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140dB:
music at the highest level
by Paul Sullivan

Renowned production management company 140dB celebrates its 20th anniversary this year. During those two decades
they have helped transform the role of producers and engineers within the music industry, nurturing some of the
music’s greatest studio talent along the way.
You may not be overly familiar with the name 140dB,
but you will almost certainly know their work. Over
the past two decades, the London-based company
has been involved in the creation of a stream of
acclaimed, award-winning hit albums by bands
ranging from U2, Erasure and Depeche Mode to KT
Tunstall, Coldplay and The Killers.
140dB - the name alludes to the decibel level
most likely to inflict hearing damage or pain - was
created in 1987 by Ros Earls, former studio manager
at renowned studios such as Trident and Trevor
Horn’s SARM. The concept was based on the premise
that young engineers and producers starting out in
the production world would need full-on, one-to-one
support, as well as individual strategic marketing
separate to that of the studios.
The company is today still headed up by Earls,
alongside joint managing director/co-manager
Katrina Berry and office manager Jen Greenwood.
“When we started, there were very few production
management companies,” recalls Earls. “Most
producers and engineers were connected directly to
the studios back then, whereas nowadays they’re
mostly all freelance. Flood was the head engineer at
Trident when I was studio manager and other
producers such as Steve Osborne started coming in.
It was a really great team and we worked some
great projects like Nick Cave, Marc Almond and
Cabaret Voltaire.
“Part of the reason we set up on our own was
because people kept asking me to do so,” explains
Earls. “I think that although Trident was certainly
legendary, the technology was seen as the most
important thing, while the people that controlled it
were just viewed as technicians. But these were
often incredibly musical people and the artists more
often than not came back for them, not necessarily
for the SSL mixing desks or David Bowie’s famous
coffee-cup stain on the piano. It became necessary
to update the perception of how producers were
looked at. There wasn’t really much of a plan; we
were just passionate and foolhardy and crazy about
the music we were interested in.”

TRIBUTES TO 140dB
U2 on Flood:
“If being an artist is about
having an original point of
view, then Flood is one of
the great artists of production.”
KT Tunstall on Steve Osborne:
“A goldmine to work with.

The man knows his onions.
Steve is definitely the guru of
my present life. He had this
brilliant plan all worked out.”
Ian Brown on Dave McCracken:
“Few people are such a
pleasure to spend six months
in a studio with. He has ideas

“There wasn’t really much
of a plan; we were just
passionate and foolhardy
and crazy about the music
we were interested in”
Ros Earls, 140dB

coming out of his ears!”
Dave Grohl on Gil Norton:
“On our first album he
showed us what preproduction really is: honing
the songs and arrangements
so that it’s just airtight when
you go to record.”

140dB’s original base was Earls’ home in West
Hampstead. Demure beginnings notwithstanding,
having the likes of Flood on the books helped bring
the work in quickly and the company roster soon
expanded to incorporate the likes of Ben Hillier,
Steve Osborne and Danton Supple.
From the outset, Earls and her team were
proactive in finding bands whose music they loved and they had a serious passion for alternative,
independent sounds. “We had some excellent first
clients” claims Earls. “Labels like Mute, 4AD, Some
Bizarre and Rough Trade really set the scene for us,
and we also worked with bands like Nitzer Ebb,
Renegade Soundwave – in fact, virtually everything
at Mute at that time – The Mary Chain and The
Breeders. And we worked a lot with Island in the
early years, predominantly via Flood and the U2
connection. But we followed a very musical train of
thought from the start and got in very early with
bands we love, such as Depeche Mode, Nine Inch
Nails, Elbow, Pop Will Eat Itself, Doves and KT
Tunstall. Still today, if we are very excited about a
band, we are the kind of people that will try to get in
there early. We also tend toward long-term
relationships. I think it helped that we have always
had a certain musical identity that other
management companies don’t have; an approach
that involves how you should behave with an artist,
based on certain musical principles.”
"What's particularly good about Ros and the rest
of 140dB, is that they're very collaborative," offers
Mute Records founder Daniel Miller. I've known Ros
since the Trident days and we've been working with
her and the company ever since, right from Flood's
involvement with the first Erasure album, through to
the forthcoming Goldfrapp record. Mute and 140dB
actually work in a similar way, in terms of how we
feel artists should be treated, within the realities of
the music business. There's a great sense of getting
a project done in a way that works for everyone. We
both also tend to work with adventurous artists, so
it’s been a very good and productive relationship.”
Warner Bros Records UK managing director

Guy Berryman (Coldplay) on
Danton Supple:
“The thing that sticks in my
mind is his unrivalled energy.
He's like a badger: he comes
out at night”.
Brandon Flowers on Flood:
“Flood has been with me

since I started listening to
music. It’s been an honour to
get to know and work him.”
Brian Molko on Flood:
“One of the few mixers I’ve
worked with who doesn’t try
to kick the band out of the
studio! In fact he insists on

Korda Marshall, who first met Earls in 1983 when she
was at Trident and he was a talent scout, is also full
of praise: “I have had massive success with her
producers over the years. Ros makes sure her
producers work on the right projects and in the
artists producer interface she is fantastic at ironing
out any problems.”
“Put simply, Ros is smarter, scrupulously honest,
has better taste, and works harder than anyone
else,” enthuses Warner Chappell Music Publishing
head of A&R David Donald. “Ros and 140dB have
consistently been closest to the best music for years.
“Production and producer management are very
often overlooked by the public and media, which is
ironic when you consider that without the actual
recording, the music business would be rather quiet,”
avers Donald. “I was lucky enough to work with Ros
around 10 years ago and then, as now, her roster of
producers were busy making some of the most
important records of the day. I think one of her great
strengths is trusting her own musical instincts rather
than trying to follow the latest fad or trend. 140dB
has generally nurtured the slightly more mysterious
and perhaps darker musical genres. The lesson here
I think is to succeed, one should stick to what you
truly understand.”
Throughout the Nineties, 140dB continued to
churn out a prodigious slew of ground-breaking
projects, as well as taking on additional business
including European management representation for
Nine Inch Nails along with management for
DJ/producer owner Paul Oakenfold. Flood had
already achieved his commercial breakthrough on
U2’s Joshua Tree and was now working on Achtung
Baby, as well as NIN’s Downward Spiral (he’d worked
on Pretty Hate Machine back in 1987), Depeche
Mode’s Songs Of Faith And Devotion, Smashing
Pumpkins’ Mellon Collie And The Infinite Sadness and
PJ Harvey’s To Bring You My Love. Meanwhile, Ed
Buller produced Suede’s self-titled debut - then the
fastest selling debut album in UK history; Mark
Freegard produced The Breeders’ Cannonball; Steve
Osborne (along with Paul Oakenfold) worked on

their presence. A joy to work
with and a legend.”
Jimi Goodwin (Doves) on
140dB:
“It seems like we’re working
through their whole roster!
We're now working on our
fourth record with Dan Austin

from the 140dB stable coproducing, which is exciting.
His talent and passion is
remarkable.”
Alex James on Ben Hillier:
“A born producer biologically a record maker.
A senior guy.”
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Grace’s Not Over Yet and countless Perfecto remixes
for U2, Duran Duran, Rolling Stones and Moby, as
well as Placebo’s Without You I’m Nothing. Ben Hillier,
meanwhile, teamed up with Flood and Steve
Osborne on U2’s Pop. But the Nineties weren't all
high times; the mid-decade pop explosion resulted
in the culling of many quintessential Eighties and
early Nineties indie rock bands and the seriously
creative work began drying up. “If you’re lucky
enough to be top division and serious, you have to
be prepared to go in and out of fashion,” reflects
Earls.
“What I learned from Flood, and what I still
believe in and say to the younger guys, is that if you
follow a musical train of thought and don’t always
look at the dollar, you’re more likely to have
longevity. But even then, it’s still a fashion thing,” she
avers. “The explosion in pop completely shattered
us. There was a huge knock-on effect as bands like
Elbow were suddenly dropped and artists and
producers alike found themselves out of work. Then
again, it also brought out the songwriting skills in
certain producers, such as Ben Hillier, Dave
McCracken and Steve Osborne, who had to adapt to
survive. We got involved with film. We took on some
pop projects – projects that I wasn’t overly
comfortable with, if I’m honest, but we got back on
track soon after. You just have to be able to morph a
bit and not let yourself get branded too specifically.”
140dB has not only survived but has continued to
grow at its own pace and in its own inimitable way;
that is to say, organically. Much of the company’s
success seems to stem from a mix of personal
service, a sincere community spirit and at least a
partial resistance to the overtly commercial culture of
the modern music industry. Rather than simply
signing in big-name engineers and producers to
bring in the bucks, entry into the intimate 140dB
coterie (which today only numbers 14, including fulltime staff) occurs through close working
relationships: Ben Hillier previously programmed for
Steve Osborne; Steve Osborne trained under Flood
at Trident; Danton Supple (Starsailor, Coldplay, The
Ghosts) engineered for Steve Osborne and Gil Norton

“They totally know their
producers, their strengths
and tastes and characters
and that works for me.
They’ve always had an
interesting roster, too”
Jeff Barrett, Heavenly Records

(Pictured clockwise from
top left)
140dB mainstays Mark
Williams, Gil Norton, Steve
Osborne, Danton Supple,
Dimitri Tikovoi and Ben
Hillier

140dB

‘WE LOVE YOU AND WANT
TO BUY YOU CHIPS!’
FROM ALL AT
FICTION
www.fictionrecords.co.uk
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(Gomez, Ben Kweller, Patti Smith, Echo & The
Bunnymen); Rob Kirwan (Soulsavers, Get Cape.Wear
Cape.Fly, Captain) came through Flood, as did
French starlet Dmitri Tikovoi (Placebo, Sophie EllisBextor, Goldfrapp). This close-knit process perhaps
explains what Miller and others describe as the
“mindset” of the 140dB family.
“We do employ a certain kind of shared
philosophy, I suppose”, admits Earls. “Most of our
guys have an approach which is more collaborative,
which doesn’t scare the band and can be full of
input without being dictatorial. You will certainly call
for some of our guys for their firmer grip, their
strength of character and their wealth of experience,

but it will always be an artist-friendly process. There
aren’t loads of producers that would fit the team
here. Today we only have 11 producers and we could
certainly have many more clients than we do but it
would be at the expense of the quality of our
service.”
Other words that always crop up when discussing
140dB are honesty, integrity and passion. “They are
very honest, and they're absolute music lovers,” says
Heavenly Record’s founder Jeff Barrett. “They totally
know their producers, their strengths and tastes and
characters and that works for me. They’ve always
had an interesting roster, too.”
For Barrett it is 140dB’s ability to pick the perfect
producer for each project that makes them easy and
rewarding to work with. “You can explain a band to
Ros and Kat before playing them anything and they
understand what you’re saying and what you might
need,” he enthuses. “I've worked with the likes of
Danton and Dan Austin as engineers, who are very
talented. Dan came in and did three or four
engineering sessions with Doves on their last album
and was so good we brought him in to produce and
mix Cherry Ghost. The service is professional, quick
and easy and, as far as I’m concerned, they’ve
never failed to deliver.”
No two projects are the same, according to
Katrina Berry, who joined 140dB in 1996. “Sometimes
bands or A&R will come to us with a specific
producer in mind, but most of the time we’ll put our
heads together to come up with the right
combination of artist and producer,” she explains.
“Occasionally it might not be someone we manage
but it is important that labels, managers and
publishers alike feel they can come to us for advice
and not just get a sales pitch that might not be
appropriate.
“We’ll put together budgets, book studios,
equipment, even build studios in the wilds of Loch
Ness, Devon and Marrakech if necessary, as well as
take care of the financial and contractual sides. Our
theory is that we take care of everything so that the
producer has to think only about making the music.
We make sure we remain a central communication
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point for the duration of any session and talk to most
of guys at least once a day if not more. Both Ros
and I agree that if a project is not fun or satisfying,
life’s too short and we won’t do it. When you look
around today, there’s so much instability in the
industry, it’s tough and there’s not much money. It’s
certainly not easy and if we didn’t love the job and
the people we work with, or we weren’t getting a
buzz from a band, it just wouldn’t work.”
While the last few years have hardly been a bed
of roses for the industry, 140dB has maintained a
flow of world-class projects. Gil Norton (The
Pixies/Foo Fighters) recently joined the roster along
with new blood like Guy Massey, Rob Kirwan, Dan
Austin, Mark Williams, Dimitri Tikovoi and Dave
McCracken have supplemented the old school
vanguard over the last few years, with recent
projects including albums for The Killers, Interpol, Foo
Fighters, Liam Frost, The Horrors and Mr. Hudson and
the Library among many others.
The challenges, of course, keep coming. “Right
now it’s a bit of a flooded market producer-wise and
we are fighting against technology, which is so
affordable and accessible these days”, laments
Earls. “Budgets have also been slashed and there’s
currently a resurgence of the ‘we don’t need a
producer’ vibe. People now go out and buy Pro
Tools. Almost everyone owns it, even baby bands,
and everyone is recording themselves. But
producers, as we have always maintained and even
helped prove, are more than technicians. A band
often still needs help with things like arrangements
and song-structures as well as helping them define
their sound.
An experienced producer brings an added
perspective that can really stretch a band’s
capabilities and really help raise the bar. What we’ve
got to keep doing is still getting in early and doing
things that excite us – and for the right reasons.
None of us are hanging up our hats any time soon,
but the younger generation is increasingly important.
The guys we have on board now have their heads in
a distinctly musical space, at a time when people
have almost forgotten what that means.”

“Our theory is that we take
care of everything so that
the producer has to think
only about making the
music”
Katrina Berry, 140dB

(Picture below)
140dB founder Ros Earls
with her Woman Of The Year
award in December 2006

Blur to B-52s: the 140dB timeline
1987: Flood engineers U2’s The Joshua
Tree, before working with The
Silencers, Nine Inch Nails, Depeche
Mode and Pop Will Eat Itself.
1991: Flood records U2’s Achtung Baby with Brian
Eno, Daniel Lanois and Steve Lillywhite.
1993: Flood co-produces U2’s Zooropa with Brian
Eno, then produces Depeche Mode’s Songs Of
Faith & Devotion. Mark Freegard produces The
Breeders’ Cannonball. Ed Buller produces
Suede’s eponymous debut.
1994: Flood produces Nine Inch Nails’ Downward
Spiral. Mark Freegard mixes Manic Street
Preachers’ The Holy Bible.
1995: Flood produces Smashing
Pumpkins’ Mellon Collie And The
Infinite Sadness and PJ Harvey’s To
Bring You My Love.
1995–97: Steve Osborne and Paul Oakenfold
produce Grace’s Not Over Yet as well as a host of
Perfecto remixes for U2, Duran Duran, Olive, Skunk
Anansie, Embrace, The Rolling Stones, Moby,
Mansun and Massive Attack.
1996: Flood produces Nick Cave’s The Boatman’s
Call; Mark Freegard produces Maria McKee’s Life
Is Sweet.
1997: Flood produces U2’s Pop with Steve Osborne
and Ben Hillier; Adrian Sherwood creates Primal
Scream’s Echo Dek.
1998: Flood produces Smashing
Pumpkins Adore and PJ Harvey’s Is
This Desire?; Steve Osborne produces
Placebo’s Without You I’m Nothing.
1999: Steve Osborne produces Suede’s Head Music.
2000: Paul Oakenfold and Andy Gray create the
Big Brother theme tune; Steve Osborne produces
Elbow’s debut album.
2001: Ben Hillier produces Elbow’s Asleep At The

Back; Steve Osborne produces New Order’s Get
Ready and Starsailor’s Love Is Here; Dave
McCracken produces Ian Brown’s Music Of The
Spheres.
2002: Danton Supple mixes Coldplay’s
A Rush Of Blood To The Head; Flood
and Rob Kirwan create BIAS with Alan
Moulder and write the soundtrack to
Working Title film My Little Eye; Ben Hillier
produces Blur’s Think Tank; Oakenfold, Osborne
and Gray write, produce and perform Bunkka.
2003: Guy Massey contributes to the production of
The Beatles’ Let It Be....Naked.
2003-05: 140dB start A&R consultancy with
Polydor, helping develop Captain, The Fields,
Sister and Tigs among others.
2004: Ben Hillier produces Doves’ Some
Cities; Steve Osborne produces KT
Tunstall’s Eye To The Telescope;
Danton Supple produces Starsailor’s
Silence Is Easy with Phil Spector; Flood produces
U2’s How To Dismantle An Atomic Bomb.
2005: Ben Hillier produces Depeche Mode’s
Playing The Angel.
2006: Danton Supple produces
Coldplay’s X&Y; Flood and Alan
Moulder produce The Killers’ Sam’s
Town; Ben Hillier records Futureheads’
News And Tributes; Dimitri Tikovoi produces
Placebo’s Meds album; Ros Earls wins
outstanding contribution award at Nordoff
Robbins’ Women Of The Year Awards; Gil Norton
commences work on Foo Fighters’ Echoes,
Silence, Patience And Grace.
2007: A busy year for 140dB-featured artists, with
albums from KT Tunstall, PJ Harvey, Cherry Ghost,
The Horrors, Courtney Love, Foo Fighters,
Starsailor, Goldfrapp, The Doves and The B-52s.

HAPPY 20TH BIRTHDAY
ROS & KAT
It's been a Pleasure working with you
over the years, looking forward to lots
of Future Success together.

From your friends at the Mercury Music Group
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Flood: a force to be reckoned with
One of 140dB’s key producers since its inception, Flood has been behind the controls for some huge albums over the past
20 years. Music Week investigates his history and relationship with the producer management company
Celebrated British producer/engineer Flood
started his career in 1978, when he got a job as a
runner at London’s Morgan Studios. He landed
his first major credit as an assistant engineer on
New Order’s 1981 debut album Movement, before
going on to become one of the most acclaimed
producers of the post-punk era. His extensive CV
includes seminal albums by U2, Smashing
Pumpkins, Soft Cell, Psychic TV, Nick Cave, Nine
Inch Nails and PJ Harvey. Recent work includes
The Duke Spirit, A-Ha, Soulwax, The Killers,
Placebo and Goldfrapp.
What made you join 140dB and how have they
helped your career?
When Ros told me during our days at Trident that
she was thinking about forming her own producer
management company and I said, “Definitely”. At
that time there were only two or three companies
like that and they were all enormous and very
impersonal, like factories. I joined Ros very much
for her personal touch. Secondly, I thought it was
important that we had the same basic ideals
about music, which is that it’s not all about
making hard, fast cash. Obviously you want to
earn money and not get ripped off and you want
someone to be out there flying the flag, but
primarily it was always about the music and we
were both committed to that. The third thing was
that Ros was a woman, at that time the industry
was a complete old boys network. She almost
single-handedly fought to break that network
within her area of expertise, of course, and she

“It’s vital to do work
with new bands
otherwise you become
this unapproachable
dinosaur on a pedestal”

has stood her ground ever since.
These were the three main reasons I agreed to go
into business with Ros. She remains one of my
oldest and dearest friends and to this day I don’t
have a contract with her.
Of all your many projects, which would you
consider to be the most important and why?
One of the most important projects would be
Erasure’s Circus. I’d done their first album, then
went off to work on U2’s The Joshua Tree. In
breaks from The Joshua Tree, I started working on
Circus and was going backwards and forwards.
The Joshua Tree started overrunning quite
considerably and it finally came to a point when I
had to choose between the two projects:
producing Erasure or doing the mixdown for U2. I
chose the former and I am very glad I did,
because although you don’t really get any bigger
than engineering a U2 album, there was nowhere
else to go after that. Circus was the project that
turned me into a producer and started a whole
new career for me.
What are the key qualities of a good producer?
The job of production is about having boundless
confidence and, at the same time, humility, which
you need otherwise you can turn into an
egomaniac. More importantly, it’s about having a
personality. Different people work with different
people in different ways. Some need confidence,
others need less, so it’s about being aware of your
own personality and about keeping your own ego
in check when it needs to be. The reason I
became a producer is because I played guitar so

badly and it is for that reason that I am not an
artist. I always bear that in mind.
How has the producer’s role changed
throughout the last two decades?
There was a period of time about four years
ago when I thought maybe the role of producer
had died. There is so much more to being a
producer than just saying what you think
sounds good or not, aspects that people don’t
perhaps realize any more. From a technological
point of view, you can definitely make great
records. But I think really great music is about a
collection of people. People provide limits and
limits are exponential to creativity. But I think
in time the current vogue for bedroom
production, or for doing everything yourself, will
pass again.
What about your recent and current projects?
I’ve been working on some soundtracks over the
last couple of years, which I enjoy a lot. It lets
my frustrated musician side out, without me ever
having to open my mouth. Myself, Rob Kirwan
and Alan Moulder did a horror film called My
Little Eye and a documentary for Manchester
United, which was quite funny. Apart from that,
I’ve been doing the new PJ Harvey record, I’m
just finishing Goldfrapp’s new record and will
shortly be mixing Martha Wainwright’s new one.
I might also be working with Sigur Rós. It’s vital
to do work with new bands otherwise you
become this unapproachable dinosaur on a
pedestal. And besides, I really love some of the
new music that’s around now.

20 years of 140dB?!
You don't look old enough, Ros!
Our success is because of you,
Kat and 140dB…
Thank you for everything!
With love from
Ben, Dan, Danton, Dave, Dimitri, Flood, Gil, Guy, Mark, Rob and Steve

xxx
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