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Mandy paRneLL

some unstoppable women’s careers, and she 
knows all too well how unpredictable revered 
artists can be. After being flown over to Iceland to 
work with Björk on remastering groundbreaking 
album ‘Biophilia’, she soon realised there was 
more to the job than she had anticipated. “Björk’s 
assistant came in to chat with me and they pulled 
up the mixes on Pro Tools,” she says. “I asked 
where the stereos were and the producer replied, 
‘Oh no, we haven’t finished them, you’re finishing 
them with Björk!’”

“I sat there thinking, ‘Shit, okay’.” Mastering 
the album was one thing, but working with raw 
stems was quite another. Parnell explains, “When 
you do a mix, it’s all about getting everything to 
fuse together. When you work with the stereos, 
it’s all about opening it up. It was two very 
different processes. It was quite intense.”

But taking the time to listen to an artist and 
forge a solid working relationship is paramount for 
her. “Björk is an incredible producer. She knows 
what she wants from a mix and she doesn’t want 
to be talked out of it,” she says. “Sound engineers 
should be tools for these guys. Often people 
will try and influence artists into making choices 
that might not be their thing.” Respecting those 
choices seems to serve Parnell well, opening 
up space for working on progressive projects. 
“Björk is looking at this idea of working with more 
women,” she says – Björk joined Audur Capital 
of Reykjavík in investing 100 million kroner in 
sustainable businesses in Iceland – “It creates a 
different dynamic. There’s less ego.”

Parnell acknowledes the need for more gender 
balance in the industry. “I think some women might 
be deterred from getting into engineering simply 
due to how many more men there already are. It’s 
always been that way,” she sighs. “In the ‘80s, 

there was a big push of women coming into  
male-dominated industries. My bosses used to 
joke that I was the token woman. It was insulting.”

The old boys’ club syndrome is well-referenced 
by women keen to break the glass ceiling, but 
Parnell is currently experiencing a new brand  
of disappointment. “Look at Annie from Jungle 
City, or Leslie-Ann Jones at Skywalker Ranch in 
San Francisco,” she says. “These are women at 
the top of their game – so why don’t people  
know about them? What about Imogen Heap? 
She’s just opened a new studio in Essex and  
won a Grammy for Best Engineered Album,  
which she did herself. Why don’t we know  
about that?”

 So what advice would Parnell give to people 
wanting to break into the industry? “You need to 
have bigger balls than the boys,” she laughs. “Be 
better than any man, because you’re going to be 
challenged. As a woman, you’re going to be asked 
more technical questions because people will want 
to know that you are capable of doing the job. So 
make sure you know the answer to everything.”

She is quick, however, to contest any perceived 
limitations to starting an engineering career. “If 
you want something bad enough, you’re going to 
make it happen.”

And make it happen she has. But for someone 
who has mixed everyone from Saint Etienne to 
Sneaker Pimps, who is left on the engineer’s 
dream artist wish list? “The big one for me was 
Brian Eno and I did that. If he never works with 
me again, that’s okay. I can die now,” she laughs.

“As an engineer, you should be humbled if  
anyone wants to work with you – they want  
you to be part of their team, to help them realise 
their art. It doesn’t matter who they are. You 
should be humbled by that”. 

“It took me three years out of studying to get a 
job,” she says. “The top people came out of my 
course all geeky and technical, but the jobs just 
weren’t there.” 

Parnell eventually landed on her feet, gaining 
a place at the legendary Exchange Mastering 
Studios (whose roster boasts The Kills and Laura 
Marling). She was just one of three applicants the 
institution took on after interviewing a hundred: 
“It’s the same today,” she notes. “I’ll put an ad up 
for an intern and within two hours, I’ll have over a 
hundred applicants.”

A fact she is often surprised about, given the 
marked shift in access to mixing and mastering 
tools that has taken place since her training. 
The nature of the sound engineer in today’s DIY 
studio, post-Napster set-up has been forced to 
evolve. While for bands with little to no money in 
the kitty, the prospect of picking up Logic seems 
far more appealing than cashing in their funds 
to a studio juggernaut, the number of people 
still seeking to get hands-on studio experience 
stands firm. “When I came into the industry, 
there were loads of recording studios,” Parnell 
remembers. “This was before any bedroom 
efforts. This was vinyl and tape, so you needed 
to go to a mastering room and have it transferred 
over.” Crediting the fast-changing pace of the 
industry and technological advancements with 
the graduate struggle to find post-study roles, 
she laments, “It’s terrifying for all these students 
– they leave their course expecting something at 
the end of it, and what is there?”

It’s likely this fear inspired Parnell to take 
matters into her own hands and launch Black 
Saloon Studios. From the brattish squall of  
Be Your Own PET to the pioneering sounds of 
Polly Harvey, Parnell has been at the helm of 

C OUNTING TAME IMPALA, THOSE DANCING 
Days, Faithless and Missy Elliott as clients, Mandy 
Parnell is the product of an old-school industry, 
one that demanded the most of its disciples: hard 
graft, comprehensive technical knowledge and 
an innate musicality, a way of working she feels 
has irrevocably changed since her school days. 
“Back then, the people teaching the courses 
had a phenomenal amount of experience,” she 
reminisces. “These days, some of the lecturers 
have never worked in a studio. How can they 
teach about mixing if they’ve never had a job in 
the industry?”

Parnell is no stranger to graft – she started 
putting the hours in young, and in spite of a 
fervent passion for music and a compulsive 
record habit, she never held any ideals to be 
on the stage. “Records were my first love,” she 
says, “but I wasn’t interested in playing music.” 
Instead, she chose to focus on building a career 
on the other side of the glass. It was a trip to The 
Manor – a residential recording studio then owned 
by Richard Branson – that really sealed Parnell’s 
interest for the profession. “This was in the ‘80s, 
when bands like Rush and Queen were recording 
at The Manor. The assistant engineer took me 
into the studio and I just had this moment. I was 
thinking, ‘What is this?’ ‘How does that work?’”

 It’s unimaginable that the 16-year-old Parnell 
could choose from one of only three music 
engineering courses in the UK (there are now 
over 200), but choose she did, ending up at the 
acclaimed SAE for four years. “I was a bit of a 
punk rock drop-out,” she laughs. “I worked part 
time to pay for the course and spent all my time in 
the studio, learning everything I could.”

As remains the case 20 years later, however, a 
solid education was no guarantee of future work. 
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