sitting will hear
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it. I didn’t want to have to tell people that they
had to sit in my spot. It was a challenge.’
The concept was hatched by the combination
of Veith and PMC’s Maurice Patist. The results
are impressive and are extraordinarily pleasant
environments to talk and be in.
The equipment outboard racks are incredible
— they’re lower than usually found in a control
room but they’re broad, deep and steel-framed
and apparently strong enough to dance on.
Most unusually the individual pod racks roll
out and can be wheeled away after unplugging
the multipins. That allows racks to go between
rooms and to be serviced and added to painlessly.
The Avid Euphonix System 5 console is
32-fader with 8 groups and 224 channels at 96kHz/24-bit and can mix
to 10.1, 7.1, 5.1 and stereo all at the same time, according to Ronald.
‘It’s very flexible and it has the Eucon system completely integrated with
Pro Tools,’ he explains adding that his research among film engineers
revealed it as their preferred desk choice.
The place is wired with fibre for 24-bit 96kHz throughout and 16
channels of analogue. For cabling they employed a custom cable from
Grimm Audio which was a spin-off from an esoteric and highly expensive
cable that Ronald had liked and persuaded Grimm to produce in a cheaper
‘bulk’ version. Studio 1’s patch is Ghielmetti for analogue and digital.
Studio 2’s absolutely stunning API is a Mk2 Vision in a 64-channel
frame filled 48 (16 more are coming) with 24 stereo to surround effects
returns built in to the patchbay. The control room is exactly the same
size and acoustic as Studio 1 following some back wall extension. Studio 2’s live
room was the one that underwent the most serious rebuild — Studio 1 and 2 had
a notorious crosstalk problem (see Ronald’s article Resolution V10.5). Eradicating
this involved raising and supporting of the walls while the foundations were dug
out deeper, the new ones relayed, plus the isolation and then the floating floor —
the walls were supported for more than a year. They then put the floors and internal
fittings back, restored the drum booth and added daylight.
‘People think that we got most of our stuff for free or for very little — that’s not the
case,’ says Ronald. ‘The general discounts we got are the normal ones you get on a
big project because these manufacturers have to live. What we did get though — and
it’s something that doesn’t always happen — is that the manufacturers all worked
together. Euphonix and Prism Sound worked together to come up with a way that
the Prism Sound convertors would work with that console the way I wanted them
to. I wanted that combination because I knew it was the best I could get. They came
here, put it in and it’s worked since then, it’s faultless and it’s exactly how I wanted it
and 96kHz all the time. Prism Sound also talked to API so we had the proper working
levels. In mastering, the guy from Eggleston came out here for a week and sat here
with Jochen the acoustician. They measured the room and altered the crossovers.’
Ronald says it’s how they’ve achieved such extraordinary results out of the
rooms; it’s because of that 5% extra that they managed to squeeze out. ‘That you
can’t pay for; cooperation like that is not about the money,’ says Ronald.
They have three Studer A800 MkIIIs refurbished plus an A827 for mastering with
a variety of head blocks. There is lots of legacy gear here: two Ampex machines and
a variety of others that are part of Wisseloord’s past along with two Steinways, some
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Hammond’s, refurbished outboard and, of course, all
Ronald’s own stuff. Studio 1 and 2 each cost Euro
1000 a day with all the gear and an assistant engineer.
Darcy’s mastering room is in what was the live
room of Studio 3 and is spectacular even by the new
Wisseloord standards. The room is actually longer
than the other control rooms and like all the rooms
was completely rebuilt. There’s a lounge area at the
end of the building for mastering clients and there are
plans for a similar mastering setup plus lathes for the
room that used to be the control room of Studio 3.
They are looking to recruit mastering engineers with
the view to eventually having the two rooms working
in shifts.
Pride of place is a black and Wisseloordmonogrammed SPL console with stacks of
outboard including the Dangerous Bax EQ
— ‘Very nice, very inexpensive and lovely to
use as is so much of the Dangerous range,’
according to Darcy who runs Pyramix
from Pro Tools. The multichannel Eggleston
monitoring looks dramatic in what amounts
to a beautifully proportioned and relaxing
acoustic space. Darcy is delighted with it
and it was the first room to go operational
back in September. She says that clients are
intrigued by the facility in general.
‘We get a lot of encouraging lipservice,’
she says. ‘The local market has to adjust to
Wisseloord not being a dump anymore! And
on the international market Wisseloord just
disappeared. We have to let people know that we’re here now and that things have
really changed. It’s not just about a coat of paint.’
To this end they both point to the pivotal role in the rebuild of the operations
manager Rob Sannen. ‘He built this place. We made the plans and started it but
he did it,’ says Darcy. ‘You have to get a man who gets what you’re trying to do.
Rob has worked with us long enough at Galaxy to know how we work and when
it came to making decisions about how the patchbays were going to be laid out he
had all that information already and would present us with reasonable ideas.
‘Bring a young Belgium guy to Holland to work with experienced construction
workers and you tell them that the young guy is the one they have to listen to …
that’s tough. It took them about a week to accept him and see that he knew what
he was talking about. He’s done a brilliant job,’ she says.
It’s significant with studio rebuilds or launches in general that the hardest part is
not necessarily the build itself — that requires front-end cash and lots of it — but it’s
the point after all is completed and you open for business. The initial flush of curious
customers gives way to a rolling challenge of keeping the place busy and keeping
true to your original plan. Ronald says that the studio prices they’re offering are
well balanced against the alternatives yet exceptional value for the standard of
technology, infrastructure and service they will deliver.
I think we’re going to be hearing a lot about this marvellous ambitious place. n

Contact
Wisseloord, Netherlands
Website: www.wisseloord.nl
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