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Walter Sydney Barrell (1891-1961) was the English studio engineer who quietly helped carry recorded
sound from the acoustic age into high-fidelity stereo.

Born in Tunstall, Suffolk, in the first quarter of 1891, he was educated at Queen Elizabeth Grammar School,
Ashbourne, and at the London Technical Training College. He began in wireless: in 1909 he joined the
United Wireless Company of America, and from 1911 to 1915 he served on the operating staff of the
Marconi International Marine Communication Company.

Barrell's long association with the record industry began in 1925 when he entered the Columbia
Graphophone Company, soon becoming Chief Engineer. Columbia’s rapid expansion demanded both
better equipment and global logistics, and Barrell drove both.

He collaborated with the young Alan Dower Blumlein on the design and production of Columbia’s
electrical recording system—the company’s first fully microphone-based process—and reorganized
studio practice at home and abroad. Repertoire needs put him on the road: in 1926 he and James
Clenshaw spent six weeks recording at La Scala, Milan, while other assignments took him to the Bayreuth
Festival and the Concertgebouw in Amsterdam.

With the 1931 formation of Electric and Musical Industries (EMI), Barrell became Chief Engineer of the new
Abbey Road Studios. Under his direction the complex was re-equipped from top to bottom, and in 1932 he
supervised Blumlein's first stereophonic disc experiments at Abbey Road. Years later he recalled, in The
Gramophone “I Was There” column, how Blumlein’s newly patented 'Binaural' system underpinned the
very stereo method later adopted in practice; several remarkable 78-rpm stereo discs were cut during
these trials.

War curtailed studio work, but Barrell contributed to Admiralty projects and initiated experiments to extend
the frequency range of records—early steps on the road to high fidelity. After 1946 he was appointed
Director of EMI Studios Limited, presiding over the adoption of tape recording and the microgroove
long-playing record, while building transatlantic ties through frequent visits to American partners. In 1952
he served as President of the British Sound Recording Association. He retired as studio director in 1955,
then continued as EMI’s Technical Liaison Officer until late 1957.

Honoured in 1956 as an Honorary Member of the Audio Engineering Society—a rare distinction presented
in New York—Barrell was widely respected for translating laboratory innovation into reliable studio
practice. Colleagues remembered his hospitality at Jordans and the ease with which he moved between
artists, engineers and executives. He married Olive Jane M. Bullin 1933. Barrell died on 18 January 1961,
\the close of a career that helped make stereophonic recording a practical reality for listeners everywher
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