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welcome
There’s nothing quite like the sheer force and impact  
of an electronic record blaring out of a chest-rattling 
soundsystem. Not only do you get a completely  
different overview of an arrangement and mix, but you 
can gauge a moving crowd’s response – the definitive 
benchmark of a dance track’s success!

With that considered, thumping drums, woofer-
rattling basslines, searing chords and killer vocals mean 

nothing if your tunes lack 
momentum. It’s the tension-
building tactics and overall 
arrangements that truly help 
your productions progress 
towards the ultimate pinnacle… 
The Drop! Our epic 15-page 
guide, starting on p22, will take 
you through all the  

tips and techniques you need to craft your biggest-ever 
builds and drops, from typical arrangement recipes and 
build-up formulas through to essential edits, FX, 
psychoacoustic tricks, artist tips and more.

Speaking of earth-shaking drops, see dubstep 
legends Hatcha and Lost pick apart the creation of  
their heavyweight 2010 hit Al Barsha (p42); 
get your mitts on an analogue-style limiter 
from Venomode (p50); catch up with 
house legend Erick Morillo (p76); check 
out 24 new products fresh off the  
testbench, including the gorgeous-
sounding Apollo Twin MkII (p85); and 
grab 2.7 GB of samples, including an 
exclusive Shimmer & Sparkle pack (p106).

So until next month…

Joe Rossitter Editor

ENJOY THE ISSUE
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   MAXIMAL 2 CM
Get tape-style compression, limiting and 
saturation with Venomode’s flavoursome 
maximiser – find out all about it on p50

   Tutorial files
A folder full of audio examples, synth patches 
and project files to help you follow our tutorials

   Tutorial videos
High-quality videos to guide you through  
our tutorials. Wherever you see the icon  
on the left, there’s a video version to watch

See this issue’s entire video content on the next pages

PLUGIN

TUTORIAL VIDEO

TUTORIAL FILES

SAMPLE PACKS

PLUGIN COLLECTION

This digital content has been thoroughly scanned and tested at all stages of production, but as with all new software, we still recommend that you run a virus checker 
before use. We also recommend that you have an up-to-date backup of your hard drive before using the content. Future cannot accept responsibility for any disruption, 
damage and/or loss to your data or computer system that may occur while using this magazine’s programs and/or data. Consult your network administrator before 
installing any software on a networked computer. If you have problems using our Vault download system, please contact computermusic@futurenet.com.

Our exclusive collection of  

free plugins for Mac and PC. 

See what’s available on p108

    CM Plugins

 /download

SHIMMER & SPARKLE
500 top-end samples to wet 
your high-frequencies whistle 
– royalty-free and ready for 
download over on p106

LOOPMASTERS  
BONUS SAMPLES
Premium-quality samples  
from the soundware kings’ 
biggest and best packs, p107

Get our software, 
samples and videos 
via Vault download

On your PC or Mac, go to  
vault.computermusic.co.uk, 
then either register for a  
new Vault account, or log in  
if you already have one.

Step 1
Click ‘add a magazine’ in the 
top bar, select the issue you 
want to add to your Vault (eg, 
this issue is 242), and answer a 
few simple security questions.

Step 2
Go to ‘my vault’ to see all  
your mags – click a cover and 
use the links to download!  
You can download as much  
or as little as you like.

Step 3

VOL. 42

DYSTOPIAN 
DRONES

SOFTWARE, SAMPLES AND PLUGIN COLLECTION AVAILABLE ON THE   DVDS

VOL. 43

SHIMMER 
& SPARKLE



Read the full 
article on p22

 video

1 Snare roll design for 
enhanced build-ups

3 Repeating build-up  
FX with free plugins

4 Auditioning and selecting 
FX to maximise a drop

TIP Eight drop recipes for 
hard-hitting arrangements

2 Ultra-rapid riser design 
using NI Massive’s macros

6 Adding in an unexpected 
element at a crucial time

8 Using glitch techniques  
in a restrained way

5 Using drum fills to add 
impact at the end of a section

7 Master processing for an 
attention-grabbing sound

14 Allowing reverb and 
delay to carry over the drop

TIP Retaining bass power 
while filtering the low-end

13 Creating impact with  
a reverse-whip kick

TIP Volume automation 
in a build-up / breakdown

10 Bring the beat back  
for a smooth transition

12 A sustained, reverb-
drenched crash sound

9 Ramping up reverb 
and delay effects

11 Using white noise as a 
crash cymbal alternative

Get maximum bang  
for your buck at the 
crucial moment with  
our pro tutorial videos
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Our tutorial features come with pro video guides ready to 

download onto your PC/Mac at vault.computermusic.co.uk



5 Um cumquam rem 
nonseque de verspist dent

Read the full article on p42

 video

The dubstep dons show us how they made the sub-busting  
Al Barsha in this exclusive in-studio track-building sesh   
Note: this video is only available using the link on page 43

HATCHA & LOST 
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 Producer Masterclass



Read the full 
article on pxx

Read the full 
article on pxx

KORG LEGACY SESSIONS

CINEMATIC ATMOSPHERES

Master these classic instruments once and for all

Go big with these epic sound-design techniques

2 Exploring Korg’s  
Legacy Polysix synth

3 Making a multi-oscillator 
Mono/Poly patch

Read the full article on p53

Read the full article on p61

3 Dark, layered  
synth atmospheres

1 Synthesising an  
evolving, modulating synth

Read the full 
article on p74

Read the full 
article on p72

 STUDIO STRATEGIES 

MIXING WITH 
DYNAMIC EQ

Get your head around 
level-dependent EQ with 
this video tutorial

 DR BEAT 

GROOVE 
SHADOWS 2

Use rendered drum 
reverb behind your 
beats for extra groove

Read the full 
article on p70

 EASY GUIDE 

DROP 
VOICINGS

Open your horizons and 
drop some notes of a 
chord into new octaves

/experts
Our resident music 
production gurus  
walk you through  
their specialist field 
every month

Grab this issue’s tutorial videos via Vault download – see p5

 video

MAXIMAL 2 CM
See how to use Venomode’s free tape-style limiter

Read the full article on p50
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Where other instruments scratch the surface,
HALion 6 breaks through and ploughs in deep.
Its groundbreaking features offer comprehen-
sive sound design, easy live-sampling, next-
generation wavetable synthesis and an array of
new instruments, delivering all the tools to create
intricate sounds — not of today, but of tomorrow!

Learn more about the entire HALion range made
up of HALion 6, HALion Sonic 3 and the Absolute 3
VST instrument collection by visiting our website.

CREATE THE FUTURE

WWW.STEINBERG.NET/HALION



NEW RELEASES • COMMENT • INDUSTRY HAPPENINGS

A sampler to challenge the status quo, and a heavyweight DAW update

Steinberg HALion 6 & Nuendo 8

The HALion sampler has reached  
v6, and – on paper at least – it 

represents serious competition for NI 
Kontakt and UVI Falcon. For starters, 
there’s “next-generation” wavetable 
synthesis – you can extract single-cycle 
waveforms from imported audio files, 
then crossfade smoothly through them. 
New patch content includes two grand 
pianos, Hot Brass, Studio Strings, Anima 
(wavetable-based synth), and Skylab 
(granular synthesis instrument).

Custom patch interfaces can be whipped 
up in the Macro Page Designer using 
templates and drag-and-drop controls, while 
HALion Script allows programming of 
advanced behaviour and custom features. 
The new Library Creator should make it a 
breeze to export creations as VST Sound 
libraries for HALion and the HALion Sonic 
workstation (which, incidentally, has 
reached v3, with 25GB of added content  
and new effects).

HALion 6 now does something most 
samplers can’t: sample! You can record 
audio direct from an input, then slice it 
straight into a patch. Further additions 
include Library Manager, AAX support, and 
Resonator effect. HALion 6 costs £282. 
HALion Sonic 3 is £201.

On the DAW front, version 8 of Cubase’s 
big brother, Nuendo, has been announced. 
Prevalent in post-production and game 

Pew! Pew! 
Blast those 
rays with 
Tone2’s 
space-age 
new synth

Tone2 RayBlaster2
Lovers of synthesis buzzwords should be familiar 
with Tone2, the authors of “Harmonic Content 
Morphing”, “NeoFM”, and “Impulse Modelling 
Synthesis”. RayBlaster2 draws upon the latter, 
and features 500 new patches, a “comfortable” 
browser, drag ‘n’ drop modulation, and MIDI 
learn. There are 39 ‘DC’ waveform types; the 
Hypersaw effect; 20+ reverb/delay/phaser/etc 
effects; Psychoacoustic+ mode; and much, much 
more. It’s out this month, priced €149/$189.
  URL  www.tone2.com

audio, v8 incorporates Game Audio  
Connect 2, integrating with Audiokinetic’s 
Wwise interactive audio system. Composers 
can pipe audio and MIDI tracks (including 
cue/cycle markers) straight to Wwise.

Also new is Direct Offline Processing, 
replacing the existing cool-but-creaky 
Offline Processing, allowing for entire 
recallable, editable effects chains;  

Auto ReNamer for assigning new names  
to events; and Sound Randomizer, which 
scrambles pitch, timbre, impact and timing. 
There are some features seemingly taken 
from recent Cubase releases, too, including 
Sampler Tracks, MixConsole History and 
Frequency EQ. Nuendo 8 is out in June, with 
the price TBC.
  URL  www.steinberg.net 

HALion 6 looks like a  
beast of a power-sampler

Nuendo 8 aims to 
be the game 
audio composer’s 
dream DAW
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Wowsers! Inspect a Gadget on your Mac or iDevice with Korg’s latest

Korg Gadget for Mac
One of the premier iOS music-making 
environments, Gadget features 30+ fun  
and flexible sound-making modules – and 
now you can get ’em on your desktop with 
Gadget for Mac. IIt runs as a standalone,  
self-contained app, promising “intuitive and 
simple operation that delivers powerful 
music production”. Not only that, but you 
also get the Gadget Plug-in Collection, 
featuring all Gadgets as individual VST/AU/
AAX plugins for your existing DAW. Nice! 

Audio recording is made possible via two 
new Gadgets: Zurich, a tape-style recorder; 
and Rosario, featuring effects and virtual 
amps for guitarists. There’s Recife, too, a new 
16-pad drum machine. The iOS version will 
receive these three Gadgets with the 
imminent v3 update. As well as the Mac and 
iOS editions syncing “seamlessly” through 
iCloud, you can also export your project to 
Ableton Live format, where it will use the 
plugin Gadgets. Gadget for Mac is $299.
  URL  www.korg.com

2nd Sense Audio ReSample
Described as “a sharpened tool for audio 
editing”, this all-new audio editor app from 
the makers of the wicked Wiggle synth 
packs in standard waveform editing 
alongside a plethora of processes and 

Voxengo Polysquasher 3
Never ones to rush an update, Voxengo 
have released version three of their 
mastering compressor, and it comes eight 
years after v2, and a full 13 years after the 
initial release. In keeping with the very first 
version, the aim is for it to compress as 
transparently as possible. New for v3 is the 
redesigned compression algorithm and its 
associated parameters, with just Threshold 
and Ratio required to control it. However, 
you can pop open the Compressor Mode 
Editor to “create your own compressor 
modes that can be easily recalled”, making it 
good for instant results and for serious 
tweakers alike. A gain reduction graph lets 

you keep an eye on just how much 
Polysquashing is going down. It’s out now, 
priced $90, while upgrades from previous 
versions cost $40.
  URL  www.voxengo.com 

effects. It’s got a few tricks up its sleeves  
too – Vocal Removal removes or isolates 
centrally panned vocals; Time Stretch and 
Pitch Shift functions adjust time and pitch 
independently of each other; compression 
comes in single and multiband flavours. 
Fades and Doppler effects can be drawn 
with a customisable curve. ReSample can 
batch-process audio files, and it even makes 
use of the MacBook Pro’s Touch Bar for 
playhead control. There’s high-quality SRC; 
real-time frequency analysis; support for 
WAV, AIFF, FLAC, OGG, MP3 and AAC; and 
quite a bit more. ReSample is out now, 
priced $89.
  URL  2ndsenseaudio.com

Some good news for certain Android 
users: Akai Professional have announced 
that they’re bringing their iMPC app to 
Samsung’s Galaxy devices. This is 
available as a £5.99 in-app purchase in the 
mobile manufacturer’s Soundcamp DAW.

The premise will be familiar to anyone 
who knows the MPC’s pad-based workflow 
– you can create sequences, add effects 
and record samples – and projects can be 
exported as WAVs and in a format that’s 
compatible with the desktop MPC software.
www.akaipro.com

Elastic Drums has quietly become one of 
the best drum machine apps on iOS. 
Version 2 builds on the improvements 
made since the app’s initial release  
– there’s a new sample kit (from DJ 
Elephant Power) for the sampler that was 
added in the v1.9 update, for example.

Perhaps the biggest news, though, is 
that Elastic Drums now supports Ableton 
Live Set Export, meaning that you can 
take your beats right into Ableton’s DAW 
without any messing.

Elastic Drums costs £11.99/$11.99.
mominstruments.com/elasticdrums

Another build-your-own-synth app has 
landed on iOS. Ops (above) is the brainchild 
of developer Jonathan Mackenzie, 
enableing you to snap blocks (rather than 
virtual patch cords) together to create 
stuff. As well as blocks that cover signal 
generation, effects processing and control, 
you’ve got others that delve into pitch and 
rhythm manipulation territory.

Ops is yours for £9.99/$9.99.
jonathanmackenzie.net/ops

App watch

We report on the latest 
developments in phone 
and tablet music making
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 What’s your background in music and 
in programming? How did you start work 
with Acustica Audio?
 FT  “As an amateur guitar player and 
computer geek, I chose a degree course that 
would combine both my passions: Sound and 
Music Engineering, a master’s degree 
focused on sound analysis and processing.

“A year later, as I was reading the want ads, 
I noted that Acustica were looking for a 
developer to work on a new project: the 
Acqua plugins. Back then, Acustica had only 
five members of staff and had no official 
headquarters. I loved the idea of working on 
a completely new project, contributing to its 
success. Since then I’ve taken part in the 
development of all Acustica’s plugins.”

 You’re known for your deep sampling 
of hardware. Can you explain how your technology goes further than 
simple convolution? What else do you measure?
 FT  “What makes our approach different from classic convolution is the 
Volterra theorem, which is a complete re-thinking of convolution. There 
are plenty of papers explaining in detail how it works, but simply put, our 
process starts with accurate sampling where we not only try to catch the 
static IR, but also the dynamic features of hardware devices – in particular 
how the device reacts to different input frequency levels. Using the 
Volterra theorem, we’re able to extract up to nine harmonic components, 
responsible for the ‘sound colour’.

“When we apply the process to the audio, we add those harmonics, 
giving it all the sonic nuances of the sampled device.”

 You must have explored  
more classic hardware than  
Han Solo – so what is it about 
legendary compressors and  
EQs that makes them so good?
 FT  “I think that, rather than the 
legendary hardware quality in itself, 
our users look for ‘that’ recognisable 

sound – the sort of sound heard in thousands of tracks that have made 
music history. We try to give them ‘that’ sound by capturing as many non-
linearities as possible. Some devices we sampled even contained circuit 
errors and dysfunctions, making them more precious and unique.”

 You’ve just updated Nebula to v4, and you’ve been releasing lots 
of plugins too. How do you decide which preamps, compressors, tape 
machines, etc, make it into Nebula, and which just go standalone?
 FT  “This answer will leave you stunned: our users will soon be able to 
load all Acqua plugins, with no exceptions, into Nebula 4. We decided to 
totally integrate Acqua into Nebula, to encourage our users to use both 
platforms. They’ll be able to easily use a standalone plugin, and also to 
fully exploit the power and freedom of Nebula 4 with that same product.”

 What’s coming next from Acustica Audio?
 FT  “There’s a lot going on this year. Acustica is growing and considering 
many potential partnerships. We’ll release two plugins – the results of 
important collaborations in the hardware sector – and we’re also moving 
into reverb emulation. There are some other big secrets, too, but I can’t 
reveal them yet.”

  URL www.acustica-audio.com

“Users will soon be  

able to load all Acqua 

plugins into Nebula 4”

Francesco 
Tedeschi

We find out more about Acustica Audio’s special 
convolution method and what they’re planning next

Acustica Audio

Get with the
programmers

SoundGym v2.0 
Ever had the feeling it’s your ear and not 
your gear that’s holding you back from 
producing pro-level tracks? SoundGym 

claim to have the solution with their 
online ear-training platform, featuring 
interactive exercises that aim to 
improve core skills like frequency 
detection and, er, compression 
comprehension. New for v2.0 is a 

dashboard; member-created “spaces” (these 
can be made public or kept private for 
“training and learning with friends"); profile 
pages; and a messaging system. You can 
join for free, and unlock the full Pro training 
program for $14.95/month or $119/year.

  URL  www.soundgym.co

Klevgränd Baervaag 
Anyone who’s ever used FM synthesis will 
have no doubt cursed its complexity. Swedish 
developers Klevgränd have the antidote 

with Baervaag (it means “carrier” in 
Swedish), an FM synth that sports 
just two oscillators: one carrier and 
one modulator. Features include 
velocity-modulatable FM Feedback, 
Filter, ADSR Attack and Volume; an 
ADSR envelope for each oscillator; 
stereo chorus; controls for adding 

analogue-style pitch/amplitude wobble; 
and a typically Klevgränd minimalistic 
interface. The AU/VST for desktop is $20, 
while the iOS version sets you back £4.99.

  URL  klevgrand.se

Toneboosters Barricade 4 
A top-notch limiter is an essential weapon 
in the modern producer’s armoury, and a 
superb one comes free with this mag in the 

shape of Toneboosters Barricade CM. 
If you’re looking for something even 
more peak-stoppingly great, though, 
then pop this new version of the full 
Barricade on your shortlist. V4 gets a 
resizable interface; colour themes; 

VST3 support; multichannel operation up to 
5.1; lower latency (now 128 samples vs 1023); 
an “all new soft-knee peak compressor 
module using advanced envelope 
followers”; three limiter modes; and more. 
It’s out now in VST/AU formats for €30.

  URL  www.toneboosters.com

JST Toneforge  
Jason Richardson 
Renowned tonesmith Joey Sturgis has 
crafted another virtual guitar amp for his 

metal-mad Toneforge range. This 
time, the tones are derived from 
those of axeman Jason Richardson’s  
solo album, produced by Taylor 
Larsen. You get three custom amp 

designs (Clean, Rhythm and Lead), two 
cabinet simulations, and three pedal-style 
effects (Delay, Lofi, Reverb). Other modules 
include a four-band parametric EQ and  
“a unique dynamic processor designed to 
control down-tuned guitar low-end with 
finesse”. It costs $99.

  URL  joeysturgistones.com
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Ins & outs
RIP CLYDE STUBBLEFIELD
As James Brown’s drummer in the 
60s and 70s, Clyde Stubblefield 
played some of the funkiest breaks 
every recorded, many of which  
were given a new lease of life by 
those who sampled them. Fittingly, 
he’s perhaps best known for the 
iconic Funky Drummer break.

RIP LEON WARE
We also said goodbye to Leon Ware 
recently, a soul artist and producer 
who became a go-to songwriter. 
He co-wrote every track on Marvin 
Gaye’s I Want You album, and also 
worked with The Isley Brothers, 
Michael Jackson and Quincy 
Jones. That’s quite the CV.

HELLO AGAIN
We’re still not sure how we feel 
about Adele restarting her George 
Michael tribute at the Grammy 
Awards. You could argue that she 
displayed perfectionism in wanting 
to get it right, but part of us feels 
that she should have got through 
the problems and carried on.

Native Instruments Maschine 2.6
NI’s pad-packed production system is outgrowing the ‘groovebox’ tag, 
with the latest free update piling on yet more funky features. The new 
Variation Engine (first seen on Maschine Jam) offers Humanize and 
Randomize functions; the new Lock and Morph features (also from 
Maschine Jam) allow users to take snapshots of settings, then 
smoothly blend between them. Perhaps most exciting, though, is that 
Maschine 2.6 can send MIDI CC data to MIDI hardware devices like 
synths and drum machines. Finally, Maschine Jam gets several ‘classic’ 
features from the rest of the Maschine family.
  URL www.native-instruments.com

SPACE STATION
There have been convolution 

reverbs based on all kinds of 
spaces, but few as cool as the 
listening station on top of the 

Teufelsberg hill in Berlin by the  
NSA during the cold war. What’s 
more, it can be downloaded for 

free at bit.ly/2n6wc4X

HORN STAR
A picture tells a thousand words, 
and if you draw one in your MIDI 

editor, it also makes music and, 
in some cases, goes viral. Andrew 

Huang’s MIDI unicorn was the talk of 
music technology for a few days; if 
you missed out on the fun, find out 

more at bit.ly/MIDIunicorn.

years 
back

The Nintendo Wii might have been the 
console that got your mum flaying her 
arm around the living room as she tried 
to pick up a spare playing ten pin bowling, 
but we were determined to reclaim it 
from the mainstream in 112, showing 
you how to use the Wii Remote as a  
MIDI controller. It was fun for a while but, 
let’s face it, not as much fun as Super 
Mario Galaxy.

In the news section, meanwhile, we 
told you about Steinberg’s Sequel, a 
beginner-friendly DAW that wasn’t 

actually the sequel to anything. What 
would they call Sequel 2, we wondered? 
[Spoiler Alert: they called it Sequel 2.]

We were also rather blasé about the 
announcement of Sylenth1, being 
somewhat suspicious of the claim that it 
sounded better than its rivals. The fact 
that it’s still a firm favourite a decade later 
suggests that it probably did after all.

Back on the tutorial side of  
things, we had guides to making both  
hip-hop and disco, while DJ Vadim told  
us that he thought of himself as a 
“musical fisherman”, albeit one who 
caught sounds rather than fish, and didn’t 
actually use a net or a rod. So a musician, 
then, really.

We grabbed our nunchucks 
to make some beats, and 
eyed Sylenth1 with suspicion

Our May 2007 issue brought news of Sylenth1 and 
featured our own version of Acustica’s Nebula3

“DJ Vadim told us that 

he thought of himself as 

a ‘musical fisherman’”

Maschine 2.6 takes  
some inspiration from  

last year’s Maschine Jam

o

LINK TO HARDWARE?
Ableton Link has become a well 

supported software standard, but 
now it might be making its way into 

hardware territory, too. A developer 
called Vincenzo Pacella has created 

the pink-0, a gadget that adds Link 
support to Eurorack gear. Time will 

tell if it’s the start of something...

in
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We take our monthly look into the world of free plugins and software. 
Some are out-of-this-world, and others will bring you back down to earth

freeware news

Inear Display 
Regressif
This demonic digital destructor  

is designed to shred incoming 

signals into brain-bursting bits

Inear Display’s 
Regressif turns signal 
processing into an act 
of abject cruelty

>  news
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So how important to you is it that the 
sound going out resembles the sound 

going in? Not at all, you say? Then have 
we got a pluggie for you! Inear Display’s 
rip-snortin’ Regressif is a sonic mangler 
par excellence with a fistful of features 
ready to fry your frontal lobe.

You might think you know what you’re 
getting when you hear terms like 
‘bitcrusher’ and ‘filter’, but Regressif’s brand 
of sonic degradation has a sound all its own. 
With both the aforementioned effects joined 
by a drive circuit and a pair of tempo-synced 

LFOs – each with seven waveforms from 
which to choose – there are enough options 
to utterly annihilate any audio you feed into 
the thing. The audio modules (Filter, Lo-Fi 
and Amp) occupy the top of the GUI, while 
modulation is provided in the lower-third, 
with the LFOs joined by a dedicated mixer. 
Modulation is patched in the time-honoured 

modular style, using virtual patch cables to 
connect things together.

The multimode Filter provides Cutoff and 
Resonance controls, and you can add the 
Drive stage before or after. The Lo-Fi section 
sports both sample rate and bit depth 
controls, and again, routing is up to you.
www.ineardisplay.com

Atmos Free is 
something of a 
one-trick pony, but 
that trick is 
something special. 
A cross-platform ROMpler, Atmos draws its sound 
from 86 samples (C2 through C9) of a grand 
piano. However, you shouldn’t expect to unleash 
your inner Liberace with this guy – these samples 
have been submerged in two varieties of reverb, 
distortion and delay. A smattering of dials 
provide control over Attack, Decay, Pitch, Pan, 
dual LFOs and yet more Reverb.
beatmaker.xyz

During the cold war, an NSA 
listening tower stood on 
Teufelsberg hill in Berlin, 
carrying out totally innocent 
activities. Balance Audio 
Tools recently collected 
impulse responses from the 
now-defunct tower, and they’ve now fashioned 
these into a full reverb plugin. Teufelsverb Reverb 
[or Teufelsverb, as we’re calling it], gives you Gain 
and Mix controls alongside a selection of Reverb 
Types – just the thing to get those iron curtain 
surveillance sounds the kids are into these days.
www.balancemastering.com

With the release of 
Cypress TT-15, Black 
Rooster Audio have  
cast their steely gaze 
towards erstwhile axe 
grinders looking to add 
an exquisitely modelled amp head emulation to 
their plugins folder. Simple and to-the-point with 
a trio each of knobs and switches, this one won’t 
leave anyone scratching their head. As a bonus, 
they’ve included a 2x12 cabinet simulation that 
can be bypassed if you’d prefer to call upon your 
own speaker solution.
blackroosteraudio.com

Beatmaker
Atmos Free

BalanceMastering
Teufelsberg Reverb

Black Rooster Audio
Cypress TT-15

CLASSIC FREE SOFTWARE
illformed (aka dblue) TapeSTop
If there’s one thing we all miss from the  
days of sticky tape and rust, it must be the 
sound of the tape deck being shut down 
mid-flight. Right? This Windows-only little 
head case was brought to you by the same 
fellow responsible for dblue Glitch. So you 
can be sure that the goal is not one of, shall 
we say, ‘sonic purity’.

TapeStop may be the ultimate one-off  
– let’s face it, once you’ve dropped it into a 
mix, you daren’t use it a second time – and as 
such, it’d be wasteful to saddle it with a GUI. 
Nope, for TapeStop you get whatever your 
32-bit VST host gives you, but it’s the sound 
that counts. 
http://illformed.org





What’s on your  
hard drive?

ABLETON LIVE 9.7
“I started with Cubase and found it way too 
difficult. At the time I was more of a DJ than 
a producer, and Cubase didn’t make sense. 
Ableton wasn’t so good technically, but it 
allowed me to find my way in the world of 
the studio. On average, I create three or four 
tracks every week on Ableton – that’s good 
enough for me.”

ROB PAPEN PLUGINS
“Almost all my bass sounds come from  
Predator and SubBoomBass. Many people 
comment on the quality of my basses, so  
I know these are the right plugins for me. 
When it comes to bass, I try not to make 
things too complicated – I make a cut  
around 40-50Hz, match the levels to the 
song, and that’s it. Anything else I leave to 
the mixing engineer.”

ARTURIA ARP 2600V
“Some of my tracks have more of a techno 
feel, and for that, I always turn to my Arturia 
package. The way they’re laid out and the 
way they sound seems to make sense in the 
techno environment. A little bit more 
electronic, a bit more quirky. Yeah, it would 
be great to have real hardware, but… maybe 
when I win the lottery.”

OHM FORCE OHMBOYZ DELAY
“If I had one small complaint about Ableton  
– a programme that I love – it would be that 
the sound could be bigger. Sure, you can use 
the onboard delays and they sound OK, but 
as soon as you put it next to this you can 
hear an immediate difference. Not only is it 
bigger, but it’s warmer and wider. This was a 
difficult choice for me… I use [Soundtoys] 
EchoBoy too, so I have to mention it – always 
my number two.” 

IK MULTIMEDIA CSR REVERB PACKAGE
“When you first start making music, it’s 
natural to get a bit crazy with your plugins. 
But as time passed, I realised that I was 
always coming back to the CSR package. 
You get four reverbs with tons of 
parameters to play with. It’s very, very rare 
that I have to look for any other reverbs.” 

Pirupa
The techno and house-loving producer has Rob 
Papen to thank for his funky, chunky bottom end

 Catch Pirupa at tour dates in Mexico, the USA and the UK through April   
 www.pirupa.com 

“When you first start 

making music, it’s 

natural to get a bit crazy 

with your plugins”
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Join us on Facebook to have your say in the 
mag every month – computer.music.mag

samplemagic.com

Samples__Patches__MIDI__Plugins__Books__Apps__Courses

S IMPLE , POWERFUL ,
INEXPENS IVE MASTER ING
FROM THE MAKERS OF
THE AWARD-WINN ING

MAGIC AB AND STACKER

GET YOUR MIX
SOUNDING FULL , WIDE

AND POL ISHED

INTRODUCTORY PR IC ING

 Andy Buchanan

 
“Sometimes I like to use a layered 
synth patch with both pad and 
lead type sounds, and automate 
the balance between them going 
into or out of a section.”
 
 Daniel Arendsdorf 
 Bengtsen
“Cut out the peaks on your sub 
bass with a limiter to make it 
fatter. Use transient designers 
and exciters on your drums 
(but not the kick) to make them 
punchier and more glued at the 
same time.”

 Stefan Sido

 
“Play the damn instrument! 
Don’t quantise, allow subtle 
tempo changes, never copy and 
paste choruses!”

 Lauri Pallonen

 
“Duplicate, for example, a lead, 
pitch it up 12 semitones and toss 
a trancegate after it.”

 Sandro Groove Mind

 
“Use mid/side EQ, create ghost 
channels for sidechaining, don’t 
use to many FX.”

 Rodney Spence

 
“Console emulation for analogue 
summing and tape emulation. 
They’re very subtle effects on the 
overall sound, but if done on the 
right sounds and in the right way, 
they can give energy.”

 Nick Abreu

 
“Master seperately for the album 
and for tracks you spin live. We 
have a tendency to overcompress 
to make an album sound big and 
loud on a home stereo, but odds 
are, if you play your tracks live at 
a concert venue, the PA system 
will have enough power to give 
you the headroom your tracks 
need to be dynamic.”

 Emiliano Diego-
 Franceskides

 
“Choose the right samples – from 
producers who’ve already got it 
right if necessary. Use a multitude 
of compressors, all compressing a 
little bit rather than a few 
compressing loads. Resampling 
with distortion.”

 AnDrue Humphrey

 
“Parallel compression on drums… 
and other instruments, if it lends 
itself well.”

 Charlie Grey

 
“I only ever really use EQ to 
remove annoying frequencies; 
saturation and distortion is better 
than boosting with EQ.”

 Dance of the Atomic 
 Structure

 
“Sometimes it’s fun to copy an 
evolving texture or pad track, 
apply a randomized sample slicer 
and a band pass filter. It adds a 
touch of rhythmic glitch.” 

What are 
your tips for 
maximising the 
power and energy 
in your own tunes?



roundup
A few of our top processing picks for no money down

Freeware effects
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>  roundup

MeldaProduction 
MFreeEffects 
Huge bundle of processors  
from the prolific DSP developer

www.meldaproduction.com

Noisebud
Fletchy-Muncher
Adjust audio based on Fletcher-
Munson equal loudness curves
www.noisebud.se

Klevgränd Svep 
Stereo modulation effect  
with a creative user interface

www.klevgrand.se
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Voxengo 
SPAN
This very competent 
visual analyser costs 
no money at all
www.voxengo.com

Klanghelm 
IVGI
Saturation and 
distortion sim with 
Assymetry control
www.klanghelm.com

iZotope Vinyl
Re-released classic freeware for 
bringing the analogue crackle
www.izotope.com

Acustica Audio 
Tan Free
Analogue-style VCA compression 
from the masters of modelling
www.acustica-audio.com
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Music is all about moments. Put on a favourite 

track and you’re swept along on a wave of 

pulsing, cresting energy. One minute the beat is 

simmering down to give you a breather (literally, if 

you’re on the dancefloor), and the next it’s winding 

back up, tightening like a coil spring. As it 

gradually swells in size and power, all that tension 

has to be released somehow, and you can just tell 

that something big is on the way – yep, it’s the 

ultimate moment in any track! Are you ready for it? 

You know it’s coming, right? Nearly there… 

Building up to it… Just a little more… And… BOOM!

Yep, we’re talking about the drop, the modern 

dance track’s equivalent to the chorus. The bass 

finally hits like a ton of bricks, the beat pulls no 

punches, and the main riffs and lead elements are 

fully turned loose. A well crafted, hard-hitting drop 

gives the satisfying rush that music lovers crave, 

keeping them coming back for ‘just one more listen’. 

The drop doesn’t exist in a vacuum, of course, and the 

preceding breakdown/build-up section contributes 

greatly to its impact.

In fact, there’s a lot to get right – and a lot that can 

go wrong – when it comes to creating the perfect 

breakdown/build-up/drop combo. It’s as much about 

production technicalities as it is psychology, 

psychoacoustics and the kind of insights that come 

from years of experience. Lucky for you, then, that 

we’ve distilled our production experts’ collective 

drop-craft into this huge guide!

We kick it off with our drop science study and a 

selection of instantly inspiring arrangement recipes. 

Next, take control of tension and drama through our 

breakdown and build-up formulas. Make your drop 

unforgettable with essential edits, fills and impact-

maximising FX. Discover dancefloor psychology and 

employ psychoacoustic tricks that’ll make your drop 

seem larger than life.

So, ready to drop it like it’s hot? OK, here it comes…

Feel the pump for that crucial 

moment by breaking it down, 

building it back up, and 

maximising a track’s power
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“When the bass comes 

back, the track suddenly 

comes alive again”

Gearing up to that moment
The drop is the climactic moment of the 
track. It’s when the strobes flash, the smoke 
machines blast and the bass hits hard. The 
term comes from the idea of dropping 
things back into the track – with most 
electronic music, this means the core 
rhythmic elements, and of course, the bass.

Over the years, the arrangement of 
electronic music has become quite uniform, 
dance music particularly so. We’ve all heard 
so much of it now that we expect things to 
happen at certain times…

Arrangement 101
Typically, things start off with minimal 
elements to set the tone, then move forward 
in 16-bar sections, adding elements every 
four or eight bars to ramp up the power.  
This building continues until the breakdown, 
which typically falls right in the middle of 
the track and can last from anything from 
eight to 32 bars, or even more. The 

breakdown leads us into the drop, the 
ultimate high point of the track. After the 
drop, the intensity gradually declines until 
the track ends. It’s a tried and tested 
structure that works well in most situations. 

Powerful drops rely on subverting our 
expectations. For example, if you’ve heard  

a tune’s catchy chorus, you’ll be expecting it 
to come back later in the song. When it does 
return, it’s the same but typically in a 
stronger format than before, increasing the 
payoff. While a lot of electronic music 
doesn’t typically employ the verse/chorus 
arrangement style, the principle of priming 
the audience then rewarding them with a 
payoff is exactly the same. Our goal is to 
establish a core idea, then take it away, then 
bring it back in again stronger than ever.

Turn up the contrast
A sense of contrast can help really maximise 
a drop’s impact. One section of a track will 
sound bigger when it’s placed next to a 
section that’s comparatively ‘small’ or low in 
power. We’ve all heard DJs high-pass filter 
out the bass, only to throw it back in again. 
When the bass does comes back, the track 
suddenly comes alive again, thanks to this 
contrast. It’s this idea that makes the drop 

hit harder, after having the power pulled 
back in the breakdown for a triumphant 
reintroduction.

Combining contrast with tension and 
release is the route to truly epic drops.  
Our brains tend to favour orderly, repeating 
patterns to latch onto. In the final stages  
of a build-up section, everything becomes 
chaotic – rhythms start to speed up, and 
patterns starts to blur together. You might 
also start hearing rising synth tones. Any 
pitch that rises upwards will create the 
impression of building and a rise in  
intensity, but it also adds a feeling of chaos 
into the music.

Suddenly, we don’t have that stable pitch 
anymore – our tonal centre (ie, the musical 
key of the song) has become lost and 
muddied, creating tension. When the drop 
hits, the chaos is reined back in, and the 
track seems to stabilise, providing welcome 
relief and restoring focus.

Stuck in a loop
We’ve all been there, listening over and over 
to a finely crafted eight-bar loop that sounds 
amazing… but it’s not a whole song, is it?  
If breaking your perfect loop is giving you 
separation anxiety, you’re going to need  
a tactic to spin it into a full-blown track.

A common approach is to create the drop 
first, crafting your idea at its fullest, with all 
the elements in place. Next, duplicate the 
loop out to the desired length of the track, 
and start removing elements of the track at 
the points at which they’re not required. 

This tactic of subtractive arrangement can 
create a basic skeleton of a track extremely 
quickly, and all that remains is to smooth 
transitions between sections and add 
elements to keep interest where required. 
While quick and efficient, this method can 
sometimes leave you with a track which 
doesn’t evolve much. Importantly, your track 
must develop throughout – just taking things 
away then bringing them back is not enough.

An alternative method is to create the 
build-up section first. This way of doing 
things is useful if you’ve started with a 
melodic idea which you feel to be the track’s 
‘hook’. By starting with a build-up, you give 

yourself a centre – a focal point of the track 
that you can work up to. Experiment with 
ramping up the tension, and you may 
discover some great sounds and textures 
that can be used throughout the rest of the 

track. But remember, a build-up is nothing 
without a drop, so it’s important to think 
ahead and either reserve some power for 
when things kick back in, or contrast the 
build-up with a stripped back, clean drop.

If your eight-bar loops are becoming like a broken record, you’ll need a real way out

Arrangements are very similar across electronic music, but there’s room for variation
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The Austrian DnB 

merchants share their  

tips and philosophies on 

crafting hard-hitting drops

Computer Music: The all-important drop  
is the climactic moment of any DnB track. 
How do you approach the track-writing 
process to ensure that the drop hits  
hard enough?
C&K: “The most detailed, creative and 
emotional parts of a tune are often not to be 
found within the drop itself, but it’s still the most 
important ingredient for a DnB tune, as lots  
of it is designed to work in the club. We try  
to approach the drop in different ways – 
sometimes it’s the more ‘classic’ drop, with  
all the energy within the drop moment; but 
what we really enjoy is to play more with it  
in a kind of anticlimatic way. So the most energy  
and euphoria in the breakdown, and a drop  
that hits deeper with more emphasis on the 
lower frequencies.”

: Most drops are a process of tension and 
release. How do you like to build anticipation, 
and then unleash that built tension?

C&K: “Its very easy to create a drop that works 
on the dancefloor when you follow the known 
recipe of risers, kick or snare rolls and impacts. 
When it really gets interesting, though, is when 
you try to create tension while avoiding those 
elements – maybe by building up a chord 
progression or by having the elements start 
distorting, creating confusion that gets resolved 
in the drop.”

: Sound effects like crashes, rises,  
sweeps and falls are all clichéd FX that 
producers use to build towards a drop.  
How do you like to use (and subvert) these 
kinds of clichés?
C&K: “We try to avoid regular swooshes in  
our buildups, although we do mostly end up 
having at least a synth with some white noise 
opening up before the drop. As far as white 
noise swooshes go, we try to keep them  
simple, giving them a vintage feel rather than 
‘lasers in space’.”

: Can you think of any standout tracks that 
have the perfect drop, in your opinion?
C&K: “Flume’s Helix (bit.ly/FlumeHelix)  
really does it for us, because the tension in it 
builds over such a long time. The moment  
when the bass finally does kick in is very 
intense, and the groove is surprising without 
being confusing.”

: How does your experience of DJing to 
huge crowds around the world influence the 
way you create earth-shattering drops in 
your own tracks?
C&K: “If you have longer studio breaks, you 
tend to make music you want to chill to, and 
when playing loads of big festivals, you tend  
to write more floor-orientated material as you 
want to please the crowds and make them go 
crazy. So it’s very important to have a good 
balance between gigs and studio time to keep 
the music diverse.

“Music for the club is very different to music 
we listen to in our spare time, so we want to 
make music that ticks both boxes. When you 
can listen to a tune on the plane back home  
– one that went off in the club the night before – 
without being annoyed, you know you’re onto  
a winner.”

: Finally, can you give us any more  
cool tips or tricks for maximising a  
drop’s dancefloor impact when crafting  
an arrangement?
C&K: “Try to think outside the box and  
create drops that leave the crowd surprised  
in a good way. Its only half as fun if you already 
know what you’re about to be served before it 
hits you.” 

www.ramrecords.com

CAMO & KROOKED
TIPS FROM THE PROS
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DROP RECIPES
Need arrangement inspiration? Here are eight  

of the most common build-and-drop blueprints 

THE HEAD NODDER THE ROLL-OUT

THE BUILD ‘N’ GAP THE OVERSHOOTER
You know those excruciatingly long pauses when a 
competition winner is announced on television or radio? We 
all know that something big is coming, but the pause 
increases the tension. Music is no different – if we increase the 
tension during the build-up, but then cut it all off a bar or two 
before the drop, you can be pretty sure that you have 100% 
audience attention for the duration of that gap. A typical 
build-up section removes the bass from the track so you feel 
the impact when it kicks back in. With this method, you’re 
free to have a bit of bass in your build up, as the gap is the 
ultimate removal. You don’t even have to use complete 
silence: long reverb tails, trailing delays, or filtered sweeps 
are a great way of keeping things moving forward. Check out 
Psycatron’s She Is Music (bit.ly/PsycSIM) to hear it in action.

As we’re all used to formulaic build-ups and drops, we expect 
everything to kick in on the usual beat one of the bar.  
But what if the track kicks back in on beat two or three 
instead? A great example of this can be heard in Peter 
Horrevorts’ Bloody Hands (bit.ly/PHbloodyhands) – after 
the build-up in the middle of the track, it drops back in; but 
instead of placing the power on the first beat, it hits hard on 
the second beat. It’s extremely effective, and stands out as a 
key point of interest in the record. In its simplest form, leave a 
gap of absolute silence on beat one, which can leave an 
entire dancefloor wondering whether the record has been 
silenced. Alternatively, throw in a vocal sample, percussion 
sound, drum roll, bass squelch or reversed kick to help the 
unexpected edit flow more smoothly.

Breakdowns don’t always need a massive build-up to the 
drop. It’s important to give the listener a break, but it can be 
just as important to keep the momentum flowing throughout 
the entire track – Richie Hawtin uses this to great effect in his 
classic record Minus Orange (bit.ly/RHminusorange). This 
type of build is the subtlest of them all, but can be extremely 
effective when used correctly. Start by thinking about where 
the intensity in the track is coming from – what’s pushing it 
forward? Typically, the real driving forces are the kick, bass 
and hi-hats. If you want to indicate a change without 
disrupting flow, process these with filters, keeping their 
rhythmic pulse but pulling back the power. Sometimes a very 
gradual roll-back from the percussion during a breakdown 
will make a drop spring to life in a subtle way.

Build, then build, then build some more – a tried and tested 
method of creating tension ready to be released at the drop. 
This is typically put into action with snare builds which double 
in time every one or two bars, or with huge sweeps and noise 
builds that increase in pitch and power over the breakdown. 
The classic approach is to have a snare (typically a 909) which 
starts off playing on every beat for two bars, then eighth-
notes for another two bars, then 16th-notes, before finally 
hitting 32nd-notes for a frenzied climax into the drop. Couple 
it with a synth and noise riser for extra effect. Check out Len 
Faki’s Death by House (bit.ly/LFdeathbyhouse) to hear some 
powerful synth rises leading into the drop. Keep building, and 
once your ramp-up is complete, hit the audience hard with a 
full-on dramatic entrance – no messing about!
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THE TIME EXTENDER THE ALIEN SWELL

THE A-TO-B THE ANTI-DROP
The build-up doesn’t necessarily have to be a reduction and 
restatement of the main groove. Instead, take a more ‘poppy’ 
approach and join two sections together, just like a typical 
verse/chorus arrangement. Kink’s remix of Marc Romboy & 
Blake Baxter’s Muzik (bit.ly/MRBBmuzik) essentially moves 
between an A and B section in this way. Other tracks feature a 
similar approach, where the drop section has a completely 
contrasting vibe to the build-up. Typically, this takes the form 
of an extremely melodic build-up, which then slams into a 
muscular, monotonous beat-and-bass combo. Lead your 
audience into the different sections and tie things together 
by either revealing elements separately, or via bridging 
sections to smooth the transitions – remember, contrast is 
great, but you don’t want things to feel disjointed.

Sometimes you might create a build-up which is simply 
massive, all guns blazing. If you’ve already turned everything 
up to 11, where do you go from there? Although it’s the 
climactic moment, a killer drop doesn’t have to be the fullest 
moment of the track – by starting smaller at the drop, you 
create some headroom and give yourself the remainder  
of the track to ramp things back up again towards a big 
ending. See which sounds are really keeping the beat  
pulsing, and let the drop kick in with only those parts at first. 
Drum ’n’ bass records use this technique to pull things back 
after an intense frenzy during the build-up – listen to the 
reintroduction of the beats in Camo & Krooked’s Climax  
(bit.ly/CKclimax), which make it feel like the track has 
dropped… but really, the good stuff is yet to come!

As always, playing with people’s expectations is a great way 
of grabbing attention. So what if you go through a build-up 
but the drop never happens? A great way to squeeze out 
more tension and anticipation before bringing those beats 
back is to insert an extra one, two or even four bars after the 
build-up! This kind of pause can be found in genres such as 
trance, which have epic melodic breakdowns and powerful 
riffs that continuously intensify towards the drop. By bolting 
on an extra gap of silence, the intense melodies and build-up 
elements can fade away, giving the dancefloor a little 
breathing room before your beats-and-bass barrage finally 
slams back in. Be careful, though – tack on too many 
additional sections throughout the track, and DJs may avoid 
mixing the record in with more predictably-arranged tracks.

When building towards a drop, you’ll want to draw on various 
production tricks to ramp up the perceived intensity. One great 
way to build momentum is by automating trippy reverb or 
delay effects over certain breakdown elements (or even the 
master channel) to the point of chaos, to ‘wash out’ the build-
up and signify that something huge is about to happen. Then, 
just before the imminent point of impact, you can completely 
switch off all the effects to starkly slam back into the 
contrastingly dry drop. As we’re not used to hearing huge 
ambience vanish in such an unrealistic way, this trick is 
particularly effective for generating an attention-grabbing 
sense of claustrophobia. Have a listen to Dubfire’s Roadkill 
(bit.ly/DFroadkill) and hear how the build-up ambience 
sucks in right at the drop… guaranteed dancefloor damage!
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The breakdown and build-up are key to the 
success of your drop, so let’s examine them in 
detail. A typical stripped-back breakdown 
features just a few key sounds, bringing in more 
as the section progresses. This leads into the 
build-up, where sounds are intensified and 
repeated with increasing frequency, building 
tension that’s then released in the drop.

One of the most powerful and fundamental 
tools for energy flow is volume automation  
– even subtle changes applied to key elements 
can alter the mood. For more organic results, 
record automation in real time, riding the faders 
so you react to the track as you hear it.

While the breakdown is perfect for debuting 
key song ideas, it can just as well consist of 
elements not found elsewhere. It’s also a great 
place to showcase extreme sound design and 
sampling. An arrhythmic, atonal soundscape 

could be the perfect breakdown for a dystopian 
DnB brooder… or how about a lengthy speech 
sample? Elite Forces’ Fear Of Death (bit.ly/EFfod) 
uses this ploy, with instrumentation mirroring 
the tension-building speech.

Breakdowns can even play with timing and 
tempo (though DJs may not thank you for this!). 
Cyantific’s freaky Space Zombie (bit.ly/CyanSZ) 
rolls out of the first drop’s shuffling 174bpm 
swing-step into a straight break with a tick-tock 
kick and snare. The tempo ramps upwards, 
creating a frantic build that resolves to a spooky 
140bpm disco groove.

So how long should your break/build be? It 
ultimately comes down to what feels right for 
the track, but if you’re stuck, try an eight-bar 
breakdown and eight-bar build. This is about as 
short as you can go, so a good place to begin, 
and from which to elaborate on if needed.

Breakdown and build-up formulas

 > Step by step   1. Advanced snare roll design for enhanced build-ups 

We’re going to create the classic 
dance snare roll build-up, then use 

parameter automation and effects to 
enhance it. Start by importing House.wav 
onto a new audio track in a 127bpm 
project, then put D16 Group Frontier on 
the master bus. On a MIDI instrument 
track, create a sampler instrument – most 
DAWs include one.

1
Import 909 snare.wav into the 
sampler, and program an eight-bar-

long MIDI clip with a constant stream of 
16th-notes. Use the sample’s root note to 
begin with – that’s C3 on Ableton’s Simpler, 
which we’re using here. You can tune the 
drum to fit the key of the song or just to 
give a different sound – -3 semitones slots 
it nicely into this particular build-up.

2
Now program the velocity so it starts 
low (at 16) and increases to maximum 

over time. Some DAWs let you draw a 
straight line to achieve this. If you’re not 
hearing the snare drum get louder as 
velocity increases, ensure that MIDI 
Velocity is assigned to control Volume in 
your sampler. Delete the final four snare 
hits to make space for the short vocal fill 
that ends our build-up.

3

Velocity isn’t just for controlling volume 
– let’s assign it to filter cutoff too. We 

set the filter’s Frequency to 5.6kHz and 
Resonance to 35%. To make it velocity-
sensitive, set Velocity (under the Controls 
tab) to 42%. Now the snare’s fizzy top-end 
is revealed gradually. To restore front-end 
snap, use a short, ‘plucky’ filter envelope 
with 0ms Attack, 20ms Decay, zero 
Sustain, and Amount at 20.

4
To modulate parameters 
independently of velocity, you can use 

automation. We set the amplitude Attack 
to 0ms, Sustain to -inf. dB and Release to 
20ms, then automate Decay to go from 
666ms to its maximum, so it starts out 
tight and punchy but gradually opens up. 
Pitch is another good parameter to 
modulate, automate, or, of course, control 
via MIDI note.

5
So far, it’s a typical snare build, but 
effects can radically transform it. We 

use automation to progressively mix in 
reverb and heavy chorus, and roll up a 
high-pass filter, gradually turning the 
punchy snare into a wash of stereo noise, 
like a riser. Finally, if you think snare rolls 
are old hat, simply swap out the snare for 
a different sound – try a vocal chop or 
synth blast!

6

Cyantific uses 
outside-the-box 

breakdowns and 
build-ups to 
great effect
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Here’s an easy trick for creating custom 
risers in no time. Load House.wav in a 

127bpm project. Now load a synth with 
assignable macros – we’re using NI Massive 
– and draw a sustained MIDI note (C3) for 
the duration required (7.5 bars here). 
Automate Macro 1 to go from minimum to 
maximum during the build-up – add a 
‘drop’ towards the end if needed.

1
Now simply assign parameters to Macro 
1 to automate them all through the 

build. To make a basic evolving noise effect, 
disable the Oscillators (click the blue dot 
in their upper-left), make sure Noise’s Amp 
is turned up, then set Color to 40%. To hook 
it up, drag Macro Control 1’s modulation 
crosshair onto the lower-left box of Color, 
then drag the orange 1 to set the depth.

2
Carry on assigning parameters to 
create an elaborate riser. Oscillator 

pitch, filter cutoffs, effects parameters and 
LFO rates all make great targets. The 
beauty of this technique is that you can 
save the preset for reuse, adjusting the 
automation shape and length as required 
– a descending automation curve will 
create an instant downfaller effect instead.

3

Rise and upsweep 
design tricks
When you’re in a rush for a rise, 
what do you do? Here’s a few 
tactics to try…

> The good-old white-noise-low-
pass-filter sweep is sounding a 
tad tired these days, but it doesn’t 
take much to refresh it. Try 
automating multiple filters (in 
series and in parallel); band-pass 
and notch filters; stereo filtering; 
distortion and bitcrushing; 
modulation effects like chorus, 
phasing and flanging; or 
whatever else you can find.

>Another tried-and-true trick is 
to stuff an existing element of 
your track into a sampler then 
loop a short section before using 
pitchbend, automation, or a pitch 
envelope to make it rise in pitch 
throughout the build.

> If you’ve found a great riser 
sample but it’s the wrong length 
for your build-up, break out the 
timestretch! Try every algorithm 
– sometimes a grainy or lo-fi result 
will actually sound better! And of 
course, downfaller effects 
become risers when reversed.

> If your risers are drowning in 
reverb and delay, they will ring 
out over your edits/fills and on 
into the drop, which can sound 
messy. To prevent this, use 
automation to mute the track’s 
output when needed, or simply 
render the riser to audio and cut 
it at the precise point.

Delay effects can turn sounds into 
intensifying builds. Load the WAVs 

“DnB…” onto audio tracks in a 174BPM 
project. Turn the Stab track down to -15dB 
and put PSP cmDelay on it. As a start, set 
Delay Time to 600ms; Ping-Pong to Left 
for bouncing stereo echoes; high Filter to 
1k8 and Feedback (FB) to 100.

1
Because cmDelay is a tape-style delay, 
twiddling the Delay Time parameter 

will give us some screwed-up pitch- and 
time-warping effects. Automate it to go 
from 600ms to its minimum over the 
course of the build, then snap it back 
down to 150ms just as the drop hits.

2

Now automate the high Filter (LPF 
Cutoff) to increase through the entire 

build. Automate FeedBack so it rises from 
100 to 150 over the first four bars, then 
ramps down to 0 over the first four bars of 
the drop. To clear out the delay buffer for 
the start of the build, set Feedback to 
zero for the bar beforehand.

3
To spice up the effect, add a CM Verb, 
Togu Audio Line’s TAL-Chorus-LX with 

25% Dry/Wet, and D16 Frontier with 
Threshold at 0dB and Soft Clip Off. Get 
creative with your Delay Time automation 
curve to create mental glitches and 
scratch-like FX – change Glide to Fast for a 
more precise response.

4

 > Step by step   3. Repeating build-up FX with free plugins  

 > Step by step   2. Ultra-rapid riser design using NI Massive’s macros 
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The looping nature of electronic music can 
often lead to sections being created in 
blocks. Having defined sections in your 
music is important to give the track a sense 
of development and structure, but it’s 
crucial to maintain a flow throughout the 
track. The use of transitional effects can 
smooth the joins between sections, and also 

act as impacts for when the 
drop hits. These days, most of 
us have a collection of sample 
packs, which often come with 
effects samples for transitions 
and impacts. These can be 
excellent timesavers or can 
even spark a little inspiration. 

240 comes with the 
Transition Tools sample pack, 
which is a one-stop shop for 

transitional effects. These samples can be 
dropped straight into your track, or 
manipulated and processed to make them 
your own. A great technique is to overlap 
effect samples that rise in pitch at different 
rates – as the pitches go up separately, this 
can create a chaotic and tense ending to a  
build-up section. Whatever samples you 
choose to include, it’s important they’re  

in keeping with the tone and mood of your 
music. If your track is a hard-hitting, dark 
techno number, then perhaps noise-based 
samples would be preferable to tonal synth 
sweeps. When selecting or processing the 
sounds, a good rule to follow is that things 
should rise upwards when building up to 
something, and fall downwards when they 
hit the big moment.

Manipulate your effect samples with edits and fades to make them your own

Get FX samples aplenty 
with our free  packs

Impress with FX

The lead up to the drop can be just as 
important as the drop itself. A great 

way to maximise your impact is to let FX 
samples lead us into and through the 
drop. Start off by loading DropNoFx.wav 
onto a new audio channel. This is a basic 
sketch of a build-up and drop section, but 
it’s missing the transitional effects.

1
There’s three main areas that would 
benefit from some decoration with 

transitional effects. We need effects to 
lead into the breakdown, some to build up 
to the drop, and some to increase the 
impact when the beats and bass come 
back in. The first thing to do is define the 
start of the breakdown with a noise effect, 
so drag NoiseCrash.wav into a new 
channel at bar 9.

2
It’s far too loud, so pull the track 
volume down to -11dB. Now it’s sitting 

in the mix better, we’ll add another effect 
to smooth the transition into the 
breakdown. Drop in PanSweep.wav onto 
a new channel halfway between bars 7 
and 8, and turn the track volume down to 
-9dB. This sample leads us nicely onto our 
crash effect, tying the two sections 
together nicely.

3

Now we’ve smoothed the transition 
into the breakdown, lets lead into the 

drop. Load in LongNoise.wav onto a new 
channel at bar 9 and pull the track volume 
down to -16dB. We want this effect to lead 
us up to the drop, so we’ll play it backwards. 
Double-click the clip and click the Rev 
button to reverse the sample.

4
This sounds OK, but we could use a 
little extra power at the last moments 

before the drop. For this we can add an 
additional sample right at the end of the 
build-up. Import BuildWoosh.wav onto 
channel three at bar 16. This sample has a 
sharp ramp upwards, which gives an extra 
burst of power right before the bass kicks 
back in.

5
A falling tone right when the drop hits 
will add a little drama and intensity 

when the beats come back. Import 
Falltone.wav onto channel two at bar 17, 
just when the drop hits. In contrast to all 
the other sounds used, this sound has a 
descending tone which releases the 
tension and lets the groove take over. 
Experiment with layering up additional 
samples to really make the drop hit hard!

6

 > Step by step   4. Auditioning and selecting FX sounds to maximise a drop 
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ESSENTIAL EDITS & FILLS
After creating an epic build-up, it’s time to transition into the drop!

A drum fill is typically used at the end of a phrase 
to let us know a resolution’s coming, or that 
something’s about to change or restart. So what 
better place to use one than the last bar of your 
build-up? A great way of making your fill stand 
out as a point of interest is to use drum sounds 
which don’t appear in your main groove. Tech-
house music popularised the use of ‘real’ drum 
sounds as fills before the drop, giving a welcome 
break from the tension of the build-up and 
leading back into the track. You can either load 
in a recording of a real drummer, which may 
give you some authentic swing and groove, or 
you can try loading in some samples from real 
drum kits and programming your own fill. Check 
out Rah Band’s Clouds Across the Moon (Jay 
Lumen & Umek Remix) bit.ly/RBcatmJLUR to 
hear this used to great effect.

5. Filling time

A brand new element previously unheard in your 
track is a great way of raising an eyebrow before the 
bass kicks in. Vocal samples work particularly well for 
this effect – you can either play it in full just before 
the drop, or gradually hint at it as the build-up 
progresses. This moment gives the audience a 
payoff for listening through the breakdown, and 
signals that the big stuff is around the corner!

6. Expect the unexpected

7. Master 
blaster
You can create really powerful and 
attention-grabbing effects by 
processing a track as a whole, giving 
your build-ups a heavy-handed, 
DJ-style performance feel. Using a 
high-pass filter to remove bass weight 
is the most obvious application, but it 
doesn’t have to stop there – delays, 
phasers and flangers can all add 
swirling motion to the final stages of 
your build-up. If your DAW lets you 
hook up dials to macros, try assigning 
multiple parameters (say, a high-pass 
filter, reverb size and phaser mix) to a 
single macro control for a quick and 
effective way of increasing drama and 
tension in those last couple of bars 
before the drop.
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Glitchy, stuttering edits can be effective, but 
they can also sound dated and clichéd. Rather 
than using a glitch plugin over the track, try 
processing your drums (or whole track) with 
different effects and recording the results 
onto a new channel. In doing so, you’ll create 
an array of different-sounding versions of 
the track, which can then be spliced together. 
You can be as wild or conservative with this 

technique as you like, but a good place to 
start is placing a different edit on every beat 
of the last bar in the build-up. Often a blend 
of ‘washed-out’ effects mixed with drier-
sounding edits creates interesting contrast. 
This process can create unique results, but 
less can often mean more – maintaining the 
rhythmic flow of the track is more important 
than wacky, over-the-top FX.

 > Technique   8. Glitching with restraint  

 > Technique   9. Ramping up reverb and delay  

Time-based effects like reverb and delay are 
perfect to increase drama during the build-
up. As the breakdown progresses, gradually 
send some of your channels to a long reverb. 
Right on the last couple of beats before the 
breakdown, use automation to mute all the 
channels, including the reverb sends, and 
solo a fill or synth part. When the drop hits, 
automate the reverb channel to turn back 
on. In doing so, you create an immediate 

sense of depth and space at the drop. As 
your breakdown has progressed, the 
increasing reverb level will have made 
everything sound bigger – so by muting the 
reverb send channel, we immediately make 
everything sound smaller. This sudden 
change creates an unnatural, upfront 
moment just before the drop. Plus, it’s also a 
great way of showcasing a lead melody or 
hook that enters when the track drops.

Change the mode to High Pass and 
set the Freq to 250Hz. We only 

want to filter during the breakdown,  
so right-click on the device activator 
button, then select show automation. 
Automate the filter to turn on for bars 
15-17 and turn off when the track drops 
for maximum impact!

3

On the drum channel, highlight bars 
17-19 and copy them, then paste 

this drum part to bar 15. We’ve now 
placed the drums over the last two 
bars of the breakdown, but we need to 
remove some of their power. Now load 
an Auto Filter onto the drum track.

2

Leading into the drop doesn’t have 
to get too technical – sometimes, all 

that’s necessary is for the beat to be 
reinstated, to get the rhythm locked in 
once again. Load in 3-Drums.wav and 
3-Track.wav into two audio channels. 
Combined, these make up a breakdown 
section leading into a drop.

1

 > Technique 
 10. Bring the beat back! 

Reintroduce rhythm to 
smoothly transition from a 
breakdown to the drop…
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We’ve talked a lot about creating impactful 
contrast between builds and drops, and that 
usually means killing reverb and delay tails 
when the drop kicks in. How about making 
these ‘hangover’ FX a deliberate feature of 
your track? Simply cut off the source sound 
– be it a riser, sound effect or vocal snatch – 
but allow its reverb and delay tails to carry 

into the following section. You can use 
volume and filter automation to slim the 
tails down if they’re clouding your drop too 
much. A related technique is to add 
cavernous reverb or delay to the final clap 
or snare (or any element your listeners are 
anticipating) of a section so that these 
effects wash over into the drop.

Try a long, sustaining crash drenched in delay 
and reverb to make a cymbal reverberate 
across several bars – use sidechaining to 
make it pump to the beat for added groove. 
Or, shorten your crash to just a beat in length 
for a stark, jolting blast. Finally, try placing 
the crash on a beat other than the usual 1. 
Beat 2 works well for most dance styles – try 
stripping the mix down, then letting 
everything slam back in on beat 2.

Want to give your drop a rubbery, kinetic 
impact? Grab your main kick drum sample, 
reverse it, then place it on the beat before 
the drop begins. Slide it along so the reverse 
kick ends just as the drop’s first kick begins. 
You might hear an awkward ‘double-slap’ as 
the samples segue together. To fix it, trim 
some off the end of the reverse kick and 
slide it up against the main kick again – 
repeat until it sounds right.

Energise your drop with this 
popular alternative to an 
actual crash cymbal sound…

 > Technique 
 11. White-noise crash 

White noise contains all frequencies 
for that full-on, unpitched crashing 

texture. We don’t want it to cloud the 
mix, so let’s focus it on the high-end – 
add CM-EQUA 87, set low Cut to 
1000Hz, then apply a small boost at 
7000Hz for bite. Disable the Limiter.

2

To thicken the effect, add cmDelay 
with its Tape Echo 2 preset. Now 

get some pumping with a compressor 
sidechained to the kick. Finally, for 
midrange gruffness, add Graffio CM. 
Increase the Saturator’s Drive and 
compensate with the output Level.

3

 First, you’ll need some white  
noise. Load White Noise.wav on  

an audio track at the point where your 
drop begins, then automate the 
channel’s volume to fade out over  
the next 4 or 8 bars.

1

 > Technique   12. Crash course  

 > Technique   13. The reverse-whip kick  

 > Technique   14. Hangover cure  

Impact maximisers
Make things go off with a bang using crashes and interactive FX

36  /  COMPUTER MUSIC  /  May 2017

>  make music now  /  the drop



How do the London house 

trio make sure their drops 

have the utmost impact on 

an expectant dancefloor?

: How do you approach the track 
arrangement and mixing process in order  
to make sure your drop hits the hardest  
it possibly can?
FPB: “The build-up towards the drop plays a 
crucially important part before the drop itself. 
We tend to make the build less bass-heavy by 
using filters – this makes the impact of the drop 
more intense when it finally comes in.

“We always make sure that the kick is nice 
and punchy, with a nice attack on top – often 
using the Vertigo Sound [VSC-2] compressor to 
achieve this. Then, we’ll roll off some of the low-
end to make way for the lower, bassier tones 
from the sub frequencies. It’s important to 
always make sure that each musical part in the 
drop has its own space and doesn’t clash with 
other parts; you can do this by making EQ cuts 
to each sound and constantly monitoring them, 
both individually and played together, until you 
hear that everything sounds right.

“Different frequencies should fill different 
areas of your track: for example, the very high 
sounds should be your white noise, the mids 
should be your main lead sound and supporting 
synths. Sometimes, your main lead sound is 
better in mono and should therefore be louder 
and more present than the synths supporting it. 
The supporting synths should just be giving 
some width and filling any gaps around that 
main lead.

“Your low-mid sounds can be a held chord 
with not so many highs – this frequency range 
could also be home to a supporting bass sound 
that follows your sub. We make sure to roll off 
the sub frequencies in the low mids.

“The very low sounds in your track should be 
your kick and sub. You can easily take out any 
frequencies above 300Hz here and put the sub 
in mono – this will work wonders in nightclubs.”

: What about the build-up before the drop? 
Do you have any tricks for building tension in 
the run-up to the big moment?
FPB: “We always aim to make the build-ups 
before the drop as dramatic as possible. We get 
this done using automation of the reverb wet 
level (mix), energetic riser effects, and high-pass 
filtering on the leads and chords. This accentuates 
the power when the drop finally comes in. 
Sometimes, continuing the build-up an extra 
four to eight bars can really add to the climax.

“On the main drop, we’ll always add some 
sidechained white noise for extra energy. We 
also like to add what we call an ‘energy hold’, 
which is simply a held and sidechained detuned 
saw, in the key of the track. This adds 
tremendous energy and drive.”

: There are certain sounds that we’ve 
heard used time and time again for build and 
drops – risers, white noise… the list goes on. 
How often do you stick to ‘the formula’, and 
what ways do you have for mixing things up?
FPB: “We tend to use the same white noise 
risers, builds and crashes in all our tracks, but 
we use synths such as Reveal-Sound Spire to 
create long, unique risers. LFO automation, 
pitchbends, and generally getting creative can 
make your production more unique.”

: Can you think of any standout tracks that 
have the perfect drop, in your opinion?
FPB: “That’s an impossible question – there  
are so many that we love, but off the top of  
our heads, Tiësto & Kshmr’s Secrets  
(bit.ly/TKsecrets) the perfect balance when it 
comes to power on the drop. It’s melodic yet 
super-powerful, and a great track for budding 
producers to reference space and power in  
the drop.”

: A drop can get no bigger than when it’s 
played out to a crowd – how does that 
experience feed back into making your next 
drops even bigger?
FPB: “Seeing and feeling the intense  
moment when your new music goes off at a 
festival for the first time is one of the best 
feelings you can have as a DJ – we always  
take inspiration from these moments while 
creating new music.

“Sometimes closing your eyes, visualising 
and feeling those emotions while listening to 
music you’re creating in the studio bares a  
huge amount on the final product.”

: Finally, can you give us any more insider 
tips or tricks for maximising a drop’s 
dancefloor impact when crafting an 
arrangement?
FPB: “Find and experiment with notation to  
find a very simple yet original and catchy  
riff. Nothing too complex; something that  
the crowd can instantly relate to. Also, choose 
one lead sound and stick with it. Make this the 
main element and build your other sounds 
around it.”

www.futuristicpolarbears.co.uk

FUTURISTIC 
POLAR BEARS

TIPS FROM THE PROS
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Psychoacoustic tricks 
for high-impact drops

01 BASS SCIENCE
Bass frequencies can have profound 
effects on us humans. For starters, 
science has found that we respond 

more to the timing of low frequencies than that 
of higher ones, which explains why the low-end 
typically carries the groove that drives us to 
dance. Research also indicates that the sacculus 
– a tiny organ in the inner ear linked with brain 
regions associated with the pleasure response  
– reacts to low-frequency vibrations above 
90dB. Loud bass is physically felt throughout 
the body, which most of us would agree is an 
enjoyable sensation. With all of this in mind, plan 
your breakdown so it begins at its bassiest, 
progressing towards the minimum amount of 
bass right before the drop, to make the drop 
seem extra-heavy. This can be done using 
shelving EQ to make the bass quieter, or a  

high-pass filter to remove it more aggressively. 
While you can make this obvious and audible, it 
works great when done subtly too, by rolling off 
the lowest octave (a cutoff of around 60-100Hz 
will achieve this).

02 YOU’VE BLOWN IT
Distortion and limiting can convey 
a sense of systems overloading 
and speakers about to blow. Try 

driving your master bus harder and harder 
through a saturator or compressor during a 
build-up to make it sound like the speakers are 
straining to contain the sheer force of it all. If you 
use volume automation to bring the output level 
down, the build can sound like it’s getting louder 
and more intense when it’s really quieter overall! 
You can use this technique in reverse to give 
your drop an overblown, explosive beginning!

Play mind games with your listeners with these 
ear-bending tips to make any drop larger than life

03 IT’S ALL RELATIVE
Relative volume levels between 
parts are one of the most 
important aural indicators of  

mix hierarchy. You can exploit this 
psychoacoustic phenomenon by pushing an 
important sound’s level up the first time it 
appears in your drop, then pulling it back to its 
usual level so it sits neatly back into the mix. 

To bring out a lead sound, you may find it 
works better to raise the sound’s level by, say, 
1dB while dropping others by 2dB (using 
automation or sidechaining), rather than simply 
raising the lead sound by a full 3dB. This will 
make it sound like it’s dominating the mix, and a 
human brain will interpret it as pushing all the 
other elements aside. However you approach it, 
it’s a great way to make a statement with your 
lead hook.

04 
LOUDER = BETTER
It’s no great secret that 

we perceive louder 

sounds as ‘better’, and it’s 

especially effective on the dancefloor, 

where high-volume bass frequencies 

become a physical experience. To give 

your drop a palpable step up in volume, 

use volume automation through your 

breakdown and build-up, so that they 

start out nice and loud but are few dB 

lower by the time the drop transition 

comes up. You can do it per-track for 

ultimate control, or simply automate the 

master bus volume. Do it right and the 

listener won’t even notice it’s happening!Fool your listeners with the ‘volume step’ trick through the course of your build

9
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 05 REFLEXOLOGY
Did you know that your ears have 
an involuntary muscular reflex 
that reacts to loud sounds? It’s 

designed to protect our hearing, but it takes a 
little while to kick in – around 40 to 100ms. 
Movie sound effects exploit this with explosions 
that feature a loud initial burst followed by a 
muffled boom – by mimicking our response to 
big-decibel sounds, we perceive the sound to be 
more overwhelming, intense and powerful than 
it really is. You can leverage this to add impact to 
your music, too, and the most well-known effect 
is overt sidechain compression pumping in 
response to a kick drum – now you know why it 
makes mixes seem so loud! You can use it for a 
one-off effect, too: try volume automation at the 
start of your drop, quickly pulling down the level 
of selected mix elements in response to explosive, 
ear-grabbing FX-like crashes or impacts, allowing 
them to fade back to full level as the FX tail away. 

06 DO THE TWIST
Our experience of music is heavily 
influenced by all the other music 
we’ve heard before. Great music 

plays on this, balancing satisfyingly familiar 
elements – clichés, in other words – with 
irresistible twists on tried-and-tested tropes.  
It’s the latter that can set your tracks apart, so 
first study the genres you work in and master 
the standard palette of compositional and 
transitional tricks… then turn them on their 
heads! How about a snare roll build-up that, 
instead of ever-quickening, starts out super-fast 
and halves in speed with each bar? Or a build-up 
of 7 bars instead of 8?

07 HIGH CONTRAST
Creating vivid contrast between 
your build-up and drop will make 
the latter more impactful, 

enhancing the sense of release. Luckily for the 
modern producer, there are many ways to 
achieve this. We already talked about creating a 
volume ‘step’ between your build and drop. You 
can also restrict the frequency content in your 
build-up to make the drop seem bigger, deeper 
and brighter – or do it the other way around, 
crafting a frequency-filling build to emphasise a 
lo-fi, understated drop section. Stereo contrast 
can be achieved by progressively narrowing the 
mix as the break/build progresses, jumping back 
into full stereo for the drop. Perhaps a less 
obvious tool is dynamic contrast – try a dynamic 
break/build with pokey transients slamming into 
an ultra-squashed drop, or vice versa.

08
TEMPLE OF BOOM
By now, you’ll have seen how extremely 

common it is to roll the bass off our 

breakdowns and build-ups. But with less 

bass applied in these parts, how can we give the 

impression that key elements like kick drums haven’t 

become too thin and weedy? One solution is to add 

reverb, which gives a natural impression of size and 

depth. This can make a bass-light kick sound huge, 

booming and epic when it’s actually pretty restrained 

in terms of frequency content. Once the drop kicks in, 

though, your listeners will be reminded of how real 

bass sounds – and feels!

09A CONNECTION  
IS MADE
Never underestimate the 
emotional impact that’s intrinsic 

to using certain sounds in an arrangement.  
Adding even just one of these can add some  
real magic to a transition, elevating your drop 
from a mere example of music production to 
something that belongs in the real world, 
connecting with the audience on a deeper,  
more psychological level. There’s no hard-and-
fast recipe here, but if you’re stuck, the human 
voice is always a good bet – be it in the form of 
speech, singing, or an effected cut-up sample. 
Other ‘real’ sounds can work, too, although it 
doesn’t have to be real. A synthesised but 
entirely unique sound can also work – you’re 
after anything with character and recognisability. 
You’ll know it when you hear it! 

Narrow your build-up’s stereo soundstage,  
emphasising the full-fat width of the drop

Give kicks the false impression of size and weight using virtual ambience – see this in action in our tutorial video!

Vocal elements can provide the ultimate in organic 
and down-to-earth sounds for a human connection
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The dubstep dons reveal how they made  

the bass-heavy classic Al Barsha in FL Studio

HATCHA 
& LOST

 Producer Masterclass
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It’s hard to overstate the influence DJ 
Hatcha has had over the evolution of 

dubstep: from working in the seminal Big 
Apple Records serving customers such as 
Skream and Benga, to collaborating with 
bass music artists as diverse as Funtcase 
and Kissy Sell Out, Hatcha has been there 
since the very beginning. One of his most 
frequent collaborators is Hench Records 
signee Lost, whose Croydon studio we 
visited to find out how the pair made the 
2010 classic Al Barsha. First, though, let’s 
find out a little more behind Hatcha’s 
seldom-discussed production career. 

Computer Music: What are your earliest 
memories of music software?
Hatcha: “That has to be Music 2000 on the 
PlayStation – I used to use it before I started 
DJing. But then Skream introduced me to 
Fruity Loops. He used to come into the 
record shop and buy music off us – he was 
buying garage music and stuff. I started 
showing him the darker sides of garage,  

and telling him that he should try and make 
some of that. He had Music 2000 too, which 
he was messing around on, and then a few 
months later he came in and said he’d found 
something even better: Fruity Loops. He 
started writing on that, and I started messing 
around with it in my bedroom on a PC.”

: Was Fruity Loops challenging to use 
at first, coming at it from Music 2000?

Hatcha: “It was quite straightforward to be 
fair. It was literally just loops – dragging your 
kick, your snare, your hat, then your 
atmospheres and your basslines… putting 
them all into a loop patterns, and then going 
into each sound and tweaking it how you 
wanted it.”

: How did you improve your 
production skills? 
Hatcha: “It was just putting in the hours, 
literally, just practicing and practicing. Being 
a DJ helped massively with bars and stuff 
like that – you knew how long you wanted 
your intro, where the breakdown should be, 
where the next noise should kick in, so that 
did help massively.”

: Are there any plugins you’ve found 
particularly reliable over your career?
Hatcha: “Absynth has done me really well, a 
few of the Rob Papen ones are really good, 
there’s another one I used a lot that’s good 
for bass... Massive! I use that one quite a lot 
as well.”

: The track you’re showing us is  
Al Barsha. Why this track in particular?
Hatcha: “It was a special one because it hit 
the nail straight on the head at the time. It 
worked perfectly – everyone that heard it 
loved it, and even to this day, it still gets a 
wicked reaction! That’s got to be one of our 
favourite collabs, I think.”

: Music making is now much more 
accessible compared to when dubstep 
was emerging. Has this changed the 
sound of the genre?
Hatcha: “It hasn’t really changed the  
sound of dubstep, but it has brought in  
quite a few subgenres. It’s just given 
dubstep more life, really, more options  

and more sounds to listen to – more 
different styles.”

: What advice do you have for  
aspiring producers?
Hatcha: “Find a sound that you like, or a 
producer you like, and try to build things 
that are similar to what they’re doing – until 
you find your own style!”

“Everyone that heard  

it loved it, and it still  

gets a wicked reaction!”

On pages 46 and 47, we’ll show you how to 
get a filthy Hatcha & Lost beats and bass 
combo using only  Plugins and samples. 
You can grab the files to follow along in  
this issue’s Tutorial Files folder, which you 
can download from our online Vault at  
vault.computermusic.co.uk.

Tutorial files

Watch the video on your 
PC or Mac at this URL…

Hatcha & Lost 
show us some 
classic dubstep 

production techniques  
as they dissect the  
moody and mysterious  
Al Barsha in FL Studio

WATCH  
THE VIDEO

bit.ly/HatchainCM

Watch the video on your 
PC or Mac at this URL…

HARDWARE

Focusrite Saffire Pro 24 DSP 
Yamaha HS80M x2
M-Audio Axiom 25

SOFTWARE

Image-Line FL Studio
Native Instruments plugins
Rob Papen plugins

Kit List

TUTORIAL 
FILES
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Crafting a kicky 
bass sound
With the tribal beats in place, Hatcha 
and Lost decide to accompany them 
with a propulsive subby bassline.  
“So next we have the bassline, my 
favourite part!” Lost enthuses. “This is 
made in Rob Papen Albino 3 – it was an 
old preset, Dark Pulsy Bass. I’ve just 
messed with it and revamped it  to fit 
the track. It’s a pretty simple bassline 
to be honest!”

The bass sound is indeed fairly 
straightforward, based around a sine 
oscillator and a harmonically richer 
saw oscillator pitched three octaves 
up. These are run through a low-pass 
filter to dull the sound, and the main 
pitch is modulated by an LFO, causing 
it to drop in pitch at the start of each 
note, creating a punchy, kick-like 
effect – no spreading or other stereo-
introducing effects are used, keeping 
the sub firmly in the middle of the mix.

The brooding, atmospheric Al Barsha might sound as if it was 

written with the Middle Eastern concept in mind, but it actually 

began life as a percussion loop sourced from a sample library. 

The sample doesn’t require much processing at all, as Lost  

explains… “If you find something that already has processing on it, 

it can be really hard to make it work; luckily, with this loop, it was 

perfect. It had its own reverb, and it worked so we stuck with it. 

The only thing we did was EQ out the lows so they didn’t clash. 

We started to add a bit of oomph on there with kicks and snares. 

We found some nice crashes and hi-hats, too. All of them have 

the same reverb on, because it glues everything together when 

you use the similar reverbs on the tracks.”

Hatcha jumps in, “Yeah it gave us a path to go with.  

We had that kind of swing just from the loop we’d started  

with, and when 

everything else 

was beefed up  

it gave us a bit  

of an idea…  

‘Yeah let’s go 

tribal with this.’”

Finding breaks, building beats  
and bringing them together

Multiple drum elements were treated with the same reverb 
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Once the boys have composed their four-bar 

beat and bass groove, they need to turn it into 

a full track. So how do they do it? “Once you’re 

adding to the loop you’ve built, you follow 

different paths – it’s trial and error to a certain 

extent” explains Hatcha.

Lost chimes in, “You could be working on  

a loop for five minutes and get bored of it,  

and that will change your mind and the whole 

loop, and you’ll be like… ‘We’ll change the key, 

the whole melody’. There’s no real formula 

– when we make music, we don’t sit and say, 

‘We’re going to start on the drums first’ – it’s 

whatever sound we find at the time. It could  

be a bass, it could be a kick drum on its own… 

it could be a sample, a little stab, or anything. 

We’ll just work off that and build off that  

– if you like that sound, make a melody  

off it. Then maybe we’ll need drums next,  

so we’ll and build the drums around the  

melody, so it’s got groove and it all sort of 

blends in and comes together. So there’s no 

real formula.”

Spinning a loop into a track

The boys are sure that there’s no formula to stick to when building a track
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Imitating Hatcha and Lost’s drums
Grab the WAVs and project files in this issue’s Tutorial Files folder

Sound selection is really important for drum 
sounds – let’s start with the kick. We’ve chosen 
the sample Kick.wav because it’s got a natural 
punch that’s solid without being overbearing, 
and a decent weight in the low end. You’ll hear 
that the sample has what appears to be a short 
snatch of vocal at the end, but it’s possible to 
make that less obvious by truncating the end of 
the sample slightly and applying a fade. Set your 
DAW’s tempo to 140BPM and place the edited 
kicks on the 1st, 4th, 9th, 11th and 14th eighth 
notes of a two-bar sequence. 

Snare.wav is a snare with more than a hint  
of clap, and it’s also got a fairly long reverb tail. 
While reverb on snares sounds great in dubstep, 
we can have more control over the mix if we use 
our own. Again, shorten the end of the sample 
and apply a fade, giving us just the dry snare 
sound, and put this onto the 3rd and 7th beats  
of the two-bar sequence.

Hat.wav is a clean, natural-sounding closed 
hat that will pop through the mix without 
sounding obnoxious. Sequence it on eighth-
notes, and along with the kick and snare it 
gives us our basic dubstep beat. Let’s see 
what things sound like with a little swing, 
using a simple trick that allows us to control 
the volume and timing of the swung hits. 

Duplicate the hat track, turn off Snapping 
and move the MIDI clip so that it starts 
about a quarter of the way through the 
second sixteenth note. Now turn the level of 
the track down to -16dB to give us just a little 
taste of those swung sixteenths.

Another advantage of creating your  
own separate swung sixteenths track is  
that you can easily bring it in and out of  
the arrangement to switch up the feel of the 
drum part easily. You’ll also find a cut-up 
140BPM top loop in the Tutorial Files folder, 
Top.wav, which can be added to build up 
the beat too.

Swung hats

Tight kicks  
and snares

Our snare could use a sense of space, but too  
much would clog the mix. We’ll use some send-
channel trickery. Add Acon Digital CM Verb and 
eaReckon CM-EQUA 87 to a return track. Set the  
CM Verb to its Medium Hall preset and deactivate 
the Dry signal. In CM-EQUA 87, turn the Low Cut-off 
filter up to 2.5kHz, and turn up the send level on  
the snare track to bathe the snare in reverb.

Atmospheric reverb

TUTORIAL 
FILES

TUTORIAL 
FILES

TUTORIAL 
FILES

46  /  COMPUTER MUSIC  /  May 2017

>  make music now  /  producer masterclass



 > Step by step   Making a classic Hatcha and Lost-style bass with Dune CM 

Add Dune CM to an instrument track 
in your DAW and begin by clicking the 

Bank B button in the central window to 
bring up an initialised patch. In the Osc 2 
panel, click the sine oscillator shape, and 
turn the Osc Mix knob up to 50% so we 
can hear the oscillator we just activated. 

1
In the Osc 1 panel, click the Sel 
oscillator shape, and drag up on the 

waveform display below to set the 
waveform shape to 48, a big, bassy,  
pulse-like wave. Let’s add some filter 
movement and lo-fi processing: set the 
filter type to LP12+Bitcrush, Filter Cutoff 
to 45%, Reso to 100%, Key Track to 50%, 
and Env to 8%.

2
In the Filter Envelope panel, set the 
Attack to 44%, the Decay to 36% and 

the Sustain to 0%. This quick opening and 
closing filter cutoff movement gives the 
patch a push at the start, but the pulse 
oscillator is too loud and overbearing. 
Turn the Osc Mix up to 74% to make the 
sine oscillator more dominant in the mix.

3

We’re getting a slight click at the  
start and end of the sound which 

detracts from its punchiness. This can  
be remedied by setting the Attack to 7% 
and the Release to 20% in the Amp 
Envelope panel. Now let’s add more punch 
to the sound’s attack with some pitch 
modulation.

4
In the central panel, click the Mod 
Matrix 1>12 button and set the second 

row of the matrix to Source: Mod Env, 
Amount: +12 and Destination: Osc 2 Semi. 
This gives the sine oscillator a kick-like 
percussive punch at the start of the sound. 
We can control how long the pitch 
modulation takes with the Decay knob in 
the Mod Envelope panel…

5
…set the Decay to 30%, tightening up 
the pitch movement, making it really 

punchy. Currently, the saw oscillator 
doesn’t follow the same pitch movement 
at the sine oscillator, so let’s fix that by 
setting the third row of the modulation 
matrix to Source: Mod Env, Amount: +12 
and Destination: Osc 1 Semi.

6

We don’t just have to stick with the 
one type of pitch modulation – let’s 

get an LFO modulating the oscillators’ 
pitch as well. Set LFO1’s waveshape to 
saw, and activate its Reset button. This 
causes new notes to retrigger the LFO 
from the start of the waveform, giving us a 
consistent movement. 

7
Set the fourth and fifth line of the mod 
matrix to Source: LFO1, Amount: +1 

and Destination: Osc 2 Semi and Source: 
LFO1, Amount: +1 and Destination: Osc 1 
Semi respectively. Now LFO 1 modulates 
the pitch of both oscillators. Try 
experimenting with different LFO 1 Rate 
values to hear how it affects the sound.

8

POWER TIP

>Shape matters
When creating bass sounds using 
harmonically rich waveforms in 
synths, picking the right waveform 
is of paramount importance. Using 
classic saw and square shapes can 
give you a meaty sound, but for 
those more screechy tear-out 
dubstep sounds, something more 
complex is necessary. When you’ve 
finished the patch, try auditioning 
waveshapes for Oscillator 1 by 
clicking the arrow buttons. Opening 
the filter Cutoff a little will help you 
hear the different characteristics of 
the waveforms more clearly.
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“You can get  

really lost in  

trying to find  

your own sound”
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Hatcha’s long-time collaborator is a 
dubstep stalwart with a huge number of 
releases, collaborations and remixes 
under his belt. Like Hatcha, his 
involvement in the scene extends back to 
the days of Big Apple Records and the 
pre-dubstep, garage and grime era.

: So how did you first get involved in 
making dubstep?
Lost: “I first started off as a DJ – it was my 
dad’s influence, he was a house DJ and 
producer, and made records with [UK 
garage veteran] Matt ‘Jam’ Lamont as The 
Jam Experience. I was always around music 
growing up, especially dance music and the 
whole DJ culture. I got my first pair of decks 
when I was 12, started mixing grime back 
when it was fresh and underground, and 
then discovered dubstep through Hatcha 
and Big Apple Records. I was buying records 
from Hatcha even before I knew him.”

: Getting from DJing  to full-on 
producing is a big transition – how did 
you make the jump? 
Lost: “I did a media course at college, and  
spent my time making music in the lessons 
when I shouldn’t have been! They had 
Cubase on the computers, and that’s how I 
got my first taste of music making. A friend 
in my class showed me Fruity Loops, and 
from there I just taught myself. In college we 
learned how to set up condenser 
microphones and how to record and stuff, 
but for the actual beat-making, I taught 
myself everything!

“YouTube wasn’t really big back then – if 
you got stuck, there were no tutorials. The 
only help I got was from that friend who 
showed me the software in the first place. 
Also I met [fellow dubstep producer] 
Kromestar in Big Apple Records, and started 
making music with him. I learned a lot from 
that as well.”

: When did you start making music 
with Hatcha?
Lost: “I think it was Kromestar that 
introduced me to him properly in the shop 
and told him he should check out my music. 
He started playing it on Kiss, and from there 
I started going around there. As our 
friendship progressed, we started working 
more together. We’ve been making tunes 
together for ten years now, on and off.”

: How has your production style 
changed since the days of Al Barsha?
Lost: “I use a lot more VSTs now, whereas 
before I’d use the stuff that came with  
Fruity Loops. Now I’m venturing out,  
trying different things and getting a result 

from it – my mixdowns have definitely 
improved and my sound design has got a 
lot more technical. I don’t really use Albino 
any more – it’s more about Massive, Serum, 
Razor… those are the main ones I really use 
for basses and synths; I get a really nice, 
clean sound out of them.”

: Bass is a massive part of the dubstep 
sound, obviously. How do you go about 
making your bass patches?
Lost: “Most of the time I’ll start off with a 
sine wave and then change the oscillators, 
add filters… it all depends on what I’m trying 
to achieve. Even if you go through some 
presets and find a nice sound, you work with 
that and change that until you like it – maybe 
strip it down and find out what you like about 
that sound, what they’ve done in the preset.”

: What methods have you found useful 
for teaching yourself production? 
Lost: “Learning from others is one of the 
best things. I’ve learned so much from other 
producers – little tips and tricks. Nowadays 
you can go online and get tutorials, and 
that’s definitely useful – it’s about finding 
the right sources. Of course, Computer 
Music magazine is the right source!”

: You’re far too kind! What other advice 
do you have for aspiring producers?
Lost: “Be in competition – not with others, 
but with yourself. You can get really lost in 
trying to find your own sound and trying to 
improve when you’re constantly comparing 
yourself too much to others.”

Lost: the plot



 

soundcloud.com/djhatcha

soundcloud.com/disgustingjustin

twitter.com/djhatcha

twitter.com/lost_dubs

What’s the Point?  
bit.ly/HLwhats

Why So Serious? 
bit.ly/HLwhyso

HEAR MORE

“We YouTubed David Attenborough and found 

some cool sounds. The sample we used was  

a bird, but the bird was mimicking a monkey!”

14:23 The lads are happy with the direction 

the track is taking, and to add an 

atmospheric edge, they decide to go digging for 

an Arabic vocal sample. They find an appropriately 

mysterious-sounding vocal on YouTube, rip it, and 

cut it up on an audio track in FL Studio. The lows 

are filtered out, and a Delay is applied to give the 

sample a little rhythmic stereo movement.

Finding and treating an atmospheric vocal

20:29 To keep things interesting, Hatcha and 
Lost decide to switch up the bassline 

during the track. “We wanted to make it a bit more 
midrange so that the guys that like the rough stuff 
can relate to it as well,” explains Lost. The switch-up 
bass sound comprises two layers made with separate 
instances of Albino 3. The first is a subby bass patch 
that sounds much like the original bass noise but with 
an extra oscillator set to the synth’s harmonically 
complex Spectr25 shape. The second is a tearing 
midrange sound based around the Spectr25 shape, 
distorted via the instrument’s lo-fi effect. “A lot of that 
crunch is to do with the Albino lo-fi – you can change 
the Cutoff to control the amount of crunch,” says 
Lost. To tame the highs on this track, Fruity Filter is 
applied in low-pass mode to leave just the very top 
end of the signal. “It just made it a bit warmer, a bit 
more organic,” he adds.

Bassline switch-up

24:05 With beats and FX firing on all 
cylinders, Hatcha and Lost decide  

they want to add a little melody to the proceedings. 
“We felt that it needed a bit more melody, the 
basslines weren’t really enough, and the sample we 
had couldn’t really run through the whole track, so 
we needed something to break it up a bit and make it 
into a song,” Lost explains. A saw-like Albino 3 lead is 
sequenced to play a simple two-note melodic hook, 
and the patch’s built-in delay adds a touch of 
interesting rhythmic interplay.

Lead-line design

25:09 Since the days of Al Barsha, 
Hatcha and Lost have changed 

their mastering process. Lost takes us through 
how they did it back in the day. “On the  
master channel we’ve got an EQ, a compressor 
and a reverb. Nowadays, I would never, ever, 
ever, do that, so please don’t judge anything 
from that – we’ve learned a lot since then! I’d 
never advise to put anything on your master 
channel while you mix. I wait until the mastering 
process to do that stuff now.” 

A quick ’n’ dirty 
mastering setup

16:35 Finding a suitably moody vocal 
sample has only intensified Hatcha 

and Lost’s desire for atmospheric sounds, and 
next they decide to add some nature sounds 
into the mix. “We YouTubed David 
Attenborough and found some cool sounds. 
The sample we used was a bird, but the bird was 
mimicking a monkey!” Lost grins. This ripped 
sample is cut up onto an audio track to create a 
rhythmic melody, and Fruity Parametric EQ 2 
and Fruity Delay are applied to get a similar feel 
to the vocal sample track.

Peppered monkeybirds
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Get to grips with this analogue-flavoured 
maximising limiter from Venomode

Maximal 2 is a powerful maximising 
limiter (PC/Mac, VST/AU) that delivers 

characterful compression, limiting and 
saturation in Clean, Loud, Tape and Tube 
modes for a variety of flavours. Developed 
exclusively for  by DSP rising stars 
Venomode, Maximal 2 CM brings you the full 
functionality of its big brother’s Tape mode, 
enabling you to squeeze every last drop of 
loudness from your tracks or just tame errant 
peaks, in convincingly analogue style.

Featuring just three controls, Maximal 2 CM 
is very easy to use. Push the limiter with the 
Drive knob, set the output volume with the 
Ceiling knob, and tailor the limiter’s adaptive 
release with the Response knob, leading to 
more or less signal transparency. 
Comprehensive peak and RMS metering keep 
your eyes up to speed with your ears, and a 
four-strong library of presets give you some 
task-orientated starting points, should you  
need them. Read through the walkthrough  

and watch the accompanying video to learn all 
you need to know to put this fabulous plugin to 
work on your tracks.

If you like Maximal 2 CM’s easy-as-pie 
combination of limiting and analogue 
distortion, you’ll definitely want to take a look at 
the full Maximal 2, which expands on the tape 
saturation with its tube option and two 
unsaturated modes – Clean and Loud, the first 
aiming for maximum transparency, the second 
throwing in the pre-limter compression but no 
saturation. It also adds x1, x4 and x8 
oversampling options to the fixed x2 setting of 
Maximal 2 CM, for less aliasing at extreme 
settings and more accurate detection of 
intersample peaks. Maximal 2 is nothing  
short of a bargain at just £29; and while you’re 
at it, why not check out Venomode’s Pivot  
tilt EQ and Complexer dual compressor plugins 
at the same time?
www.venomode.com

Maximal 2 CM

RESPONSE
The limiter features adaptive release, 
but you can tweak its speed to 
balance loudness and transparency

SAVE
Save your own Maximal 2 CM 
setups into the preset library 
with this button

DRIVE
Lower the limiter 
threshold and raise 
the make-up gain. 
Also affects the 
amount of 
compression and 
saturation applied

METERING
Input, output and gain reduction 
meters let you visualise processing in 
terms of peak and RMS levels

CEILING
Adjust the output level 
here, from -5dB to 0dB

PRESETS 
Four factory presets, your own presets and 
the Init preset are accessed via this menu

Get the plugin and the video 

tutorial on your PC/Mac at 

vault.computermusic.co.uk

DOWNLOAD

> Free software
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 > Step by step �  Getting started with Maximal 2 CM 

To install Maximal 2 CM on your Mac 
or PC, download the relevant installer 

from vault.computermusic.co.uk 
(register issue 242), or get it from the 
cover DVD that comes with the print 
edition of this issue. Double-click the 
installer and follow the instructions to 
make it do its thing. Insert it over a drums 
and bass groove, full mix, or other 
dynamically varied source.

1
Maximal 2 CM is a maximising limiter, 
which means its primary purpose is to 

make your tracks sound louder. It does this 
through a combination of compression, 
brickwall limiting, soft clipping and 
analogue-modelled tape saturation, all 
running behind the scenes at 2x 
oversampling, with the numerous 
parameters involved boiled down to just 
three intuitive controls.

2
The Drive control simultaneously 
adjusts the threshold and make-up 

gain of the limiter, with the numbers 
around the knob representing decibels. 
So, with the knob set to 3, the limiter kicks 
in when the signal hits -3dB and applies 
3dB of make-up gain to bring the level 
back up.

3

As the Drive is increased, you can hear 
the volume difference between the 

loudest and quietest parts of the signal 
becoming narrower, and the crunch of 
Maximal 2 CM’s tape saturation coming 
into play. The pre-limiting compressor is 
also affected by the Drive knob, so you 
can think of it in general terms as setting 
the overall amount of maximising.

4
The three meters show the input level 
(I), output level (O) and gain reduction 

(R). The dark green bars are the peak level, 
light green is RMS, and the white line is the 
peak hold. As you increase the Drive, the 
orange gain reduction meter starts to 
respond, indicating the effect of the 
limiter, and both the peak and RMS output 
levels go up.

5
The Response knob adjusts the 
release time of the limiter, from Fast to 

Slow. The faster the Response, the less 
transparent the limiting and the louder the 
output, as – at the fastest setting – the 
volume returns to its unlimited level the 
instant the signal drops below the 
threshold. The Response time is clearly 
visualised by the gain reduction meter.

6

The Ceiling knob simply sets the 
maximum output level from Maximal 

2 CM. When using the plugin on a full mix 
for mastering purposes, you’ll want to 
keep this at or just below zero. For use  
on individual tracks and busses, lower  
it as far as necessary to give yourself  
the headroom required in the context of 
the mix.

7
The rest of Maximal 2 CM’s interface is 
straightforward enough. A small 

library of presets is accessed via the top-
left menu, and added to with the Save 
button next to it. On the right, the 
question mark button opens the PDF 
manual, and the power button bypasses 
the plugin.

8
Upgrading to the full Maximal 2 adds 
three extra processing modes to the 

tape-style saturation of Maximal 2 CM: 
Clean, Loud and Tube, for a limiting-only 
option, extra loudness and valve-style 
distortion respectively. You also get the 
benefit of up to 8x oversampling, for 
catching intersample peaks. 

9

TUTORIAL 
FILES

May 2017  /  COMPUTER MUSIC  /  51

maximal 2 cm / free software  < 





One of the big three names in the 
Japanese electronic instrument 
industry, Korg have always  
expertly blurred the lines between 
appeal and quixotic innovation
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Korg was founded in 1963 by nightclub owner 
Tsutomu Katoh and – we kid you not – accordion 

player Tadashi Osanai, with the intention of 
creating a drum machine. The resultant beatbox 
was dubbed the Doncamatic and sold reasonably 
well, eventually evolving into the now-legendary 
Minipops series of rhythm machines.

This unusual first outing is fitting for a company 
that has made a point of taking risks. During their 
first two decades, they always seemed slightly and 
engagingly out-of-step with American synthesiser 
outfits, producing oddballs like the Minikorg-700s 
and the hulking PS-3300 semimodular.

Yet both of these instruments would endear 
themselves to discerning players, with Greg Hawkes 
of The Cars latching on to the former and Keith 
Emerson, Vangelis, and none other Bob Moog 
singing the praises of the latter.

Even after they almost single-handedly 
re-defined the path of synthesis design with their 
massively popular M1 workstation, they continued 
to pump out the occasional oddity like the awesome 

and inspiring Wavestation and the woefully 
undervalued Prophecy, which had the audacity to 
combine physical modelling and virtual analogue 
synthesis with a (gasp!) monophonic keyboard 
brimming with performance controls.

The company keeps banging out commercial 
workstations like the Kronos, Kross and Krome, and 
simultaneously catering to the desktop crowd with 
their Volca line, all the while blazing new trails by 
bringing software versions of classics alongside 
entirely new designs for desktop, tablet and phones. 
There are even Nintendo-compatible Korg synths!

Meanwhile, they’ve helped to introduce  
sought-after rarities to a whole new generation  
of musicians with their re-issues of their own  
MS-20 as well as ARP’s vaunted Odyssey.

In this article, we’ll take a good look at a few of 
our favourite Korg synths and show you exactly what 
makes these instruments so intriguing and inspiring. 
We’ll be using Korg’s Legacy Collection plugins, but 
you can follow along on iOS and Reason versions as 
well – or, if you have ’em, even the hardware units!

KORG 
LEGACY 
SESSION



 > Step by step ��1.�Exploring�the�Korg�MS-20’s�insane�filters�

Do you want to hear what may be the 
nastiest filters ever conceived? Then 

step right this way! We’ve got our MS-20 
instantiated and we’ll click on the Proglist 
button at the lower-right, click Load 
Program and select MS-20_Blank.fxp 
that we’ve made ahead of time – you can 
grab it in the Tutorial Files folder.

1
If we trigger a few notes, we’ll hear 
that it’s as bland as milk – just a couple 

of oscillators and no filtering. Let’s click 
the Edit button and scroll so that we see 
oscillators, filters, and envelopes. Set 
Oscillator 1’s wave to sawtooth and its 
Scale to 8'. This will give the filters more  
to chew on.

2
Now let’s set both filters’ Peaks to max 
and their Cutoffs to just above 4. If we 

play, we can hear a gritty, distorted sound. 
If we go down and set the Lowpass Filter’s 
EG 2/Ext knob to 7.70, the second 
Envelope Generator will modulate its 
Cutoff Frequency for more mayhem. 
Experiment for sweet – or sick – spots!

3

By 1978, most modular manufacturers were 
looking to streamline their synthesisers to 
increase their appeal to gigging musicians. 
Modular behemoths had long since been 
relegated to university storage closets and 
the race was on to offer not only polyphony, 
but patch storage as well. Electronic 
musicians were demanding two things in 
1978: the ability to play chords, and instant 
recall of patches. As a result, when 
Sequential Circuits offered just that in the 
form of the Prophet-5, it shook the industry 
to its core, and competitors fell all over 
themselves to create their own.

Why do we bring this up in an article 
about classic Korgs? Because it helps 
illuminate just how unlikely the success of 
the diminutive MS-20 actually was! The 
MS-20 offered no patch storage or recall of 
any kind, nor did its chopped 37-note 
keyboard promise polyphony. Indeed, unlike 
Korg’s fully polyphonic PS-3200 of the 
previous year, the MS-20 was monophonic, 
and though its reduced size might suggest 
portability, the front panel was neither 
collapsible nor adjustable, making the whole 
thing more cumbersome to transport.

Not only did the MS-20 not offer presets, 
but it practically threw its impracticality into 
the faces of would-be users with nearly half 
of the front occupied by a patch panel that 
allowed owners to re-route the normalled 

signal path controlled by the other half. That 
signal path, incidentally, consisted of a pair 
of oscillators, a pair of envelope generators, 
low- and high-pass resonant filters and an 
LFO. Other niceties include a primitive 
audio-to-pitch converter and a gorgeous-
sounding vactrol-based input amplifier.

Priced at a paltry £425 upon its release, 
the MS-20 was cheap enough to appeal to 
many a struggling would-be muso of the 
day, and its wickedly raw sound made it 
acceptable to the post-punk and burgeoning 
proto-industrial crowd and even more 
appealing to edgy IDM producers who 
discovered it after-the-fact. The MS-20 could 
sound demure and delicate, but it was at its 
best when its filters were screeching out a 
terrific din. This was an instrument that 
seemed custom-built for the likes of Severed 
Heads, Skinny Puppy and The Prodigy.

The MS-20 enjoyed respectable sales, 
moving around 20,000 units during its initial 

four-year run, a figure that bested sales of 
the must-have synth du jour the Prophet-5 
by 12k. However, by 1982, Korg realised that 
the landscape was changing and shifted 
their focus to inexpensive polysynths.

And that, you would think, was that. 
However, in 2004 Korg released a virtual 
MS-20, complete with a miniaturised 
hardware USB controller that offered the 
same controls as the original and even a 
functioning patchbay.

After a killer iPad version in 2010, they  
did the unthinkable in 2013, announcing an 
actual – and analogue – re-issue, albeit one 
that was 86% the size of the original, 
replacing the full-sized keys with mini-keys 
and the 1/4" patchfield with an 1/8" version.  
It was a massive worldwide success, 
spawning full-sized and desktop versions.

With its impressive roar and inviting 
options, the MS-20 is a classic that belongs 
in every electronic musician’s arsenal.

“They did the unthinkable 

in 2013, announcing  

an actual re-issue”

TUTORIAL 
FILES
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Though its parameter count is a bit 
stingy, we can nevertheless build 

some thick, lively sounds using Korg’s 
Polysix. Here, we’ve fired it up and clicked 
the Proglist button in the lower-right.  
We use the Load Program command to 
bring in our Blank61.fxp patch, as there’s 
no initialised patch to start with.

1
Let’s have a listen to our blank patch. 
It’s pretty bland – just a sawtooth 

waveform with no filtering, modulation  
or effects. Let’s click Edit to dive into the 
Polysix front panel. We can see right off 
the bat where some corners were cut  
on the original: there’s only one oscillator. 
Let’s change its waveform to PWM.

2

The PWM wave is a pulse wave that 
can be modulated by a dedicated LFO. 

This is often used for string pads. Let’s turn 
the PWM – or Pulse Width Modulation  
– up to around 7.00. Now we’ll set the 
PWM Speed to around 5 – this controls 
the Rate of the dedicated PWM LFO. Check 
out how it sounds `in the video.

3
As would so many others, Korg 
attempted to compensate for the 

single-oscillator architecture with an 
added sub-oscillator, playing an octave  
or two lower than the main oscillator.  
Let’s activate the sub-oscillator by setting 
the switch to the middle position, (1 Oct). 
This sounds much more substantial, so 
we’ll go with it.

4

Now that we have a meaty signal for 
the filter to work on, let’s go to the 

filter section and set both the Cutoff and 
Resonance knobs to around 3. This will 
produce a muted tone. It sounds like an 
organ; let’s use the envelope to shape it. 
First we’ll increase the filter’s EG Intensity 
to 2.70.

5
Now it sounds like a loud organ!  
Let’s set the EG’s Attack, Decay and 

Release knobs all to 6. Set the Sustain  
to around 3. This will cause the filter to 
fade in and settle down while sustained, 
fading when released. Set the VCA Mode 
to EG to link the VCA to the envelope too. 
Now add Chorus and play!

6

 > Step by step ��2.�Exploring�Korg’s�Legacy�Polysix�
Polysix�power:�
polyphony�
popularised�
As the last MS-20s were trundling 
off the assembly line, Korg had 
rolled up their sleeves and got 
down to the business of crushing 
the price barriers that stood 
between the average gigging 
musician and true polyphony. 
Before 1982, only the wealthy 
could afford the astronomical 
prices commanded by the likes of 
Sequential Circuits and Oberheim 
for their flagship polyphonic 
instruments. Korg brought the 
price of both polyphony and 
patch recall down to Earth with 
the Polysix, charging ‘just' £899 
for such hi-falutin' luxuries.

Obviously, corners were cut  
– but judiciously so. The Polysix 
offered a single oscillator, its lone 
ADSR envelope was shared by 
amplifier and filter, and the LFO 
could only manage a sine wave. 
Nonetheless, it sounded good, 
thanks in no small part to the 
analogue chorus. More appealing 
to modern users was the 
inclusion of a spiffy arpeggiator. 
Performance options included 
both pitch and modwheels – Korg 
had yet to jump for the joystick.

At the time, Korg's only 
competitor was Roland, whose 
Juno-6 – like the Korg – offered 
six voices each. However, the 
Juno-6 lacked patch memory and 
made use of a DCO rather than 
Korg's more traditional SSM-
based approach (SSM chips were 
also the basis for the Prophet-5's 
sound). The Polysix, needless to 
say, wiped the floor with Roland 
in the marketplace. By the 
following summer, Roland were 
forced to issue the programmable 
Juno-60 as a result. This was 
clearly a great time to be a 
synthesist, and overjoyed players 
lined up 30,000 deep to buy a 
Polysix of their own.
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Korg’s Mono/Poly was a cheap entry 
into polyphony, but with four oscillators 

it could be a monster of a monosynth. Let’s 
go to the Utility menu in the lower-left and 
choose 1 VCO from the Initialize Program 
options. Have a play – pretty boring. Let’s 
bring the rest of the Oscillators up in level. 
Note that Detune is active by default.

1
That’s a huge sound, but we can make 
it even bigger by stacking octaves 

with the VCOs’ Semitone functions.  
Set VCO 1 to -24, VCO 2 to -12, VCO 3 to 0 
and VCO 4 to +12. We want to create a 
monophonic patch, so set the Key Assign 
Mode to Unison. This won’t have any 
effect on the sound itself.

2

Korg’s implementation of Portamento 
on the Mono/Poly made a big sound 

even bigger by applying a differing 
amount of portamento time to each VCO. 
Let’s boost the Portamento knob to 
around 3.70 or so and have a listen.  
Wow, that’s massive – and we haven’t even 
used the filter yet! We’ll get to that next…

3
Now let’s reduce the Filter Cutoff  
to 4.5 and increase Resonance to 3. 

We’ll set EG Intensity to 3.2. For the filter 
envelope, let’s fade in a little with an 
Attack of 2.2 and a Decay of around  
2.7. Now set Sustain to 5 and Release  
to 8. You’ll want to increase the VCA 
envelope’s Release too.

4

 > Step by step ��3.�Making�a�multi-oscillator�Mono/Poly�patch�

 > Step by step ��4.�Pseudo�wave�sequencing�with�the�Mono/Poly’s�arpeggiator�

Now let’s try one of the most popular 
Mono/Poly tricks. We’ll start by 

turning to the Utility down and loading 
Default from the Initialize Program 
options. This is all four VCOs playing 
detuned sawtooth waves. Let’s turn 
Detune all the way down. Try a few notes 
to hear it. Now we’re back to a seriously 
bland sound.

1
Now, let’s activate the Arpeggiator. 
Switch it On and Latch it. Play a  

four-note chord to hear it. Now let’s tweak 
the VCA EG. Shut Sustain all the way off. 
Set Decay to 3 and Release to 2. We now 
have a classic sequencer sound. Now set 
each VCO’s oscillator to a different octave, 
as we did before.

2
Set the Key Assign Mode to Original. 
This will cause the arpeggiator to 

rotate through VCOs. That’s cool all by 
itself, but that’s not the best bit. Go in and 
select a different Waveform for each VCO. 
This is a rudimentary form of wave 
sequencing! Just add some delay  
and you’re on your way. 

3

Korg’s�Mono/Poly��
-�20th�Century�
schizoid�synth

Coming from the great success of 
the PolySix, Korg's next synth was 
an odd duck dubbed the Mono/
Poly. Roughly the same size as a 
monosynth, it seemed unable to 
make up its mind as to just what 
sort of instrument it actually was.

The Mono/Poly was a four-voice 
synth… sort of. It offered four 
(almost) individually adjustable 
oscillators that could be played 
polyphonically or stacked 
together, then spat through the 
resonant low-pass filter. Pulse 
width modulation was shared by 
all oscillators, but independent 
waveform selection was possible. 
Unlike the PolySix, the Mono/
Poly offered two independent 
four-stage envelopes for filter 
and VCA respectively. Dual LFOs 
could also be called into play.

As a four-note polysynth, the 
Mono/Poly didn't amount to 
much, but as a monosynth its 
independent oscillators could 
churn up a mighty timbral 
maelstrom. Add to that the 
included arpeggiator's ability to 
cycle through each oscillator in 
turn and you've got the basis for 
some very cool rhythmic patches 
that sound more modular synth 
than monosynth.
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Korg’s M1 may be a mainstay of the 
Holiday Inn lounge, but that doesn’t 

mean it’s incapable of producing stunning 
sounds. This lean machine offers all of the 
usual subtractive synthesis functions, but 
wraps them around some evocative 
sampled waveforms. The first `Combi’ is a 
stacked patch called Film Score.

1
Click Prog to go into the single patch 
mode. Now we hear the famous M1 

Universe patch. If you look at the 
parameters on the Easy editor, you’ll see 
it’s made up of two oscillators, each 
playing a different `Multisound’. Click 
Browser for Multisound 2 and select the 
WindBells Multisound.

2

Next, let’s go to Multisound 1’s 
Browser. This time, we’ll look to the 

various categories. A synthesised timbre 
might be nice, so let’s choose the  
Synth Wave category. Here we can locate 
a suitable patch… say, SynthPad. Notice 
that if you trigger a note with the browser 
open, it auditions the selected sound. Let’s 
load our SynthPad.

3
Adjust the levels of each Multisound. 
Find the Link Edit button and activate 

it. This allows us to edit both parts of our 
patch simultaneously. It makes the sound 
a little less exciting, but speeds up the 
workflow considerably. Try adjusting the 
filter in the VDF display. Maybe we’ll 
change up the effects, too, slotting a 
Chorus in after Hall Reverb. 

4

 > Step by step ��5.�Patching�up�a�classic�Korg�M1�sound�
PCM�perfected:�the�
omniscient�M1
Yamaha's DX7 had proven in 1982 
that synthesisers could rack up 
blockbuster sales, but nobody 
was quite prepared for the 
worldwide saturation or 
longevity of Korg's M1.

It wasn't the first workstation, 
nor was it the first to use sampled 
instruments as oscillator sources. 
But the M1 was the first to mix 
multisampled instruments, a 
fully kitted-out eight-track 
sequencer and a multi-effects 
processor into one sleek package. 
This was an instrument on which 
you could create entire polished 
arrangements, and all for £1499.

Unleashed in 1988, the M1 
would remain in production for 
seven years, with a staggering 
250,000 units sold. Even today, 
the designs of new workstations 
and ROMplers can be traced back 
to the influence of the M1.

Surprisingly, the M1 still holds 
up. Sure, some of the sounds are 
a bit thin and lifeless compared 
to modern ROMplers, but the 
M1's patch designers did a superb 
job with limited resources. Its 
patches live on, including the 
tinkling Universe choir, the Magic 
Organ with its church bells and 
Hammond, and of course, that 
famous M1 Piano!

Korg�classics�for�iOS

iELECTRIBE
It might seem a strange inclusion when 
compared to all the hoary old synths featured 
in this article, but believe it or not, the original 
Korg Electribe ER-1 groove box is now 
eighteen years old! Korg were among the first 
big companies to develop for iPad, and the 
iElectribe came out almost immediately upon 
the tablet’s release.

iWAVESTATION
The most recent classic Korg to get the iOS 
treatment, the iWavestation may be the most 
obvious, with the original’s vector joystick 
just begging to be put under touchscreen 
control. Better still, the interface is as intuitive 
as one could expect a Wavestation’s could be, 
and there’s even a stellar version in Korg’s 
Gadget app.

iMS-20
Like the iElectribe, the iMS-20 was released 
while most would-be users were still waiting 
to receive their pre-ordered iPads from 
Apple. Combining a spot-on recreation of the 
original alongside a sequencer inspired by 
Korg’s SQ-10, the iMS-20 could even be 
controlled via the USB controller for Korg’s 
Legacy MS-20 desktop plugin.
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 > Step by step ��6.�Patching�a�Wavesequence�in�the�Korg�Wavestation�Legacy�Edition�

Before starting this tutorial, back up 
your existing data, as we’re going to 

begin by initialising the Wavestation’s 
RAM slots. We’re using the Wavestation 
Init.fb that we’ve found online. Now we’ve 
got a blank slate. Playing a few notes 
reveals the most boring sound you’ll ever 
hear from a Wavestation! Click the Edit 
button to get into this deep machine.

1
A Wavestation sound can consist of 
many layers. The topmost layer here is 

the Performance, which can consist of 
many Patches, each of which can be made 
up of one, two, or four Waves. Confused? 
Almost everyone is! Click Patch to 
proceed to the next layer down. We have a 
1 Osc Structure, and that ROM4 wave, 161 
Sine, is selected.

2
Under Bank, select RAM1, wave No 0 
(Init WS). It sounds the same. We’re 

going to make a Wavesequence. Click the 
Wave Seq button. This shows a 
Wavesequence of four sine waves. In the 
Wavesequence list, select ROM 62 Bass 
Harm for step 1. Set the XFade to 0 so that 
there’s no crossfade into Step 2.

3

Next select ROM 110 PercWave, ROM 
152 Inharm9, and ROM 157 Formant4 

as the remaining waves in steps 2-4. Step 2 
and 4 should have an XFade of 0, and step 
3 an XFade of 9 so that step 3 crosses into 
step 4. Play and hold a note. That’s quite 
unusual-sounding. Now let’s go back out 
to the Patch level.

4
Change the Structure to 2 Osc and 
select RAM1 Wave number 0 (also 

called Init WS). Try playing a note. You can 
hear the default Sine layered under our 
Wavesequence. Click Wave Seq. Set all 
XFades in this Wavesequence to 0.  
Right-click to insert three more steps. 

5
Next, set the Wavesequence End to 7. 
Choose these waves for steps 1-7: ROM 

465 Conga Loop, ROM 419 DynoBs1a, 
ROM 315 resx006, ROM 208 VS80, ROM 
162 Triangle, ROM 460 Sidestick, and 
ROM 206 VS78. Congratulations: you’ve 
just made your first Wavesequences and 
Wavestation patch! 

6

Within two years of its release, Korg’s 
blockbuster M1 had been copiously cloned by 
the competition. The age of the sample-based 
workstation had begun, and players were 
already beginning to notice that sample 
playback synths sounded a bit… static.

Luckily for all of us, Korg had an ace up their 
sleeves. Leveraging vector synthesis technology 
gleaned from Sequential Circuits’ Prophet VS 
and combining it with `wavespaces’, an all-new 
take on wavetable playback, the new 
Wavestation didn’t even try to be an all-in-one 
solution. This was a synthesiser, pure and 
simple, and it sounded like nothing we’d ever 
heard before.

Indeed, the sound of the Wavestation was 
staggering. Evocative motion-filled atmospheres 
heaved and churned, coalescing into a symphony 
of timbral textures. It was as if entire soundtracks 
could be played from a single key press. And many 
composers did exactly that – the Wavestation’s 
presets virtually wrote the score for the 1990s.

The Wavestation’s two most significant 
features were the vector joystick – used for 
dynamically blending two or four complete 
patches – and wavesequences, which could be 
used to string countless waveforms together in 
a row. Wavesequencing is incredibly powerful 
and can be used to create everything from slowly 
shifting textures to exotic synthesised rhythms.

The instrument was somewhat  
intimidating, and sadly far too few owners 
bothered to program their own wavesequences, 
relying instead on instantly recognisable 
presets. However, those with the wherewithal  
to dive deeply into the machine were  
rewarded with the power to create something 
utterly unique.

An�ocean�of�motion:�the�wondrous�Wavestation

TUTORIAL 
FILES
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From 1980s film scores by John Carpenter 
and Vangelis through to synth-heavy 

soundtracks in films such as Drive, The Social 
Network and blockbusters like The Dark Knight, 
synthesis and sound design have taken more 
and more of a starring role on the big screen 
over the past few decades, with electronic 
sounds creating immersive sonic backdrops to 
the on-screen action.

Possibly the most famous composer around 
today is Hans Zimmer, who has single-handedly 
redefined movie music with his one-note “blaaah” 
horn stabs for Inception. Thankfully though, 
modern tools make it possible to create Zimmer-
style cinematic atmospheres at home, without 
needing access to the London Philharmonic 
Orchestra or a Hollywood production budget!

Throughout this feature, we’re going to delve 
into the world of cinematic synth design and 
create those stunning atmospheres you hear at 
the movies. We’ll create lush, expansive 
soundscapes and classic cinematic synth leads 
with fairly common synthesis techniques.  
These all follow key concepts that we’ll examine 
and put into practice with our tutorials. Once you 
get these techniques down, you’ll be a master of 
atmosphere in no time at all.

Of course, even if you wouldn’t call your 
productions ‘cinematic’, you can be sure they’d 
benefit from a sprinkling of movie-style 
atmosphere to lure the listener in. Genres such as 
house, techno, EDM and drum ‘n’ bass all 
incorporate melancholic drones, rousing horns, 
evolving pads and lustrous atmospheres to 
maximum effect.

In our tutorials, we’ll show you exactly how to 
design movie-quality synth sounds from scratch – 
but we’ll also discuss the vital music theory 
concepts behind the sounds, so you have a better 
understanding of how to evoke the sonic emotion 
of cinema.

So, time to grab your popcorn and flick over 
the page… it’s lights, camera, action!

Get into the head of a 
pro composer for silver-
screen sound design
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 > Step by step ��1.�Synthesising�an�evolving�pad�with�Ableton�Analog�and�Panagement�CM�

Expansive pads can conjure up a 
wealth of different moods, so let’s 

create a layered, evolving, ethereal pad in 
Live 9. Create a new MIDI channel, drop in 
an Instrument Rack and drag in Live’s 
Analog synth. For a thicker, dual sawtooth 
sound, let’s tune the first saw oscillator an 
octave above the second – raise Ocs 1’s 
Octave dial to 1.

1
A typical pad usually fades in and out, 
so let’s dial that in via the synth’s 

amplitude envelope. Click on the Amp1 
section and adjust Attack time to 500ms, 
Sustain to max and Release to 3.00s. 
We’ll add LFO-driven pitch movement by 
activating the Vib button and turning it up 
to 55%. This wobbles a bit too fast, so turn 
the Rate down to 2.5Hz to slow it down.

2
A pitched-up synth layer will add 
movement, texture and ‘shimmer’. 

Expand the Instrument Rack’s chain menu 
(its middle left-hand) icon, right-click and 
select Create Chain, then drag an 
instance of Operator onto this parallel 
chain. For a gritty, high-pitched tone, tune 
Osc A’s Coarse dial up to 8 and set Wave 
to Sine 4 Bit. Pull Level down to -20dB.

3

Let’s turn this static layer into a 
rhythmic, moving one. Drop in an 

Arpeggiator at the start of the chain. Set 
the style to Random and the Rate to 1/24. 
For extra stereo movement, place an Auto 
Pan after Operator in the plugin chain and 
turn the Amount up to 50%. The 
Arpeggiator and Auto Pan interplay 
prevents the arpeggio from sounding too 
mono or static.

4
It’s processing time! If we place the 
effects after the entire Instrument 

Rack, we process both layers as one whole 
signal. First, let’s spread out the sound 
with Panagement CM: drop an instance 
after the Instrument Rack and turn the 
Mono To Stereo amount control up to the 
max 100%. This gets us closer to the wide, 
expansive sound we’re after!

5
To shave off some harsh treble, insert 
Ableton’s Auto Filter after Panagement 

CM. With Cutoff set to 2kHz, raise the 
Envelope to 60 and LFO Amount to 5 to 
make the filter sweep up and down. 
Finally, throw Ableton’s Filter Delay and 
Reverb after Auto Filter; turn the Reverb’s 
Decay Time up to 8.00s for cavernous 
repeats and ambience.

6

If you’ve ever done any soundtrack work, you’ll 
know why soundscapes and cinema go together. 
Soundtracks are meant to accompany and 
reinforce a movie’s visuals, not outperform them. 
This fact, coupled with a movie’s lack of any real 
definable tempo or time-based arrangement, 
makes a bed of atmospheric sound the perfect 
partner to moving picture.

Subtractive synthesis is perhaps the  
simplest method for designing sounds, but 
despite its simplicity, it can be immensely 
powerful. What’s most important is that the 
patch you create sounds deep, expansive and 
interesting to the listener.

Movement is a crucial component of 
soundscape creation. Our brains easily pick up 
on repetition – as soon as we spot it, we tend to 
lose interest and the sound loses its magic. 
However, we have a powerful weapon we can 
use to keep things changing: modulation!  

LFOs and envelopes change the sound over 
time, of course, and they’re absolutely vital for 
fooling your ears into thinking the sound is 
forever moving. So don’t be afraid to go to town 
with subtle modulation across every facet of 
your synth patch as you program.

For multilayered thickness, layering 
oscillators is a great way to create huge-
sounding textures, particularly by tuning them 
across several octaves. When creating a patch, 
think about stacking your oscillators from low to 
high pitch rather than using the same octave 
range, so the sound thickens up. If your synth 
allows, spread oscillators around the stereo field 
(via unison spread or panning) to surround the 
listener within your soundscape.

Finally, let’s not overlook a key component: 
processing! Effects aren’t just the icing on the 
cake, but an intrinsic part of the sound itself. 
Reverb and delay are used generously to create 
a spacious, dreamy atmosphere; and 
modulation effects like chorus, phasers and 
flangers will spread the sound across the stereo 
field. Ensure the effects blend into the 
soundscape, though – the aim is to enhance the 
sound, not draw attention to the processing!

Synthesising�soundscapes

Spatial effects can be coupled with loads of modulation 
to create that evolving, complex soundscape feel
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Synthesisers really began taking a 
lead role in film scores during the 70s 

and 80s. Artists such as John Carpenter 
and Vangelis brought now-classic leads 
and textures to the fore of popular culture. 
Let’s create one of these classic lead 
sounds from scratch – start by creating a 
new stereo instrument channel and load 
in an instance of Zebra CM.

1
Zebra CM is a powerful synth, but 
we’re going to keep it basic for this 

tutorial. Change the mode of Oscillator 1 to 
Single and turn the Oscillator 2’s Volume 
all the way down. We only need one 
envelope to control both the amplitude 
and filter, so head to the centre panel and 
change the VCA box to Env2.

2

These classic synth leads tend to have 
a gentle attack and a long release 

time, so change Envelope 2’s Attack to 40, 
Sustain to max and Release to 85. Now 
let’s set the filter: pull the filter Cutoff back 
to 40 to roll off high-end. Turn the Env2 
parameter to 90 – now Envelope 2 is 
modulating the filter cutoff.

3
Time for effects. For instant repeats, 
double click Zebra CM’s Delay 1 icon, 

then pull the delay Mix up to 30. A fantastic 
free chorus effect is TAL-Chorus-LX 
(available from tal-software.com) – drop 
an instance after Zebra CM and leave it at 
its default setting for swimming width. 
Finally, drop in your DAW’s stock reverb 
and crank the decay time up to about  
7 seconds – majestic!

4

 > Step by step ��2.�Creating�a�classic�cinematic�synth�lead� Bringing�synths�to�life
As we’ve said, modulation is 
essential for moving 
soundscapes… and we’ve also 
looked at how repetition can be 
the enemy! For example, if we 
modulate a filter cutoff with a 
sine wave LFO, the knob flows up 
and down smoothly. To combat 
this, try using a second, more 
unpredictable LFO at the same 
time. Change the LFO shape to 
Random and map the LFO to the 
same filter cutoff. This can give 
the impression of a shaky hand 
moving the filter cutoff up and 
down, removing that monotony 
from the sweep.

Another way to make your 
patch seem alive and evolving is 
to vary the amplitude envelopes 
of each oscillator by large 
amounts. In doing so, the 
oscillators will fade in and out at 
different rates, creating a 
soundscape which constantly 
changes over time.

If you want to delve deeper, 
FM synthesis is a much more 
complex means of creating 
sounds. At its simplest level, FM 
synthesis uses an oscillator to 
modulate another oscillator. If 
that sounds complicated, don’t 
worry… it is! Although a complex 
concept, FM can produce ever-
changing and interesting 
textures. Try experimenting with 
different oscillators and 
envelope shapes in Native 
Instruments FM8 or Ableton’s 
Operator to get some really 
unique results. 

Since its introduction in 2009, Omnisphere 
has made its way into the toolkit of many TV 
and film composers. Now in its second 
incarnation, Omnisphere 2 boasts more 
presets than ever before, but that doesn’t 
mean it’s a preset machine – it’s one of the 
most powerful synths ever made!
www.spectrasonics.com

A veteran of the scene, Absynth has been 
around for nearly 15 years. It’s an immensely 
powerful sound-design tool, giving the user 
a semimodular kit to create some of the most 
otherworldly sounds imaginable. It provides 
some expertly crafted presets but also lets 
you delve deep into creating your own.
www.native-instruments.com

Free in  Plugins,  this monster modular 
synth can spit out cinematic chords, leads, 
drones and FX for days. It boasts two 
oscillators (capable of phase distortion, FM 
and fractal resonance), six filter types, two 
ADSR envelopes, ring modulation, a 
sequencer, a built-in tape delay module and 
more. Fire it up and get patching!

Spectrasonics�Omnisphere

Cinematic�sound-design�synths

NI�Absynth�5 u-he�Bazille�
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Although the tonal quality of your patches 
is important, it counts for nothing if you 
don’t play the right notes in the right order. 
The roots of cinematic music are found in 
orchestral music, and as complex as that 
can be, there are a few simple ideas which 
run through it all. Let’s break it down…

The primary goal of modern cinematic 
music is to be effective – reinforce the 
drama and lead the audience’s emotions.  
A Hollywood blockbuster attracts a diverse 
range of people, some of which will have 
expert knowledge of music, some of which 
will not. In order to be effective, the 
composer strikes at the common ground 
between them all, trading in on common 
sequences and patterns found throughout 
music. Put simply, often the most common 
patterns are the most effective.

Each composer leans towards certain 
patterns. For example, Hans Zimmer tends 
to write in D minor, and uses only a few 
different chord patterns to great effect.  
A classic Zimmer-style pattern in D minor 
would go, Dmin - B

b
 - F - C. Or for more 

dramatic work, you can a simpler pattern 
would be Dmin - B

b
 - C. It has a bold, powerful 

sound and 
can be heard 
all over his 
work in the 
Batman films 
and 
Inception. 
Other 
composers, 

such as John Carpenter and Cliff Martinez, 
tend to use ‘pedal tones’ and arpeggios to 
lock the audience in.

Feeling�designer
Whatever the pattern, an essential skill is 
being able to set an atmosphere or mood. 
There are of course broad generalisations, 
such as using major keys for happy scenes 

and minor keys for sad, but cinematic music 
requires a much more complex look at 
mood and emotion. The onscreen action 
may call for a sense of ‘wonder’ – how do we 
reach out to the audience to make them feel 
that through our sound design and note 
choice? First and foremost, the sound we 
use should reflect the mood. Try using softer 
tones for gentle moods, and bolder sounds 
for the more dramatic. It’s no accident that 
the orchestra brings out the big brass 
section when the bad guy appears on 
screen, so reflect this in your sound design.

Soundtrack�secrets
There’s a scale which might be considered 
the film composers secret weapon – the 
Lydian mode. It’s used all over film music 
and is regularly employed by composer 
giants such as John Williams and Thomas 
Newman. The Lydian mode takes the fourth 
note of the major scale and moves it up by 

one semitone. So in the key of C major, the 
note F is replaced with an F

#
. This simple 

change can produce some wonderful 
cinematic melodies. A similar voicing can be 
heard in a very common cinematic chord 
pattern. Try playing C major then a D major 
over a constant C bass note. This ‘rising’ 
pattern is often heard at the climatic point 
of a movie – at the end of ET, for example. 

Adding some surprise value is one key to 
memorable music. A common trick is to play 
around a popular chord sequence so the 
audience is comfortable, recognising the 
pattern and predicting what will come next. 
Once you have them relaxed, though, 
change things up a bit by inserting a chord 
to take them by surprise. John Williams is a 
master of this technique, The Raiders March 
from Raiders of the Lost Ark being a superb 
example. But be careful what you surprise 
them with – stray too far from the predictable 
and you’ll lose your audience quickly!

Cinematic�music�theory

“Adding surprise 

value is one key to 

memorable music”

A C major/D major progression over a C bass pushes you towards the Lydian mode

Although Mr Zimmer is usually known for his 
pounding drums and momentous horns, he 
also utilises synthesised textures in his scores 
to create tension and atmosphere. This piece 
from the movie Interstellar is a great example 
of a minimal soundscape, creating a tense 
backdrop to the onscreen action. Simple, but 
most importantly, effective.

Cliff Martinez provided a lot of the  
synth-heavy music for the movie Drive. In 
this track, he sets the tone with an ominous 
atmosphere, then locks the audience in with 
a hypnotic arpeggio. This is a great example 
of setting the mood with an atmospheric 
pad, and then giving the audience something 
a little more melodic to concentrate on.

What discussion about synths in cinema could 
be complete without mentioning the score to 
Ridley Scott’s Blade Runner? Vangelis’ lush 
pads and now-classic synth lead create a 
brooding atmosphere, transporting the 
viewer into the dystopian future. It paved the 
way for many synth scores and still sounds 
brilliant nearly 35 years later.

Hans Zimmer
Atmospheric�Entry

Three�cinematic�synth�soundtracks

Cliff Martinez
Rubber Head

Vangelis
Blade Runner
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 > Step by step ��3.�Dark,�layered�atmospheres�with�Operator�and�Dune�CM�

Dark atmospheres are a staple of 
cinematic scores, so let’s create one 

from scratch using Live’s Instrument Rack. 
Create a new MIDI channel, drop in an 
Instrument Rack and drag in an instance 
of Operator. We’re going to use Operator 
in subtractive synthesis mode, so click the 
oscillator routing icon and select the option 
on the far right (four squares in a row).

1
First, we need to set up the waveforms 
and envelopes. Select Oscillator A  

and set its waveform to Saw D. In the 
Envelope section, change the Attack to 
1100ms and Release to 4000ms. Finally, 
drop the pitch of the oscillator by turning 
the Coarse dial to 0.5, and widen the 
sound out by turning the Spread control 
up to 100%.

2
Now head to Oscillator B: set Coarse 
to 2 and Level to -8dB. Tune the 

oscillator up in pitch by raising the Fine 
control to 500. Set the waveform to Saw D, 
the envelope Attack to 3000ms and its 
Release to 4000ms. This is a good time 
to pull the master Volume down to -15dB 
to give us some headroom.

3

Set Oscillator C’s Wave to Noise White 
and push the Level up to -14dB. 

Smooth things off by pulling the Filter 
Freq down to 1.3kHz, and move the Res 
control to 45%. Also, set the Freq<Key 
control to 50%. This opens the filter as we 
go up the keyboard (known as filter 
tracking) so we can hear the higher keys 
when we play them.

4
Head to the LFO and turn it on. In the 
Dest. A section, deselect button A. 

This disconnects oscillator A from the LFO. 
We don’t want smooth, repeating 
movements, so change the LFO from Sine 
to Noise in the dropdown. Next, set the 
Rate to 90 and the Amount to 40%.

5
Create a new chain in the Instrument 
Rack, drop in Dune CM and initialise 

the patch by clicking the Bank B button. 
Turn the Osc Mix control to 50% and 
thicken the sound by turning the two Fat 
dials to 100%. Next, let’s select the 
waveforms. On Oscillator 1, hit the Sel 
button and select waveform 05. On 
Oscillator 2, select waveform 19.

6

We need to tune both oscillators to a 
different pitch. On Oscillator 1, turn  

the Semi dial up to +1. On Oscillator 2, 
move it to +7. To set up the modulation, 
click the Mod Matrix 1>12 button in the 
central panel. In slot 2, select the source  
as LFO1, amount to +60 and destination  
to Pitch Fine.

7
In slot 3, select the source as LFO 2, 
amount to +45 and the destination to 

Filter Cutoff. This needs to sound 
random, so change the shape of LFO 2 to 
Noise. In the filter section, pull the Cutoff 
down to 65% to give the LFO room. Now 
head to the Amp Envelope and change 
Attack and Release to 80%.

8
Now we can add effects. Drop 
Ableton’s Simple Delay after the 

effects chain and turn the Feedback up to 
50%. Finally, drop in a Reverb and turn 
the Decay Time up to 8.00s. Try playing  
a dissonant chord which would normally 
seem a little ‘off’. For this type of sound, 
the darker the better!

9
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 MOVING EFFECTS 
Try setting up your effects on a return 
channel and sending your synth patch  
into it. Drop in an Auto Filter and turn up  
the LFO Amount and Depth controls to  
taste – Slow movement often provides the 
best results. By processing the effects 
separately, you can create another layer  
of movement in your patch.
 
 LOW END POWER 
Film composers tend to use low-end drones  
to add tension to their music. Adding another 
sine wave oscillator one octave below can 
introduce more power in your sound design. 
To really get the listener tense, hold a low 
note and play your melody over the top.

 USE THE MODWHEEL 
A great way of getting some extra control 
over your patch is to map parameters to your 
controller’s mod wheel. This can be done on 
most synths and is superb for creating 
expressive lead sounds. In string sample 
libraries, the modwheel controls the 
dynamics – mimic this in your patches for 
ultimate control over the tension.

 LAYER UP 
As you’ve seen in our tutorials, the chain 
option in Ableton’s Instrument Racks are 
superb for layering sounds. You can process 
all layers simultaneously, or you can create 
soundscapes that are completely 
independent. Try mixing a very high-pitched 

patch with a really low one and process 
separately. An important thing to understand 
is the point at which you have enough layers 
in there – don’t get greedy! 

 INJECT A PULSE 
A trademark sound of John Carpenter is a 
pulsing bassline – it gives the listener a 
rhythm to latch onto and pushes the track 
forwards. Try underpinning your soundscape 
with an eighth-note arpeggio on a single bass 
note. You can add to the rhythm by mapping 
an LFO to the filter and setting the rate to 
match your sequencer’s tempo.

 ADD SOME SHIMMER 
A ‘shimmer’ is a fantastic way to bring a 
heavenly sound. These sounds are typically a 
combination of complex pitchshifting, delay 
and reverb. Check out Valhalla Shimmer 
(valhalladsp.com) and Soundtoys Crystallizer 
(soundtoys.com) for those ethereal tones.

 KEEP IT SIMPLE! 
A lot of cinematic music is quite simple… for 
good reason! You could say that cinematic 
music tends to lead the audience, rather than 
challenge them. So always remember, setting 
the mood and leading the emotions of the 
listener is the primary goal. 

 EQ TO LEAVE SPACE 
The bigger the sound, the more room it takes 
up in your mix! While these expansive pads 
sound great on their own, they can chew up a 
lot of mix real estate. Excessive low end can 
be removed with a high-pass filter.

 ADDING SAMPLES 
Add clarity and character by layering foley 
with your synth. Fire up a sampler device and 
add a clean-sounding sample – perhaps the 
sound of a glass being struck. Or, if 
atmosphere is your goal, add in a field 
recording and randomise the sample start 
point, then tuck this under your main synth.

 VELOCITY MAPPING 
It’s possible to have a deep pad and a bright 
lead sound in a single patch. To achieve this, 
map velocity so it shortens the envelope 
attack time and raises the filter’s cutoff. By 
doing so, you can play soft chords with the 
left hand, but really dig into the important 
melodic notes on the right!

 GET GRANULAR 
Granular synthesis is a great shortcut to 
complex textures. Try out Max for Live’s 
Granulator II. Drop in a sample and have a 
play around with the Grain, FilePos and 
Spray controls. You’ll be surprised how easy 
it can be to create a unique and highly 
complex sound. If you don’t use Max for Live, 
try our own XFadeLooper CM.

 MODULATE THE MODULATION 
An excellent way of making things less 
repetitive is to map several parameters  
to modulate the same thing. Try using Dune 
CM’s Modulation Matrix to map several 
parameters and LFOs to the same item. 
They’ll all conflict and interact, constantly 
changing the sound so that no two notes 
sound the same!

12 tips for cinematic sound design

Granular sound generation is a great tool for creating out-of-this-world sounds with layers of complexity

Your complex evolving soundscape might have clouded the mix – the low end should be your first port of call

A simple rhythm can be generated with  
quick notes or synth programming tricks

Assign multiple sources to the same setting for variety
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Dr Beat
Beat and drum design 
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Drop it down and spread the 
notes out with this technique 
for giving your musical parts  
a much broader range

What do you get when you  
cross an EQ and a compressor? 
Ilpo shows us how to use this 
advanced production tool

Get creative using rendered 
reverb files to add  
personality and atmosphere  
to a diverse range of beats
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Advanced production 
with Ilpo Kärkkäinen
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 >Step by step  Creating varied chord progressions using drop voicings 

As far as putting together an ear-catching 
chord progression is concerned, there’s 

nothing wrong with keeping things simple 
and using basic chords. After all, most of the 
best, most-enduring pop songs are based on 
the simplest of progressions using just a few 
chords. However, that doesn’t mean that you 
have to stick to the original root position form 
of each chord every time. One way of 
switching things up is by using inversions, 

which I covered back in 217’s Easy Guide, 
but you can take things even further by 
applying a second technique in conjunction 
with this, known as drop voicings.

Drop voicings are a great way of spicing up 
what would otherwise be a fairly conventional 
chord progression. The basic idea behind it is to 
take a regular triad or four-note chord (or an 
inversion of one) and transpose one or two of 
the notes contained within it down an octave,  

or maybe even two octaves. This octave ‘drop’ 
significantly alters the sound and shape of the 
chord, opening it out and giving it a totally 
different, almost wistful character. In the steps 
below, I’ll introduce the basic concept of drop 
voicings and demonstrate how you can apply 
them to your own tunes. As always, you can  
find all the resources you need to follow along 
with this tutorial by grabbing the Tutorial Files 
from the Vault.

In the purest Easy Guide tradition, 
here’s our old favourite, the C major 

scale. Eight notes, played on the white 
notes of the piano keyboard, from C to C. 
What we’re going to do next is harmonise 
this scale to produce a set of seven 
diatonic triads – three-note chords that 
only contain notes from this scale.

1
Here’s our harmonised C major scale. 
We’ve constructed each chord by 

stacking up alternate notes from the  
C major scale –for example, C major is 
C-E-G, missing out D and F. Continuing 
along in this fashion gives us seven 
diatonic triads that we can use to 
construct a basic chord progression.

2
Let’s take a closer look at our first 
diatonic chord – a regular, root-position 

C major triad. For the purposes of working 
out the drop voicing for this chord, we 
need to number the notes in the chord 
from the highest pitch down. So the top 
note, G, would be given the number 1, the 
middle note, E the number 2, and the 
lowest note, C, the number 3.

3

The most conventional drop voicing 
for a three-note chord is known as a 

‘drop 2’ voicing. This means that we take 
the note number 2 – the one in the middle 
– which in the case of our C major triad 
here is E, and drop it down an octave. This 
changes the character of the chord to a 
more ‘open’ sound.

4
To see how this idea might work in the 
context of a song, let’s look at a simple 

C major melody made up of notes from 
the C major scale. What we’re going to do 
next is harmonise this melody with 
diatonic triads – in other words, add notes 
from the scale of C major to the melody to 
form chords that support the tune.

5
Here’s our harmonised melody, with a 
set of accompanying diatonic triads 

that change every bar: C - F - C - G. 
Currently, all of the chords are in what’s 
known as root position – in other words, 
the root note of the chord is at the bottom 
of the stack each time. While the chords 
work well enough, in this state the 
progression sounds a little ‘jumpy’.

6

Download the accompanying 

video and the MIDI/audio files at

vault.computermusic.co.uk

DOWNLOAD

TUTORIAL 
FILES

Dave Clews’

Drop voicings
Back in theory land, Dave Clews is talking about a different type of 

drop, moving notes of a chord in whole octaves for a different feel

#51
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DROP 3
Just for variety’s sake, when dealing with four-note 
chords, why not try a drop 3 voicing? Simply count 
three notes down from the top of the chord and drop 
that note down by one octave. Mixing different 
voicings around within the same part, whatever the 
inversions used or not used by the chords is a great 
way to keep things more interesting.

DIMINISHED RESPONSIBILITY
This technique works brilliantly with jazz chords  
– particularly diminished or half-diminished  
chords, also known as minor 7 flat 5 (m7b5) chords.  
To use a drop voicing with, say, a Bbm7b5, take a 
standard root-position voicing of the chord  
(Bb-Db-E-Ab) and drop both the Bb and the E  
(the second and fourth notes from the top of  
the chord) down an octave.

PRO TIPS RECOMMENDED LISTENING

In a studio career 
spanning almost 25 
years, Dave has 
engineered, 
programmed and 
played keyboards on 
records for a string of 
artists including 
George Michael, Kylie 
Minogue, Tina Turner 
and Estelle. These 

days, in between writing articles 
for  and other magazines, he 
collaborates on occasional songs 
and videos with singer/songwriter 
Lucy Hirst, aka Polkadothaze. 
www.daveclews.com

Dave Clews

We can even things out a little with 
inverted chords. If we work through 

the progression inverting the chords so 
that the melody note is the highest note in 
each chord, we end up with something 
like the above. The melody floats on top of 
the progression, supported by the inverted 
chords beneath.

7
Now we can bring our drop voicings 
into play. Counting down from the top 

of each chord, we find the second note 
each time and drop it down an octave to 
give them ‘drop 2’ voicings. This is a 
separate process from inverting the chords 
– we’re dropping notes out from the 
middle of the chord, rather than shifting 
the top note down or bottom note up.

8
Now that we’ve covered the basic idea, 
this technique doesn’t just apply to 

three-note chords. Four-note chords like 
sevenths can use ‘drop 2’ to ‘drop 4’ 
voicings, in which the second and fourth 
note down from the top can be dropped 
an octave. By way of example, here’s a 
Cm7 chord (C-E

b
-G-B

b
) in both root position 

and drop 2-4 voicings.

9

Let’s look at a more contemporary 
example using a synth pad part.  

Here’s an original progression as a starting 
point. With a chord change every bar, it 
goes Cm7, Fm7, E

b
maj7, G7. The voicings 

here are pretty closed-off, though, so to 
open things out, we’re going to translate 
these chords into their equivalent drop 2 
to drop 4 voicings.

10
Starting with our root position Cm7 
chord (C-Eb-G-Bb

), we take the second 
and fourth notes down from the top (G and 
C) and drop them both down one octave. 
Our next chord is a second inversion of 
Fm7 (C-Eb-F-Ab

), so we do the same thing 
here with the second and fourth notes  
(F and C).

11
Our third chord is a second-inverson 
E

b
maj7 (Bb-D-Eb-G), so to get our 2-4 

drop voicing, we apply the same formula 
to E

b
 and B

b
, dropping them one octave. 

Our final chord, the first inversion of G7 
(B-D-F-G) drops F and B down from the 
top of the chord, as shown. The difference 
in the sound, even though the chords are 
essentially the same, is noticeable. 

12

BILLY JOEL,  
AND SO IT GOES
This gentle piano ballad uses 
drop voicings to ultimate effect, 
lending a wider sound range in 
the piano, and extra depth to the 
whole song as a result.

DJ SNAKE FEAT JUSTIN 
BIEBER, LET ME LOVE YOU
The opening synth chords are  
a drop 2 voicing of a second  
inversion Cm7, with G as its root, 
then C-E-Bb filling out the octave 
above it.

bit.ly/BJsoig

bit.ly/DJSJBlmly
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 >Step by step  Use cases for dynamic EQ in the mix 

The dynamic EQ is the stealthy hitman of 
your mixing toolkit, carrying out its 

missions with pinpoint precision while 
perfectly blending into the surroundings.  
It can take on many different roles and knows 
how to deal with tough situations! 

So what exactly is the difference between a 
dynamic EQ and a conventional EQ? You’re 
probably familiar with how a conventional EQ 
works – set a filter to boost or cut, and it does 

exactly that until you tell it to do something else. 
A dynamic EQ is set up in a similar manner, but it 
has a set amount of freedom to react harder, 
softer or not at all, depending on the program 
material. A filter in a dynamic EQ listens to the 
incoming audio and gradually begins to cut or 
boost after the gain in the specified frequency 
range has reached a set threshold.

Dynamic EQ is often used to fix intermittent 
problems. The EQ only works when required 

and leaves things be the rest of the time. 
De-essing a vocal is a typical example; and it’s 
great for transparent wide-range tone shaping, 
too. It works with the music, doing its thing while 
letting the mix breathe. It’s also fantastic for 
sidechaining – you could, for example, set up the 
midrange of your synths to duck any time the 
snare hits. This technique allows you to set up 
an elaborate network of interaction between 
your elements, creating space for parts to sit in.

For this month’s article I’ve created a 
song with several different use cases 

for dynamic EQ. We’ll be removing 
unwanted resonances in two ways. We’ll 
clean up some low end mud. We’ll also 
create space and interaction in the mix by 
using a sidechain. To finish things up, we’ll 
do some broad-band shaping on the mix 
bus. Let’s get to it!

1
For the most part in this tutorial, I’m 
using the excellent and free TDR Nova 

parallel dynamic EQ plugin. To 
demonstrate a couple of more advanced 
techniques, I’m also using its paid but very 
reasonably priced big brother, TDR Nova 
GE. If you haven’t got the free version yet, I 
recommend you to download it at once 
from tokyodawn.net.

2
We’ll start by removing some nastiness 
from the Drum Loop track. The snare 

is ringing heavily, dominating the mix with 
it’s unpleasant character. By switching on 
the analyser, we can clearly see the 
resonance at around 1kHz. I’m setting a 
single band at the resonant frequency and 
adjusting the Q to match the resonance.  
I go for a fairly aggressive Ratio of 6:1.

3

I adjust the Threshold until Nova 
tames the resonance. I don’t want  

to kill all transient energy in the region  
so I dial in an Attack of 10ms. For the 
Release, I go for a longer setting of 214ms 
to capture the tail of the resonance as well. 
As a further clean-up measure, I’m using 
the high-pass filter at 120Hz.

4
Removing mud and boominess is one 
of my favourite uses for dynamic EQ. 

We have a Tom Loop track going on with 
a very boomy bottom end. The boomy 
hits only happen on the first part of the 
loop, so we’ll set up the dynamic EQ to 
react only at those moments and pull back 
when gain reduction isn’t needed. This 
evens things out nicely.

5
I locate the boominess around 120Hz; 
I don’t want to shape the dynamics 

here any more than necessary. A fairly 
gentle Ratio of 1.8:1 works out great. 
Attack and Release settings of 20ms 
allow the transients to come through and 
the gain reduction to pull back quickly. 
Adjust Threshold for the right amount of 
reduction, then fine-tune everything.

6

with Resound
strategies

 Mixing with dynamic EQ
Shape the spectrum intelligently with these program-dependent 

processing tools, and get a super-smooth mix as a result

TUTORIAL 
FILES

#07

Studio
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See the video and get the audio 

demos on your PC/Mac at: 

vault.computermusic.co.uk

DOWNLOAD



Ilpo – aka Resound – is 
a veteran drum ’n’ bass 
producer who’s 
worked with many of 
the scene’s biggest 
labels. As well as being 
an in-demand game 
soundtrack artist and 
mixing and mastering 
engineer, he runs a 
popular production 

blog focused on productivity. 
After 20 years in the game, Ilpo 
still has a passion for pushing the 
boundaries of production.
www.resoundsound.com

Ilpo Kärkkäinen

On the Pad track we have the 
continuous harmonic backbone of the 

song. It occupies a lot of space in the 
frequency domain. I’ve used TDR Nova’s 
sidechain input to dynamically reduce the 
lower mids whenever the Tom Loop track 
is playing. It’s a great technique for 
keeping the sensitive low mid region of 
the mix from getting clogged up.

7
I don’t want the Pad track to sound 
jumpy – any gain changes should be 

gentle and smooth. A long Attack setting 
of 400ms and even longer Release of 
800ms ensures this. I just want to gently 
make room for the Tom Loop whenever it 
starts playing, and gently return back to 
the original gain level when it stops.

8
The problem on the Bass track is again 
very familiar: the bass synth is causing 

a lot of build-up in the mid and low-mid 
areas of the mix. We can hear and see 
many resonances in that range. I’m using 
the super awesome Deresonate smart 
function in TDR Nova GE to bring 
everything under control neatly, precisely 
and – of course – dynamically.

9

All I need to do is to click Learn first 
and let the plugin listen to the signal 

for a bit. I will then choose Deresonate 
and Dynamic from the Action menu. Nova 
GE automatically sets things up for me. I 
want to go in a bit harder so I simply select 
all bands and adjust the Threshold. Using 
equal loudness bypass (EL Bypass) it’s 
easy to hear the difference!

10
The low end of the mix could use 
some beefing up. The highs would 

also benefit from some air. In fact, outside 
an educational scenario I recommend 
fixing this lack of highs in the mix! I 
deliberately went for an extreme scenario 
to demonstrate how transparent a good 
dynamic EQ can sound even when doing 
heavy-handed boosting on the mix bus.

11
I’m using the expansive ratios of TDR 
Nova GE to create dynamic shelving 

filters at the top and bottom ends of the 
frequency spectrum. It’s essentially a 
dynamic version of the classic smile EQ. 
I’m using the GR Delta function to listen to 
what I’m adding in isolation. Hit bypass – 
what a massive difference! Dynamic EQ 
can truly make a dull mix come alive. 

12

SMART ACTIONS IN TDR NOVA GE
The paid (but still very affordable) GE version of the 
free TDR Nova plugin is a forward-thinking and  
super-transparent tool that has helped me out of  
many sticky situations. Its advanced functions include 
analysing the spectral properties of the audio and 
using this information to carry out several smart 
actions. The Match Pink action adjusts the EQ to match 
the spectral distribution of pink noise. It’s an useful 
referencing tool for mastering. Match Reference adjusts 
the EQ to match a user-defined source – see how your 
mix compares to your favourite songs, or use it to 
match the sound of one vocal take to a different one! 
Deresonate scans the signal for the narrowest peaks 
with the highest gain and then applies filters to even 
them out dynamically. Auto HP/LP sets the high-pass 
and low-pass filters according to the material in the 
least audible manner.

PRO TIPS

DYNAMIC EQ VS  
MULTIBAND COMPRESSION
Dynamic EQs have a lot in common with multiband 
compressors – indeed, some of the very advanced 
plugins we have today are hard to define. What 
differentiates the two types is their signal flows.  
A multiband compressor uses crossover filters to 
split the signal into separate frequency bands,  
which then get compressed individually and finally 
added back together. The signal flow of a traditional 
dynamic EQ is different: the audio you hear  
doesn’t get split into crossover bands. There are 
crossovers in the background, but only for 
monitoring and producing gain control data for the 
actual EQ filters. The goal is to avoid side effects by 
not using crossover filters in the audible signal. 
Having said that, very similar results can be 
achieved by both tools.
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In the last instalment of Dr Beat, I showed 
you how to create and process a live 

‘groove shadow’ – ie, the reverb signal from 
one drum or percussion loop placed behind 
the dry signal of another, making it feel as if 
the dry loop has been placed in an alien 
space, and delivering interesting rhythmic 
and tonal interplay between the two.

This time round, we’re going to render  
the groove shadow as a discrete audio clip, 
opening up further creative processing, 
manipulating and editing possibilities that  
aren’t on the table when the reverb is generated 
in real time – obviously at the expense of being 
able to shape the reverb signal itself.

I’ll be picking up directly from where we left 
off in the previous tutorial, so if you missed that 
one, I recommend getting hold of 241 (at  
bit.ly/CMU241) and working through it first. 
You’ll learn how to set up the groove shadow 
reverb, and shape it with compression and 
gating. I’ve singled out one of the several  
groove shadows shown therein as the sole 
subject this time round.

You can get the Tutorial Files to follow along 
exactly, and you can grab a video version of the 
tutorial at vault.computermusic.co.uk. 
Readers of our iOS version can tap the first step 
to stream the video version. OK, so without 
further ado, let’s get started…

Having 
previously 
served as Editor 
of drummer’s 
bible Rhythm as 
well as 
Computer 
Music, Ronan is 
clearly the right 
man for this 

particular gig. He’s been playing drums 
for over 30 years and making music 
with computers since the 90s. 

Ronan Macdonald

with Ronan Macdonald

 >Step by step � Processing a reverb ‘groove shadow’ offline for maximum flexibility  

The first thing to do is render the 
groove shadow as a self-contained 

audio file. Turn off any EQ in your reverb 
plugin – we’ll apply our own which we can 
adjust in context of the shadow. Use your 
DAW’s internal bouncing or rendering 
system to capture the fully wet reverb as 
an audio loop. Next, delete the reverb track.

1
Mix the groove shadow in with the 
drum loop. It might need filtering to 

get rid of overbearing low-end kick reverb, 
and might benefit from some general EQ 
beyond that. Insert a sidechained dynamics 
plugin, too, to glue the groove shadow to 
the beat, as discussed in the previous 
tutorial. I’m going for a compressor.

2
Let’s mess with the pitch and timing of 
the shadow. By pitching it down a few 

semitones, the sound becomes darker, 
taking on a more industrial vibe. Taking 
the shadow up in pitch, on the other hand, 
makes it more overtly percussive. 
Doubling or halving the tempo results in a 
much more hectic or laid-back feel.

3

To preserve transients, you’ll probably 
need to play with your DAW’s 

timestretching/pitchshifting algorithm. In 
Live’s Beats warp mode, choosing a fixed 
note value can really tighten things up. 
Our radical processing will have an effect 
on the dynamics, so be sure to work the 
compressor or gate as you go.

4
For instant transformation at the click 
of a button, reverse the groove shadow 

loop. Your shadow is also as viable a 
candidate for effects processing as any 
other track, so go wild with those plugins. 
Chorus, phasing, flanging, auto-filtering 
and distortion are particularly effective, 
either individually or in combination.

5
With our groove shadow as an audio 
clip, we’re free to rearrange it, enabling 

completely new rhythms to be designed. 
Here, I’ve transferred both loops to Live’s 
Arrangement view and dragged regions 
of varying length around on the track.  
I’ve also reversed a few slices for even 
more weirdness. 

6

TUTORIAL 
FILES

Dr Beat

NEXT MONTH Ronan takes his rim to the max with a timpani masterclass

Groove shadows 2
Our resident rhythm consultant takes his reverb offline

#29
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tutorial files on your PC/Mac at 
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DOWNLOAD
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The happiest (and sweariest)
man in housemusic talks
dark days, lucky breaks,
and staying true to his art

“Dancemusic is inmyDNAand rhythm is inmy
blood. I didn’t know that itwasgoing togiveme

somuch joy, but I always knew itwouldbepart of
my life.Man, I’m so fucking lucky!”
ErickMorillo might have been around long enough

to get jaded, cynical or just plain bored bymusic, but,
even after 30-odd years of DJing and producing, he’s
still surrounded by an impish, infectious aura that
automatically puts a big smile on your face.
He enjoys a bit of effin’ and jeffin’, too, and his chat

with is liberally sprinkled with twinkly-eyed
profanities. Don’t get us wrong – this isn’t angry Erick.
The cussing seems to be a genuine struggle to find
words that describe just how happy/lucky/thankful he
is for the life he’s led… and is usually followed by an
ear-drum bursting peal of laughter.

Although he’s been DJing since his teens, he’d only
beenmessing around in his bedroom studio for a
couple of years when his first release as Reel 2 Real,
1992’s The NewAnthem/Funky Buddha, topped the US
Dance Charts. It was quickly followed by I Like ToMove
It… and ErickMorillo was an international pop star.
“Overnight, I mademy bankmanager a very happy

man andmy life was turned upside down. And that
gaveme a solid base for the future… people wanted to
hear themusic I wasmaking and people wanted to
hearme DJ. Fuckme! Some days, I wake up and can’t
believe this shit is still happening tome.”

ComputerMusic: Althoughyouwereborn inNew
York, didn’t you spendmost of your early childhood
livingwith your aunt in Colombia?

ERIcK
MORILLO



Erickworkswith Eli & Fur on their 2016 collaborationThunder&Lightning

Erick's "lucky charm", theRoland Juno-106 followshimwherever hegoes
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> interview / erick morillo

“My gut reaction was to immersemyself
deeper and deeper into themusic. That’s where
I foundmy escape: listening to the radio. Who
needed friends when I had all these songs?
Themusic keptme company.
“Kids are like sponges; they soakupeverything

at that age. My parents were listening to a lot of
jazz funk, there was disco, the early DJ thing and
the club scene was happening, and I felt like
I was beginning to understand it all. The
rhythmswere all beating insidemy young heart.
“And then…man, this is un-fucking-believable.

There’s a lady whomymom knew and her son
was at college. We go over to their house, I walk
in, and BAM! This guy is standing there with two
turntables, a load of vinyl and amixer.
“I was in awe. I was dumbstruck. What

the fuck?!”

:We’re getting the impression that this
was an importantmoment in your life…
EM: “Important? This was the daymywhole life

opened up beforeme. I was going to be a DJ!
I was going tomakemusicmy life.
“And that’s kinda what happened for a while.

I was hustling for a break, playing a few clubs
here and there, teachingmyself how to keep
those turntables in perfect time.
“But, let me tell you something. There was no

superstar DJ culture back then. Even the big
guys in the biggest clubs in New York were
making…maybe a thousand bucks if they were
lucky. Me? I wasmaking next to nothing.
“Like I said before, New Jersey wasn’t as bad

as New York, but the darker side of life was there
and, hey, it was tempting. Sell a little something
here and there. Sell a little more. And the
advantage was that, once I got to know all these
people, I suddenly had access to all the great
parties. I was accepted.
“Then, one night… things went a little bit

too far.”

: How far is too far?
EM: “Let’s just say there was some serious acid
going down! Can I also say, even before that
night, this shit had been playing havoc withmy
mind. I hadmoney, but I couldn’t tell mymom
about it ’cos I knew it’d break her heart. I had all
these cool clothes, but I couldn’t wear them. I
was going stone-cold crazy.
“I went home, burst intomymom’s bedroom

and told her everything. I was coming down
heavy, but I sat there and told her that I didn’t
want to continue this life ’cos I didn’t want to
hurt her. And I was tired of hurtingmyself.
“It was a night of true self-reflection. Somuch

guilt, man. Somuch fucking guilt. Mymomhad
made all these sacrifices for me and I was
messing upmy life big time.
“This is where we get to the spooky bit. This is

totally surreal. I am sitting in the house… crying.
Coming down. Heavy shit. Suddenly, this ad came
on the TV for the Center For TheMedia Arts. I see
these kids playing with all these keyboards and
learning how tomakemusic. I looked to the
heavens above, man.
“Next day, I got a student loan, enrolled

and, within weeks, I was top of the class. Haha!
Fuck yeah!”

: Anothermoment of epiphany?
EM: “Definitely. 100%. But life is kinda like that,
isn’t it? You’re travelling down that road and
BOOM!We all have thosemoments whenwe
have tomake the choice; make the choice that’s
going to shape who you become.
“Going to college wasn’t a golden ticket; there

was no record deal at the end of it. Butwhat it did
was teachme the basics about synthesis, signal
flow, samplers, how to work amixing board…
“A lot of the kids went on to work in

professional studios, but I loved being in the
studio somuch that I decided to set upmy own.
Thanks to the settlement of a car accident I’d

“This was the day my whole life opened
up before me. I was going to be a DJ!
I was going to makemusic my life”

ErickMorillo: “New York in the 70s was tough.
There were gangs… there were drugs. I guess
mymomwas a bit worried andwanted a better
start for me.
“When you’re a kid, you don’t care toomuch

about where you’re living. Colombia was full of
sound… full of music. Salsa, Merengue, Cumbia.
I got so used to hearing those rhythms.
“Andmymomused to sendme a cassette

every week, full of all themusic that was
happening in New York. All the disco stuff, the
Village People and Diana Ross. I can still seemy
cassette player sitting inmy aunt’s house. It was
kind of like a child’s toy…made of yellow and
blue plastic. But every Saturday, I would playmy
mom’s cassettes; rewinding the songs I liked
over and over until it drovemy aunt crazy.”

: Youwent back to theUSat 11?
EM: “Maybe 11 or 12, something like that.
Mymom knew that New York wasn’t a great
place for a young kid and shemoved out to
New Jersey. She knew there would bemore
opportunities there.
“Andman, that was a big fucking change for

a kid. Colombia to New Jersey. I didn’t speak the
language, I didn’t really have any friends. I was
bullied because I had to have special classes to
learn English. OK, nobodywas pulling a knife on
me or anything, but name-calling and all that
shit really hurts when you’re that age. Hey, it can
hurt at any age!
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Kit list
HARDWARE

AppleMacPro

Tannoy 15"GoldMonitors

Roland Juno-106

SOFTWARE

Apple Logic

Ableton Live

ArturiaVCollection

reFXNexus2

Korg LegacyCollection
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been involved in, I had 5000 dollars. I convinced
a friend ofmine to invest somemoney, too, and
I turnedmy bedroom into a studio. A standing
room-only studio. Haha!
“We got anM1, an Oberheim, Tascam eight-

track, six-channel mixer and a very early Mac
running Vision, then Studio Vision. It was great
to finally start workingwith a sequencer, but that
thing was so unstable. I think it I moved onto
Digital Performer at some point, but those early
audio dayswere pretty rough,man. It was always
50/50 as to whether the fucking computer was
going to crash and lose a whole day’s work.”

: Good thingwe’ve finally got onto the
technical side of things because…
EM: “No, no, no, I gotta finish the story! I thought

the studio was going to bemy future, but no
real artist was ever going to come and record in
a guy’s bedroomat hismom’s house. So I started
messing aroundmyself, making little edits of
the songs I was playing out when I was DJing.
“I was playing one ofmy tunes at a club and

this huge fucking black guywalked up tome
and said, ‘What’s that?’ I told him it was one of
my tunes and he said, ‘I want you to work on
my album’. This guy was El General, one of the
biggest artists on the Latin scene.
“We started working on a couple of tunes in

my bedroom, andwe have this huge Latin hit,
Muevelo [bit.ly/EGmuevelo]. Finally, mymom
said, ‘Erick, I think this DJ thing is going to work’.
“Muevelo led tomy first release for Strictly

Rhythm, TheNewAnthem/Funky Buddha, and
that led to I Like ToMove It.
“I‘d struggled for so long, and thenmyworld

exploded in about 18months. I remember
getting a call fromGermany offering 45,000
dollars for one Reel 2 Real tour. That’s a lesson,
man – a fucking lesson. Stay true, be a good
person… good things happen to good people.”

: Now, canwe talk tech?You’vegot
somemoney in your pocket. Time toblow it
on some serious studio kit. $45,000buys a
lot of toys…

“I’d struggled for so
long, and thenmy
world exploded in
about 18 months”
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Buildingup thevibes at
Space Ibiza, July 2015
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EM: “Big Jade 48-channel console, huge
Tannoys. It was also the period where I kind of
moved through the platforms and finally ended
upwith Logic. Like a lot of producers, I have
Ableton on the computer, but Logic is themain
studio tool.
“I don’t want to keep going on about the past,

man, but you gotme talking about this. That
late-80s and early-90s period was full of musical
joy. I rememberMarshall Jefferson, the early-
early Todd Terry stuff before he had the remix
chart hits. Louie Vega andMasters AtWork.
“You remember the Jungle Brothers’ I’ll House

You? [bit.ly/JBhouseyou – Morillo sings us the
drumpart, with all accents and extra percussion.]
Listen to that track; listen to the whole freestyle
thing that was happening in New York. You can
literally hear housemusic and dancemusic
developing. Even today, those songs are so
inspiring. Young producers reading this… go
back and listen to that shit!”

: Is there aMorillo studio today, or doyou
just take your laptop aroundwith you?
EM: “I’m lucky enough to have homes in LA,
New York, Miami and Ibiza, and, yes, there is a
studio in every home I own. It’s not a studio in
the old-fashioned sense of the word – full of
hardware – but it’s place I canmakemusic.
“Having said that, there is one piece of

hardware that followsme everywhere I go: a

Roland Juno-106. That synth created the bassline
for I Like ToMove It. That synth ismy lucky charm.
“No…wait aminute. I’ve also gotmy old SP-12

drummachine. Doesn’t matter howmany
plugins and processing power you throw at a
track, you will never get it to swing like that
motherfucker.
“When you come up through that hardware

age, it’s tempting to see what the software
versions are like and, man, those things are
fucking awesome. Can I tell the difference
between a real 106 and the digital version? Don’t
get caught up in all that shit! Those wonderful
tools are there for you to use, so use them!”

: Apart from the SPand the Juno,what’s
happened to the rest of the analoguegear?
EM: “Haha! This will make you laugh. I’ve gotmy

very own analoguemuseum. I’ve got a big room
full of stuff – machines that cost thousands of
dollars – and it’s just gathering dust.
“Some of it hasn’t been switched on for years

and it might not evenwork. Getting it repaired
isn’t practical because it’s worth pennies. I put
some of it up on eBay a while back and, yeah,
I got a bit of interest, but themoney I was being
offered was ridiculous. That’s why I ended up
keeping it. It just wasn’t worthmywhile tomess
around on the internet and parcel things up for a
few dollars. I’d rather hang on to it.
“It’s nice to open up the door once in a while

– just so I can smell those chips and transistors.”

: Is thereadigitalversionof the luckycharm
Juno?A soft synth you couldn’t livewithout?

“When you come up
through that hardware
age, it’s tempting to
see what the software
versions are like”

reFXNexus2 – “Notwhat you’d call an ‘analogue’
synth, but I just lovedwhat it could add to a song”

Youwant advice?
Don’t try to
fix it in themix!

“A good track is built with good
ingredients. The kick, snare, the bassline
and your basicmelody. As you’re putting
them together, you gotta immediately start
thinking about your finalmix. And if that
track ain’t sounding fucking awesomewith
those first few building blocks, youmight
aswell throw it all away and start again.
“And don’t be afraid to use ingredients

that haveworked for you in the past. This
isn’t a competitionwhere you get a prize
for using themost amount of different kick
drums and snares. If that fucking kick
makes youmove, stickwith it until it stops
making youmove.
"The number oneMorillo rule is: never

ever say that you’re gonna fix it in themix
– there’s no such thing as fixing it in the
mix, or fixing it when it getsmastered. If
you’ve got shit going in, all you’re gonna
get out the other side is slightly better
sounding shit.”
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EM: “Strangely, it used to be Nexus2. Not
what you’d call an ‘analogue’-sounding synth,
but I just loved what it could add to a song.
These days, if I’m being totally honest, I’m
automatically drawn to the plugin versions
of those great classic synths. The Arturia
Collection… that was a like a dream come true.
“I was never what you’d call a genius synth

programmer in the past, but it’s so easy now
to just start tweaking and building – it’s like
mixing your own cocktail. There’s nothing
quite so satisfying as somebody asking
where you got a certain sound from and
being able to say, ‘I made it – it’s mine and
you can’t have it’.
“And don’t forget sampling, man. Still a big

part of makingmusic.”

: Youmean samplepacks or sampling
vintagevinyl?
EM: “Sample packs! When I first started… shit, it
was so different. Youwould hear something on
a record and youwould steal it straight away.
Didn’t matter who it was. Now there’s no need to
steal anything because there are amillion well-
produced, fresh-sounding sample packs that
will cater for your every need.
“If anything, the continued sampling

phenomenon is a bit of surprise. There are so
many plugins and VSTs out there that I thought

wemight get to a point where everyonewas
creating their own sound. But samples still have
a job to do. There are always going to be times
where you’re struggling for a kick and,
suddenly, this thing will jump out from your
latest collection. Haha! I kinda like that.
Sampling still has that old-school feel… except
you no longer get sued!”

: Youhavebeenheavily involvedwith
Pioneer and their development ofDJ kit for
manyyears. But you’re not afraid of being
critical about theway someDJsuse
technology.
EM: “I’m not going to name any names, man,
but if you stand up there and you let the
computer do all the work… shit, you’re just a
jukebox. Same fucking set, night after night.
No fuck-ups, no butterflies in the stomach.
Man, if that wasmy life, I’d end up going crazy.
“I don’t use vinyl anymore, but what I do is

fuckingmixing. DJing – real DJing – is an art.
When you come to seeme play a show, you’ll
seeme practicing the art that I’ve stayed true
to since the first day I saw a turntable!”

Erick's current tour will be cruising
through Amsterdam on 26 April
and end at Egg London on 5 May
www.erickmorillo.com

www.erickmorillo.com

soundcloud.com/erickmorillo

twitter.com/ErickMorillo

facebook.com/ErickMorillo

Reel 2 Real, I Like toMove it
bit.ly/R2Rmoveit
Reel 2 Real,NewAnthem/FunkyBuddha
bit.ly/R2Rnafb
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A scaled-down alternative to Universal 
Audio’s flagship Apollo 8 and 16, the original 

Apollo Twin (10/10, 204) has been giving  
‘the rest of us’ access to those mythical Unison 
preamps, first-class I/O and swanky UAD plugins 
for three years now. The new Apollo Twin MkII is 
essentially more of the same, but with a few 
minor improvements, and an optional DSP 
upgrade. Let’s start with what’s stayed the same.

Still a desktop-format 2-in/-6-out interface 
with 24-bit/192kHz capabilities, the Apollo Twin 
MkII would be almost indistinguishable from the 
original were it not now black rather than silver. 
It connects to your Mac or PC via Thunderbolt, 
but it has to be powered from the wall; and while 
the original Twin (still available) could be had in 
a USB 3 version, it’s not clear whether the MkII 
will follow suit.

The back panel and front edge house two 
combi Mic/Line inputs, a Hi-Z quarter-inch guitar 
input (overriding Mic/Line 1 when occupied), 

four quarter-inch output jacks (two Monitor, two 
Line), stereo S/PDIF out, Headphones out and a 
TOSLINK port for adding up to eight analogue 
inputs via ADAT.

The top panel centres on a satisfyingly 
oversized knob, controlling Monitor or Preamp 
input levels, as selected with the two buttons 
flanking it; and six Option buttons, contextualised 
by an LED icon strip, that again change function 
depending on whether the unit is in Monitor or 
Preamp mode. Input and output metering are 
provided by four five-segment LED ladders.

In Unison
Also a ‘DSP box’ for powering UAD plugin effects 
(VST/AU/AAX/RTAS), the Apollo Twin MkII 
features the same gamechanging Unison 
preamps as its predecessor, fed by the Mic/Line 
and Hi-Z ins. These enable a gradually 
expanding subset of UA’s classic hardware 
emulation plugins to be inserted directly into 

  Universal Audio
 Apollo Twin MkII £590+
One of our favourite products of the last few years gets a tidy if not 

transformative upgrade. So this is how you improve on perfection…

each input path, physically reconfiguring the 
preamp’s impedance and gain staging – prior  
to their regular algorithmic modelling of  
valves, transistors, amps, EQ, etc – for near-zero-
latency monitoring and/or recording through 
them. In a nutshell, it’s like singing into a real 
preamp, or playing guitar through a real 
distortion pedal, with no perceptible delay 
between input and output. Direct monitoring 
with plugins, in other words.

When we first reviewed the Twin, there  
were only three Unison plugins available – the 
UA 610-B (bundled), the UA 610-A and the API 
Vision. Since then, they’ve been joined by the 
Manley Voxbox, Neve 1073 and 88RS; eight 
guitar and bass amps by Ampeg, Fender and 
Marshall; and three distortion stompboxes, 
including the bundled Pro Co Rat emulation, 
Raw. All of them sound and feel great, and 
Unison remains a huge and unique selling point 
for the Apollo Twin MkII.

EDITOR’S CHOICE
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As for the rest of the UAD plugins bundled 
with the Apollo Twin MkII, you still get the 
Realtime Analog Classics collection, comprising 
14 compressors, EQs, amp sims, distortions and 
reverbs, including the more-than-serviceable 
Legacy versions of the 1176, LA-2A  and EQP-1A, 
the acclaimed RealVerb Pro, and a lite version  
of Softube’s Amp Room Bundle. Many, many 
more are available through the UAD store, 
ranging in price from £75 to £299, and since 
they’re all installed with the UAD software 
(weighing in at about 2GB) whether you like it or 
not, you can activate the two-week demo of 
each at your leisure.

Twins, Basil, Twins!
So, apart from the colour change, what else is 
new? Well, UA have apparently beefed up the 
AD/DA converters, for even more dynamic 
range and less distortion, but the MkI was so 
outstanding in this department that you’ll be 
hard pushed to tell the difference – it’s still the 
cleanest, most transparent-sounding interface 
in its price range. More dramatically, the MkII 
has been granted a massive boost to the 
onboard DSPs. The original Twin maxed out at 
the two-core Duo version, but the MkII can be 
had in Solo, Duo and Quad editions, each 
doubling the power and, consequently, UAD 
plugin counts of the one below. So, whereas  
the Duo can handle 18 stereo instances of the 
Pultec EQP-1A Legacy, for example, before 
conking out, the Quad manages hosts up to  
36 of the buggers.

Other than that, the MkII sees a refinement of 
its studio workflow with the addition of a talkback 
mic and front panel access to a few of the 
monitoring functions of the Console software 
(see It’s not just the hardware). In Monitor mode, 
four of the Option buttons – which weren’t used 
at all by MkI – now come into play, necessitating 
the addition of a new row of icons to the LED 
strip, which has been made a bit deeper to 
accommodate them. The Talk button activates 
the talkback mic (the tiny hole below the knob), 
which can be sent to the outputs of your choice 
for control room communication or quick 
recording of notes and cues. The Dim button 
lowers the monitor output level, the Mute switch 
kills it entirely, and the Mono button switches 

between stereo and mono output for playback 
system compatibility checking. Very nice.

Finally, the Alt and FCN buttons are linked  
to Console’s monitor switching and ‘cascaded’ 
(up to four Apollos can be linked) routing 
options, respectively.

Apollo’s creed
Apart from the Quad Core option, the Apollo 
Twin MkII is the very definition of an iterative 
upgrade. If you’re already a happy owner of MkI, 
the talkback mic and extra monitoring control 
alone aren’t reasons enough to reinvest. If, 
however, you’ve been hankering for more DSP 
than your existing Twin affords you, your day 
has come – have at it. And, of course, 
newcomers to the world of Apollo and UAD now 
get even more for their money, which can only 
be a good thing.

Given how much we loved the original Apollo 
Twin, it’ll come as no surprise that the MkII again 
wins our highest possible recommendation. Far, 
far more than possibly the best audio interface 
ever made, this is a musically empowering 
hardware/software hybrid, capable of elevating 
even the humblest of home and project studios 
to genuinely professional-quality heights. 

 Web   www.uaudio.com
 Info   Solo, £590; Duo, £760; Quad, £1100

Verdict
 For   Incredible audio quality

Real-time tracking and monitoring 

through Unison plugins

Superb UAD-2 plugins

New Quad Core option

Talkback mic & extra monitoring options

 Against   Thunderbolt only, currently

Thunderbolt cable not included!

With Unison preamps and full access to  

the UAD catalogue, the Apollo Twin MkII 

does more than just amazing interfacing

10/10

Alternatively
UA Satellite Thunderbolt Quad
N/A » N/A » £590
If you just want UAD DSP-powered 
plugins, this is a cheaper option

Slate Digital VRS-8
N/A » N/A » $1999
The forthcoming hub of Slate’s 
Virtual Recording Studio claims 
zero-latency recording/monitoring

All members of the Apollo family are 
configured and handled using the 
excellent Console software application, 
which looks like a mixing desk with up 
to 14 Input channel strips (four of them 
‘Virtual’ ones, visible as hardware 
outputs in your DAW), two auxiliary 
effects channels, and Control Room 
section and Monitor sections. As well as 
the auxiliary buses and main Monitor 
bus, signals can be routed to Line outs 
3/4 and the Headphones bus for 
discrete cue mixing.

Each of the two Analog Inputs has a 
Unison insert point, and every channel, 
including the Talkback mic, can host up 

to four regular UAD effects plugins, 
making Console a useful standalone 
mixer. The plugins browser that pops 
up when an insert point is clicked 
shows the entire UAD range by default, 
with no discrimination between those 
you own and those you don’t, and 
although you can ‘Hide’ the latter in  
the Console Settings, it feels like there 
should be an option to just filter them 
all in and out in the browser itself  
– there are a lot of them, after all.

That aside, seamlessly designed, 
utterly rock solid and very easy to use, 
Console is as high-quality as audio 
interface control/mixer apps get.

It’s not just the hardware

The back of the Apollo Twin MkII is completely 
unchanged from that of its predecessor

Console is a powerful mixing and control application that lets you into the guts of the unit

“If you’ve been 

hankering for more 

DSP than your existing 

Twin affords you,  

your day has come”
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own right, comprising three oscillators, a filter,  
a post-filter insert effect (which can be a  
second filter amongst other things), a full-on 
modulation system, an arpeggiator, and a  
seven-slot effects rack. How you bring the  
layers together is entirely up to you, but 
immense layered patches, composite  
multi-instruments (bass in one keyrange,  
pad in another, drums in four more, etc) and 
fully formed mini arrangements (each layer  
has a dedicated arp/sequencer, remember)  
are very much the order of the day.

The far left tab leads to the Master page, 
which we discuss in Master of cermonies.

Oscillator action
Clicking the top of an oscillator display opens an 
overlaid browser from which you can select one 
of 260 wavetables or 196 multisamples as a 
source signal for that oscillator. As you’d expect, 
the vast majority of these are overtly synthetic 
in nature, but there are also a handful of acoustic 
and electric instruments in there, as well as some 
very respectable drum kits and kit element 
menus (all snares, all hi-hats, etc), ambiences, 
extended soundscapes and sound design 
‘utilities’ (attacks, noises, etc). It’s a huge and 
diverse range of tones, shapes and 
instrumentation as it is, but this cavernous 
resource can be made more so by investing in 
Parawave’s Rapid Extensions, of which there’s 
currently only one in their online store. It’s called 
XT – Electronic Energy (€50), and it rolls in 
another 1.2GB of presets, wavetables and 
samples of a decidedly ‘big room’ flavour.

Scanning through wavetables is done with 
the Morph control, which becomes a Delay 

 Parawave Audiodesign
  Rapid  €180
An epic-scale instrument packing eight three-oscillator synths in one, 

this new developer’s first plugin comes out with all guns blazing…

“Immense layered 

patches, composite 

multi-instruments and 

mini arrangements are 

the order of the day”

The first release from newcomers Parawave, 
Rapid (VST/AU) is clearly a direct competitor 

to Vengeance-Sound’s VPS Avenger (10/10,  
238), whether it means to be or not. Chief 

among the similarities between the two are that 
both are built on extensive eight-layer 
architectures (although Avenger actually has 
nine layers if you include its Drums oscillator); 
both feature enormous and expandable  
libraries of waveforms, samples and wavetables; 
and both have more modulation options and 
effects than most users will ever need. Beyond 
that shared conceptual framework, however, 
there are marked differences in the two synths’ 
approaches, and dismissing Parawave’s less 
well-known offering as a ‘me-too’ copycat  
would be a serious mistake. Indeed, launching 
on PC last October (followed by Mac in 
December), it was the first of the two to make  
it to market…

Eight-legged freak
Rapid’s eight layers are accessed via the 
so-named tabs towards the top of the interface. 
Each one is effectively a complete synth in its 

FILTER
A great-sounding 
multimode filter with 
global envelope control

FILTER 
INSERT
The filter feeds 
into an insert 
effect, mostly 
distortions or 
secondary filters

MACROS
Three global Macro 
knobs for parameters 
from all eight layers

LAYERS
These nine tabs grant 
access to the Master 
page and eight layers

OSCILLATORS
Each layer’s three 
oscillators can draw from 
hundreds of wavetables 
and multisamples

MODULATORS & 
ARPEGGIATOR
Edit each layer’s 
LFOs, envelopes 
and step 
sequencers, plus 
the Arpeggiator

CONTENT
Click this button to  
view and authorise 
Rapid Extensions

EFFECTS
A rack of seven 
insert effects, with 
19 modules to 
choose from

MODULATION ROUTINGS
You get 32 routings per layer, and they all 
show up in this unwieldy scrolling section

MASTER LIMITER
A simple brickwall 
limiter keeps levels 
under control

2         MINUTES

  WITH…

VIDEO
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control for mutisamples, offsetting their 
triggering by up to 500ms, and is, of course, 
available as a modulation target. Four octaves  
of detune are on tap, as are up to eight 
detunable, spreadable unison voices, while Bass 
and Treble knobs allow quick frequency shaping 
of the oscillator output prior to filtering.

The Phase control shifts the phase of a 
wavetable or start point of a multisample 
(although the lack of visual feedback for the  
last isn’t very helpful), and the phase or start 
point is randomisable, too, for the main and all 
unison voices. Each oscillators can also be 
shoved through one of eight transformative 
effects processors – tube and phase distortion, 
hard sync, noise, phase randomisation, and 
phase, pulse width and ring modulation – with 
the FX Amount and/or FX Factor knobs 
controlling one or two parameters of each  
(mod depth and pulse width for pulse width 
modulation, for example).

The oscillator display shows each triggered 
multisample as a static waveform, and 
wavetables as animated 2D waveforms or full 3D 
representations with a blue ‘slice’ showing the 
current position within the ’table, and thus the 
shape of the waveform at any given point. The 
3D view looks lovely, but we do wish it was a bit 
bigger. Wavetables can’t be edited, incidentally, 
as their equivalents can in Xfer Records Serum 
and Tone2 Icarus, and you can’t import your 
own samples yet, although we gather the latter 
is on the to-do list for a future update.

Rapid’s filter offers 20 types: the usual 6, 12 
and 24dB/octave low-pass and high-pass 
options, various band-passes, peaks and 
notches, a comb filter, and a set of specialised 
low-pass models: Acid, Vintage, Xtreme, etc. All 
but Comb have Cutoff and Resonance knobs, 
plus a third contextual control (Treble boost, 

“Each layer is 

processed with a rack 

of up to seven effects, 

chosen from a fairly 

conventional list of 18”

The oscillator 
browser is full 
of wavetables 
and 
multisamples

Rapid’s modulation setup is enormous. 
Each layer features four LFOs, four 
envelopes and four step sequencers, all 
of them assignable to any of (only) that 
layer’s controls, including those of its 
loaded effects. You get 32 assignments 
per layer, using drag-and-drop or menu 
selection (via the target control itself, 
or in one of the 32 routing blocks at the 
bottom of the layer), and the same 
source can be assigned cumulatively to 
the same target multiple times, for 
modulation scaling and accelerating.

The LFOs load two waveforms at a 
time from a lengthy list of standard and 
‘designed’ shapes, with A and B Phase 
and Bend knobs shifting and skewing 
each wave, and the X-Fade knob 
morphing between them. The 

envelopes are ADSRs, with a Level 
control for the Attack stage and the 
ability to apply curvature to the Attack, 
Decay and Release stages. And the step 
sequencers are edited using a clever 
system whereby one of 20 preset 
curves is entered into each step, and 
dragging with the left and right mouse 
buttons adjusts the height of the left-
and right-hand ends of the curve 
respectively. All of the modulators have 
their own preset libraries, to which you 
can add your own configurations.

Finally, although the modulation 
sources in one layer can’t be routed to 
targets in another, the three Macro 
knobs at the top of the interface are 
global, assignable to as many controls 
from across the whole synth as you like.

Modulation madness

Rapid’s modulations are as ingenious as they are numerous – we love the blending dual LFO waves

Stereo balance or bandwidth, depending on the 
filter type), while Comb sports Cutoff, Damping 
and Feedback. The post-filter Insert effects take 
in various analogue-style and digital distortions 
(Tube, Overdrive, Bitcrusher, etc), a ring modulator, 
the stereo channel-delaying Time Lag, and a 
selection of ‘secondary’ 12dB/octave filters.

As mentioned, the each layer is processed 
with a rack of up to seven effects, chosen from a 
fairly conventional list of 18 – Delay, Reverb, 
Phaser, EQ, Trancegate, Talker (formant filter), 
etc – all of excellent quality, and each packing its 
own short list of presets. The 19th module, Send, 
reveals a bank of knobs for routing the output of 
the layer to any or all of the other layers’ Effects 
racks, facilitating the construction of epic 
parallel-processed signal flows, and enabling 
one or more layers to be deployed as master 
effects racks.

Last but not least, every layer includes the de 
rigeur arpeggiator/note sequencer. There are no 
surprises with this one – it’s a graphically edited 
arp with up to four octaves of range, seven 
directional modes (including Polyphonic for a 
new arpeggio with each note) and the ability to 
load MIDI files.

Rapid relief
Sonically, Rapid stands squarely in the same 
territory as its contemporaries: massive  
basses, hyperkinetic sequences and pads, 
punchy drums (individual, kits and sequenced 
loops), expressive leads, ear-catching plucks, 
intricate textures, wacky arps, and more. For big, 
bright, mix-blasting modern electronic sounds, 

May 2017  /  COMPUTER MUSIC  /  89

parawave audiodesign rapid  /  reviews  <



there’s just nothing it can’t do, as the 650+ 
presets in the preset library forcefully prove.

On the downside, the wave browser is laggy 
(and clumsy to navigate) on our MacBook Pro, 
and the tediously scrolling modulation routing 
lane feels archaic next to the matrices of most 
other current synths. The inability to load more 
than one of each effect type per layer sits at 
odds with Rapid’s otherwise ‘no limits’ ethos, 
too, and many of the ‘spinner’ controls really 
should be knobs (Oscillator Morph, Phase and 
Random, to name but three). Oh, and the online 
manual’s only half-finished – although this is 
made up for to some extent by the informative 
tooltips that pop up when the mouse pointer is 
hovered over any of the controls.

Rough edges aside, Rapid is an ambitious, 
powerful instrument that no producer could  
fail to be impressed by. Taking our earlier  
VPS Avenger comparison to some sort of 
conclusion, that synth’s more ‘modular’, less 
compartmentalised architecture is unarguably 
more flexible and better equipped in terms of 
generally available effects, distortion and 
modulator types; but Rapid’s individual layers 
are ridiculously well furnished – 24 oscillators,  
32 LFOs, envelopes and step sequencers, 56 
effects slots… It’s also laced with interesting and 
novel touches, like the dual-wave LFOs, nifty 
step sequencer editing, and Master page 
envelopes and filter offset. As for which  
sounds better, they’re so close quality-wise  
that it really comes down to individual taste  
– we prefer Avenger, but not by a great margin, 
and possibly just because we’re more familiar 
with it.

All in all, Rapid makes a welcome and  
worthy addition to the new generation of 

supersynths. It’s got all the technical and  
sonic credentials required, but despite its 
relative complexity, it manages to remain 
approachable and intuitive. A truly outstanding 
debut by Parawave. 

 Web   www.parawave-audio.com

The Sequencer 
design is inspired, 
with 20 preset 
shapes and super-
intuitive editing

To the left of the Layer tabs, the M tab 
flips the interface over to the Master 
page, which, as the name suggests, is 
where Rapid’s eight layers come 
together for mixing and keyzoning. It’s 
also where presets are loaded and a 
couple of synth-wide tweaks are made.

The mixer doesn’t do anything 
beyond setting the levels for all layers – 
there’s no panning and no soloing, 
although at least layers can be muted 
by turning them off directly on their 
tabs. Below it, though, is a simple 
multiband compressor that proves to 
be much more useful than we 
expected. It has Threshold and Gain 
controls for each of its three bands, and 
eight presets governing the rest of its 
behaviour internally. It’s not a detailed 
dynamics processor, but as a quick 

patch enhancer, it’s surprisingly effective 
– and the input/output histogram is ace.

The Keyzone Editor lets you set each 
layer’s note range by dragging the ends 
of its representative horizontal bar – a 
straightforward interface that makes 
light work of setting up stacks and splits. 
The global Amp and Filter envelopes 
(individual layers don’t have hardwired 
equivalents) modulate all eight amps 
and filters together, while the Cutoff and 
Resonance knobs offset the two 
parameters for all filters – handy for 
global shaping and sweeping.

On the left of the Master page, the 
preset browser divides Rapid’s 650+ 
patches into descriptive folders,  
which are freely editable within 
Windows and OS X using their regular 
file browsers.

Master of ceremonies

The Master page is the place to mix layers and apply some global tweaks to your patches

Verdict
 For   Eight synths in one

Great library of waves, samples & presets

Superb modulation selection

Diverse and high-quality effects

Well designed and easy to use

 Against   No modulation between layers

A few minor interface quirks

Online manual isn’t finished

With a vast eight-layer architecture, brilliantly 

designed modulators and stunning library 

of wavetables and samples, Rapid sounds 

incredible and never gets overwhelming

9/10

Alternatively
Vengeance-Sound VPS Avenger

238 » 10/10 » €199
Rapid’s closest rival is a beast

Xfer Records Serum
213 » 10/10 » $169

A modern-classic two-oscillator 
wavetable synth with a killer sound

“Rough edges aside, 

Rapid is an ambitious, 

powerful instrument 

that no producer could  

fail to be impressed by”
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A modelled emulation of the exquisitely rare 
RSF PolyKobol 2 analogue synthesiser, PolyKB 

hasn’t seen a full-length appraisal in  since 
version 1, way back in 2010 (9/10, 154), so 
here we’re reviewing the latest version of it as a 
whole, rather than just looking at what’s new. 
For owners of v2.5, which was a free upgrade 
from v1 (introducing a new GUI, high- and band-
pass filter modes, the ability to use the 
sequencer as a modulation source and more), 
the €39 upgrade fee gets you a third extra 
oscillator and second filter (the latter bringing 
with it dual filter input selection and output 
mixing, plus an accompanying envelope), a 
second 2x4 User modulation matrix, and 
separate time multipliers for each envelope.

So, PolyKB III is a three-oscillator, dual filter 
analogue-style polysynth with a matrix-driven 
modulation system, a built-in polyphonic 
sequencer, a handful of effects, and an interface 
that’s more intuitive than it looks. The design of 

the oscillators is one of its defining features, as 
their waveforms are continuously morphable 
from triangle through saw, then double saw, to a 
square wave that progressively narrows down 
to a thin pulse. The knob that controls this 
morphing can, of course, be modulated for all 
sorts of shifting timbres.

Oscillators 2 and 3 each also feature hard sync 
and detune against Oscillator 1, and can be set 
loose from keyboard control to become LFOs  
– Oscillator 2 has a Low button for slowing it 
down to an appropriate speed range for this, but 
for some reason Osc 3 doesn’t. Up to 16 voices of 
polyphony are on offer, including up to six 
Unison voices, randomly detuned with the Drift 
knob in the Keyboard/Arpeggiator panel.

The two zero-delay feedback filters are 
identical 24dB/octave models with low-, high- 
and band-pass modes, and overdrive circuits 
that can be placed pre or post. The input into 
each filter is determined by the Source buttons 

  XILS-lab
 PolyKB III  €159
This virtual take on RFS’ rare French polysynth is already more powerful 

than the original hardware, but there’s always room for improvement

EDITOR 
SELECTOR
A slider isn’t our 
first choice for 
switching screens, 
but there it is…

STEP SEQUENCER
Polyphonic and available as a mod 
source, the sequencer is brilliant 
but awkward

ARPEGGIATOR
A simple arp, with 
extra controls in 
the Keyboard/Arp 
edit page

LFOs
Two LFOs, with five 
simultaneous waveforms, 
featuring Fade and 
Delay controls

EFFECTS
Turn the four effects on and 
off here, and edit them in the 
Effect page

FILTER BLEND
Mix the out of the 
two filters with 
this knob

OSCILLATORS
Three VCOs, with 
waveform morphing, hard 
sync, detune and more

FILTERS
The two filters include their 
own envelopes, overdrive and 
comprehensive input and 
cross routing

ENVELOPE 1
ADSR 1 is 
hardwired to  
the amp but can 
also modulate 
other functions

below it, of which there’s one for each VCO and 
the noise generator, and an additional one for 
routing Filter 1 into Filter 2; and the outputs of 
both filters are mixed using a dedicated knob. It 
all adds up to a highly flexible filtering setup, 
capable of both parallel and serial flow, or a 
combination of both.

Mods and rockers
PolyKB III’s modulation architecture is 
negotiated over three assignment screens: 
Wired Mod, User Mod and Voice XY. Providing 
the signals are three envelopes, two LFOs, the 
Step Sequencer (secondary to its note playback 
functionality – see below), and the usual MIDI 
messages: Velocity, Aftertouch, Keytracking and 
Mod Wheel. The envelopes are hardwired to the 
amp and filters (but also available for other 
things, naturally), and Envs 2 and 3 are loopable. 
All three can be multiplied by factors of 2, 3 or 4, 
too, for super-slow ramping.

2         MINUTES

  WITH…

VIDEO
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The LFOs each output the sum of up to five 
waveforms – sine or triangle, square, ramp up, 
ramp down and sample+hold – activated by the 
buttons next to each one. They can also be 
‘lagged’ and faded in.

Switching between the modulation 
assignment panels (as well as the Effect, Step 
Sequencer, Space XY and Keyboard/Arp editors) 
is done with the fader at the far left. The Wired 
Mod screen is a button matrix in which five 
modulators (LFO1, LFO2 or Noise, ADSR2, VCO2 
and Velocity) are assignable in parallel to any 
number of targets from a fixed list (oscillator 
pitches and waveforms, filter cutoffs, global 
envelope Attack and Decay, and the amp). Click 
an assignment button once for negative 
modulation and twice for positive, and activate 
the Wheel button for mod wheel depth control. 
The User Mod screen uses the same button 
matrix concept to assign two pairs (upgraded 
from one pair in v2.5) of user-selected Sources 
to up to four user-selectable Destinations each.

The button-driven assignments make the 
Wired and User modulations easy and fun to 
mess around with, but with the depths of all 
assignments for each source governed by a 
single Amount knob, frustration frequently arises 
– this is a complaint levelled at PolyKB since day 
one, but we guess XILS-lab aren’t planning to 
address it. The remaining modulation screen, 
Voice XY, is discussed in X and Y.

Stepping out
For internal note generation, PolyKB III includes 
an arpeggiator and a step sequencer. The arp 
features editable chord sequencing and a 
polyphonic mode, and defaults to Random 
mode when no other direction is chosen.  
The polyphonic 128-step Sequencer can play 
back and edit up to eight voices at once, with 
notes and velocities recorded or drawn into a 
relentlessly fiddly but effective piano roll-style 
interface. Sequences are saveable as presets, 
and as of v2.5, the Sequencer’s pitch and 
velocity output can be pressed into service as 
modulation sources, too.

Finally, the Effects page houses Delay, Phaser, 
Chorus and two-band shelving EQ modules, all 
offering enough control to get the job done and 
sounding quite delicious.

Pretty Poly
PolyKB III is a genuine one-of-a-kind synth that 
moves and sounds quite unlike any other. The 
wave morphing is clearly a killer feature, and the 
modulation matrices, step sequencer and XY 
editors all play their parts in defining the 
character and feel of this unique instrument; but 
it’s the sheer quality of the oscillators and filters 
that keep us coming back for more. They sound 
dazzlingly ‘real’, oozing analogue liquidity and 
vibe, whether singing or screaming.

There’s really nothing PolyKB can’t turn its 
hand to, from thumping basses, writhing leads 
and delicate bells to elaborate polyphonic 
sequences, dense arps, textures, soundscapes 
and anything else where motion and dynamics 
are key. And despite the age of the hardware 
being modelled, PolyKB III has a surprisingly 
modern sound, presumably thanks to the many 
modifications made by XILS to the original 
blueprint. This is a synth that any electronic 
producer absolutely has to try, and a no-brainer 
upgrade for existing users. 

 Web   www.xils-lab.com

Verdict
 For   A superb sound all its own

Three morphing oscillators

Powerful step sequencer

Intuitive modulation

Lush effects

 Against   Step sequencer is fiddly

Can’t adjust mod depths individually

Can’t modulate voice position in Voice XY

Despite some strange limitations,  

XILS’ one-of-a-kind synth sounds 

spectacular and programs surprisingly 

easily, given its esoteric nature

9/10

Alternatively
Arturia Mini V

141 » 9/10 » €149
This three-oscillator analogue isn’t 
like PolyKB, but it’s well regarded

Synapse Audio Dune 2
207 » 9/10 » £131

Again, not really like the KB  
but similarly big in sound

PolyKB III’s two X/Y pads enable 
detailed 2D positioning and 
modulation triggering of and by each 
polyphonic voice, which can be set in 
number from 1 to 16.

Space XY has you dragging dots in 
front of two virtual cardioid 
microphones to alter their left/right 
stereo panning and forward/back 
proximity. Three fixed and two random 
presets get you started, and two 
Dynamic animation options (Aquarium 
and Magnet – hopefully many more are 
in the pipeline) move the points around 
the pad in a prescribed pattern by a 
variable amount, at a rate set by the 
Speed knob. The angle of the mics and 

distance between them are adjustable, 
as is the Width of the stereo field.

Voice XY lets you load a modulation 
target (with bipolar Amount control) 
onto each corner of the XY pad and 
freely position the voices between them 
for a different blend of modulation as 
each voice plays. It’s endlessly creative 
and entertaining, although the lack of 
voice position modulation is seriously 
disappointing. It would be helpful if the 
voice dots were numbered in both XY 
pads, so that you could tell which one 
you’re moving at any given point – at 
the moment, you’re basically guessing 
or cycling through voices until the one 
you want lights up.

X and Y

The mod matrix assigns Sources to Destinations using 
buttons, but why can’t we tweak the depths individually?

Assign modulation targets to the four voices of the Voice XY pad to have them blend for each voice

“This is a synth that  

any electronic 

producer absolutely 

has to try”
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A sample-based emulation of the classic 
Yamaha CP-80 electric grand piano, as  

made legendary in the 80s by the likes of  
Elton John, Phil Collins, Peter Gabriel, Toto, 
Herbie Hancock and many more, Waves’ new 
instrument keeps things as simple as such a 
thing should be, but still manages to work in  
a handful of useful extras.

Built on a 500MB bank of multisamples 
captured at a range of velocities and with round-
robin variations, Electric Grand 80 (VST/AU/AAX/
RTAS/standalone) employs separate sampler 
engines for the Main, Key Up/release, 
Mechanical and Pedal sounds, and the four 
faders controlling them make it a cinch to get 
your desired blend of notes and noises. Related 
to this, the Sustain Resonance knob dials in the 
sympathetic vibration of nearby strings to those 
being played when the sustain pedal is 
depressed, proving most effective for adding 
power and weight to held low notes and chords.

All keyed up
The response of Electric Grand 80 can be 
adapted to your playing style via the Velocity 
Curve knob (from logarithmic when fully 
anticlockwise, through linear at the centre 
detent, to exponential when clockwise), while 
tonal and dynamics shaping is provided by an 
onboard compressor, EQ, formant filter and 
limiter. The Comp knob mixes in the output of 

the internal compressor for an increasingly 
punchy, less dynamic sound – although with no 
accessible controls, this is something of a ‘take it 
or leave it’ proposition. The three-band EQ is the 
same as that on the actual CP-80 minus the 
Brilliance switch, with a gain knob for each band. 
The Bass band is a low shelving filter, cornering 
at 203Hz; Mid is a bell filter at 900Hz; and Treble 
is a high shelf, cornering at 1.875kHz. All three 
offer up to 18dB of cut or boost, and are perfectly 
adequate for applying quick tonal tweaks 
without resorting to an external EQ plugin.

Definitely not something found on the 
Yamaha original, the Formant knob brings 
unconventional filtering into play. Ranging from 
-12 to +12, setting it to -5, say, changes the 
character – but, crucially, not the  pitch – of the 
piano to that of the notes five semitones below 
those being played. It works well as a broad-
strokes tone control, complementary to the EQ.

Finally, the master volume control is followed 
up by a 0dB brickwall limiter on the output for 
preventing overs; and the VU peak meter, 
calibrated for 18dB of headroom, features 
separate needles for the left and right channels.

Electric Grand 80 sounds as near as dammit 
to the real thing as any CP-80 emulation we’ve 
heard, with the four mixable sound sources 
opening up plenty of raw sound customisation, 
and the Formant filter making a helpful partner 
to the standard EQ. The effects are a great touch, 

too, placing enough signal processing within the 
instrument itself to enable considerable 
enhancement, polishing and transformation 
without complicating the workflow.

If the very particular sound of the CP-80 is 
something you have a need for in your 
productions, Waves’ virtualisation of it is an 
affordable, thoroughly convincing stand-in for 
the real thing. 

 Web   www.waves.com

  Waves
 Electric Grand 80  $69
Like it or love it, Yamaha’s CP-80 electric grand piano is a bona fide 

classic – so can this multisampled software version do it justice?

Verdict
 For   Sounds just like the read deal

Four mixable channels of notes and noise

Handy effects

Formant filter works well

Small hard drive footprint

45 well designed presets

 Against   Surprisingly hefty CPU hit

Electric Grand faithfully recreates the sound 

of Yamaha’s revered piano, plays beautifully 

and throws in a few tasty extras to boot

8/10

Alternatively
Toontrack EZKeys Electric Grand

200 » 8/10 » £105
Pricier but includes ten effects chains 
and a “songwriting” interface

Hollow Sun Definitive CP70
N/A » N/A » £30
Kontakt library emulating the 
CP-80’s older brother

The Yamaha CP-80 featured a three-band EQ 
and a Tremolo module, both of which are 
included in Waves’ reimagining of it, along 
with four further effects.

The Tremolo is the same as the original, 
but with the addition of host sync (from 2/1 to 
1/32, with dotted and triplet options) to the 
free-running 0.25-28Hz speed range.

More modulation-based processing comes 
in the shape of Autopan, Phaser and Chorus 
effects. The last of these is generated by four 

LFO-controlled delays but only permits 
adjustment of Depth, while Autopan and 
Phaser both include synced and unsynced 
speed adjustment as well as Depth control 
and, for the Phaser, a wet/dry Mix knob.

The Reverb effect’s four controls let you 
set the reverb Time, Predelay, high-frequency 
Damping and Mix balance.

Each effect has its own bypass button, and 
all can be knocked out collectively with the 
global bypass at the left-hand end of the rack.

Easy effects

2         MINUTES
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The latest dynamics processor from Polish 
plugin wizards PSP Audioware is a FET-style 

feedback compressor inspired by the Urei 1176, 
which is widely regarded as one of the greatest 
character compressor/limiters ever made. 
FETpressor (VST/AU/AAX/RTAS) isn’t intended to 
be an exact emulation, as the substitution of 
Threshold and Makeup gain knobs for the 1176’s 
Input and Output dials, and the addition of 
various new features, make clear. It doesn’t aim 
to sound exactly the same as any specific 
revision of the 1176, either – PSP tell us they 
designed FETpressor to provide the best of the 
‘generic’ 1176 sound, but with enhanced controls 
and a more conventional, modern workflow.

Fine FET
FETpressor’s GUI is typical PSP: a photorealistic 
hardware-style fascia footed by preset 
management and A/B controls. The Threshold 
knob extends up to +12dB, the extra range used 
to compensate for the automatic internal 
threshold decrease applied for ratios below 4:1. 
You see, unlike the 1176’s button-operated fixed 
compression ratios, FETpressor’s Ratio knob 
transitions continuously from 16:1 all the way to 
1:1. The reason for the 1:1 setting is that the plugin 
features under-the-hood amplifier and output 
transformer emulations, imparting their own 
(very subtle) sound, which you might want to 
use without applying any compression.

One of the defining features of the 1176 is its 
incredibly fast attack, which FETpressor matches 
with its 0.1-10ms Attack range, for effectively 
instant compression. The Release, meanwhile, can 
go faster than the 1176’s shortest 50ms setting, 
ramping all the way down to 10ms (and up to 1s).

Onto those all-new bits and pieces, then.  
The sidechain high-pass filter proves useful for 
compressing drum busses and other mixed-
frequency signals, taking the low end (10Hz to 
1kHz) out of the detector circuit to reduce 
pumping; while the Blend control mixes wet and 
dry signals for parallel compression. FETpressor 
can also compress only the left or right channel, 
and (back in stereo mode) compress each 
channel independently or both equally.

FETpressor doesn’t sound exactly the same 
as the 1176 – PSP have successfully put their own 
spin on its sound and response. It’s fabulously 
musical, bringing out the best in all kinds of 
instrumentation. On the drums bus, it delivers 
heft, power and bite at high ratios, and more 
transparent levelling at lower settings; and the 
curative effect is has on fluctuant vocals, guitars 
and basses is extraordinary, enhancing their 
inherent energy, presence and attitude.

There are a couple of sticking points, 
however. Having to click the names of the 
sidechain filter and Blend control to activate 
them is awkward in a UX sense. Also, FETpressor 
doesn’t yet allow for external sidechaining, 

although PSP say it will do in a future update.
You may already own at least one decent 1176 

emulation, but PSP’s late entry into the game is 
without doubt one of the best we’ve heard, ably 
capturing all the utility and character of the real 
thing but with its own angle. It’s also got that 
sidechain filter, dry/wet mix control and stereo 
link/unlink function, of course, which yours may 
not. The lack of external sidechaining will be an 
issue for some, but for those who can get past 
that (or wait for it), FETpressor serves as a totally 
convincingly reminder of just how authentic 
software analogue emulations can be. 

 Web   www.pspaudioware.com

  PSP Audioware
 FETpressor  $120
Infused with the soul of the classic Urei 1176, this FET feedback 

compressor emulation is entering into an already crowded market

Verdict
 For   Captures the spirit of the 1176 

without being a slave to it

Amazingly ‘analogue’ sound

Sidechain filter

Independent channel processing

Mix control for parallel compression

 Against   No external sidechain

It’s not a purist emulation, but FETpressor 

is one of the best 1176-style compressor 

plugins yet. When the promised external 

sidechain is added, it’ll be a 10

9/10

Alternatively
Universal Audio 1176 Classic 
Limiter Collection

181 » 9/10 » £229
Stunning trio of 1176  
emulations for UAD/Apollo

IK Multimedia Black 76
169 » 8/10 » €120

Faithful native recreation of the 1176

FET stands for ‘Field Effect Transistor’, which, 
in the area of dynamics processing, is a type 
of solid state controllable gain component 
first employed in a compressor by Bill 
Putnam, when he redesigned the Urei 176 
tube limiter into the legendary 1176 Limiting 
Amplifier. While the FET was originally 
conceived as a replacement technology for 
the valve/tube, the differences between the 
two are quite profound. First of all, valves and 
FETs saturate rather differently to each other 

when pushed hard, FETs being the more 
transparent of the two at low and high ratios, 
although they can still get pretty gnarly when 
pushed. FET-based compressors are also 
much faster than valves in terms of attack 
and release times, making them the better 
option for precise peak limiting. Finally, in the 
real world, the solid state FET is far more 
durable and long-lasting than its fragile 
vacuum tube counterpart – not that that 
matters in the software domain, of course.

What the FET?

2         MINUTES
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Joey Sturgis Tones have built an enviable 
reputation for delivering high quality 

focused but affordable plugins, and given Joey’s 
own history playing and producing metalcore 
and heavy rock, these tools often dovetail nicely 
into those specific genres.

The latest, Guilty Pleasure (AU/VST/AAX/
RTAS), is their third guitar-focused Toneforge 
plugin, designed for classic high-gain amplifier 
tones. In order of signal flow, its seven modules 
are Pedal, Amp, Cab, Magic, Effects, EQ and 
Limiter, with global Input and Output gain (+12 to 
-70dB) and an input Gate rounding things off.

All but the Magic module have editable 
parameters, and the six are accessed by clicking 
on the relevant icon at the bottom. Clicking on 
the Signal Flow button reveals all seven modules, 
allowing you to bypass the Magic module should 
you wish. Although they don’t specify what this 
sorcerous processor does, shown on a 
frequency analyser it cuts the low mids, and 
boosts low and high frequencies, achieving a 
more polished and mix-ready sound. In the 
majority of cases, we found that things sounded 
better with it switched on.

Tone poem
Guilty Pleasure launches with all modules active, 
but in reality just the Amp, Cab, Magic and 
Overdrive are actually doing anything. This 
delivers the plugin’s main sound, which you can 

then enhance with the pedal effects and the 
output limiter. Switching out the Overdrive and 
Magic processors reveals the core amplifier 
tone, which is surprisingly warm, even at high 
Gain settings. Clean tones are also possible (very 
low Gain and high Output), and the tone controls 
(Bass, Mid, Treble and Presence) provide further 
shaping. It’s obvious, though, as you turn up the 
Gain and the crunch kicks in, that this is what 
Guilty Pleasure is really for.

You get two 4x12 cabinet options: a scooped 
modern-sounding Orange Custom and a 
warmer Mesa, with a choice of four mics 
(Condenser, 421, 57 and 57 off-axis). There’s no 
mic position adjustment, which is disappointing, 
but the eight available cabinet sounds are very 
different, and external impulse responses can be 
imported, which is a nice touch.

The plugin’s EQ is a five-band model, with the 
high and low bands switching between filter and 
shelving duties. All five bands have adjustable 
bandwidth and span the full frequency range 
(20Hz to 20kHz), so there’s loads of flexibility to 
further sculpt your tone . Rounding things off is 
the Limiter, which has a pretty snappy response 
and also automatic gain make up, so although the 
controls are simple (Threshold and Output), that 
Output attenuator really does come in handy.

Guilty Pleasure does lack a few operational 
niceties such as microphone positioning, 
individual EQ band bypass, a moving wah pedal 

graphic and flexible signal flow routing. Rather 
surprisingly, it also has no integrated patch 
library and no standalone version, so it’s clearly 
aimed at mixing rather than playing duties. Even 
so, Guilty Pleasure delivers plenty of solid tone, 
good shaping extras and is quick and easy to 
use. If you’re specifically after that classic high-
gain amp sound, suitably tailored and ready for 
action, this is a great option.

 Web   www.joeysturgistones.com

  Joey Sturgis Tones
 Toneforge 
Guilty Pleasure  £65
This developer and producer creates and sells the software tools  

he wants to use. Let’s check out his latest amplifier simulation

Verdict
 For   Excellent high-gain amp tone

Overall rig Tailored for metal sounds

Import of impulse responses

Output limiter

Cheap

 Against   Only one amp model

Fixed signal flow and routing

It might be a one-trick pony, but if you’re 

after classic high-gain amp tones, Guilty 

Pleasure comes cheap and sounds great

8/10

Alternatively
Mercuriall Spark

240 » 9/10 » $120
A remarkably accurate Marshall 
sim but with considerable CPU hit

Studio Devil Virtual Guitar Amp II
160 » 10/10 » $79

Great sound and super-affordable 
little brother to Amp Modeller Pro

In the Pedal page you get four options: one 
screamer-style Overdrive before the Amp, 
and three effects pedals (Delay, Wah and 
Reverb) after the Cab. The Overdrive works 
well combined with cleaner Amp settings, or 
can push existing overdriven tones over the 
edge. Its Tone settings can help brighten the 
fundamentally warm Amp sound.

In the Effects module, clicking a pedal 
opens the editable zoom window. The Wah is 
well equipped with Drive, Distortion and Tone 

accompanying the traditional band-pass 
filter, adjusted using the Wah knob.  
The Delay is reasonably straightforward 
(Delay Time, Repeat and Delay Level).

Overall, our favourite Effects pedal is the 
Reverb, with three suitably grungy reverbs 
joined by a rather excellent Reverse setting, 
which adds a breathing ethereal effect to 
chunky riffing when used in moderation. 
Adjustable parameters are kept simple 
(Blend and Amount) for ease of use.

Pedal power
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Melda’s new flagship dynamics plugin, 
MTurboComp (VST/AU/AAX) is, at heart, a 

full-on compressor/limiter construction kit. 
However, for most, its main draw is probably 
going to be the collection of classic and vintage 
compressor emulations that have been made 
for us by the developers using its inbuilt tools.

These emulations are called Active presets, 
and there are 14 of them, plus four totally original 
creations including a gate and expander. You 
can’t save your own custom devices into the 
panel as Active presets, it’s worth noting – they’re 
just stored as regular presets.

Turbo kid
Each emulation features all the controls of the 
original hardware informing it, and a standard 
set of further common parameters, found in the 
Globals, Detector and Detector EQ sections.

The Globals section hosts knobs for In and 
Out Gain, Dry/Wet mix, and Compression and 
Saturation amounts. Compression increases the 
amount of gain reduction applied without 
significantly changing the final volume level, by 
simultaneously raising the input gain and 
lowering the output gain. Saturation dials in 
analogue-style distortion of various types, as 
chosen in the Editor, including soft and hard 
clipping, and foldback.

The Detector and Detector EQ sections handle 
internal and external sidechain filtering and peak 

EQing, for emphasising or reducing the detector 
response to particular frequency ranges.

The model-specific parameters are housed in 
the Compressor section, each set drawing on 
the expected pool of options – Threshold, Ratio, 
Knee, Attack, Release, Look-Ahead, etc.

Although the available parameters vary 
between Active presets, they all essentially 
share the same drab, uninspiring (albeit 
customisable to an extent) interface. It’s a shame 
– we’d really like to have seen a bit more effort 
made in capturing the looks of the emulated 
boxes to go with the sounds. Also, while all the 
common controls can be locked off, the 
Compressor section doesn’t hold its settings 
when you switch between Active presets, 
resetting to the defaults every time. The A-H 
snapshots make comparison of up to eight 
setups easy enough, but we’d rather the Active 
presets retained their settings nonetheless. 
We’re also not fans of using percentages to 
indicate compression ratios and envelope times.

Still, the sound is what it’s really all about, of 
course, and on that front, MTurboComp is 
magnificent. There are multiple specialists here 
for every production situation, from vocals and 
instrumentation of all kinds to bus and 
mastering compression, taking in a wide variety 
of characters and transparency levels along the 
way. While we can’t in all honesty comment on 
the precise accuracy of all 14 emulations (and 

Melda themselves say “they don’t sound exactly 
the same” anyway), all of them behaved largely 
as expected based on memory, the few bits of 
hardware we did have available for comparison, 
and equivalent plugins from other developers.

While the more ‘scientific’ music technologist 
will find plenty to get their teeth into with Edit 
mode, for the vast majority, MTurboComp 
simply stands as a comprehensive library of 
superb classic compressors and limiters that 
sound phenomenal from top to bottom, even if 
they don’t also look it. 

 Web   www.meldaproduction.com

  MeldaProduction
 MTurboComp  €199
Fancy getting 14 classic compressor emulations in one plugin? And 

how about using the tools they were made with to build alternatives?

Verdict
 For   14 excellent and diverse dynamics 

processors in one

Wide range of characters and sounds

Edit mode for making your own

Endlessly configurable

Superb metering

 Against   Visually dull and uninspiring

Active preset’s Compressor sections 

reset to default when switched

MTurboComp’s Edit mode makes for a 

compelling headline, but it’s the versatile 

library of pre-made classic dynamics 

processors that takes centre stage

8/10

Alternatively
DMG Audio Compassion

166 » 10/10 » £150
Incredible compressor 
construction system

u-he Presswerk
216 » 10/10 » $155

Very tweakable dynamics and 
saturation based on analogue gear

Although the Easy mode, with its 14 classic 
emulations, will be all most users want or 
need from MTurboComp, clicking the Edit 
button switches to Edit mode, where you can 
create the custom compressor of your 
dreams – or nightmares – using the very same 
building blocks employed by Melda to make 
the Active presets. These comprise four 
parallel envelope Followers, four dynamics 
Processors, a dynamic Equalizer and two 
Saturators. You can activate as many or few 

of them as you like, and each one offers a 
staggering amount of customisation, 
including adjustable Attack and Release 
response curves, RMS windows, distortion 
types, harmonic levels and more. It’s head-
spinning stuff, but thankfully everything is 
explained through the use of tooltips and 
built-in help screens.

As you’d expect, the best way to get 
started with Edit mode is to peruse and 
reverse engineer the 14 Active presets.

Roll your own
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Following up their Sand SSL 4000/5000 
emulation plugin (8/10, 241), Acustica 

Audio’s Lime is almost exactly the same thing 
again, reskinned and powered by 1.4GB of 
impulse responses. They’ve been captured from 
a range of Neve console channel strips and 
outboard: the 8801, VR, 88R, 1073, V-Rack and 
8051. Again, it comes as part of a bundle – Lime 
Crazy88 – that includes a zero-latency version 
and individual plugins for its three component 
modules: Lime Pre, Lime Bus and Lime EQ.

Like that of its stablemate, Lime’s chunky, 
photorealistic fascia is a beautiful thing to behold. 
The left-hand side houses a four-band EQ, the 
central panel is home to the Control, Preamp and 
Filter sections, and a Compressor occupies the 
right. This layout doesn’t represent the actual 
signal flow, however, which is user-adjustable.

Each EQ band is independently switchable 
between emulations of the Neve VR and 88R, 
the two differing significantly in frequency 
ranges, variable Q behaviour and sound. The 
High and Low bands are continuously 
sweepable from broad peak through narrow 
peak to shelving response, while the High Mid 
and Low Mid bands feature more conventional 
Q controls, ranging from broad to narrow.

In the limelight
A selection of eight preamps (11 in the Lime Pre 
plugin) from the Neve 88R, 8801 VR and 1073 is 

available in the Preamp section. These draw  
on their various line, mic, EQ and compressor 
paths, individually and in combination, for a 
variety of subtle but effective tonal colours and 
task-orientated configurations. The Preamp 
section’s three knobs control Input and Output 
levels, and Compressor Dry/Wet balance.

Above, in the Control section, are buttons for 
switching between 14 diverse serial and parallel 
routing schemes (some utilising the external 
sidechain); and in the Filter section below, high- 
and low-pass filters each offer A and B modes, 
based on the Neve VR and 88R.

The Compressor sports a choice of five 
models, sampling the VR, 88R, V-Rack and two 
8051 Surround Compressors (a regular model 
and Acustica’s own modified one), and switched 
between using the stack of buttons to the right. 
They vary in terms of Ratio, Attack and Release 
ranges, and general sound quality, but C mode 
– the aforementioned 8051 – almost brings a 
tear to the eye with its staggeringly ‘analogue’ 
musicality and smoothness. Astonishing. As we 
also found with Sand, the ability to shape the 
compression attack curve with the SHmod knob 
is incredibly useful, while the option to kick up 
the oversampling with the  CPU-devouring 
Insane mode is welcome.

Predictably, Lime is earthier and more 
colourful than the comparatively neutral Sand, 
genuinely capturing that organic Neve sound 

and spirit to an extent rarely heard in software. 
The EQs and compressors are absolutely 
beautiful, the routing options give plenty of 
flexibility, and having access to the individual 
modules as separate plugins is great. Yes, the 
lag (see The price of power) is unarguably a 
turn-off, but the end result is more than good 
enough to make it worth enduring. If the idea of 
a comprehensive Neve channel strip right within 
your DAW appeals, you simply have to have 
Lime in your life. 

 Web   www.acustica-audio.com

  Acustica Audio
 Lime Crazy88  €199
Having nailed the SSL 4000 and 5000 with Sand, the experienced 

Italian developers return with this impressive Neve-aping alternative

Verdict
 For   Amazing Neve EQ

Amazing Neve compression

14 routing options

Handy preamps and filters

 Against   Laggy GUI

Very CPU-intensive

Fiddly authorisation procedure

Silly Compressor knob behaviour

Acustica’s best yet, Lime sounds so good 

you’ll have trouble believing it’s not a 

physical channel strip – except for that lag…

8/10

Alternatively
Waves Scheps 73

203 » 8/10 » $199
Neve 1073 EQ emulation endorsed 
by mixing legend Andrew Scheps

Universal Audio Neve 88RS 
Channel Strip Collection

116 » 9/10 » £229
Superb recreation of Neve’s 
prestigious console strip

As anyone with any experience of Acustica’s 
other plugins will know, latency is part and 
parcel of the Acqua convolution technology 
behind them, with a very noticeable delay 
between twisting a knob or pressing a button 
and anything actually happening. Once 
you’ve got your parameters finalised, this 
may well feel like a small price to pay for such 
exceptional quality of end result, but when 
you’re in the flow – particularly flipping 
between Lime and other plugins that don’t 

suffer from the same issue – it’s pretty 
annoying. You’d think the included zero-
latency version (LimeZL) would help, but  
that just alleviates audio input latency, not 
control input lag.

We also really don’t like the use of 
continuous but ‘snapping’ knobs for the 
Compressor Attack, Release and Ratio, where 
stepped ones or even buttons would be more 
appropriate. Such shonky UX is disappointing 
in such an otherwise-sexy GUI.

The price of power
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Accusonus

Era-N  $59
 Web  www.accusonus.com
 Format  PC/Mac

Expanding on the denoising side  
of their Era-D audio restoration 
plugin, Era-N (VST/AU/AAX) 
employs Accusonus’ patented 
noise removal algorithms within a 
one-knob interface. All you need do 
is choose the frequency range 
within which the offending signal 
lies (All, High, Low, High and Low  
or Mid), and crank the knob up to 
the point at which it disappears.  
If the overall volume drops as  
a consequence, raise the Output 
gain slider.

With dialog and vocals, Era-N easily does the business, 
knocking out hiss, hum, rumble and any other constant  
low-level annoyances entirely, usually at a setting low enough to 
avoid the artefacts that start to creep in as you approach the top 
end of the knob’s range. On more ‘broadband’ musical material 
– individual instruments and mixed groups – the results are a 
little less straightforward, with reverb tails and sustained sounds 
shortening to a variable degree. The compromise is often worth 
it, though, as Era-N’s restorative properties work minor wonders 
on noisy recordings without doing significant damage.

n9/10n

UVI

UVS-3200  €79
 Web  www.uvi.net
 Format  PC/Mac

Korg’s super-rare late-70s semi-
modular synth, the PS-3200, is 
brought to life by UVI’s latest 
soundbank (1.7GB) for Falcon and the 
free UVI Player (VST/AU/AAX). 
Reflecting the PS-3200’s two-oscillator 
architecture, UVS-3200 is a dual-layer 
instrument, with each layer/oscillator 
featuring a selection of sounds 
lovingly sampled from the real thing  
– 24 of them for Oscillator 1, accessed 
via the 8x3 button matrix, and 69 for Oscillator 2 (including  
the 24 of Oscillator 1), reached through a categorised menu. 
We guess Osc 1 is limited to 24 sounds to make the GUI ‘work’, 
which feels a bit bloody-minded.

Each layer also has its own multimode filter, envelopes, 
arpeggiator, stereo controls and more to play with, while LFO 
and sequencer modulation of volumes, filters and pitches bring 
the movement, and five global effects polish up the end result.

Like all of UVI’s classic synth libraries, UVS-3200 is in no 
way a full emulation of its inspiration. Rather, it’s a sample 
playback machine with enough synthesis, processing and 
arpeggiation options onboard to enable comprehensive 
transformation of its pristine raw recordings.

n8/10n

A rapid-fire round-up of sample libraries, ROMplers and music gear
mini reviews

 Web  www.samplemagic.com
 Format  PC/Mac

Billed as a “mix finalising utility”, Sample Magic’s 
streamlined multieffects VST/AU plugin is built 
to deliver intuitive, uncomplicated master bus 
processing, with the user operating a variety of 
under-the-hood parameters via a bank of just 
four ‘macro’ knobs, two buttons, and Input and 
Output level controls.

The four modules beavering away in the 
background comprise a multiband compressor 
(Compress), a four-band dynamic EQ (Colour), a 
stereo widener/narrower (Stereo) and a Limiter. 
Simply turn the governing knob clockwise to dial 
in each process, increasing the compression 
amount, frequency shaping (Colour boosts the 
lows and highs and cuts the midrange), stereo 
spread (from mono to overly wide) and limiter 
threshold. Activating the Boost button repositions 
the EQ after the limiter – we’re surprised there’s 
not also the option to swap it with the compressor.

63 presets are included, clearly labelled and 
categorised, and making solid starting points on 

which to base your tweaks. The 
Output level is overly hot by 
default, but happily, both Input 
and Output knobs stay put 
through preset changes, so 
lowering the latter by about  
5dB when you first load Boost up, 
assuming the mix is peaking at 
around -3dB, seems to be a must. 
Alternatively, you can hit the Brick 
button to activate a brickwall 
limiter on the output.

Boost’s combination of 
processes proves very effective at 
increasing and improving the 
impact, presence and tonal balance of all kinds 
of mixes, and depending on the source material, 
the results can be really quite impressive.  
Of course, it’s not infallible, and we often found 
ourselves wishing we could get our hands on 
those EQ frequencies or multiband crossovers, 
for example; but that’s inevitable with any plugin 
of this kind, where such decisions are 
automated and constrained to ranges put in 

place by the developers. For quick demo 
mastering, experimentation with broad  
dynamic and tonal treatments, and tarting up 
group busses within the mix (it’s particularly 
handy on drums!), Boost could be a godsend  
for those unwilling or unable to work with the 
discrete components of a full-on mastering  
or pre-mastering effects chain.

n8/10n
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Capsun ProAudio
Future Beats &  
Fractal Organica  £35
A cerebral sound design tour de force, 

the artistry and production expertise 

on display in FB&FO’s 2GB of glitchy 

electronica loops and shots are jaw-

dropping – from the thoughtful use of 

stereo motion and front-back placement 

to the sublime frequency shaping and 

granulising. The FX & Atmopsheric and 

Glitch Melodic folders are high points, 

not that there’s a dud to be found 

anywhere in the pack. With every loop 

being eight bars long at 80bpm, you 

get an awful lot of audio for your 

money. A future classic.
www.loopmasters.com
n10/100

Toontrack

Alt-Rock EZX £53
Surely Toontrack’s most prestigious EZX yet, Alt-Rock  
is produced by cantankerous engineering legend  
Steve Albini, at his almost equally legendary Electrical 
Audio studios. It consists of two full kits (Ludwig Club 
Date and DW Collector’s), with two further kicks and 
five extra snares, plus percussion in the shape of a pair 
of timpani, a 27" concert bass drum, a cowbell and a 
‘clamped’ 15" bottom hi-hat. The tubs are lively, 
spacious and hard-hitting, and the kit/mixer presets 
and bundled grooves are superb, making this a 
no-brainer for the rockin’ EZdrummer owner.

www.timespace.com
n9/10n

Sample Magic

LA Sessions £35
This 1GB West Coast house library (474 samples,  
130 MIDI files) is packed with uplifting,  
creatively inspiring loops and lines. As well as  
the expected stemmed drum grooves and basslines 
(all of which are excellent, particularly the beats), 
dedicated folders of mallet, piano and guitar loops 
work in the requisite ‘real’ instrumentation. The  
Music Loops section features some supremely catchy 
riffs, and Sample Magic’s ever-present Inspiration 
Loops mini construction kits are as impressive as 
ever. Cali-fantastic.

www.samplemagic.com
n9/10n

Mode Audio

Hybrid Drums £16
Hybrid Drums’ 367 samples – 75 (each) kicks, snares 
and hats, 50 claps, 36 toms, 26 cymbals, 14 sidesticks 
and 16 shakers – successfully merge electronic and 
acoustic layers, mixing the power of synthesised 
drums with the air and dynamism of their physical 
counterparts, and covering a lot of ground in terms 
of genre orientation. You also get ten sampler 
patches and five channel strips in various formats, 
plus ten MIDI files, and the whole thing makes for  
a very compelling percussive package, particularly  
at this price.

www.modeaudio.com
n9/10n

Niche Audio

Diablo House £25
Produced by house, er, don, Don Diablo, this polished 
pack for Ableton Live and NI Maschine 2 comprises 15 
projects, each put together using 15 Drum Racks or 
Groups, drawing on a pool of 240 samples. The 
production throughout is exemplary and bang up to 
the minute genre-wise – the drums slam, the 
basslines bounce, and the pianos, synths and vocals 
power along with conviction. Worth being aware of, 
though, is that many of the samples are short phrases 
at 126bpm – as opposed to single hits – that only work 
at that tempo in Maschine.

www.loopmasters.com
n8/10n
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Sample Tools by Cr2

This is Techno £16
Another well produced genre library from Cr2, This 
is Techno weighs in at just 330MB but manages to 
cram over 400 samples, 49 MIDI files and 20 presets 
for Reveal-Sound’s Spire synth into its compact 
frame. The 20 stemmed 128bpm drum loops hit the 
spot, with real pace and energy, and the basslines 
are as down-and-dirty as any we’ve heard. The 15 
synth loops leave us wanting more (in a good way), 
and the Songstarter construction kits are stunning. 
Throw in 80 bankable one-shot drum hits and 
you’re good to go.

sounds.beatport.com
n9/10n

43% Giant

Ambient Hip Hop Subscription
Fusing hip-hop rhythms with ambient production 
sensibilities, this 770MB pack on the subscription-
based Noiiz label fulfils its remit to a tee, taking in 
wilfully wonky drums, brooding basses, experimental 
guitars, plinky melodics, chitinous percussion and 
more. We’re perplexed by the ‘Endless Drones’, 
though, which average about 15 seconds long and 
don’t loop anywhere near seamlessly. That aside, 
Ambient Hip Hop is a treasure trove of off-kilter beats, 
unusual textures and ear-tickling sounds – one of the 
more interesting libraries we’ve heard recently.

www.noiiz.com
n8/10n

Puremagnetik

Paragons $8
The theme with this cheap-as-chips library of sample-
based instruments for Live, Logic and Kontakt is 
“powerful, anthemic sounds”. There are 30 in total, 
from multisampled synths and acoustic instruments, 
ranging in style from high-energy leads and arps to 
searing trance pads. While the scripted Kontakt 
interface and Logic Smart Controls are standardised 
throughout, the eight assigned Live Macros vary, 
controlling everything from filter cutoffs and chord 
stacking to arpeggiator style, modulation and effects 
– Push users will have a field day!

www.puremagnetik.com
n9/10n

F9 Trax

Electric Disco £27
Five complete – and we mean complete, as in around 
50 tracks each, fully arranged and mixed – nu disco 
projects for Live and Logic, incorporating over 80 
multisampled instruments and sound menus in 
EXS24 or Drum/Instrument Rack formats (5GB of 
audio). The sounds and feel are fresh, bright and 
polished. Each project also includes comprehensive 
session notes (as PDFs and in Live’s Help View), 
guiding you in a friendly, approachable style. An 
invaluable dance music masterclass that just happens 
to come with a ton of premium samples and MIDI.

www.loopmasters.com
n10/10n

Zero-G

Disco Platinum £67
The full gamut of 70s and 80s disco styles is covered 
by these 35 short (eight bars) but incisive construction 
kits. The references and influences are readily apparent 
– Chic, Kool and the Gang, Moroder, Bee Gees, Sister 
Sledge, Quincy Jones, etc – the instrumentation is as 
it should be (lots of brass, guitars and synths), and 
the performances and attitude are spot on. There’s 
just a little too much cleanliness to the engineering 
and production, though, which detracts from the 
retro ethos somewhat. Nonetheless, for authentic 
disco vibes, Disco Platinum is a solid choice.

www.timespace.com
n8/10n

Touch Loops

Organic Top Loops $19
There’s a surprising paucity of ‘tops’ libraries on the 
soundware market, but newcomers to these pages 
Touch Loops hope to redress that with this gathering 
of 121 loops (at 110, 115, 120 and 125bpm), plus 146 
supplementary one-shots with which to make your 
own from scratch. The percussion deployed is 
sonically diverse, as are the arrangements and 
processing styles. Some of them arguably stray a tad 
too far into low-end territory, mind you, but that’s 
nothing a filter can’t cure, and overall, Organic Top 
Loops is a very useful dance music toolkit.

www.touchloops.com
n8/10n

Sample Magic

Electronic Grooves £35
We just don’t get the titling of this cinematic collection 
of loops – “geared to flit effortlessly between screen 
and dancefloor”, apparently – which features as much, 
if not more, acoustic and electric instrumentation as 
it does synths and drum machines. The synth leads 
and basses are pretty tasty, and we dig the pianos and 
guitars, but the mostly-live drum loops are a curious 
lot, frequently crossing the line between ‘deliberately 
broken’ and just amateurish and sloppy. A bit of head-
scratcher, Electronic Grooves is competently made 
and musically meaningful, but just leaves us a bit cold.

www.samplemagic.com
n7/10n

Organic Loops

Funk & Soul Keys – Bill King £20
Veteran keysman King (Aretha Franklin, Janis Joplin, 
Pointer Sisters et many al) offers up 470 organ, 
piano, clavinet and harpsichord loops. Most are 
presented dry and in multiple processed versions, 
many of which come across as filler – although there’s 
more than enough material overall to overcome that. 
We wish there was a lot more Rhodes to offset the 
hard edges of all those organs and clavs. King’s 
playing is brilliant, and his wantonly funky tinklings 
would be at home in all kinds of music, making this a 
unique library that all should hear.

www.loopmasters.com
n9/10n



CM Pop Pack
It’s doesn’t matter how clichéd your 

sounds are – it’s what you do with them 

that counts. Pop formulas and sounds 

may have been rinsed time and time 

again, but there’s a good reason: they 

work! So we’ve pulled this massive 

pack from the archives to bring you the 

finest, most attention-grabbing beats, 

basses, synth lines, loops and 

multisampled instruments around.

including
 72 Synth Loops
 394 Beat Loops
 96 Bass Loops
 144 Drum Hits
 29 FX one-shots
 15 Multisampled 
  Instruments

 1196 WAV SOUNDS

Come and take a look down our 

tops and browse the 500 high-end 

samples in this month’s pack! 

Feel the heat of our glistening 

arps, get chills from our bubbling 

bells, and gulp down sparkling 

pads to make your highs even 

higher. Don’t waste time 

designing your own sounds – 

these samples and multi-

instruments are all royalty-free, 

ready for use with absolutely no 

guilt. Go on, grab them now!

Get these exclusive samples  

on your PC/Mac over at

vault.computermusic.co.uk

DOWNLOAD

 SHIMMER & 
 SPARKLE

      SAMPLES GIVEAWAY
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 26 Filtered noise hits
 24 Sparkling pads
 50 Pad loops
 30 Arps at five tempos each
 4 Multisampled instruments
 28 High-end one-shots
 45 Chiming bell loops
 95 High-end shining loops

500 EXCLUSIVE SAMPLES

VOL. 43

SHIMMER 
& SPARKLE



 1GB Loopmasters Pack
Get them on the  DVD or download from vault.computermusic.co.uk
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01  Spin Media  
 Contemporary Electronica
02  My Digital Enemy Dirty Tech House
03  Futurecast Mid Tempo  
 Beats & Breaks Volume 2
04  Dark Cinema
05  Rankin Audio  
 Organic Downtempo 2

06  Push Button Bang  
 Future Weapons
07  Resonance Sound  
 Tech House Oblivion
09  Synth DNA: Korg MonoPoly
 10  Drums of Sparta
 11  Cinetools Otherworld
 12  F9 Trax Electric Disco



Our exclusive collection 
of instruments and 
effects is included  
with every issue of 
Computer Music – it’s 
got all you need to 
make great music now!

What is  Plugins? Is it just 
freeware from the internet?
No, and neither are the plugins 
limited or ‘crippled’. It’s a set of 
virtual instruments and effects 
created by some of the best 
developers in the business just for 
us – you won’t find this set of 
plugins anywhere else!

Where do I get   Plugins?
As a download from our Vault  
(see p5 for instructions on how  
to access).

How do I install  Plugins?
You’ll find specific installation 
instructions for each plugin  
in the How To Install file in the  
CM Plugins folder.

What do I need to use them?
A PC or Mac and a music program 

(aka DAW) to host them (ie, ‘plug 
in’ to). You need a DAW that can 
host VST or AU plugins, such as 
Ableton Live, Reaper, FL Studio 
(PC), Cubase, Sonar (PC), Logic 
(Mac) or Garageband (Mac).

What happened to…!
As of 209, many  Plugins 
have been upgraded to include 
64-bit compatibility. The few older 

 Plugins that remain 32-bit-only 
– such as Amplifikation CM, Rhino 
CM and KR-Delay/KR-Reverb – are 
now included in the 32-bit only 
subfolders. These plugins require 
either a 32-bit host or a suitable 
‘bit bridge’ (eg, jBridge) for use 
within a 64-bit DAW.

Still got questions?  
See the full  FAQ at  
bit.ly/cmpluginsfaq

The  Plugins collection is a suite of complete, limitation-free 
instrument and effects plugins. It’s an incredible resource, boasting 

more than 70 pro-quality plugins that you won’t find anywhere else, all 
for PC and Mac, in VST and AU formats. All of the included software is 
created exclusively for us by respected commercial developers such as 
D16 Group, AudioRealism, Ohm Force, KV331 Audio, u-he, Cableguys, 
AudioThing, XILS-lab, Vengeance-Sound, Rob Papen, zplane and more.

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS

AAs well as on our DVD, you’ll 

find all these plugins at 

vvault.computermusic.co.uk

DOWNLOAD
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KV331 Audio SynthMaster CM
• Dual wavescanning oscillators
• Multimode filter and built-in effects
• Customisable waveshaping distortion 
• FM/AM synthesis modes
• Based on SynthMaster 2.5
• AU/VST, 32-/64-bit
www.kv331audio.com

Klevgränd Enkl CM
• Classic monosynth design
• Modulation, arpeggiator and effects
• Based on the full Enkl synth
• AU/VST 32-/64-bit
www.klevgrand.se

u-he Bazille CM
• Patchable modular synth plugin
• Sequencer and Mapping Generator
• Audio-rate modulation, Fractalizer
• Based on the full Bazille
• AU/VST 32-/64-bit
www.u-he.com

Cableguys Curve 2.6 CM
• Design-your-own-waveforms synth
• New waveform capabilities for v2.6
• Phat 16-voice Unison mode
• Based on Cableguys Curve 2.6
• AU/VST/RTAS, 32-/64-bit
www.cableguys.de

Synapse Audio Dune CM
• VA and wavetable oscillators
• Powerful per-voice modulation
• 12-slot modulation matrix
• Based on the full version of Dune
• AU/VST, 32-/64-bit
www.synapse-audio.com
 

u-he Zebra CM
• Blendable oscillator waveforms
• Super-programmable step LFOs
• Slick delay, reverb and chorus/phaser
• Original synth designed just for CM
• AU/VST, 32-/64-bit
www.u-he.com

Enzyme CM
• Scanned synthesis sound generation
• Straightforward preset-based setup
• Assign presets’ parameters to controls
• Based on the full Enzyme synth
• AU/VST, 32-/64-bit
www.humanoidsoundsystems.com

PLUGINS GUIDE

  HYBRID SYNTHS

INSTRUMENTS
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 Last issue saw the arrival of 
the incredible Curve 2 CM, a 

Computer Music-exclusive 
version of Cableguys’ amazing 
Curve 2 synthesiser. The synth is 
now part of the  Plugins suite, 
an awesome collection of pro-
quality instruments and effects 
that’s yours free with every issue 
of Computer Music.

For those unfamiliar with 
previous versions of Curve, this 
synth is based around a powerful 
waveform editor that allows you to 
create your own custom oscillator 
and LFO waveforms with ease. This 
means you can fine-tune the 
harmonic content of your 
oscillators with a great deal of 
finesse, and even blur the lines 
between LFOs and arpeggiators 
with unusually complex 
modulation sequences. The LFO 
can be synced to your DAW’s host 
tempo or set to run free with a rate 
that can exceed 5kHz!

Curve 2 CM now includes unison 
detune capability with up to 16 
voices, and it also replaces the 
AHDSR volume and modulation 
envelopes with flexible envelopes 
that use the same advanced 
waveform editing as the oscillators 
and LFO. Even more importantly, 
rather than having a single wave, 
shaped between the two 
oscillators, Curve 2 now has three 
oscillator waveforms – one for each 
oscillator plus an extra waveform 
for oscillator 1 that can be balanced 
with the main waveform by using 
the modulatable Crossfade 
parameter. Another cool new 
feature is the introduction of macro 
knobs that can be assigned to 
control multiple parameters 

simultaneously. As well as these 
new capabilities, Curve 2 CM 
includes all of the original Curve 
CM’s goodies, including dual 
multimode filters, frequency 
modulation and independent glide 
times for each oscillator. 

In this  Focus, we’re going  
to take a look at how you can get 
the most from Curve 2 CM’s filters, 
LFO, unison detune and FM 
functionality. Make sure you check 
out the included videos, and 
remember you can get all the 
patches we create in the Tutorial 
Files folder. Curve 2 CM can be 
found in the  Plugins folder, 
along with a selection of other 
stunning instruments and effects. 
Get it installed and we’re off! 

Download Curve 2 CM, the 

videos and tutorial files at 

vault.computermusic.co.uk

download
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“You can fine-tune the

harmonic content of 

your oscillators with a 

great deal of finesse”
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satson… and on…

It can’t have escaped your 
attention that we’ve used the 
Satson CM plugin on almost 
every track in our tune. There’s a 
good reason for this: It’s 
awesome! Satson CM emulates 
the sound of a hardware mixer 
channel and it’s designed to be 
placed on every track in your 
mix, to lend its subtle signature 
sound to, well, everything.

It’s light on CPU and can make 
pretty much any track sound 
warmer and more rounded. The 
plugin can also help to smooth 
out the sometimes-harsh sound 
of digital synths. Driven harder, 
Satson CM can provide some 
authentically vintage sounding 
distortion effects. The gentle 
high- and low-cut filters give us a 
quick and easy way of thinning 
out muddy lows or rolling off 
tinny highs, and you can switch 
off the drive function if you just 
want to use it for the filters. For a 
closer look at Satson CM take a 
look at our YouTube video at 
www.bit.ly/Ov2WMF.

We’ve got almost all the musical ideas 
we need to create a full tune, but we 

need to spice it up with extras and ‘ear 
candy’. First, let’s process a piano patch so 
that it sounds a bit like it’s been sampled 
from an older tune. We start by loading a 
MIDI track panned 9R with a patch from 
the Keys»Gran Piano preset in Alchemy 
Player CM.

1
We play some chords into the track 
(Piano.mid) and copy some over from 

the strings track. The piano sound is quite 
short, so we raise the Release to 70%, to 
lengthen it, making it more suitable for 
our track. We also turn the Delay Mix to 0 
to knock out off the inbuilt echo effect.

2

We EQ the piano in quite a distinctive 
way in IIEQPro, using the curve shown 

here, cutting off the low frequencies and 
adding a big boost at around 8kHz, for a 
thinned out, vintage kind of sound. The 
piano sound is finished off by Satson CM, 
with the Gain increased to +4 and High 
Pass set at 400Hz to lose even more  
low end.

3
Next, a vintage synth lead line  
(Glide.mid) from PolyKBII CM, which 

boasts some truly great analogue-style 
sounds. We choose Lead»All»LD Soaring 
Glider JRM and play in a melody line 
using the pitchbend wheel to add interest  
(Glider.mid). We add Satson CM with -3 
Gain, 750Hz High Pass and 16kHz Low 
Pass, enabling the tighter 12dB/oct mode.

4

 > Step by step   11. Piano and vintage synth sounds 

 > Step by step   12. risers and effects with alchemy Player CM 

We’re going to need a few one-shot 
percussion FX to sprinkle throughout 

the track, and a really simple way to create 
them is to load Alchemy Player CM on a 
new track and select the Drums»Four 
Way Drum Morph preset. Add 
KR-DelayCM set to PingPong mode and 
1/4 beat Sync Delay time. A Feedback and 
Dry/Wet level of 40% is perfect.

1
We take the easy option for the reverb, 
using ReverberateCM’s Cathedral 

preset, with the Dry/Wet at 10dB Wet to 
create some big, splashy hits and crashes. 
An instance of Satson CM set to 400Hz on 
the High Pass dial removes some of the 
more boomy elements, which could 
conflict with the kick drum and bass.

2
There’s a good white noise riser sound 
in Alchemy Player: Sound 

Effects»Breakdown Booom. This patch 
uses four different layers, so we use the 
X/Y 1 matrix to manipulate it. Dragging 
the control to the top right of the panel 
means that only the white noise sweep 
layer of the sample is played. In the track, 
we can use volume and pan automation  
to add interest.

3
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LinPlug Alpha CM 
• Dual oscillators with blendable waves
• Easy operation • Modulation matrix
• Slick chorus effect • Polyphonic glide
• Based on the commercial Alpha synth
• AU/VST, 32-/64-bit
www.linplug.com

XILS-lab PolyKB II CM 
•  Models the ultra-rare PolyKobol synth
• Packed with mix-ready preset variants 
• Knobs assignable to main parameters 
• Based on XILS-lab’s PolyKB II
• AU/VST/RTAS, 32-/64-bit
www.xils-lab.com

Madrona Labs Aalto CM
• Unique and powerful monosynth
• Unusual oscillators with FM 
• Waveguide delay section
• Intuitively patchable modulation
• Onboard reverb • Step sequencing
• Based on the full Aalto synth
• AU/VST, 32-/64-bit
www.madronalabs.com

XILS-lab XILS 3 CM 
• Modelled on the EMS VCS 3 modular
• Authentic oscillators, spring reverb  
 and ring mod circuits of the original
• Added chorus and delay effects
• Pin matrices to ‘patch’ the signal flow
• AU/VST, 32-/64-bit
www.xils-lab.com

Rob Papen RG-Muted CM 
• Creates realistic funky guitar grooves 
• Sequencer, FX and modulation
• AU/VST, 32-/64-bit 
www.robpapen.com

AudioThing miniBit CM
• 15-waveform chiptune synth
• Envelope, LFO, bit/sample reduction
• AU/VST, 32-/64-bit
www.audiothing.net

zplane vielklang 2 CM  
• Pitch-correct and retune audio
• Harmonise melodies with ease
• Algorithms by the experts at zplane
• AU/VST, 32-/64-bit
www.zplane.de

Squaredheads Nora CM 
• Input up to four notes, output chords 
and arpeggios across three octaves
•  Program velocities and store patterns
• Mac users require OS X 10.8 or above
• AU/VST, 32-/64-bit
www.squaredheads.com

Monoplugs B-Step CM
• Step sequencer for beats and chords
• Easily creates chord progressions
• Seven pages of controls to dial in
• AU/VST, 32-/64-bit
www.monoplugs.com

DopeVST Bass Engine CM 
• 45 authentic hip-hop bass patches
• Three eras of faux-sampled material 
• 50 MIDI riffs included
• AU/VST, 32-/64-bit
www.dopevst.com

Kirnu Cream CM 
• Master arpeggios with this MIDI tool
• Program and store complex patterns
• Musical controls for rhythm and notes
• AU/VST, 32-/64-bit
www.kirnuarp.com 

Camel Audio 
Alchemy Player CM 
• 200 awesome ready-to-play patches
• Based on the full Alchemy synth
• AU/VST, 32-/64-bit
www.camelaudio.com

Eisenberg Einklang CM
• Morph between a trio of oscillators
• Envelope and timbre controls
• Modulate tone with the LFO
• AU/VST, 32-/64-bit
www.eisenberg-audio.de

AutoTonic CM
• Always stay in key with this MIDI app
•  White keys play notes while black 

keys select the scale you’re in
www.autotonic.net

DopeVST Beat Machine CM
• 50 ready-mixed royalty-free kits
• 50 MIDI beats included
• AU/VST, 32-/64-bit
www.dopevst.com

AudioRealism ADM CM
• Old-school-style drum machine
• Emulates Roland’s legendary TR-606
• AU/VST, 32-/64-bit
www.audiorealism.se

brunsandspork  Grooove CM
•  Load in two samples per sound and 

choose how they respond to velocity
• 50 built-in  Micro Kits to play
• AU/VST, 32-/64-bit
www.brunsandspork.com

Expert Sleepers 
XFadeLooper CM  
• Creative crossfade-looping sampler
• AU/VST, 32-/64-bit
www.expert-sleepers.co.uk

Loomer Cumulus 
• Granular sampler with sequencing
• AU/VST (RTAS/Standalone 32-bit)
www.loomer.co.uk

 SAMPLERS

 VIRTUAL 
ANALOGUE 
SYNTHS

 OTHER   DRUM 
 MACHINES

To help you get the most out of our immense plugin 

collection, we’ve assembled the  Plugins Tutorial Bank, 

containing over 100 guides and tutorials for our  Plugins, 

specially selected from past issues. You’ll find Getting Started 

PDFs and videos for most of the individual plugins, along 

with tutorial PDFs and videos on using  Plugins for sound 

design, mixing, and even creating entire tracks. You’ll find all 

of this as a handy download in our Vault – go grab it now and 

start getting more out of your plugins!

vault.computermusic.co.uk

CM Plugins TuTorial BankNEW
!
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OverTone DSP  
Program EQ CM
•  Pultec-style vintage EQ emulation
•  Dual bass boost/attenuate controls; 

high-mid boost; high shelf cut
• Tube amplifier circuit-only option
• AU/VST, 32-/64-bit
www.overtonedsp.co.uk

AudioThing ValveFilter CM 
• Gorgeous filtering and drive
• Low-pass filter circuit emulation
• Vintage valve saturation section
• Based on Valve Filter VF-1
• Settings randomiser and metering
• AU/VST, 32-/64-bit
www.audiothing.net

Subsonic Labs Wolfram CM 
•  Pitchshifting, distortion, phase-

shifting, panning, delay and filter
• Flexible modulation
• AU/VST, 32-/64-bit
www.subsoniclabs.com

Inear Display Eurydice CM 
•  Buffer override/repeat, delay, 

bitcrusher and filter with modulation
• Custom signal routing
• AU/VST, 32-/64-bit
www.ineardisplay.com

Acustica Audio Pink CM
• Analogue-modelled API-alike EQ
• Four EQ bands, two with shelf toggle
• Output adjusts to match Input Trim
• Cut from the full Pink channel strip
• AU/VST/AAX
www.acustica-audio.com

DDMF CM EQ Pack 
• Two superb equalisers
• IIEQ Pro CM: 19 filter types
• LP10 CM: Linear phase mastering EQ
• Based on commercial DDMF plugins
• AU/VST, 32-/64-bit
www.ddmf.eu

eaReackon CM-EQUA 87 
• Smooth 3-band EQ
• Switchable high/low shelves
• Analyser, EQ tips, limiter and more 
• Based on eaReckon’s PR-EQUA 87
• AU/VST, 32-/64-bit
www.eareckon.com

Vengeance Sound Philta CM 
• Dual high- and low-pass filters
• Four slope settings: 12/24/48/96dB
• Resonance and width controls
• Link function  and notch mode
• AU/VST, 32-/64-bit
www.vengeance-sound.com

AudioThing The Orb  CM 
• Morphing vowel formant filter
• Five vowel sounds to choose from ten
• Move the dot to change the sound
• AU/VST, 32-/64-bit
www.audiothing.net

 EQ/ FILTERS

            MULTI  
 EFFECTS

EFFECTSPLUGINS GUIDE

FEATURED PLUGIN

XILS-lab 
XILS 3 CM

The VCS 3 by EMS is one of the most 

revered modular instruments ever 

created, and our  version completely 

nails its analogue character. You get 

three oscillators, ring mod, filter, then 

delay, reverb and chorus effects – and 

best of all, everything’s routed together 

through the distinctive pinboard mod 

matrix, just like the original hardware!

www.xils-lab.com
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Toneboosters Barricade CM
• Intelligent mastering-grade limiter
• Dynamic response controls
• Stereo options and versatile metering
• Based on the full Barricade
• AU/VST, 32-/64-bit
www.toneboosters.com

SKnote Snap 
• Boost or tame transient brightness
• Brighten or dull a sound’s sustain
• Uses two intelligently linked filters
• Not based on any existing plugin
• AU/VST, 32-/64-bit
www.sknote.it

eaReckon CM-COMP 87  
• Slick, punchy compressor
• Mix knob for parallel compression
• Limiter to keep the output in check
• Clear VU- and LED-style metering
• AU/VST, 32-/64-bit
www.eareckon.com

LVC-Audio Transector CM
• Transient tweaking and saturation
• Define and process envelope stages
• Useful metering/display functions
• Mix control for parallel processing
• AU/VST, 32-/64-bit
www.lvcaudio.com

Audiority TS-1  CM 
• Flavoursome transient shaper
• Set attack and sustain gain separately
• Blend control for parallel processing
• Based on the full TS-1 plugin
• AU/VST, 32-/64-bit
www.audiority.com

Unfiltered Audio G8 CM 
•  Get tight dynamics or creative effects
• Includes advanced gating controls
• Real-time waveform display
• Use MIDI as a trigger or output
• AU/VST, 32-/64-bit
www.unfilteredaudio.com

HoRNet Fat-FET 
• FET-style compressor 
• Similar to classic 1176LN Peak Limiter 
• Ultra-fast attack as low as 0.02ms.
• Based on HoRNet MultiComp
• AU/VST, 32-/64-bit
www.hornetplugins.com

HoRNet DrumShaper 
• Instant EQ & compression for drums
• Dial in effect amount and in/out gain
• 7 algorithms for kick, snare, loops, etc
• Based on HoRNet TrackShaper
• AU/VST, 32-/64-bit
www.hornetplugins.com

audioD3CK SunRuys CM 
• Characterful bus compressor
• Dry/wet mix and blend controls
• Advanced options for serial tweakers
• Based on the full SunRuys plugin
• AU/VST/RTAS/AAX, 32-/64-bit
audio.d3ck.net

Toneboosters Sibalance  CM 
• Pro-quality de-esser and de-harsher
• Four modes for different use cases
• Select reduction and Attack amounts
• Based on the full TB Sibalance plugin
• AU/VST, 32-/64-bit
www.toneboosters.com

Auburn Sounds 
Panagement CM
• Psycho-stereo toolkit plugin
• Place sounds with Binaural Pan knob
• Edit perceived distance and width
• Instantly stereoise mono sounds
• AU/VST, 32-/64-bit
www.auburnsounds.com

Joey Sturgis Tones & Boz 
Digital Labs SideWidener 
• Add stereo width to mono sounds!
• Signal retains mono compatibility
• Goniometer for stereo visualisation
• 3 widening modes, plus Width & Tone
• AU/VST/AAX/RTAS, 32-/64-bit
www.joeysturgistones.com
www.bozdigitallabs.com

Nyrv Agent CM 
• Create custom effects chains
• Host your VST/AU plugins
• Design your own interface 
• Based on the full Agent plugin
• AU/VST/AAX, 32-/64-bit
www.nyrvsystems.com

Dotec-Audio DeeMonitor 
•  Emulate NS10, Genelec and  

Auratone 5C speakers in your DAW
• Invert and Solo left and right feeds
• Mid/Side balancing + Output gain
• AU/VST, 32-/64-bit
www.dotec-audio.com

 DYNAMICS

  ANALYSIS

 OTHER

Blue Cat Audio  
FreqAnalyst CM 
• Pro-quality, feature-packed analyser 
• Numerous customisation options
• Based on Blue Cat’s full FreqAnalyst
• AU/VST, 32-/64-bit
• RTAS 32-bit
www.bluecataudio.com

Photosounder Spiral CM 
• Musical, note-based spectral analysis
• Useful for figuring out notes in audio
• Based on the full Spiral plugin
• AU/VST/AAX, 32-/64-bit
www.photosounder.com

Vengeance-Sound Scope 
• Spectrum view for frequency analysis
• Oscilloscope for waveform monitoring
• Stereo phase and level metering
• Tons of advanced analysis options
• AU/VST/AAX, 32-/64-bit
www.vengeance-sound.com

D16 Group  Frontier 
• Superb mixing/mastering limiter

• Choose detection and release styles

• Soft Clip control for drive/distortion

• AU/VST/AAX, 32-/64-bit

www.d16.pl

Ignite VST Vice One
• Talented compressor worth $49

• Analogue or Digital response circuits

• In/out and Gain Reduction metering

• AU/VST, 32-/64-bit

www.ignitevst.com
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LiquidSonics Reverberate CM  
• Convolution reverb
• A selection of real-world presets
• Import your own impulse response
• Based on the full Reverberate plugin
• AU/VST, 32-/64-bit
www.liquidsonics.com

Acon Digital CM Verb
• Simple-but-versatile operation
• Five modes: hall, plate, studio, etc
• Built-in high- and low-pass filters
• Based on Acon Digital’s Verberate
• AU/VST, 32-/64-bit
www.acondigital.com

PSP Audioware  cmDelay
• Modulatable delay with LFO
• Dial in delay time, filtering and width
• Feedback and ping-pong operation
• Based on the commercial stompDelay
• AU/VST/AAX/RTAS, 32-/64-bit
www.pspaudioware.com

Audio Assault  
GrindMachine CM
• Five amp and ten cab emulations
• Three-band EQ plus depth and presence
• Djentbox for tightening low tunings
• Based on the full GrindMachine
• AU/VST, 32-/64-bit
www.audioassault.com

Sonimus Satson CM  
• Classic mixer channel emulation
• Subtle warming saturation
• Gentle, musical high/low filters
• AU/VST, 32-/64-bit
dsp.sonimus.com

Rop Papen RP-Distort CM  
• Five crunchy distortion algorithms
• EQ, dynamics, widener + modulation
• Filter and parallel processing controls
• AU/VST, 32-/64-bit
www.robpapen.com

Tek’it Audio CrossDr  CM
• Three independent bands of drive
• Drive, Warp, Crush and Clip signals
• Per-band Balance and Level
• AU/VST, 32-/64-bit
www.tekit-audio.com

Audio Assault  
BassAmp CM
• Inspired by Ampeg bass gear
• Gain and Deep controls for added drive
• Three-band EQ plus Mix blend
• Choice of two cabinets
• Not based on any existing plugin
• AU/VST, 32-/64-bit
www.audioassault.com

HoRNet Graffio CM
• Flexible three-flavour distortion effect
• Saturator module with DC offset control
• Exciter with odd/even harmonics dials
• Bit reducer to degrade your sounds
• Based on the multiband Graffio plugin
• AU/VST/VST3/AAX/RTAS, 32-/64-bit
www.hornetplugins.com

Mercuriall 
U530 CM
• Emulation of the ENGL E530 preamp
• Fully customisable Clean & Lead circuits
• Presence, Contour, Chorus & Gain
• Changeable mic/speaker positioning
• AU/VST, 32-/64-bit
www.mercuriall.com

Cableguys Waveshaper CM 
• Graphically editable distortion curves
• Design curves by dragging nodes
• Syncable input vs output oscilloscope 
• Not based on an existing plugin
• AU/VST, 32-/64-bit
www.cableguys.de

Audiffex STA Enhancer CM
•  New for v1.5: CPU optimised, tube 

mode soft switch, new interface
• Valve-style signal exciter/enhancer
• Separate low/high enhancement
• Choose from five tube circuitry modes 
• AU/VST, 32-/64-bit
www.audiffex.com

Kuassa PreMix CM
• Subtle saturation to screaming drive
• Three-band Baxandall sweetening EQ
• A/B comparison function
• Not based on an existing plugin
• AU/VST, 32-/64-bit
www.kuassa.com

Lindell Plugins 6X-500 CM  
• Classic preamp emulation with EQ
• High and low boosts for musical tone
•  Modelled on Lindell’s 6X-500 

hardware preamp/EQ
•  Based on the full 6X-500 and 

ChannelX plugin
• AU/VST, 32-/64-bit
www.lindellplugins.com

PLUGINS GUIDE
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See how to load plugins in eight different DAWs with our videos at the URLs below

Though there are a wide variety of DAWs, each 
with its own unique interface, there are 
similarities when it comes to loading up and 
using plugins, and most stick to one of two 
approaches. The first – as seen in Steinberg’s 
Cubase, Apple’s Logic, and Cakewalk’s Sonar – 
involves insert slots on a track or mixer channel. 
These are used in the same way as an insert 
effect would be used on a hardware mixer. In 
other words, the effect is placed ‘in line’ on that 
mixer or track channel. Plugins might be loaded 
in by use of a dropdown menu tree or right-
clicking in the effects slot. Clicking in the insert 
or effects slot in some DAWs – Cockos’ Reaper, 
for instance – will reveal a dedicated browser 
from which the desired plugin may be selected. 

It’s common to stack multiple effects plugins 
together to form an effects ‘chain’, much in the 
way a guitarist might connect various 
stompboxes together to form a custom sound. 
In some DAWs, these effects chains may be 
saved and recalled at a later time.

If your DAW uses a sidebar browser, here you 
can find your plugins displayed and possibly 
arranged into categories. The plugins may be 
dragged into the project and placed directly 
onto a track or channel. Ableton Live, Bitwig 
Studio, Cakewalk’s Sonar and PreSonus Studio 
One can all open effects and even instrument 
plugins in this manner.

On the subject of instrument plugins, we 
should discuss the different methods you might 
encounter when loading up instruments. As 
mentioned, sometimes they can be dragged and 

dropped from a browser onto a specific track. 
However, many DAWs distinguish between 
instrument and audio tracks, so you’ll need to 
keep this in mind. Those that allow you to drag 
instruments in from a browser might offer the 
choice of using an existing instrument track or 
creating a new one. Some DAWs (Cubase, Sonar) 
allow you to open instruments in a ‘rack’ and 
then connect to them from MIDI or instrument 
tracks. Others (Logic) make a plugin menu 
available from the track itself.

 Loading plugins in your DAW

We’ve prepared videos for eight major DAWs 
showing you the basics of loading plugins, along 
with a few handy tips you won’t want to miss:
> Cockos Reaper – bit.ly/LPIreaper
> Cakewalk Sonar – bit.ly/LPIsonar
> PreSonus Studio One – bit.ly/LPIstudioone
> Apple Logic – bit.ly/LPIlogic
> Image-Line FL Studio – bit.ly/LPIflstudio
> Steinberg Cubase – bit.ly/LPIcubase
> Bitwig Studio – bit.ly/LPIbitwig
> Ableton Live – bit.ly/LPIableton

So how does your DAW know where to look for 
your plugins? Actually, it might not. Mac users 
have it easy, as there are OS-specified folders 
into which plugins are installed. These folders 
can be found by going to your Library folder (if 
you can’t find it, go to the Finder’s Go menu, 
hold Alt, and a Library option should appear). 
find the Audio directory, and then the Plug-Ins 
folder within. There you will find more folders 
still. One will be labelled Components – this is 
where your AU plugins reside. Other folders will 
be found alongside it for VST and VST3 plugins. 
If you’re a Pro Tools user, you’ll find your plugins 
in an Avid or Digidesign folder. If your installers 
don’t automatically install the plugins into the 
proper folder, you should manually copy them 
into the relevant folders listed above.

One caveat: there will likely be two sets of 
folders under two different Library locations. 

One is for all users, the other is for administrator 
use. If your DAW has trouble seeing a plugin, 
you might need to move it from one Library to 
the other, though the system folder is usually 
the one to use.

Uninstalling plugins from OS X usually 
requires little more than putting the Component 
or VST file in the Trash. Sometimes an 
uninstaller will be offered, though. 

On Windows, you can choose the location of 
your VST plugins folders. Some DAWs will create 
one when you install them, but both DAW and 
plugin installers will often give you an option of 
pointing to the plugin directory you’d like to 
use. It usually looks something like C:\Program 
Files\Steinberg\VST Plugins.

Some plugins are delivered as only DLL files, 
and need to be copied to your chosen directory. 
Once you’ve installed your plugins, think twice 
about moving them. Some plugins rely on 
support files installed into the same directory. 
To duplicate plugins elsewhere on the drive, use 
shortcuts on Windows (right-click to create one) 
or aliases on Macs (Cmd-Alt-dragging). 

Plugin folder locations

If you’re using Apple’s OS X, all your VST, VST3 and 
Audio Units go into pre-determined locations

 plugins / dvd/download < 
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 If you’re old enough to have been  
listening to the radio in the early 1980s, 

you can’t have missed Trio’s Da Da Da,  
a charming chunk of proto-chiptune 
cheerlessness, a jaunty ’jerker of indifference 
delivered in dour monotone over a chirping 
electro beat. US listeners relived the 
rollicking low-fi lament nearly two decades 
later when its re-emergence in a Volkswagon 
ad propelled the tune onto the dance charts.

The song’s infectious rhythm and  
chiming ‘piano’ sound came courtesy of  
Casio’s VL-Tone – a slim, sleek brick of white with 
a speaker at one end, and a keyboard consisting 
of buttons seemingly culled from the company’s 
calculator division. It could run on batteries and 
came with a rather spiffy snap-tight vinyl slip 
case. A positively minuscule LCD display was 
quite forward-thinking at the time – for better  
or worse.

This portable package of pop tones offered  
a whopping five built-in monophonic preset 
patches: Piano, Violin, Flute, Guitar and ‘Fantasy’, 
none of which sounded anything like their 
namesakes, but all reeking – to be sure – of the 
most exquisite cheese.

For those who dared, there was a sixth sonic 
selection on offer – the mysteriously labelled 

‘ADSR’. Switching over to that one allowed the 
user to wrap a custom envelope shape around a 
choice of oscillator waveform. This was deep 
stuff, made headier still by the fact that it was all 
programmed by tapping the keyboard.

Ten preset analogue drum beats could be 
dialled up to provide a rhythmic backing over 
which to tap out tunes. A 100-note sequencer 
was also provided for recording any miniature 
musical masterworks that might emerge.

Oh, and did we forget to mention that those 
little calculator keys and LCD display could 
actually be called upon to act as an actual 
calculator? Because who doesn’t love maths?

Trio weren’t the only big names to call upon 
the Casio’s considerable cache. The Human 
League, Mark E Smith of The Fall, and XTC’s 
Andy Partridge were all known to tap out a little 
something on those quaint calculator keys.  
Even fictional characters were not immune to 
the VL-Tone’s call – Gorillaz’ cartoon keyboardist 
2D has been quoted as claiming that it was his 
very first synth.

The VL-Tone may finally be getting some of 
the attention it deserves, thanks in no small 
measure to  Swedish wünderkinds Teenage 
Engineering, who unashamedly acknowledge 
the VL-1 as the inspiration for their awesome 

Casio VL-1 (VL-Tone)

Three great plugin alternatives

FROM  
THEBLAST       PAST

AFRODJMAC CASIO VL-1 RACK
ABLETON LIVE PACK
A sample-based option available for a paltry 
five US bucks. New York-based producer 
AfroDJMac has sampled every single bleep, 
bloop and beat from his VL-1 to create this 
collection of seven Ableton Live racks. Those 
who don’t have the full Ableton Live Suite can 
use the included Simpler-compatible version.
www.afrodjmac.com

The spiritual ancestor to modern  

mini-instruments, this diminutive 

dynamo gave many musicians their  

first taste of sequencing and synthesis

OP-1, a thoroughly modern high-tech take on  
the idea.

For the moment, those who’d like a lick of  
the lo-fi lollipop can still find a secondhand  
VL-1 for a fraction of its original $150 price. 
However, like Gorillaz’ erstwhile ivory tickler,  
we needn’t enter the real world to get our hands 
on some of those vibrant VL tones. Indeed, 
sample packs and virtual options abound for 
those willing to look. And really, you should.  
The VL-1 is perennially overlooked by historians 
of electronic music technology – most of whom 
probably had it high on their Christmas lists 
back in 1980 – but it was significant at the time 
and still packs a plucky punch for those 
enamoured of the lo-fi sound. 

MOKAFIX CHEAPO TONE
Another free Casio clone for Windows. This 
32-bit doodad likewise eschews samples for a 
fully synthesised experience (the developer 
cops to the snare sound not being perfectly 
emulated). This one adds a handful of knobs 
for easier control over patching while in  
ADSR mode – though they are ineffective 
when using the familiar preset sounds.
www.uvi.net

FREE

POLYVALENS VL1
A Windows-only affair, polyValens’ free clone 
of the fantastic plastic Casio VL-1 goes beyond 
merely collecting samples from the real deal. 
This little guy is a full-on circuit-modelled 
emulation that even offers that arcane and 
intimidating [well, to most of us kids in 1980] 
ADSR page. And wouldn’t you know it? The 
calculator function is included – well played!
www.polyvalens.com

FREE

$4.9
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TECH SPECS
Year of manufacture
1980

Original sale value 
$150

Current price 

£15 - £60

Number made 
unknown
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