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MIKE AITON talks to double BAFTA and RTS-
winning Re-Recording Mixer and Head of Sound 
at Picture Shop (UK)

 We must always  
be cognisant of  
which format we  
are mixing for
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Fry first caught the sound bug while doing 
work experience at the BBC, and after an 
electronic engineering diploma, scored his 
first job in the industry as a runner at 

Molinare. After an apprenticeship track-laying and 
syncing rushes, he graduated to mixing and built a 
name for himself in comedy, including shows The 
League of Gentlemen and Never Mind the Buzzcocks, to 
name a few. In 2000 he moved to The Farm Group 
— (now part of Streamland Media’s picture division, 
Picture Shop, for Scripted picture and Unscripted 
picture and sound) — a very forward-thinking post 
house for the time with a totally Pro Tools audio 
department, whose vision was Nigel Edwards. Fry 
has subsequently mixed a long list of TV hit shows 
including, Grayson Perry’s Art Club, The Ripper, 
Spitting Image, 9/11: Inside the President’s War Room, 
Louis Theroux’s LA Stories, The Most Hated Man on 
the Internet and the BBC’s poignant documentary 
The Last Igloo — a narrative about following the 
traditional Inuit way of life in Greenland — for 
which he won an RTS Craft & Design Award. In 
2008 Fry won a Best Sound BAFTA for Ross Kemp in 
Afghanistan, and in 2021 he won again (in addition 
to scoring an RTS Craft & Design Award and 
Broadcast Tech Innovation Award), for Netflix’s 
much lauded Formula 1: Drive to Survive.

What do you enjoy the most in your current job?
In a documentary series, I love putting the pieces 
together and making the final mix. It’s a bit like 

decorating at home, there’s a sense of achievement 
in saying ‘I made that’. I love the process of mixing 
it all together, and then seeing the clients enjoying 
it. It’s a team process with all the sound crafts 

coming together, blended in the final mix. Scripted 
shows are terrific fun too — to build upon the 
original sync and develop a storyline through 
sound is so enjoyable.

/ Genelec 8040Bs are used as surround monitors

/ Fry in the machine room
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Do you prefer mixing or editorial?
I do both but prefer the mix. I sometimes track-lay 
for junior mixers here and ask for feedback — it’s 
collaborative and I like getting feedback, it’s how 
we all get better. It doesn’t matter what you are 
doing or who it’s for, it must be the best you can 
make it.

How many audio studios does Picture Shop now 
encompass?
We have 13 studios in London, in Manchester 
there are six (plus sound editorial), Bristol has 
two (plus sound editorial), and we have two 
managed audio suites at UKTV, two at Channel 
4, and two for BBC Creative in Soho. Across the 

regions we have eight Dolby Home Atmos 
studios. All of these audio studios were formerly 
part of The Farm Group.

That’s a lot of faders! As Head of Sound how do 
you manage that many suites?
We have a carefully curated plug-in list and choose 
very specifically. It was an early conscious decision 
to make every room identical, and any mix able to 
open and play in any room. This standardisation 
made our suites very adaptable across all TV genres.

 We are rolling out 
DAPS (Dolby 
Atmos Production 
Suite) into every 
studio to be able 
to listen to Atmos 
mixes  — via a live 
downmix re-render 
— in non-Atmos 
studios

/ Fry keeps an eye on the LUFS
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Having different equipment in every room 
would be a nightmare.
Yes, we have a core base-build with stock plug-ins 
and a few carefully chosen extras, such as Altiverb 
and iZotope RX. Recently we have been working 
with some more specialised plug-ins that we have 
as mobile licences, as and when they are needed 
(like Spanner or Slapper). If these prove popular, 
we then expand them out.

Similarly, our equipment choices (Avid S6 
console desks, custom made AKA Design desks, to 
name a few) were carefully selected to ensure 
projects could move seamlessly around our 
facilities, across the UK. This provides our talented 
creatives with as much freedom as possible.

When it comes to plug-ins, my recommendation 
is that less is more. No option paralysis from a long 
list of choices — it’s just not time efficient. We 
prefer to use the time more creatively.

You have a very close relationship with 
equipment supplier Scrub, who has done all 
your installations, sometimes on a very tight 
turnaround. 
John Johnson, their chief technology officer, and 
Mike Rigby, senior engineer, are utterly superb. 
We now have Mike working with us within 
Streamland Media. They played a key part in 
spearheading our collaboration with Dolby, 
Netflix, and our expert engineer Anthony Kirkland 
to make Dolby Home Atmos a huge success within 
our facility in a tight turnaround. Scrub are always 

there to help and we always get our equipment on 
time and without issues. An amazing group of 
people.

Your choice of monitoring through the entire 
facility is Genelec — what is it that you love 
about their monitors?
I love the sound of Genelecs, they translate to TV 

perfectly. They make you work harder, as the 
detail in them is incredible, they’re brutally 
revealing. They are very good in a rear field 
environment, like our studios here. In this studio 
we have a 7.1.4 configuration; 1037s across the 
front LCR. For the surrounds and the height 
speakers we have 8040Bs and for subwoofer duty, 
a 7071a.
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Are you using GLM software for 
room correction?
Yes, in Manchester and in Bristol, but 
this room we’re currently in was built 
before GLM came out. We use DAD 
(Digital Audio Denmark) for our audio 
interfaces (the Avid Matrix) which does 
our IO/monitor control and room EQ all 
in one box. It’s EUCON controllable 
from the Avid S6. We have a bespoke 
audio curve, so whenever Dolby come 
to line up our rooms for Atmos they use 
that. It’s a TV appropriate line up and all our 
studios are very consistent.

How was the 
transition to Dolby 
Atmos achieved?
We pre-planned 
much of what 
needed to happen. 
We created a full 
Atmos studio, and a 
client mix in just 
three months. 

I give people two 
days training for 

Atmos mixing; a day with me where we go from 
the ground upwards and run through how things 

work, and a day on their own to experiment. I 
designed templates, bolt-ons and IO configs, for 
both Unscripted and Scripted work. A full kit of 
parts for any of our mixers to utilise. 

So, when we transitioned to Atmos, we already 
had some very solid practices in place. Everything 
we do in Sound is templated — so any mixer can 
pick up a job from another mixer and make 
deliverables. We took the variables out of the 
equation and standardised the approach. This 
allows the creatives to be creative and not worry 
about the technicalities, giving them the full time 
make a great mix. Any changes, updates or 
deliverables can be done in any studio.

How do you begin an Atmos mix, and do you like 
dialogue editors to NR for you?
I start the same way as per 2.0 or 5.1, I clean up the 
dialogues with de-noise plug-ins and a fair amount 
of equalisation. We like the mixers to do their own 
de-noising as we believe it is very mix dependant 
and should be part of the mixing process. 
Dialogues are the anchor of a good mix. If they’re 
clean, consistent and clear you can have so much 
more fun with the other elements. I mix 
differently according to the programme’s 
audience, as well as the network. Suit your mix to 
who your audience is.

In 5.1 or 2.0 you would typically use a Bus 
Compressor for your dialogue, but in Atmos 
there are no buses…
I send my dialogues out through an Atmos bed, so I 
can control the peak limiting, compression and 
EQ. In Formula 1: Drive to Survive, all the ‘in-car 
dialogue’ and the ‘pit radio’ is an object (as are the 
in-car FX), placed in the middle of the room to 
make you, the viewer, experience the driver’s 
perspective — it’s in your head. We’ve noticed 
people tweet about this, as they love it!

Because of the attention to the mixing of the 
dialogues, I had more space to be playful with 
dynamics. As it’s not for theatrical release, the mix 
must work on Televisions, tablets, iPhones, etc in 
5.1 and 2.0 as well. Without a good dialogue 
premix, it would be too ‘flappy’ and just wouldn’t 
translate to TV. Across the series, both Steve Speed 
and I, created a soundtrack that works extremely 
well in Atmos and sings across all formats.

You seem to like the Netflix -27 gated dialogue 
anchor?
Totally. Formula 1: Drive to Survive just wouldn’t 
sound the same on the old algorithm. It came in 
just as we started the first series. We were one of 
the first Unscripted shows to use this algorithm 
and checked in with Scott Kramer at Netflix that 
this was OK.

How do you cope with true peak limiting with 
Atmos objects?
In short, you can’t. Most streamers now accept that 
some audio will peak. It’s all down to good mixing 
— if you’re careful in the mix, you won’t be 
peppered with red lights. You can’t stop what 
happens when audio is summed in the RMU. We 
decided early on to not put limiters across every 
object output to the RMU.

EQ232DEQ232D

AVAILABLE ONLY ONAVAILABLE ONLY ON
PLUGIN-ALLIANCE.COMPLUGIN-ALLIANCE.COM

The Bettermaker EQ232D is the Pultec of the 21st Century.
Matt Schaeffer - Recording Engineer (Kendrick Lamar, Bakar, A$AP Rocky)

The Bettermaker certainly lives up to its name, it's a wonderful sounding EQ that's
simple enough to get results quickly, but with enough features to address any problem
areas in your audio. The P EQ section allows for great tone-shaping, while EQ 1/2 and

the HPF let you address the fine details. A great addition to anyone's EQ arsenal.
- Paul "Willie Green" Womack (The Roots, Wiz Khalifa, ScHoolboy Q)

The analog version of the Bettermaker EQ has been my final top-end and bottom-end
for final touches on almost every single mix for the past five years. The plugin version

is a winner! Sounds, looks and feels fantastic.
- Luca Pretolesi - Producer/Mixing/Mastering Engineer (Diplo/Major Lazer, Snoop Lion,

Steve Aoki)

I can use my Bettermaker on a plane, I can use it on a train, I will use it on a bus, I will
use it everywhere man oh man.

- Jimmy Douglass (Aaliyah, Missy Elliott, Ginuwine, Jay-Z.)

Bettermaker EQ232D 
is a faithful plugin recreation
of one of the most respected
analog mastering EQs of the

new millennium
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Do you use surround or stereo reverbs for dialogue, or just centre only?
It really depends on what I’m mixing. For example, for dialogue, I 
predominantly use mono reverb in the centre channel, that’s traditionally 
where the reverb should be. This is for good reason, unless you are in an 
unusual acoustic location like a cave or a church and want to make a point of 
that by spreading sound out, or by using it as sound design.

What format does most music arrive to you for an Atmos mix?
Mostly stereo, but I have had some mixed in 5.1. I have experimented with 
putting the music into beds, but prefer it as objects, it’s then more future-proof 
and room applicable. 

I have tried upmixers, but I wasn’t too keen on ‘the downmix of the upmix’, 
so I reverted to using the two main stereo pairs of the 5.1 and panned them 
appropriately, sending the LFE off to a separate bus. I’ll give the front pair a bit 
of height and pull it back slightly, and the second pair would be panned back.

In TV, the downmix is so important, so I will always listen back over the TV 
monitor before the clients hear it. We now have a choice of binaurally encoded 
stereo, LoRo or LtRt stereo from the re-renderer.

How much time should a production allow extra for an Atmos mix, over 
and above a traditional broadcast 5.1/2.0 mix?
It really depends on the project and how much detail is required in the Atmos 
mix, as well as the deliverables required from the streamer or broadcaster. We 
discuss with the team how long we recommend on a case-by-case basis.

How do you approach dynamics in an Atmos mix?
Always remember it’s TV, so listen back on TV. We use a calibrated monitoring 
level on our TV audio system so that I can be sure to hear all the dialogue, and 
nothing shreds my ears — then we are dynamically correct.

Is your TV monitoring solution standardised between studios? 
From inception, every TV in every studio was the same, so we could achieve 
consistency in monitoring. Over time, some clients wanted ‘better TV sound’ 
with more bass so, with the advent of soundbars, we developed another 
solution. Anthony Kirkland found some stereo speakers that we could mount 
either side of the TV, with a rear facing sub, that really fitted the bill. These are 
now the standard in every studio.

We are rolling out DAPS (Dolby Atmos Production Suite) into every studio to 
be able to listen to Atmos mixes — via a live downmix re-render — in non-
Atmos studios. I am also going to make sure all editorial rooms can track-lay 
using Atmos session templates and bolt-ons, even if they are only monitoring 
in 5.1. All our Atmos mix studios have a Dolby RMU (Rendering and Mastering 
Unit). All our mix studios are island sites, so our audio and our video is always 
local, and not dependant on network storage. Therefore, if things go down for 
any reason, we can carry on working.

How much has the pandemic changed the way top flight audio post works 
in Soho?
During the first lockdown we very quickly pivoted to further increase our 
unscripted work. We were agile and carried on working. We shipped six 
systems to people’s houses before the lockdown, all with Genelec monitoring. 
The facility stayed open, and a very small core of audio team came in to run the 
studios. I mixed a Jack the Ripper series for Netflix using Source Elements 
Source-Live Low Latency. It worked well, but missed the intimacy of the 
iterative and creative process.

The biggest change for us have been remote voice overs. That hasn’t  
fully gone back [to pre-Covid workflow], and I don’t think it will. Clients  
are either used to having remote talent or remotely listening-in to  
voice sessions.

Are programmes being made for television still too dynamic?
We must always be cognisant of which format we are mixing for. I would also 
include over-loud music in that pool. I love watching lots of TV, but loud music 
under dialogue can be distracting. Since the BBC introduced their best practice 
sound guide, viewers complaints have dropped substantially about loud music 
and over dynamic mixes. I always remind the team we are mixing for the end 
consumer. The consumer is the one buying the product. Mixing is not an arms 
race. This has always been our ethos. 

https://www.jzmic.com

