
Regenerator 5.4
American-Made Beauty

Orange AD200 MKII
Pure Tube Power

TecAmp Puma 900
Lightweight German Powerhouse

Peavey Vypyr VIP 3 and Sanpera II Pedal
A Modeling Combo for Bass?

All gear, all the time.    bassgearmag.com    Issue 13

$7.50US 

FALL 2013
Display until February 30, 2014

Introducing the Presentation II







COVER 

QU I CK LOOKS

F U L L  REVI EWS

8
10

16

36

44

56

68

76

86

92

SPECIAL FEATURES

bass
gear

The Making of the Fodera Presentation II
Guest contributor Jason DeSalvo takes us behinds the scenes with Anthony Jackson,
and the development of the Presentation II.

iOS Interface Update
Tom Lees checks out two of the latest iOS interface devices, the iRig HD from IK
Multimedia and Peavey’s Ampkit LiNK HD.

Peavey Vypyr VIP 3 Modelling Combo and Sanpera II Controller Pedal
[sfx] Micro Thumpinator and S&M Pedals

TecAmp Puma 900 Bass Head and S212 Bass Cab
Back in BGM issue #3, we took a Quick Look at the TecAmp Puma 1000 and S210. This time
around, Tom Bowlus and Tom Lees put TecAmp through the full range of BGM tests.

Regenerate Regenerator 4.1 4-String and Regenerator 5.1 5-String Bass Guitar
Fender-inspired custom basses, made in the USA, for about Two Grand? Sound too good
to be true? Vic Serbe investigates.

Orange AD 200B Mk III Bass Head
It’s always fun to put the “classics” through their paces and see how they stack up against
the new-fangled competition. Tom Bowlus shows us why tube heads still rule.

Xsonics 1155TF and 1125TF Bass Cabs
Newcomer Nick Reijmer has been making waves with his aggressively growing line of
Xsonics bass cabs. Tom Bowlus checks out the 1155TF and 1125TF.

Aquilina Basses Shelby 5-String Bass Guitar
Can an iconic sports car really inspire a kickin’ bass guitar? Sébastien Aquilina thinks so.
Tom Bowlus spends some more time with this award-winning bass.

NS Designs Radius CR5 5-String Bass Guitar
Twd Gould takes a look at the Czech-made Radius CR5

Cover Shot – Anthony Jackson and Fodera Crew (Vinny Fodera,
Joey Cauricella and Jason DeSalvo) with Presentation II

4 bass
gear



COLU M N S

PL AYER I N TERVI EW

82

13issue

How I See It
Tom Bowlus takes off his Editor-in-Chief hat, and puts on his Editor-in-Chef hat to

talk about why learning how to cook makes life more enjoyable.

From the Bench
Technical Editor, Tom Lees, talks superposition, sound cues and stream segregation.

Trust me, it makes more sense (kinda) when you read his article.

Luthiers’ Round Table
This time around, the luthiers talk about active electronics, pickups, pots, and how

to wire it all up properly.

Great Moments in Rock-n-Roll History – Sun Over Memphis
John Cipiti takes us back to Sam Phillips and the heyday of Sun Records, where he

was always searching for the perfect/imperfect cut.

In The Doghouse – String Theory
Chris Fitzgerald talks about basses, strings, and setups with legendary luthier,

Nick Lloyd.

Philthy Talk – The Long and Winding Road Traveled by a ’62 P-bass
Phil Maneri normally advises against modifying – and messing up – a vintage

Fender. Here’s a story about what happens when he ignores his own advice.

The Upright Perspective – On Bering a Luthier
Arnold Schnitzer talks about the skills and traits which are required to be a

successful double bass luthier.
  

Fundamental Support – Fender Music Foundation
The Fender Music Foundation is dedicated to placing instruments in music school

classrooms, after-school programs and music therapy programs across the country.

Manufacturer’s Response
Yes, that’s right. We give manufactures and luthiers their very own space to tell us

what they really think about our reviews!

6

98

102

108

110

112

114

116

115

Vic Serbe talks with one of the most inspirational players on the planet,
the iconic Anthony Jackson.

5bass
gear



sensations. So is sitting in with
another group, or learning to play a
different style of music, or even
taking a crack at a different
instrument.

Life offers you many things to
enjoy. Some folks say that it’s the
simple things in life which are the
best. Others savor the finer things.
Still others hold that variety is the
spice of life. I’m not here to say one
approach is better than the other,
but I do believe that life is more
enjoyable when lived as an active
participant. So go ahead and make
your own marinade, boil some malt
and hops, learn how to play a
proper salsa. Heck, make up your
own bedtime story, instead of
reading Dr. Seuss to the kids (okay,
I’ll say in addition to reading Dr.
Suess to the kids, because those
books rock!). This will not only
give you the joy of accomplishment
with regard to your own creations,
but it will also enhance your
enjoyment of the accomplishments
of others; that’s a win/win, no
matter how you look at it. 

That’s how I see it.

Take care, Tom.

what it takes to do those things. The
more that you learn about how to
play an instrument, the more you
can hear, understand, and appreciate
what others are doing on this same
instrument. The more that you play
with other musicians, the more
obvious it becomes when a group of
musicians are really in the groove.
How many of us have heard a tune
that we really enjoyed, and then
learned (or tried to learn) how to
play it? Invariably, this process
leaves you with a deeper connection
to that song, and typically an even
greater appreciation of the artists
who performed it, originally.

Song-writing really kicks things up
to the next level. This isakin to
building a better key lime pie, or
brewing a better pale ale. These
feats always sound much easier
before you actually try to do them.
Often, even when you’ve done
them before a few times, they are
difficult to replicate. Once again,
this hopefully provides an
opportunity to reflect upon and
appreciate the efforts of those who
have done these things successfully.

Of course, with anything which we
enjoy, even when we take the time
to learn how to properly make it
ourselves, it’s easy to fall into a rut
and keep going back for the same
dish, time and time again. Trying a
new recipe is a great way to
introduce yourself to new taste

It’s no secret that I like to eat. Truth
be told, I really like to eat. Which is
why I also like to cook. In part, this
is for practical reasons – if I don’t
know how to cook for myself, then
I am dependent upon others to do it
for me. In part, it’s because I also
enjoy sharing the things which I
enjoy, and cooking up something
tasty is a great way to do this. On
another level, though, possessing at
least a basic understanding of how
things go from a pile of ingredients
to a sensational meal makes that
meal (and other meals) all the more
enjoyable. In addition to
appreciating the texture and flavors,
you can better appreciate the skill,
hard work, and attention to detail it
took to pull it off. My inspiration to
become a home-brewer followed a
similar line of reasoning …

Whether or not you see fit to roll up
your sleeves and get busy in the
kitchen (and I strongly suggest that
you do!), as a musician, you may
find that you are already
experiencing similar enhancements
when it comes to your enjoyment of
music. The world is full of non-
musicians who really enjoy their
tunes – and I’m not trying to take
anything away from them. But if
you’ve ever played a scale, worked
on dynamics, tried to stay in tempo
without a metronome, or performed
with other musicians, then you have
a greater understanding – and
hopefully a greater appreciation – of

Tom Bowlus, Editor-in-Chief

How I See it

6 bass
gear



bass
gear
EDITOR IN CHIEF  Tom Bowlus tom@bassgearmag.com

TECHNICAL EDITORS Tom Lees toml@bassgearmag.com

Phil Maneri phil@fretshop.com

STAFF REVIEWERS Vic Serbe vic@bassgearmag.com

Alan Loshbaugh

Lonnie NaVeau

Ted “Blyss” Gould

STAFF CONTRIBUTORS Chris Fitzgerald bassfitzgerald@yahoo.com

Anthony Lucas

Arnold Schnitzer arnold@aesbass.com

Jordan Simmons jsimms2317@yahoo.com

John Cipiti jcipiti@terra.edu

ART DIRECTOR George Keller iriegeorge@yahoo.com

ADVERTISING DIRECTOR Vic Serbe vic@bassgearmag.com

Editorial inquiries or review product shipping:

Bass Gear Magazine 207 N. Park Ave.  Fremont, OH 43420 USA  +1 419-332-8260

Advertising inquiries should be directed to vic@bassgearmag.com +1 708-7400-BGM

Publishing and reprints office:

Bass Gear Magazine 207 N. Park Ave.  Fremont, OH 43420 USA  +1 419-332-8260

Subscriptions and back issues:

$30 US for 6 issues, US$36 Canada, US$50 International. Back issues are $10 US, US$12

Canada and US $15 International. Please pay via paypal.com to

subscribe@bassgearmag.com. Or mail a check to Bass Gear Magazine 207 N. Park Ave.,

Fremont, OH 43420. Free on-line only digital subscriptions are available at

bassgearmag.com. Please send us your address corrections at least two months before

moving to circulation@bassgearmag.com. 

All material published in Bass Gear Magazine is copyrighted ©2013 by Bass Gear Magazine,

Ltd. All rights reserved. Published and printed in the USA. 

BGM Online
Resources

Online Issues, current & past:

http:// bassgearmag.com/bgm/Magazine

Where to go to subscribe:

http://bassgearmag.com/bgm/subscribe

Photo Galleries:

http:// bassgearmag.com /bgm/Gallery

Gear Giveaways:

http:// bassgearmag.com/bgm/home 

BGM Webpage:

http:// bassgearmag.com

YouTube Channel:

www.youtube.com/bassgearmagazin e

Download Free Smartphone & Tablet Apps:

Find us on facebook

Follow us on twitter

7bass
gear



Peavey
Vypyr VIP 3
Modeling Combo
& Sanpera II
Controller Pedal

Quick Look product like the VIP 3 and said that his company would
be responsible for it, he would probably not be
surprised. Looking at his forward-thinking designs
(dating back to that first guitar, and even his logo),
innovation has always been at his core. Innovation,
and, well, “condensation,” would probably be two
great words to describe this pair of products. I’ve been
doing the gear thing for a long time, and I’m amazed
at what all is packed into this economically priced
package. This $300 combo amp is lightweight,
powerful, and contains both amplifier AND instrument
modeling, as well as a plethora of effects – some of
which require the optional foot controllers. The
included Vypyr Edit software opens up more
possibilities, and Peavey even throws in a free copy of
Reaper, a software digital audio workstation package.
*WHEW* What can’t it do? Slice bread? Clean the
kitchen sink? Maybe that’s in the next product revision.

A Closer Look
The VIP is the second series (the “next generation”) in
the Vypyr® product line. VIP stands for Variable
Instrument Performance™. It was introduced at the 2013
NAMM show and immediately earned the best in show
“Gotta Stock It” award (in addition to a Bass Gear
Magazine 2013 NAMM Best of Show Award). The biggest
new feature is the instrument modeling. This feature is
not the amp modeling itself to best suit different
instruments. No; this is actual instrument modeling.
That means you can make your guitar sound not only
like an acoustic guitar (which I’ve seen other products
do fairly well), but also a bass guitar (this is the first
I’ve seen of this). Honestly, as a bass player, I have to
say they’ve done a good job of tonal emulation on that.
Now, given this is a bass-specific publication, you say,
“But what about basses?” I would say the instrument
modeling is still interesting and useful, but not as much
as for guitar. For bassists, the amp modeling and
effects are probably the more applicable and useful
features.

Keep in mind that this is a 1x12, 100-watt, open-back
combo amp, and not designed to be extendable (it has
no ability to drive any external cabinet(s) or chain/link
with other amps). As such, for a bassist, this combo is
fairly specifically targeted at the smaller gigs. However,
Peavey tells us that the semi-ported back and the
speaker (which was intended not only to sound natural
with guitar, but to also be able to handle the expanded
tonal range of an electric bass) were both designed in
such a way that a bass player could use the amp in a
practice situation with a band and still keep up. 

There is no input pad switch, and the manual mentions
if you have a particularly hot instrument, you may
simply have to turn the instrument down to avoid
overdriving the input. It also does not have an XLR

By Vic Serbe

The Company Line
Peavey Electronics Corporation has been around a long
time. We’re all familiar with them, but let’s revisit a
little history, here. They were founded back in 1965 as a
one-man show by Hartley Peavey, himself, and have
grown to an international corporation that spans over
130 countries with more than 2,000 products. They’re
known mainly for innovation (holding over 180
patents), feature-packed products at a particularly
competitive price, and for manufacturing many of their
products right here in the USA (though the products in
this review are not). Hartley started tinkering back in

1955, builds his first amp in 1957, conceptualizes his first
guitar in 1958, builds his first Peavey branded amplifier
in 1961, gets his first patent in 1964, and establishes
Peavey Electronics Corporation in 1965. It sits above
Peavey’s Melody Music in Meridian, MS. His slogan is:
“quality gear at a fair price.”

First Impressions
I bet if you spoke to Hartley back in the ‘60s, when he
was first getting started, and even topically described a
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gear



Manufacturer: Peavey Corporation
http://www.peavey.com

Model: Vypyr VIP 3

Made in: China

Enclosure: Ported, wood

Exterior: Black vinyl

Driver: Single 12" custom voiced modeling speaker

Preamp Type: Solid-state, Patented TransTube®
technology

Output Section: Class-D

Rated Output Power: 100 watts

Rated Output Power: 65Hz-20kHz

Inputs: 1/4", DIN for Sanpera controller pedal,
Aux/MP3/CD

Outputs: Studio quality headphone out

EQ: Low, Mid, High

Other Features:
PowerSponge variable power

400+ presets
LCD Display

10 instrument models
48 on-board amp models

WYSIWYG controls
On-board looper (with optional Sanpera)

Real time dual parameter controls
26 total on-board effects, with tap tempo

Bi-directional USB - data - MIDI - audio record out
Up to 5 effects simultaneously (with optional Sanpera I or II)

12 stompbox models plus delay, reverb, and wah (with optional
Sanpera)

Chromatic tuner

Dimensions: 19.6" wide X 10" deep X 19" high

Weight: 29.4 lbs.

Warranty: 2/5 years

Price: $399/$299 (MSRP/street)

Options: Sanpera, Sanpera II foot controllers

Accessories: Sanpera II footswitch bag

output, which surprised me a little bit. With all this
advanced processing, I would imagine it could be an
excellent recording interface. It does have support for
using the USB interface as a digital audio recording
output, and there is also an unbalanced recording
output that doubles as a headphone output (which is
live as a headphone monitoring output when USB is
being used for audio out), so it’s not really an issue.
And before we get too nitpicky, keep in mind this is an
amp that streets for only around $300, and has a ton of
other features to offer.

Let’s start with the controls. The first is an alpha wheel
and push/select control for presets. This thing has
400(!) user-programmable presets, with banks
targeted at specific instrument types. Next, you have
the instrument/stomp, amplifiers, and effects alpha
wheel/select controls. All the feedback is given in a
two-line LCD display (unique to the VIP 3 – the 1 and 2
do not have this). Next, you have five alpha wheel
controls that do double duty between gain/EQ settings
and effects controls, depending on a mode setting. The
settings are saved when presets are created or altered.
Next is the Master volume control (which goes to 13,
which will appeal to the This is Spinal Tap fans out
there ... you know who you are, and yes, I know, that
one only went to 11), and a “power sponge” control.
The power sponge is essentially there to serve the
same purpose as the old power soak devices from days
gone by, though implemented differently. The idea is
you can push the power section hard for tonal goals,

but still reduce the output volume of the amp by
reducing the amount of power the power section has to
work with ... all the way from the full 100 watts down
to a single watt.

Below the controls, you have the looper indicator for
the built-in 30-second (max) looper (only accessible
with a Sanpera or Sanpera-II pedal), a tap tempo, the
USB interface, aux input (for things like MP3 players to
practice with), and the dual-function
headphone/analog recording output. When something
is plugged into the headphone/recording output, the
speaker is muted, so it’s good for practice or recording
where mic’ing the cab is not desired or needed. If the
USB interface is being used for recording, the
headphone output is live for monitoring, as well.
Around the back there’s not much to look at. You just
have the Sanpera pedal input DIN jack, power cord jack,
an on/off switch, and the ported back, where you can
see the speaker.

This amp has 36 amp models, including six acoustic
amp models and six bass amp models. It has 26 total
effects available. One interesting fact about effects is
that Peavey discerns between “stomp boxes” and “rack
effects,” so different effects will behave as if they were
before the preamp (stomp box) or in an effects loop
(rack effects). But this is where it gets interesting and
where the amp gets its name. It also has ten
instrument models, and I’m going to list them, because
at least a couple may take you by surprise. They are:

9bass
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acoustic guitar, 12-string guitar, sitar, 7-string guitar,
baritone guitar, resonator guitar, electric violin, and
bass guitar.

The output section supporting all this processing
incorporates Peavey’s patented TransTube® technology
and a 32-bit SHARC processor. TransTube technology
does what you would expect: emulate the behaviors of
tubes. But, it emulates the behaviors of tubes not only
in the preamp gain stages, but also in the natural
compression that happens in the power section at
higher volumes, increasing as volume also increases.

The Sanpera™ II controller has two expression pedals
with tap switches that are each assignable. It also
sports switches for tap tempo, looper controls, preset
access, “pre-amp stomp-box” effects, and “post-amp
rack” effects (delay and reverb). It’s housed in a
durable, cast-metal casing and features high-quality
metal switches. There is also the Sanpera I, which has
fewer options and only one expression pedal. The bag
they offer (sold separately) is made from heavy duty
nylon material and includes a padded carrying handle,
shoulder strap, and front accessory pouch.

If all this wasn’t enough, Peavey also has software
available to give the user even more powerful editing
tools over all of the features this amp has to offer. It’s
called Vypyr Edit. The side benefit of this software is
that Peavey has built an online community for people
to share their Vypyr customizations with each other.
Finally, it also comes with a copy of Reaper
(http://www.cockos.com/reaper/), which is a digital
audio workstation software package. This software is
not specifically tied to the Vypyr in any way, it’s just a
bundled value-add. But it is a further indication that
this amp is strongly targeted at the recording market.

Lasting Impressions
As I mentioned before, my initial inclination is to look
at this amp primarily as a guitar amp that has “some”
applicability to bass guitar. And while I did find that the
majority of effects and modeling options didn’t apply
well to bass guitar, I also have to remind myself that
even with that said, this amp still offers an amazing set
of features and capabilities for bass. I found the
instrument modeling more useful for special effects, as
opposed to mainstream play, but the “stomp boxes”
and “rack effects” were really, really nice. The
processing in this amp is very clean, which is probably
more important to bassists than guitar players, since
most of the time, we live in a clean “Hi-Fi” world to
cover the wide spectrum of frequencies that apply to
our instrument. An interesting note on the instrument
modeling: I found that using the bass guitar instrument
model on a bass guitar to be an interesting take on an
octave divider effect. The time domain stuff (delay,
chorus, etc) is very usable, and the looper is also
addictive. I do think it’d be nice if you didn’t have to get
the pedal use the looper, but given the Sanpera I is not
all that expensive (though the Sanpera II is almost as
expensive as the amp), it’s not a huge issue.

With this much functionality packed into a relative few
number of controls, it does take a while to get used to
how to get to stuff and make best use of it. But
honestly, I’m at a loss for any better way to do it … For
the amp itself, yeah, it’s a 100-watt, open-back 1x12
combo. It’s plenty loud for bass, but won’t keep up
with a loud rock band. For smaller, more modest gigs,
or for filling more space with effects and such, it works
great. If I had one suggestion for Peavey, given the
huge value in technology they’re providing here, is to
offer some kind of ability to directly drive a powered
“sub” or extension cabinet of some kind for larger gigs
and/or louder bands.

Manufacturer: Peavey Corporation
http://www.peavey.com

Model: Sanpera II

Made in: China

Enclosure: Cast metal

Exterior: Black paint

Power Supply: Via Vypyr VIP combo

Input/Output: DIN for MIDI connecting cable

Features:
Two multi-function expression pedals with toe

switches
Dedicated tap tempo capabilities

Looper control
Bank increment/decrement function

High-quality metal switches
Large LCD display

Preset select or instant on/off effects operation
Access almost any Vypyr amp function

10 momentary selector buttons with LEDs
On-screen tuner

Dimensions: 29.5" wide X 11" deep X 4" high

Weight: 11 lbs.

Warranty: 2/5 years

Price: $288/$230 (MSRP/street)

Accessories: Sanpera II footswitch bag ($38)
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Quick Look along the way. As a result, [sfx] pedals are, by and

large, very straightforward, but yet uniquely brilliant at

the same time. They tend to be compact, easy to

understand, and very good at what they do.

I first came to learn of Max’s pedals when investigating

the various options for high-pass filtering in a live bass

rig. The Thumpinator and Micro Thumpinator are

designed to do just that, but as I learned more about

his other pedals and as I perused his product line, I

realized that he was already making several other

pedals which I definitely needed, I just

didn’t know that they existed. With that

in mind, I ordered two pedals from Max: a

Micro Thumpinator and an S&M split/mix

pedal. After several years and many gigs,

these pedals have yet to let me down,

and still occupy a space in my pedal

board.

First Impressions

The topic of high-pass filtering is both

very interesting and very useful. No

doubt, we shall devote some pages here

in Bass Gear Magazine to take a deeper

look at the various strategies employed to

control infra sonic signals (“subsonics”)

and to clean up our precious low end. But

to state the case briefly, if you filter out

the very lowest frequencies (which really

just tend to shake things in the room,

and don’t really translate well into sound

waves that our ears/brain can interpret),

a number of beneficial things happen.

Those “things” in the room (like chairs,

tables, ceilings, etc) stop shaking so

much. Your amp quits trying to waste

energy producing notes which are hard

to hear, so it has an easier time

producing the notes that we can hear.

Speaker life is enhanced. There are less

of those big, long, waves bouncing

around the room, and muddying up the

tone. In general, things sound tighter.

But, the cool thing is that we still “hear” plenty of low

bass (and if you’ve been reading Tom Lees’ various

From the Bench columns, you’ll know why!). There are

benefits to be had in the studio, as well. High-pass

[sfx]
Thumpinator
and S&M
Pedals

By Tom Bowlus

The Company Line

There’s this fellow over in the UK named Max Greco

who likes to build these tidy, wickedly useful pedals

under the brand [sfx]. Many, if not most, [sfx] pedals

first came into being to address one particular player’s

one particular need (that player often being Max,

himself). As such, they are focused on achieving that

one goal (or set of goals), and don’t throw in any fluff

12 bass
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Manufacturer: SFX
http://www.sfxsound.co.uk/home/

Made in: UK

Model: Micro Thumpinator

Enclosure: Hammond 1590A (aluminum)

Inputs: 1/4” input, 7-10V adapter input (2.1mm
centre negative, regulated; 60mA)

Output: 1/4”

Controls: None

Other Features: Blue LED for power-on; DC
power can be daisy-chained

Dimensions: 3.65" L x 1.52" W x 1.22" H

Weight: 4.2 oz.

Warranty: 1 year

Price: £115.00 (@ $185)

filtering helps remove initial subsonic peaks and allows

recording engineers to increase the input gain and,

consequently, the useful dynamic range.

While some amp manufacturers incorporate high-pass

filtering into their heads, directly, most do not. This is

where a device like the Thumpinator or Micro

Thumpinator comes in handy. Throw one of these into

your signal chain, and you effectively introduce a

pretty steep roll-off, starting at about 30Hz (see Fig. 1).

You can place this pedal anywhere you want in your

signal chain (and there is sufficient debate in favor of,

or against, pretty much all of the available options). I

prefer to place it near the front, to make it more likely

that my downstream pedals will be able to do what

they are asked to do (and not thrown a curve ball by

any subsonic content). The main difference between

the Thumpinator and its little brother are the

balanced/unbalanced inputs and outputs (the Micro

Thumpinator is unbalanced, only). Both units have the

ability to accept instrument and line level signals,

making them very flexible as to where you can place

them in your signal chain.

The S&M split and mix pedal was one of

those devices that as soon as I saw it, I

knew immediately what it could do for

my signal chain, and I just had to have

it. Several of the bands I play in cover a

very wide range of music, calling for a

very wide range of bass tones. Of the

various effects which I use, two effects

which are (IME, at least) difficult to

achieve the “right” tone/effect without

losing the low end heft are overdrive

and synth. With the S&M, you have the

ability to dial in just the right amount of

your desired effect with your clean

signal. This greatly increases the range

of usable tones you can get from your

existing effects, as you can dial things

in for the optimal “effect,” and then use

the blend function to mix it with your

clean signal to maintain good lows.

Another way to use the S&M is to blend

two “wet” signals, such as a chorus and

delay. Note, when blending an effected

signal with your clean signal, you

would only insert one loop (if the jacks are not inserted

in one set of outputs/inputs, the S&M connects them

internally). With +20dB of gain on tap, you can boost

the level of your effects signal pretty much as hot as

you’d ever want to. Newer versions of the S&M also

feature a phase switch on the blue channel.

A Closer Look

These are some nice, clean, intelligently laid-out pedals.

Both use aluminum Hammond enclosures (1590A for

the Micro Thumpinator, 1590B for the S&M), and the

“printing” is done on a thick, high-quality “sticker” that

is adhered to the top. The labeling is legible, and uses

plain language. The color coding on the S&M really

helps make things crystal clear. Max Greco is all about

functionality when it comes to his layouts and designs.

A gigging bass player, himself, his pedals are as

utilitarian as they are attractive. Cracking open the

cover, [sfx] pedals have beauty that is more than skin

deep. Internal space is very well-utilized, and all of the

components are laid out with an attention to detail that

only someone with at least a little OCD can pull off.

13bass
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Micro Thumpinator (DBSPL)

There are a growing number of high-pass filter options

on the market nowadays, and if you ask me, that’s

nothing but a good thing. If you like to keep things

simple, though, the Micro Thumpinator is the way to go.

It rolls off content very aggressively below 30Hz, but

does nothing at all to your signal above that. It’s

simple, sturdy and effective. The small size and smart

layout (input on the right, power on the top, output on

the left) make it easy to fit into any pedal board.

The S&M also places the main input on the right, power

on the top, and output on the left, with the split

outputs heading right, and the mix inputs coming in

from the left. The true-bypass on/off switch is

confidence inspiring, and somewhat lower in profile to

some of the other such switches on my board. Those

bright blue LEDs leave no doubt to the status of either

pedal. My initial love affair with this pedal came when

paired up with various overdrive pedals, where the

wet/dry blend ability let me get aggressive with the

drive, while keeping a solid foundation. However, I

have recently incorporated the Amptweaker Bass

TightFuzz into my board, which has the inherent ability

to blend in “dry

lows.” What this

means is that I’m now

able to focus on

blending the bass

synth from my Akai

Uni-Bass with my

clean signal. Nice. This

pedal really offers a

ton of functionality.

Lasting Impressions

In addition to making

some killer effects

pedals, Max Greco

makes pedals which allow your other

gear to do more things, as well. This

is some great gear, folks!

Manufacturer: SFX
http://www.sfxsound.co.uk/home/

Made in: UK

Model: S&M

Enclosure: Hammond 1590A (aluminum)

Inputs: 1/4” (high impedance) input, two 1/4”
mix return inputs (red and blue), 7-10V
adapter input (2.1mm centre negative,

regulated; 60mA)

Output: 1/4” output, two 1.4” send outputs
(red and blue)

Controls: true-bypass switching, mix level
(red), mix level (blue) [newer units have

phase switch for blue channel]

Other Features: Blue LED for power-on; DC
power can be daisy-chained

Dimensions: 4.43" L x 2.38" W x 1.22" H

Weight: 8.6 oz.

Warranty: 1 year

Price: £145.00 (@ $234)

14 bass
gear



www.tecamp-america.com
For additional information please visit :

Straight Talk: For decades we bassists have been searching...
Although we’ve been willing to pay dearly for equipment that really delivered the 
high standard of sonic performance that would allow subtleties and nuance to come 
across with explosive dynamics and control this kind of performance has not been 
available... until now.
TecAmp is here to fi ll this need. They are a company that really “gets” what we bass 
players need, and they have spared no expense in designing and building equipment 
that delivers a high degree of satisfaction.
We invite you to take TecAmp to your gig and discover how “tuned in” bass ampli-
fi cation systems can be...with easy to use controls that “just make sense”, and 
deliver the perfectly desired shape, velocity, and “size” of note which is compelling 
so many to check out TecAmp. Try it... you’ll never want to be without.

 Providing quality customer and 

dealer service and technical support 

in the Americas.

 Dealer inquiries welcomed!

 Discriminating players welcomed!
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By Tom Bowlus

We first introduced you to Thomas Eich and
TecAmp back in Bass Gear Magazine issue #3 with
Quick Look reviews of the Puma 1000 bass head
and S210 enclosure. Since that point in time,
Thomas has updated both of these products, and
introduced multiple new models. After our initial
taste, we have been chomping at the bit to get
another helping of TecAmp bassy goodness, and the
wait is now over! For your consideration, we
present the mighty Puma 900 bass head, and the
“Classic” S212 bass enclosure.

But first, let’s take a look at Thomas Eich, and the
journey he has taken with TecAmp ...

TecNically Speaking
In 1985, Thomas Eich wants to buy a new bass
guitar. However, after trying several instruments, he
decides that he just doesn’t like the sound of the
cabs available in the store. Thomas tells the owner
that he will come back one day with his own cab,
and leaves the shop. True to his word, Thomas
builds his own bass cab and goes back to the shop.
After comparing his cab with the other brands, the
owner of the shop likes it so well that he asks
Thomas to produce cabs for him. This was the spark
that sent Thomas down the road to forming his own
company – initially called Tech-Bassline – in 1986.
After two years of building momentum, Thomas
started to produce his own speakers, and in 1990, he
placed his first bass amp on the market. Tech-
Bassline was changed to TecAmp and registered as
a trademark in 2007. At this time, Thomas also
founded THC, which manufactures hand-wired
high-performance electric guitar amps.

The fast rise and staying power which Thomas has
enjoyed are the result of many factors. His varied
education (artisanal, mechanical and electronic), his
experience as a bass player, himself, and his close

relationship with world-famous musicians have been
incorporated over the years in the development of
Tech-Bassline/TecAmp and THC products and form
the basis of TecAmp’s success. The company profile
provided on the TecAmp webpage (www.tecamp.de)
lays out some impressive facts: “Thomas Eich has
exhibited at the Frankfurt Musikmesse since 1986
and he has also been an exhibiter at the NAMM
Show in Los Angeles since 1992. In 2011, he
received a NAMM Association Milestone Award as
the youngest company owner to celebrate their
company’s 25-year anniversary.” Twenty five years
is an amazing accomplishment, though I have to
feel that the best and brightest days of TecAmp are
yet to come, as Thomas and his brand are really just
starting to pick up speed here in the States.

The Heart of a Puma
The basic layout of the controls and the esthetics of
the Puma 900 will be familiar to anyone who has
spent much time with the Puma 1000 or earlier
Puma 500 heads. In fact, the Puma 900 (and its little
brothers, the Puma 500 and Puma 300) look(s)
much like the top half of the Puma 1000, with the
input jack moved up. The basic gain, EQ and DI
controls and options are all present. What gets lost
behind? Namely, a very nice compressor, boost
switches for Bass and Hi, a blend control for the
effects loop, footswitch jack (compressor and mute),
and power switch (which was merely moved to the
back). That seems like a more than fair trade-off for
cutting the physical size in half.

Moving left to right across the Puma 900’s front
panel, the first item of note is the single 1/4” input
jack (1 Meg ohm input impedance). There is no
“active pad” or any other adjustment or option. It is
merely designed to handle whatever you throw at it.
The Clip LED is there to tell you when you’ve
clipped the input stage somewhere along the line,
and when it goes off, it means it! Back off until you
don’t see any clipping when you really dig in, and
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in the middle portion of the faceplate, and is further
defined by the black background, with white
labeling. The Lo control is centered at 30Hz, and
offers up 15dB of boost or cut. The LoMid has
12dB of boost/cut on tap, centered at 250Hz. HiMid
also offers 12dB of boost or cut, this time centered
around 800Hz. Moving on the Hi control, we jump
up to a center point of 8kHz, this time with a
boost/cut of 15dB. Following the tone stack, we find
the Master volume control, which adjusts not only
the overall volume of the output section, but also
controls the Line Out (on the rear of the unit). In
addition, it controls the level of the Aux In, and
allows you to match it to the level of your bass,
when practicing. The Mute button cuts the signal to
all outputs except the Tuner jack (also on the rear
panel). A switch labeled Post lets you choose
between a DI signal that is pre-EQ (Pre) or post-EQ
(Post). The balanced XLR DI output is also located
on the front panel, which is quite convenient. 

Much like the front panel, the rear of the Puma 900
is a model of efficiency and style. The power
switch, IEC receptacle (with fuse drawer) and

you should be set. Do note that the overall level of the
signal passing through the preamp stage of the head is
affected by EQ, so be sure to recheck levels after you
dial in your EQ. It is worth noting that you can push the
Gain control really hard. I mean, really hard! I ran the
Gain at 3 o’clock during most of my testing (which is a
lot higher than I run this type of control on most other
bass heads I have tried). 

Next up is one of my favorite features of this amp (and
many TecAmp heads), the Taste control. It is an easy to
use one-knob EQ tweak which purports to adjust
between “Dry” and “Rich.” The semantics we use as
musicians to try and describe what we hear is always
interesting. I think that Thomas has chosen fairly wisely,
here, but it’s still a control that you just have to use for
yourself to really get a feel for what it can do for you.
One thought that hit me during my testing was that the
Taste control takes things in a little more J-like direction
to the left (Dry) and a little more P-like to the right
(Rich). For you tech heads, think of it as a “boost one,
cut the other” control that pivots around a center
frequency of about 650Hz. This is a powerful control,
but not so much that it’s not useable over most of its
range. I tended to prefer things
either set to noon or slightly
favoring the Dry side. The
settings on the Dry side can
be very helpful if you want
to add more clarity and
life to a bass with a big
“mudbucker” sitting at
the end of the
fingerboard. Turning
the Taste control
towards Rich can
work wonders for a
bass that sounds a bit
thin or harsh.

The more traditional
tone stack is contained

18 bass
gear



voltage selector (115V or 230V) start things off. For
the speaker output, TecAmp has chosen the
excellent Neutrik Speakon® Combo NLJ2 MD-V
speaker output jack, which allows for the use of
either Speakon or 1/4” cables. This is a very
convenient feature, as it allows for the benefits of
using a Speakon connection, while minimizing the
risk of being dead in the water because you forgot
to bring the correct cable. The two 3.5mm jacks
which make up the “Rehearsal” section are also
quite welcome. The Aux In level can be controlled
by the Master volume to blend with your bass
signal. A nice 3.5mm stereo cable is included,
allowing for easy connection to your MP3 player,
iPhone, or other device. The other jack is of course
the headphones output (it is safe to run the Puma
900 without a speaker load).

Rounding out the feature set on the rear panel, we
have a 1/4” Tuner output (which remains hot, even
when the Mute function is engaged), a 1/4” Line
Out (the output of which is affected by the Mute
function), and the Effects Loop 1/4” Send and
Return jacks. The Return input doubles as a Line In,
which taps into the signal chain right after the tone
stack, and right before the Master volume control.
This is an effective option for using the Puma 900
as a power amp for another device.

Playing With the Big Cat
Going into my review of the Puma 900, I could not
help but let my thoughts drift back to my time with
the Puma 1000 and the review from BGM issue #3.
That particular review unit represented the first
iteration of the Puma 1000, which had the
somewhat unique ability to drive two independent
loads up to 500 watts (at 4 ohms), or push 1,000
watts into an 8-ohm load. The current version of the
Puma 1000 uses a different output section, and now
offers two channels of up to 500 watts (at 2 ohms),
or a bridged mode which cranks 1,000 watts into a
4-ohm load. Hearkening back to my prior review, I
remembered how very smooth and rich the Puma
1000 sounded. The variety of tone controls allowed
it to cover a very broad range of tones, and it always
seemed well-composed. I couldn’t wait to see how
its little brother stacked up.

With their output power (at 4 ohms) within spitting
distance of each other, the only thing “little” about

the Puma 900 compared to the Puma 1000 are its
physical dimensions. Yes, heads of this power rating
and size are becoming more common place, but it
still just blows my mind that manufacturers can
pack so much power and features into such a small
package. Of course, making sure that the end
product still sounds great and performs under
pressure is what separates the best from the rest. For
a modest upcharge, I suggest that Puma 900 buyers
spring for the optional carry case. It’s a high quality
unit, with decent padding, and nice handles.
Although it is a bit skimpy when it comes to
packing in extra cables, I love how it emphasizes the
small and compact form factor.

While I mentioned above that the Puma 900 looks
much like the top half of the Puma 1000, when you
start playing around with the tone controls, you
realize that the EQ sections are a bit different. The
four rotary tone controls on the Puma 1000 are
meant to work with and compliment the two push-
button controls for Bass Boost (+12dB at 30Hz) and
Hi Boost (+12dB at 10kHz). With these boost-only
controls in mind, the EQ centers for the Lo and Hi
controls are set at different frequencies than those
on the Puma 900 (70Hz and 5kHz, respectively, for
the Puma 1000, versus 30Hz and 8kHz, for the
Puma 900). The two midrange controls LoMid and
HiMid) for both are identical (250Hz and 800Hz).
All things considered, I can see the logic behind the
voicing of the Lo and Hi controls on the Puma 900.
However, my general preferences are for a low
frequency control that is set a bit higher, and a high
frequency control that is set a bit lower. The gaps
between the Lo and LoMid and between the HiMid
and Hi are quite large, and if things go “wrong” in
those frequencies, it could be difficult to fix them
with the Puma 900’s tone stack (though the Taste
control can help address these issues).

Arguments on paper aside, in practical use, the Lo
control does let you dial out some rumble without
losing all of the fullness, which is a neat trick. My
favorite EQ setting was to leave the other controls at
noon, but to back off on the Lo just a tad – the
Puma 900 seems to have a bit of low boost baked
into its tone profile. For my playing style and
preferences, I can’t see where I would ever use more
than a very modest boost to the Lo control. Moving
on to the LoMid control, I recalled liking the Puma
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Overall, the tone of the Puma 900 is very clean,
with a slightly goosed low end, and an apparent
scoop in the middle mids. It reminds me a bit of the
baseline sonic profiles of the Mesa/Boogie M6 and
the GK Fusion 550, which is not a bad thing, at all.
There is an underlying warmth to the tone, and I’d
go so far as to say that it has a hint of a vintage
vibe, but the Puma 900 definitely has modern
capabilities. I did notice a bit of noise/hiss to the
Puma 900. This is not anything unusual, and in fact
the noise/hiss level was virtually identical to that of
the GK MB800, which I used as a comparison amp.
However, my other comparison amp, the
Glockenklang Blue Soul, was virtually silent by
comparison.

Speaking of comparisons, squaring off against the
Glockenklang Blue Soul, the Blue Soul has a bit
more rumble to the lows, but more articulation
through the mids. The Puma has more
separation in the lows, and slightly
warmer mids. The high end
sings a bit more with the
Glockenklang, but string noise
seemed to be somewhat
accentuated. On the whole, both
heads had a number of overall
sonic similarities, and either
head could push the S212 as
hard as it wanted to go. Size-
wise, the Puma 900 makes the
Blue Soul look absolutely huge.
Comparing the Puma 900 to the
(similarly sized) GK MB800, the GK hits harder
and is more clean and more tight, but also a bit
more thin (with EQs set to noon on both heads). The
Puma is definitely smoother and more “round.” If

you turn the Taste control
towards Dry a bit, you
can get the Puma to sound
a lot like the GK.
However, I had a harder
time trying to dial in a
“Puma-like” tone on the
GK. 

One of the heads which I
compared to the Puma
1000 back in my prior
review was the Markbass

1000 best with a slight cut to this control (as it seemed a
bit forward in the low mids), but that was not the case
with the Puma 900. The LoMid control has a strong
impact on the overall tonal character. I found the cut to
be nicer and more musical, to my ear, than the boost.
The HiMid control is one of my favorites (both with
regard to this amp’s tone control options and with regard
to “high mid” controls on competing bass heads). It is
highly usable in both boost and cut modes. When
boosted, it really helped fingerstyle lines to jump out
front. Cutting the HiMid (a little or a lot) yielded some
great slap tones, and backing off a slight bit helped get
rid of the “clack” from a pick (if you desire to get rid of
said clack). The Hi control was likewise very musical
either as a boost or a cut, though again, it is set very
high – more in the “air” and “sparkle” range – so
brightening up a dark bass or cab should probably be
tackled first with adjustments to the Taste control. In
fact, it bears mentioning once again that using the Taste
control in conjunction with the 4-band tone stack
dramatically increases the range of tone control offered
by the Puma 900.
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manufacturer to offer neodymium-based drivers in
their enclosures (back in 2000). With the rising cost
of neodymium, it is nice to see that Thomas can
achieve such light weight and portability using
ceramic-based drivers. Portability is further
enhanced by the “all access” handles, which can be
gripped and carried from any direction. These
handles allow for a fairly easy one-hand carry, but
are positioned so as to make two-hand carrying very
comfortable.

One of the very cool features carried over from the
S210 is the six-way selector switch used to control
the tweeter/crossover settings. This switch allows
for four settings which use a crossover frequency
centered at 6.8kHz, with a 12dB roll off curve.
These are the “Soft Attack” settings. The first
position in the Soft Attack range turns the tweeter

completely off, and the other three set the tweeter to
“low,” “mid,” or “high” using this crossover setup.
Moving into the “Hard Attack” range, the crossover
frequency drops to 4.2kHz, with a 6dB curve. Two
settings (“mid” or “high”) are offered in the Hard
Attack portion of the Treble Control. I preferred the
Soft Attack high setting most of the time, but
depending on the mix and how I am cutting
through, the Hard Attack mid setting often worked
wonders. 

The location of the Tweeter Control is also
somewhat unique, being set within the right-hand
side handle. In practical use, this is actually quite
handy, as it’s easier to see and use than a control
mounted on the rear of the cab, but yet it is also

LMII. Since I still have that LMII, I thought it’d be
fun to compare it to the Puma 900, as well. The
LMII has a softer initial attack than the Puma, but a
similar level of warmth/roundness (with the LMII
being a slight bit more warm/round). The LMII
exhibited a bit of middle to “low-upper-midrange”
forwardness, while the Puma 900 has more of a
“high-mid to low-treble” voicing. The Puma is the
more clear sounding of the two.

Dancing Partner
Back in issue #3, Thomas Eich sent us a pair of
S210’s to review alongside the Puma 1000. We were
very impressed by the S210’s, but we knew that a
revision was coming to the S line, and the S212 we
are reviewing here is an example of the updated
enclosures. These updates included different tuning
and a move to

rear-facing ports. As pleased as I was with the S210,
I was very anxious to check out the new S212
Classic. To maximize its potential as a standalone
cab in a pairing with the Puma 900, TecAmp sent us
a 4-ohm model, though the S212 can also be ordered
as an 8-ohm enclosure.

This is a very compact 2x12, and it is a breeze to
carry. I was very surprised to learn that it is loaded
with ceramic-magnet drivers (manufactured by
TecAmp). From its light weight (44 lbs), I would
have presumed that Thomas had used neodymium-
based drivers (as he did with our prior S210’s). In
fact, TecAmp claims to be the first bass
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recessed and protected from inadvertent
“adjustments” or damage. Not to be left out, the left-
hand side handle also gets a nifty trick. It sports a
peg in the middle of the handle which you can route
your instrument cable around (and through a slot in
the handle) for strain relief. My favorite feature of
this cab, though, is also the most simple. A metal
plate with two holes cut out of it is fasted to the top
of the cab, closer to the front edge. These holes line
up with the feet on any TecAmp head, preventing
them from being dragged out of position (a real risk
with these lighter class-D heads). TecAmp calls this
amp-positioning bracket “Ampfixing,” and it is
brilliant in its simplicity and effectiveness.

The basic tonality of the S212
Classic complements the Puma
900 very well, and follows on
the smooth and warm, but
clear, theme. It is a very
“pretty” sounding cab at lower
volumes, but it’ll stand up and
shout when you push it. At a
recent full-volume practice in a
band with two Marshall half
stacks blaring away, the
TecAmp rig was just glorious.
While far from wide open, I
was running it pretty hard, and
once you get the S212 up to
volume, it has a great room-
filling thump down low, with
plenty of cut and articulation.
For comparison purposes, I
chose the Bergantino CN212,
which is a somewhat larger
enclosure equipped with
neodymium-based drivers. The
CN212 sounded bigger, louder
and more aggressive, and was the
more articulate of the two. The
S212 was warmer, and did not
accentuate string/finger noise as
much as the CN212. The highs on
the TecAmp cab were even more
sweet and enticing than the already
excellent Bergantino.

The Bottom Line
Thomas Eich has been making some of the most
intriguing, enticing and musical bass amplification
gear on the planet for years. He has a knack for
striking unique balances, such as pairing up a 6V6
tube output section with a class-D powerhouse in the
Bad Bull 2000, or combining a 2x12 and a 2x10 in
one enclosure (with a selection of three different
tweeters!) in the Virtue Cab. With the Puma 900 and
S212 Classic, Thomas offers a rig that is both small,
yet powerful; both warm, yet modern. The delivery is
smooth and musical, but can hit like a ton of bricks.
This is an excellent rig that can do a lot of things
well, and it’s easy on your back, to boot.
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TEST RESULTS
1-5 (unacceptable to impeccable)

SONIC PROFILE:

Lows: Good separation; gets big, but stays tight, when pushed

Mids: Smooth and warm; mix of vintage and modern

Highs: Multiple different profiles available; smooth and musical

GENERAL

Company: TecAmp
Alter Bahnhofsweg 5 
35745 Herborn, Germany 
Telephone: +49 (0) 2777-6391 
Fax: +49 (0) 2777-6991 
www.tecamp.de

Country of origin: Germany
Year of Origin: 2013
Warranty: 2 years, non-transferable
List price: $1,360.00
Street price: $1,190.00
Options: Padded cover ($90); 4 ohms
Accessories: None
Available colors: Black with silver grillcloth

Acquired from: Austin Bass Traders
Dates: September-November 2013
Locales: Ohio
Test gear: Sadowsky P/J 5, Aquilina Shelby 5, Squire '62 Jazz Bass Reissue, 

Glockenklang Blue Soul, GK MB800, Markbass LMII, Bergantino CN212

Being able to tweak not only the

tweeter level, but the crossover point

and slope, allows for multiple tone

profiles. Lows are neutral to bass-shy at

lower levels, but get big (but

controlled) when pushed.

In-Hand Score
4.08 average
On-Bench Score
4.29 average

b
as

s
g
ea

r
te
st TecAmp

S212

On-bench
Portability 4.5
Road Worthiness 4
Components 4
Hardware 4
Cabinet Construction 4
Wiring 5
Cover/Finish 4.5

In-hand
Features: 5
Tonal Flexibility: 3.5
Ease of Use: 4.5
Aesthetics: 4
Tone: 4
Value: 3.5

Enclosure

Configuration: 2x12
Listed Impedance: 4 ohms
Rated Power Handling: 600 watts
Inputs/Outputs: Two Neutrik® Speakon® NLJ2MD-V combo jacks
Dimensions: 17.4”w x 29.6”h x 16.2”d 
Weight: 44.4 lbs
Ports: Rear-ported (slot)
Covering: Tolex
Baffle Board: 15mm poplar ply
Cabinet: 15mm poplar ply
Grill: Cloth over wood frame
Handles: Two (plastic “all access”; side-mounted)
Feet: Four, rubber
Casters: No
Corners: Metal, non-stacking
Driver Mounting: 4 bolts (T-nuts) and 4 wood screws

Drivers/Crossover

Woofers: TecAmp W12S-8
Cone Material: Paper
Voice Coil: Kapton former; copper clad aluminum wire (65mm, 2.5” 

diameter)
Magnets: Ceramic (50 oz.)
Tweeter: TecAmp NTW1
Tweeter Adjustment: 6-way selector switch
Protection: 2-way protection, with bulb for short-term overload, and 

NTC for long-term overload
Speaker Connections: Push-button binding post for driver; soldered to tweeter
Crossover: 2-way, 2nd order, crossed at 6.8kHz (Soft Attack), 4.2kHz 

(Hard Attack)

Measurements

Average Sensitivity (200Hz-900Hz): 103.25 dBSPL (1 watt @ 1 meter)

TONE-O-METER



to keep the frame off of the front baffle, which is
covered in black carpet. The silver/black esthetic is
carried throughout the TecAmp product line, and it
looks very nice, indeed.

There are two plastic “all access” handles (one on
each side) which are designed such that they can be
gripped and carried from any direction. Very nice.
But there is more to these handles. Recessed within
one handle is a six-way selector switch which
controls the tweeter/crossover settings. The four
settings (one of which is tweeter “off”) labeled
“Soft Attack” use a crossover frequency centered at
6.8kHz, with a 12dB roll off curve. The two settings
labeled “Hard Attack” use a crossover frequency
centered at 4.2kHz, with a 6dB curve. Fig. 1
provides a graphic representation of how each
setting affects the response of the cab. As the high
setting under Soft Attack provided the flattest
response, this is the setting we used for the
remainder of our measurements. 

There is a lot going on with this seemingly simple
cab, but let’s start with the basics. The S212 Classic
is part of the S-line of cabs from TecAmp, and is
one of three different 2x12’s in their lineup. The S-
series is the smallest of the 2x12’s, and the
“Classic” nomenclature apparently designates that
this enclosure uses ceramic-based drivers. This
came as a bit of a surprise, because this is one light
cab (44.4 lbs), and I had presumed that it contained
neodymium-based drivers (similar to the S210 we
reviewed back in BGM #3). TecAmp manufactures
their own drivers and tweeters, and this enclosure
features two of their W12S-8 12” drivers and one
NTW1 tweeter. It is covered with a very nice black
tolex – which has an almost padded feel to it – set
off by a silver and black grill cloth (with silver
piping) and chrome corner covers. The grill is cloth
over a solid wood panel, with cutouts for the drivers
and tweeter. It is held in place with Velcro®, and
has a small pull-tab on the bottom to assist with
removal. Smaller strips of wood serve as stand-offs

TecAmp S212

CAB 
LAB

Tom Bowlus’
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Fig. 1 Tweeter settings: off, Soft Attack low, Aoft Attack mid,
Soft Attack high, Hard Attack mid, Hard Attack high

Fig. 2 On and off axis (15, 30, 45) frequency response Fig. 3 Impedance curve

No wasted real estate, here; the
other side handle features the
instrument cable strain relief
feature, which allows you to slip
part of the cable through a slot in
the handle, and then around a peg in
the middle of the handle. The top of
the enclosure features an amp-
positioning bracket, which is a thin
metal plate with holes cut out to
help hold the feet of the bass head
sitting on top and stop it from
sliding around. Clever! TecAmp
refers to this feature as
“Ampfixing.”

The stamped-frame W12S-8 drivers
are held in place by a curious mix
of four wood screws and four bolts
secured by T-nuts. I typically prefer
bolts with threaded inserts, and I
was initially pleased to see that at
least four of the fasteners were
bolts. However, when I attempted to
replace a driver (after taking the cab
interior pics), one of the T-nuts
popped loose. This had never
happened on one of our review cabs
before, but strangely enough, it
happened twice during reviews for
this issue. Fortunately, Thomas Eich
chose T-nuts with large “teeth,” and
no damage occurred. It just came
loose. A little bit of wood glue and a
brief reviewer “time out,” and I was

back in business. The cutouts in the
front baffle for the drivers feature a
slightly recessed lip that the frame
sits within. The carpet covering the
front baffle compresses nicely to
make a kind of gasket around each
driver. The TecAmp tweeter was
held in place by four wood screws.

Looking inside the enclosure
reveals fairly extensive internal
bracing, clean construction, and
egg-crate style acoustic treatment
on the back panel, only. The wiring
is exemplary, and features solid
red/black super heavy gauge wire.
Push-button binding post
connections are used for the drivers,

and the wire leads heading to the
tweeter are soldered in place. High
end Faston-style connectors are
used to connect wires to the
crossover array. This enclosure can
be ordered in either 4 or 8-ohm
configuration (our test cab is of the
4-ohm variety). Our S212 also came
with the optional padded cover. It’s
a very nice cover, with the unusual
distinction of having zippers
installed so as to expose the front of
the cab. I’m not sure when/how
you would use this, though, as the
rear of the cab (and the speaker
input jacks) are still covered if you
zip them up and flip back the front
part of the cover.
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Mesa/Boogie LTD., 1317 Ross Street, Petaluma, CA 94954   Tel: 707-778-6565   www.mesaboogie.com

BASS PRODIGY™  
250watts (Sounds Like 500!) and...

125watts (Old School Magic!)
4 x KT88’s, 3 x 12AX7A
BRIGHT/NORMAL/ACTIVE Input 

5-Position VOICE Feature
XLR DI w/LEVEL, PRE/POST 
SILENT RECORD  
TUNER OUT w/MUTE
16” Wide, Only 29 Pounds!

Additional BASS STRATEGY™ Features

8 x KT88’s, 3 x 12AX7A
465w/250w/125w Multi-Watt™Power 

9-Band Graphic EQ
New Ergonomic Handles
18” Wide, Only 49 Pounds!  

Inspiring musicality that only tubes can 
provide, with a shocking ability to fill the 
room (or arena!) MESA/Boogie® introduces 
the Bass Prodigy™ and its Big Brother: The 
Bass Strategy™.  Fully decked with modern
features, these new icons are already 
resetting the standard for Power, Punch, 
Portability and Dynamic Dimensionality.  
Hand-Crafted in Petaluma, California.
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In-Hand Score
4.00 average
On-Bench Score
3.50 average
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TEST RESULTS
1-5 (unacceptable to impeccable)

SONIC PROFILE:
Lows: Slight baked-in boost; full yet defined
Mids: Slightly on the warm side; smooth; versatile
Highs: Clarity without harshness; neutral presentation

On-Bench
Internal Parts 3.20
External Parts 3.50
Overall Assembly 3.50
Output Power Rating 4.0
Ease of Repair 3.50
Instructions/Manual 3.00
Quality Per Price 3.80
Layout/Cooling 3.50

In-Hand
Features: 4
Tonal Flexibility: 4
Ease of Use: 4.5
Aesthetics: 4
Tone: 4
Value: 3.5

Baseline tone is slightly on the
warm/round side, but the Puma 900 has
a lot of flexibility – especially through the
mids – and can do a modern sound very
well. Decidedly smooth.

TONE-O-METER

GENERAL

Company: TecAmp
Alter Bahnhofsweg 5 
35745 Herborn, Germany 
Telephone: +49 (0) 2777-6391 
Fax: +49 (0) 2777-6991 
www.tecamp.de

Country of origin: Germany
Year of origin: 2013
Warranty: 2 years, non-transferable 
List price: $1,543.00
Street price: $1,350.00
Options: Padded carry bag ($35)
Accessories: Power cord, 3.5mm stereo cable
Available colors: Black and silver

Acquired from: Austin Bass Traders
Dates: September-November 2013
Locales: Ohio
Test gear: Sadowsky P/J 5, Aquilina Shelby 5, Squire '62 Jazz Bass Reissue, 

Glockenklang Blue Soul, GK MB800, Markbass LMII, Bergantino CN212

ENCLOSURE

Material: Aluminum
Dimensions: 10-3/4" W x 2" H (with feet) - 8-1/2" D (including 

knobs and rear jacks)
Weight: 3.5 lbs
Rackable: Yes, with optional rack mounting kit

PREAMP

Inputs: 1 x 1/4"
Mode: Solid State
Tubes: N/A
Input Impedance: 425 kOhms
EQ Type/Features: Low, Low-Mid, High-Mid, Treble
Compressor/Limiter: No
DI Output: Balanced XLR on front panel with Pre/Post switch
Effects Loop: Yes
Dedicated Tuner Out: Yes
Construction: PCB
Additional Features: "Taste" EQ control, Mute switch on front panel, 

headphones out, Aux In, Line out

POWER AMP

Mode: Class-D
Tubes: N/A
Outputs: 1 x Combination Neutrik
Impedance Options: 4, 8
Power Supply/Transformer: Switch Mode
Cooling System: Yes
Line Voltage Options: 120

MEASUREMENTS

Full Bandwidth All Controls At Noon: 20Hz - 20kHz +/- 1.94 dB; 200 mV swept sin input 
Limited Bandwidth All Controls At Noon: 80Hz - 8kHz +/- 1.94 dB; 200 mV swept sin input 
Limited Bandwidth (Optimally Flat): 80Hz - 8kHz +/- 1.28 dB; 200 mV swept sin input 

POWER
4 ohms 8 ohms

Continuous Power: 743 watts 520 watts
Measured Voltage: 54.53 Vrms 64.51 Vrms

Burst Power: 945watts 587 watts
Measured Voltage: 61.48 Vrms 68.56 Vrms

Input Signal: 323.4 mVrms 378.4 mVrms
Wall Voltage DUT: 121.3 Vrms 121.3 Vrms
THD+N: 1 1

TecAmp
Puma 900



AMP 
LAB

Tom Lees’

TecAmp Puma 900
I recall my first introduction to TecAmp, years ago
at the NAMM Show in Anaheim. The company was
demoing what I consider a conservatively named
product, the “Pleasure Board.” The Pleasure Board
is a subwoofer sound platform that transfers low-
frequency energy into a tactile response, driving
bass tones into your body. With a clever product
like this, TecAmp immediately had my attention. In
particular, I dug how TecAmp combined humor and
descriptiveness with a product name that also
accurately describes the product.

Now, TecAmp unleashes a 900-watt lightweight
amp, the Puma 900. As such, I immediately began
to ponder the name to see if there is hint of what I
can expect from the amp. As a disclaimer, I am
admittedly not an expert in the field of cats, but I
heard an interesting tidbit about pumas. A puma is
incapable of roaring. Rather, much like a domestic
cat, a puma can purr, hiss and growl. On the other
hand, a puma is an amazingly powerful cat capable
of effortless maneuvering. The puma can leap about
20 feet vertically or horizontally, and covers a vast
amount of ground in its home turf. Armed with this

information, I am anticipating a lean, fast, machine
capable of many sonic colors. But, I do not expect
to find the roar of overdriven tones. Let’s see if the
name bears any resemblance to the capabilities of
this amp.

Construction
The Puma 900 is packaged in a relatively small
enclosure that effectively uses every bit of front
panel space to provide easy access to the key
features of the amp. The front panel has a cool
aesthetic, with chrome sections flanking a black
middle section enclosing the EQ controls. However,
while cool-looking, I found the contrast between
black and chrome a little hard to read in low-light
situations. 

Referring to Fig. 1, a peak under the hood reveals a
modular design. The solid state preamp circuitry is
seen along the top of the photo. Correspondingly,
the back panel connections are seen along the
bottom of the photo. An ICEpower class-D power
amp sits off to one side in about the middle of the
chassis, with a fan seen towards the lower right-

Fig. 1 Gut shot  
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FIG. 4 Taste sweep

FIG. 3 Optimally flat

FIG. 2 Alll controls at noon vs optimally flat

hand corner of the photo. Overall, this is a
straightforward and neat assembly of components.

Understanding the Amp
The Puma 900 is truly a plug-and-play amp.
However, to get the absolute cleanest and quietest
sound from the amp, it is helpful to calibrate the
initial gain to your particular instrument. Basically,
you want to set the Gain control and the Master
control each to full off. Turn your instrument up and
begin playing. Slowly begin turning up the Gain
control until you see the clip light. Now, back down
until the clip light disappears. Upon setting the Gain
control, you can turn up the Master. The tone
controls do affect the gain through the amp, so if
you make drastic changes to the EQ settings after
adjusting the Gain control, you may need to go back
and tweak the Gain, per the above-procedure.

The Puma 900 sports a single instrument input with
no pad or other features to contend with. This input
feeds an input gain stage that is designed to handle
signal levels that range from active to passive
basses. As a test, I supplied the input of the Puma
900 with a 400Hz sin wave input and set the Gain
control to around 9 o’clock. I slowly began
increasing the signal level to the point where the
amp began to overload. The clip light came on with
an input of around 2.2 Vrms, plenty for even active
basses. At this level, the output measured well under
1% THD+N, so I decided to continue to push the
input harder. I was able to push the input to over 4
Vrms with distortion levels under 1% THD+N.
However, over 2.5 Vrms, the overload protection
circuitry would occasionally kick in. The overload
circuitry is discussed in greater detail, below.

From the input gain stage, the signal flows through
an equalization stage, which is controlled by the
Taste EQ, as well as the Lo, LoMid, HiMid and Hi
controls on the front panel. From the EQ section,
the signal flows through a master output section,
controlled by the Master volume control on the front
panel.

The Effects Loop is a serial loop that is positioned
just after the EQ stage and before the master output
section. The DI output can be tapped from one of
two different points in the signal path. If the DI is
“Pre,” then the signal to the DI output is tapped
after the Gain control, but before the EQ stage. If
the DI is “Post,” then the signal to the DI output is
tapped after the EQ section and after the Effects
Loop return, but before the master output section.
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FIG. 5 Bass sweep

FIG. 6 LoMid sweep

FIG. 7 HiMid sweep

As such, the Master gain control does not influence
the DI out regardless of whether in Pre or Post
modes (by engaging or disengaging the Post switch
on the front panel).

The Tuner output is tapped before the Pre DI tap.
Moreover, the Mute switch kills the main output and
DI output (regardless of Pre or Post) but allows the
signal to pass to the Tuner output.

The Tone Stack
The EQ stage of the Puma 900 provides two distinct
tone-adjustment circuits. The first circuit
implements a filter that is controlled by the Taste
control. The second circuit implements a four-band
equalization section, controlled by the Lo, LoMid,
HiMid and Hi controls on the front panel.

Referring to Fig. 2, a chart illustrates all controls
(Taste, Lo, LoMid, HiMid and Hi) at “noon” in
black, compared to my “optimally flat” setting in
red. A casual and quick glance at Fig. 2 would
suggest that the Puma 900 is not ruler-flat, and that
observation is true to some degree. However, the
slight mid dip seen in the black trace at around
700Hz is not as drastic as is typical in conventional
Fender-style scooped-mid tone stacks. Also note that
I was only able to achieve a minor improvement in
my “optimally flat” setting: 80Hz - 8kHz +/-
1.94dB, 200 mV swept sin input for the “all controls
at noon,” compared to 80Hz - 8kHz +/- 0.952dB,
200 mV swept sin input for the “optimally flat”
setting. In this regard, the Puma 900 has center
detents that lock into the “noon” position for all of
the EQ controls. 

Referring to Fig. 3, in order to get “optimally flat”
settings, the Lo and HiMid knobs were tweaked just
outside of their detents, suggesting that “all controls
at noon” may be the designed-for “optimally flat”
setting. Reasonable manufacturing tolerances easily
account for the slight tweak necessary to squeak out
an additional +/- 0.99dB of flatness. Given
manufacturing tolerances, if you want flat, just
center the EQ knobs, and you will be close enough.

The Taste Control 
The Taste control is a single-knob tone circuit that
provides a wide range of options. From the user’s
manual, we learn that to understand how to
effectively use the Taste control, you should become
familiar with three key designations: Dry, Neutral
and Rich. The “noon” position of the Taste control
is considered “Neutral.” From the Neutral (noon)
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FIG. 9 Scope monitor 1% THD+N

FIG. 10 Scope monitor 3% THD+N

FIG. 8 Hi sweep

position, the user can add “Dryness” by turning the
Taste control counterclockwise. Likewise, from the
Neutral position, the user can add “Richness” by
turning the Taste control clockwise.

Get it? Of course you do not. Now, refer to Fig. 4
and all will become clear. With the Taste control at
“noon,” i.e., in the Neutral position, the Taste circuit
does not significantly affect the signal path. By
turning the Taste control counterclockwise,
“Dryness” is added. In Fig. 4, the blue trace shows
the Taste control fully off (fully counterclockwise)
with all other tone controls at “noon.” Full
“Dryness” effectively trims about 3dB off of low
frequencies and adds about 5dB to high frequencies.
Comparatively, by turning the Taste control
clockwise, “Richness” is added. In Fig. 4, the red
trace shows the Taste control fully on (fully
clockwise) with all other tone controls at “noon.”
Full “Richness” simultaneously boosts low
frequencies and high-pass filters high frequencies.

Tone control sweeps are illustrated in Figs. 5-8. In
each sweep, the min setting is illustrated in a blue
trace. The noon setting is illustrated in a black trace.
The max setting is illustrated in a red trace. 

Fig. 5 illustrates the bass sweep. The Lo control
appears centered around 30Hz. Relative to the
“noon” position, the control offers a boost and cut
or approximately +/- 15dB. Fig. 6 illustrates the
LoMid sweep. The LoMid is centered around 250Hz
and offers approximately +/- 12dB of midrange
adjustment. Note that the band of the LoMid is
wider and more gentle than that afforded by the Lo
control, especially when cutting in the LoMid. Fig.
7 illustrates the HiMid sweep. The HiMid is
centered at 800Hz and offers around +/- 12 dB of
midrange adjustment. Fig. 8 illustrates the Hi
sweep. The Hi control is centered around 900Hz and
offers +/- 15dB of midrange adjustment. Note that
the high end of the Puma 900 extends well past
20kHz, so we illustrate the plot beyond 30kHz to
illustrate the wide bandwidth capability of the amp.

Output Power
The Puma 900 is all about clean and articulate
amplification. Fig. 9 illustrates a 1kHz output at 1
% THD+N. With reference to Fig. 10, the input was
pushed to achieve about 3% THD+N. In my
opinion, the output looks pretty clean at 1%
THD+N, but by 3% THD+N, there are signs that the
output is beginning to clip. Because 1% is a
frequently cited measure for clean class-D amps, I
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FIG. 12 THD+N ratio vs measured level

FIG. 13 Burst

FIG. 11 Level

recorded power measurements at 1%. However, on
our test unit, the output signal looked clean until
just shy of 3%, so we also ran our output power
measurements at just under 3%.

Into a 4-ohm load, at 1%, I measured 743 watts,
with a burst power measurement of 945 watts.
Pushing the amp a bit harder (towards 3% THD+N),
I was able to measure about 800 watts, with a burst
power measurement of 973 watts. Into an 8-ohm
load, at 1%, I measured 520 watts, with a burst
power measurement of 587 watts. Pushing 3%
THD+N, I was able to measure about 550 watts,
with a burst power measurement of 632 watts.
Based upon these bench measurements, it appears
that the manufacturer’s power rating is reasonable.

The plot illustrated in Fig. 11 shows “linearity.”
This is a measure the amplifier gain (Y-axis) in
response to level of the input signal (X-axis). As
Fig. 11 illustrates, for a given set of knob settings
used in this test, the amp stayed extremely linear up
to about 2 Vrms input, which is what should be
expected from a clean amp.

Fig. 12 illustrates THD+N (Y-axis) as a function of
output of the amp (measured in volts) when
connected to an 8-ohm load. This chart is provided
to illustrate that distortion levels are extremely low
until the output hits its limit (just over 50 Vrms in
this case). After that, the distortion levels rise
dramatically, indicating that the amp is hitting a
power rail. Fig. 13 shows a 200Hz burst signal
applied to the amp. Note that the Puma 900 allows a
few cycles to “burst” or exceed the amplification of
the remaining cycles. This provides a sense of
power to the amp.

Power Management
The design of the Puma 900 features a clear intent
not to put any circuitry in the signal path that will
alter the dynamics of the instrument. As such, there
is no limiter, compressor or other circuitry. This
means that the Puma 900 must manage overload
circumstances.

Referring to Fig. 14, I drove the amp into overload
conditions. As Fig. 14 illustrates, the amp was
content to amplify my test signal for about 2.5
seconds. After about 2.5 seconds, the amp
automatically shut down for about 3 seconds to
allow time to cool and recover from the overload. It
is unlikely that a bass guitar will be able to sustain
peaks for over 2.5 seconds. However, be on the
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FIG. 14 Overload protection

FIG. 15 Level and Distortion

lookout for this to occur if using heavy effects, such
as distortion, hard limiting or other dynamics
effects.

Harmonic Content
The Puma 900 wants to run clean. With reference to
Fig. 15, the second and third harmonics are plotted
as a function of the fundamental, swept from 20Hz -
20kHz. Across the entire audio range, the second
harmonic, seen in the blue trace, is suppressed by
about 70dB. The third harmonic is suppressed about
90dB, except for high frequencies. For instance, the
third harmonic is about 50dB down from the
fundamental at about 10kHz. However, when
pushed to the limits of the amplifier overload
circuitry, the distortion characteristics begin to show
strong 3, 5, 7 and 9-order harmonics dominating the
harmonic content.

Conclusion
Overall, this amp should be considered as a serious
contender for those in the market for a clean,
powerful amp. There are enough EQ options to
make the amp versatile. I especially like the Lo EQ
point selected at 30Hz. While I generally do not like
super-low EQ (and even on bass, I like a high-pass
filter, often as high as 50Hz), for those situations
where you need to control the super low end, the
30Hz control on this amp minimizes band
interaction with the LoMid sweep, which is centered
at about 250Hz. I also like the Taste control. On this
amp, I would use my LoMid and Taste control to set
my low end, and then use the Lo control for room
correction, etc. I can make modest adjustments with
the Lo knob and not muck around too much with
my core tone.

Whether the tone suits you is up to you to decide for
yourself. However, from a technical perspective, I
like designs that allow a single knob to adjust more
than one thing at a time. I also appreciate the DI on
the front panel. That makes use of the amp in live
settings easy for the performer and the sound tech.
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By Vic Serbe

The Company Line
Regenerate Guitar Works’ whole
philosophy revolves around the
notion of regeneration. No, that
doesn’t mean recycling materials or
parts from a competitor’s reject bin
(just kidding). What it means in this
case, is starting with time-tested,
proven standards and applying
modern technology to sort of
“regenerate” the old with the new.
The Regenerator, while not their
only model of basses, certainly
embodies their motto faithfully.
They basically offer four models of
either 4 or 5-string basses, all in
essence roughly based on the
Fender Precision Bass and
Jazz Bass model basses.

Rod Banach is a rocker and a P-
bass guy, picking up the bass for the
first time in 1982 and spending a lot
of time playing live and in the
studio. But he also loves wood and
working with it. Bear with me, I’m
getting to the connection. He kept
hearing from others that they
wanted a lot of that classic tone
they grew up to love, but also
wanted the benefit of modern
advancements to increase tonal
consistency and quality, as well as
instrument playability. They also
wanted to see a product like this
offered at prices that wouldn’t break
the bank. That’s a tough challenge.
Rod was in.

Sometime around 2002, Rod built
his first 4-string bass, and had such
success with it that he was
convinced the project was a go. He
started to make more and more of
the instruments wholly, as opposed
to getting core parts from others,
aided by the eventual acquisition of
key power tools necessary to
achieve the goals he was dedicated
to serving. Regenerate Guitar Works
was officially born in late 2006, and
just this past Spring of 2013, they
moved to larger space for increased
production. They are located in the
Pacific Northwest, and offer several
variations of instruments ranging
from 4-6 strings, 33-35” scales, and
even a couple of body designs. One
of these designs is the Regenerator
model line reviewed here,
represented by a Regenerator 4.1 4-
string P-bass and a Regenerator 5.4
5-string dual soapbar model.

Details
The review model Regenerator 4.1
has an alder body with a maple
neck and rosewood fingerboard,
whereas the 5.4 has a poplar body
with a birdseye maple neck and

fingerboard (both are
upgrades). In both cases,
you can get alder or

Regenerate Guitar Works
Regenerator 4.1 and

5.4 Bass Guitars
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poplar for bodies, and you have
choices of maple necks with pau
ferro (morado), rosewood, or maple
fingerboards. All their woods are
hand-selected, as well.

The body shapes are their own, but
for comparison, are more like a P-
bass than J-bass body, since they
don’t have slanted/offset back-ends.
They both have 21 “6125” nickel
alloy frets. The 6125 model wire is
smaller than the typical “jumbo”
fret wire (6150), but also not as
small as the skinnier stuff some
builders use (6105, or in some
cases, even smaller). The necks both
have carbon fiber rods for both
stiffening as well as dead spot
reduction. Both models have single-
action truss rods, but the interesting
related option I found here is they
offer you the choice between neck
heel (standard) and headstock
(optional) locations for the
adjustment point. I’ve never seen
this before. The 4.1 has a 1-1/2”
(optional, 1-5/8” is standard) nut,
and the 5.4 has a 1-7/8” nut. That’s
actually on the skinny side for a

typical P-bass, but about right for a
5-string J-bass. The neck profiles
are basically a “C,” but on the
slender side, which I find very
comfortable to play.

In both the 4 and 5-string series
instruments, the naming convention
is “strings.configuration,” where
configurations range from 1 to 4,
for P, J, P/J, and “dual soapbar,”
respectively. So the 4.1 is a 4-string
P-style bass, and the 5.4 is a 5-
string dual soapbar. Most typically,
a soap bar is a dual-coil
humbucking configuration, but in
this case, they happen to be large
single-coil pickups made by
Nordstrand. In fact, they’re called
“Big Singles.” The 4.1’s P-style
pickup is also made by Nordstrand,
and the model is the NP4. For the
rest of the electronics, it’s pretty
simple, since these instruments are
strictly passive. For the 4.1, it’s just
volume and passive tone. For the
5.4, it’s master volume,
pickup blend (also called a

pan control), and a passive tone.
The components are CTS pots and
orange drop capacitors for the
passive tone controls. In short, top-
quality stuff.

The hardware is also industry
standard, “plus,” The industry
standard part is Hipshot Ultralight
tuners, Dunlop dual-function
Straploks, metal dome knobs, string
retainers (5-string bar on the 5.4 and
2-string round on the 4.1). The
“plus” is the Babicz Full Contact
Hardware (FCH) bridge. If you
haven’t checked out these bridges,
you should. It’s really high quality
stuff. Babicz has their own variation
on how to couple the strings to the
body with a lot of mass and
adjustment range using a large
“cam,” which rotates inside the
saddle itself, and everything
screws/locks down tight when you
have it set the way you want.
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As I said before, the
Regenerator model is not
their only model, but
even within this one
model line, there are a
large number of
options published for
configuration and
finish. So there’s a
very broad range of
variation for how a
Regenerator may
be spec’d out and
personalized.
Further, these
instruments are custom
made to order, so I’m
guessing you could even
get options that aren’t
currently listed, but I won’t
speak for them on that.

Fit and finish
I looked at every aspect of these
basses, and honestly, I can’t find a
single flaw to niggle about. The
finish is beautiful on both of these
basses, especially the green metallic
one, which just sparkles under
bright lights.

The neck pockets are incredibly
tight, and they mention this on their
website, too. I’m also a firm
believer in the importance of this
aspect. The fingerboard edges are
nicely rolled, but not so round you
feel like you’ll pull the string off
too easily. Similarly, the fret dress,
and level for that matter, are great,
as was the nut craftsmanship. I was
able to get the action right down
where I wanted it, no problem.
Okay, one niggle … but I have a
feeling this was just a minor
omission unique to the review
piece. I had to remove the neck on
the P-bass to adjust the truss rod,

because there wasn’t a route
through the pickguard to get access
to it, otherwise.

The machines and controls all
worked great, and the bridge is a
really great piece of hardware. I
hope Babicz enjoys a lot of success.
I’d like to see them do well and be
present on more instruments as
“OEM parts,” like on the
Regenerators.

On the gig
These basses simply play and sound
great. The neck profiles are “fast”
and feel great in your hands. The
satin finish definitely contributes
towards this. The body design
supports great balance on a strap,
and the contours are comfortably
sized and well-located. I didn’t
notice any significant dead spots,
likely due to the carbon rods and
Babicz FCH bridge. The volume
and blend controls work smoothly

and as linearly as any passive
control I’ve ever played with, and
the passive tone offers a very broad
range of effect, so even with the P-
bass, you have a lot to work with.
About the only minor issue I had
with these basses is they seem to be
a bit noisier with your hands off the
strings than some other basses I’ve
played. The noise level is highly
venue-dependent. This is not a big
deal, but this kind of thing is
usually resolved via some minor
tweaks to grounding and/or
shielding.

The P does just what you’d think
it’d do … it pounds with a big
bottom, a powerful low-mid chest
thud, but with a surprisingly sizzly
high end, unless you tame it some
with the passive tone control. But
it’s usable, and adds a lot of high-
end snap for a crisper rock tone,
which I think works nicely with a
distortion box, too. Weighing in at
8.8 pounds, it’s an easy carry, but
with enough mass to have the
authoritative tone it needs.
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Of course the 5.4 offers a lot more
variation, since it’s a dual-pickup
model. It’s plenty burpy on the
bridge pickup, but due to the nature
of the Big Singles, it has more grunt
than a typical J-bass. The neck
pickup is big, round, and clear. It
serves well for more foundation-
type playing. And for funk, the fully
blended tone is just off the charts.
It’s big and bad. You just can’t hit
the bass hard enough … it wants
more. There’s a snarl the bridge
pickup imparts that’s always there;
always providing definition and
kick. The 5.4 is only ½ pound
heavier than the 4.1, weighing in at
9.3 pounds. This is a great weight
for a 5-string; enough mass to
support strong tone, but not so
heavy it’ll make you see a
chiropractor the next day.

The Bottom Line
These basses take the classic theme
and push well past the abilities of
the basses they’re based on. The 4.1
has all the fat, meaty tone of the
best P-bass you’ve ever held, and
kicks it up a notch with a more
modern aggression in the mids
and highs. The 4.1 just
screams for any genre of
rock and roll. The 5.4
goes even further with
the J-bass theme,
mainly due to the
extra large sound of
those Big Singles,
which are
appropriately
named. Just imagine
a really aggressive J-
bass, but with more
of everything,
especially in the
bottom, but without
taking anything away from

the top end and mid grind. Both
basses play beautifully and look just
as good as they play, especially
under lights with these finishes.
Controls and configuration is as
simple as it gets, but the sound and
playability are all there in spades.
I’m dubbing them both winners.
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TEST RESULTS
1-5 (unacceptable to impeccable)

SONIC PROFILE:
Lows: Big and meaty
Mids: Grindy and gutsy
Highs: Crisp and strong

In-hand
Features: 2
Tonal Flexibility: 2
Ease of Use: 4
Aesthetics: 4
Ergonomics: 3
Tone: 4
Value: 3

On-bench
Overall Construction 4
Wood Choice 4
Materials Choice 4
Joinery 4
Fretwork 4
Fit and Finish of Adornments 4
Quality of Finish Work 4
Ease of Repair 4
Potential Range of Setup 4
Balance on Knee 4
Balance on Strap 4
Overall Electronic Quality 5
Solder Joints, Wire Runs 5
Clarity 5
Noise 5
Shielding 5
Quality for Price Range 4

This bass is like a P-bass on steroids. It has a

classic, big-bottomed soul, but with a lot more

going on in the mids and highs.

In-Hand Score
3.10average

On-Bench Score
4.29 average
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TONE-O-METER

CONFIGURATION

Strings: 4
Style: Double cutaway
Overall length: 45 1/2”
Body Dimensions: 19 3/4" long x 13 1/2" wide at lower bout
Body Contouring: Moderate
Weight: 8.95 lbs

NECK

Scale length: 34"
Neck width at nut: 1.676"
Neck width at 12th fret: 2.283"
Neck width at joint: 2.416"
Neck thickness at nut: .870"
Neck thickness at 1st fret: .843"
Neck thickness at 12th fret: .930"
Neck thickness at joint: 1.010"
String spacing at nut: .461"
String spacing at saddle: .779"
Fingerboard Radius/Neckshape: 12 deg/ D
Peghead break angle: 7 deg
Bridge break angle: 6 deg
Afterlength at nut: 1 ½ - 7"
Afterlength at saddle: 1 1/4"
Attachment: Bolt-on
Pocket gap: .019"
Truss rod type/access: Neck-end, single-action
Fret count: 21
Fretwire: 92x46

ELECTRONICS

Pickups: Nordstrand NP4
Pickup location(s), from 12th fret: 11 9/16"
Electronics: N/A
Controls: Volume, tone
Shielding: Foil
Preamp Circuit Voltage: N/A

CONSTRUCTION

Body woods: Alder
Neck woods: Maple
Fretboard: Rosewood
Body finish: Candy Apple Red
Neck finish: Clear satin

HARDWARE

Strings: D’Addario XL170 regular light gauge, nickel round
Gauge: .045, .065, .080, .100
Attachment: At bridge
Bridge/color: Babicz Full Contact / chrome
Nut: Bone
Tuners/color: Hipshot Ultralight “lollipop”
Knobs/color: Metal knurled barrel / chrome
Pickguard: White/Black/White
Control cavity cover: Chrome control plate

GENERAL

Company: Regenerate Guitar Works
16212 Bothell Everett Hwy
Suite #F 301
Mill Creek, WA 98012-1602
www.regenerateguitarworks.com

Country of origin: USA
Warranty: 1 year, non-transferrable, against defects
Price: MSRP/MAP $2,650/$2,095
Options: Candy Apple Red finish with matching headstock (+$175), alder body
Accessories: ProTec Contego case
Available colors: Vintage 2/3 tone bursts, Candy Apple Red, Transparent White and 

Blonde, Clear, Clear Vintage Tint, Black Cherry Metallic, Desert Sunset 
Metallic, Pine Green Metallic

Options: Many – Various pickguard types, figured woods, black or gold hardware, 
various neck finishes and woods, pickup options, and lined or unlined 
fretless, and even whether you want the truss rod adjustment at the 
neck heel or headstock.

Acquired from: Regenerate Guitar Works
Dates: Summer/Fall 2013
Locales: Illinois, Ohio
Test gear: Gallien-Krueger Neo112-II, Gallien-Krueger MB 800, Aviom

Regenerate Guitar Works
Regenerator 4.1



Phil Maneri’s

BASS 
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Regenerate Guitar Works Regenerator 4.1

way to tell. The electronics are as
simple as they get: Nordstrand P-
bass pickup, great Orange Drop
cap, perfect foil shielding. The
Hipshot Ultralights with the oval
tops are a great homage to 1966-
1967 Jazz Bass. The Babicz bridge
is a bit bulky, but works well and
sounds fine.

The fretwork seems very good. I’d
flush the nut up differently, but I
appreciate the hand-done look of
things. It’s refreshing in a landscape
of machine-made stuff.

Here is the thing, though. Go plug
one of these in and crank it up. It
sounds great. It has really long
notes that play even up and down
the neck. Big classic sound. It’s

When I pulled this instrument from
the gig bag, my first thought was,
“Damn cool-looking matching
peghead Candy Apple Red paint.”
Second thought was, “Yuck,
another P-bass.” But you know, it is
a timeless design, with classic tone,
making it hard to argue against. The
details of this one are just far
enough away from the original to
claim its own space.

I’m not crazy about the MM
Sabre/Pbass/Yamaha mash-up the
body and pickguard end up
creating, but you have to do
something to stay out of a
courtroom. The neck is classic
maple with a beautiful rosewood
variant fingerboard. I’m assuming
it’s an alder body, but there is no

priced to compete with Music Man
Stingrays, imported Sadowskys and
Laklands, and it’s right in there with
them – but made in an American
back yard. This is a great P-bass; go
make money with it.
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CONFIGURATION

Strings: 5
Style: Double cutaway
Overall length: 45 3/4”
Body Dimensions: 19 1/2" long x 14" wide at lower bout
Body Contouring: Moderate
Weight: 9.25 lbs

NECK

Scale length: 34"
Neck width at nut: 1.870"
Neck width at 12th fret: 2.748"
Neck width at joint: 2.904"
Neck thickness at nut: .856"
Neck thickness at 1st fret: .820"
Neck thickness at 12th fret: .946"
Neck thickness at joint: 1.014"
String spacing at nut: .383"
String spacing at saddle: .756"
Fingerboard Radius/Neckshape: 16 deg/ wide D
Peghead break angle: 8 deg
Bridge break angle: 3 deg
Afterlength at nut: 2-7 1/8”
Afterlength at saddle: 1.5”
Attachment: Bolt-on
Pocket gap: .008"
Truss rod type/access: Neck-end, single-action
Fret count: 21
Fretwire: 90x40

ELECTRONICS

Pickups: Nordstrand Big Singles
Pickup location(s), from 12th fret: 10 7/8" and 14 1/2"
Electronics: N/A
Controls: Volume, blend, tone
Shielding: Foil
Preamp Circuit Voltage: N/A

CONSTRUCTION

Body woods: Poplar
Neck woods: Birdseye maple
Fretboard: Birdseye maple
Body finish: Pine Green Metallic (gloss)
Neck finish: Clear satin

HARDWARE

Strings: D’Addario XL170 regular light gauge, nickel round
Gauge: .045, .065, .080, .100, .130
Attachment: At bridge
Bridge/color: Babicz Full Contact / chrome
Nut: Bone
Tuners/color: Hipshot Ultralight “lollipop”
Knobs/color: Metal knurled barrel / chrome
Pickguard: N/A
Control cavity cover: Chrome control plate

GENERAL

Company: Regenerate Guitar Works
16212 Bothell Everett Hwy
Suite #F 301 Mill Creek, WA 98012-1602
www.regenerateguitarworks.com

Country of origin: USA
Warranty: 1 year, non-transferrable, against defects
Price: MSRP/MAP $3,095/$2,395
Options: Pine Green Metallic finish with matching headstock (+ $200), birdseye 

neck and fingerboard (+ $80), no pickguard
Accessories: ProTec Contego case
Available colors: Vintage 2/3 tone bursts, Candy Apple Red, Transparent White and 

Blonde, Clear, Clear Vintage Tint, Black Cherry Metallic, Desert Sunset 
Metallic, Pine Green Metallic

Options: Many – Various pickguard types, figured woods, black or gold hardware, 
various neck finishes and woods, pickup options, and lined or unlined 
fretless, and even whether you want the truss rod adjustment at the 
neck heel or headstock.

Acquired from: Regenerate Guitar Works
Dates: Summer/Fall 2013
Locales: Illinois, Ohio
Test gear: Gallien-Krueger Neo112-II, Gallien-Krueger MB 800, Aviom

TEST RESULTS
1-5 (unacceptable to impeccable)

SONIC PROFILE:
Lows: Big, clear and round
Mids: Burpy and edgy
Highs: Crystal and very present

In-hand
Features: 2
Tonal Flexibility: 3
Ease of Use: 4
Aesthetics: 4
Ergonomics: 3
Tone: 4
Value: 3

On-bench
Overall Construction 4
Wood Choice 4
Materials Choice 4
Joinery 5
Fretwork 3
Fit and Finish of Adornments 4
Quality of Finish Work 5
Ease of Repair 5
Potential Range of Setup 5
Balance on Knee 3
Balance on Strap 3
Overall Electronic Quality 5
Solder Joints, Wire Runs 5
Clarity 5
Noise 5
Shielding 5
Quality for Price Range 4

This bass takes the J-style theme, but with the

much bigger broader sound of the Big Singles.

Huge round sound with plenty of edgy mids

and crystal highs

In-Hand Score
3.30average

On-Bench Score
4.35 average

TONE-O-METER
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Regenerate Guitar Works Regenerator 5.4
and crowned to get rid of some
buzz present at normal setup
heights. The upside-down G string
tuner on the treble side could be
considered a humorous touch, but in
my book looks more like “I need to
finish this and don’t want to order
more parts.” 

Hardware includes Hipshot keys
ubiquitous on higher end
instruments and a Babicz bridge,
which works well, but has always
looked a bit chunky to me. The
shape is vaguely a lot of things,
from Fender to Sadowsky to
Yamamha and G&L, without being
any one of those. Not my favorite
shape, but it works well. Buzzy
frets aside, it plays and sounds quite
good, although not as unusually
surprising as it’s Regenerate P-bass
cousin.  

“Well, that’s quite a sparkly green
guitar.” Indeed, it is quite green. It’s
also packing some serious Irish
under the hood, as well.  

It presents as a 5-string J-style bass,
with a birdseye maple fingerboard
on a birdseye maple neck bolted up
to a poplar body. Joinery and fit is
very clean and straight. The bass
might be a bit body heavy for the
neck, but the weight overall is
pretty normal.  

The pickups are the highly regarded
Nordstrand Big Singles, run
passively with a master volume and
blend. That pickup set is very cool,
and I’m glad to see people building
around them. Everything fits
together well, although the
fingerboard could be planed
straighter and the frets need leveled

Everything is easy to get at and
adjust. Passive electronics are
perfectly acceptable here, and in a
way, refreshing. The Nordstrand
pickups really present in their best
light like this. Like it’s 4-string
stable mate, it’s a really good value
for the dollar. It’s competitors are
the imported Sadowsky, Lakland,
and the American Stingray family
instruments. It’s a strong contender
in that weight class, for sure –
which is really saying something
for a “little engine that could” level
builder.
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By Tom Bowlus

If you’d ask me to pick my favorite
color, I wouldn’t tell you orange. In
fact, I probably wouldn’t tell you
any color, as I really don’t feel like
I have a favorite. But upon further
reflection, perhaps I do ... I drive an
orange car, one of my favorite hats
is orange, and I seem to own a
surprising number of orange shirts.
As I did not attend Syracuse,
Tennessee, or any other school with
a similar color scheme, there may
be some unconscious preferences at
work, here. Perhaps a higher power
is at work; or a low-end power, as
the case may be.

When the fine folks at Orange
Amplification asked me if we’d like
to review the AD200, I said, “Of
course! But you don’t need to send
us one, since I already own one.”
So, yeah, I guess maybe I do have a
favorite color.

The Company Line
We first discussed Orange
Amplification in these pages back
in BGM #6, where we reviewed the
Orange Terror Bass 500 and SP-
series cabs. Based in London,
England, and founded by
musician/electronics designer
Clifford Cooper, Orange

Amplification first hit the scene
back in 1968. Early production was
handled by Radio Craft, a company
owned by Mat Mathias. The Orange
Matamp model guitar heads bear
witness to this close relationship.
Later, Cliff and Mat formed Cooper
Mathias Ltd. – a 50/50 partnership
which lasted until the early ‘70s.
However, after Gibson obtained
licensing rights to the Orange
Amplification name in 1993, they
moved production back to Matamp
in Huddersfield. Four years later,
the Orange name was back in the
control of Cliff Cooper, and the
world bore witness to the Second
Coming of Orange.

2001 saw not only the opening of
Orange’s USA offices, but also the
first iteration of the AD200B all-
tube bass head. The AD200B MK II
followed shortly thereafter, in 2002.
Both of the first iterations were
fully hand-wired. In 2003, the
AD200B MK III (aka MK 3) was
introduced, this time as a PCB
production model. Orange went
small in 2006 with the Tiny Terror

Orange AD200 Bass MK 3 Bass Amp
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tube guitar head. Bass players pined
for something similar, but due to the
vastly greater power demands, the
Terror Bass 500 (introduced in
2009) employed a class-D output
section, mated with a tube preamp
section. The 1000-watt Terror Bass
1000 came a year later.

The lunchbox-sized Terror Bass
500/1000 heads have proved to be
strong performers not only in the
marketplace, but on the bench, as
well. While their virtues are many,
it is worth noting that they – and the
bevy of other class-D bass heads on
the market – have not wiped big,
heavy all-tube heads from the face
of the planet. In fact, it seems that
tube bass heads have been enjoying
a bit of a resurgence of their own.
For over a decade, the Orange
AD200 has remained a stalwart in
the bass amplification world, and it
represents one of the most simple,
straightforward and pure bass heads
on the market.

Painting the Picture
It doesn’t take long to figure out
that something is “wrong” with the
front panel of the AD200 Bass MK
3. The input is on the wrong side!
Those crazy Brits ... But a couple of
other things jump out, as well.
There aren’t many knobs, and two
of them are huge! And what’s with
all the pictures above the knobs?
Well, there’s a bit of history to that
one. Those pics, or hieroglyphs,
hearken back to the Graphic Valve
Amplifier – nicknamed the “Pics
Only” amp – produced by Orange
back in 1972. Inspired by British
road signs which used symbols only
(no words), engineer John James
decided to apply this approach to a
guitar head. Though we now have

words in addition to the
hieroglyphs, the use of these
graphic symbols of what each
control does has been part of the
Orange vibe ever since. 

Though it strikes a different pose,
and may cause you to briefly hit the
“pause” button, the layout of the
AD200B’s front panel is beautiful
in its simplicity. Working from right
to left (that still seems weird!),
Orange presents you with two 1/4”
inputs – one for active basses; one
for passive. Next up is the big (big!)
Gain knob, which controls pre-amp
gain. Following this is
the EQ section, with
more modest-sized
controls for Bass,
Middle, and Treble.

As the EQ section is
entireley passive,
meaning cut-
only, when I
refer to boost/cut
here, I am talking
relative to the
“noon” position
on the control.

The Bass control
affects a broad
range of
frequencies, with
a center of about
40Hz. Through
much of the
affected
frequency range,
the boost/cut on
tap is fairly
modest, but at the
extremes, it can
cut about twice as
much (12dB) as it
can boost (6dB). The

Middle control is centered around
650Hz, and offers up to 13dB of
cut, and a modest amount of boost.
The Treble is centered around a
very usable 6kHz, with bit more cut
(8dB) ability than boost (5dB). The
large Master volume control, orange
power-on jewel light, Standby and
Power switches round things off.
The front panel is flanked by two
large chrome handles, which are
just damn cool looking.

Maintaining the “wrong-handed”
theme on the back panel, the IEC
power cord receptacle is located
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closer to the right side, flanked by
the 120/240V selector switch and
the high tension fuses. Moving a bit
more to the left, the AD200B offers
individual fuse protection for both
banks of output tubes. The 1/4”
speaker output jacks accommodate
4 or 8-ohm loads (for driving two 8
ohm cabs, use both 4-ohm jacks – if
running cables from the amp to
each cab – or one 4-ohm jack – if
the two cabs are “daisy-chained”
together). The 1/4” Slave Output is
a line-level output tapped off of the
output transformer, which means
that you get all of the luscious tube
tone from both preamp and power
amp tubes. However, a speaker load
must be connected at all times, to
protect the output section.

Rockin’ the House
Once you have a basic
understanding of what the AD200B
is all about (and this does not take
long), it is a very predictable amp.
The four 6550’s crank out about
200 watts, and considering the
amount of harmonic content
involved, the usable volume
potential is considerable. With the
right cab(s), there are few venues
which a single AD200B couldn’t
handle. I did a recent gig with my
AD200 pushing two Bergantino
NV115’s. After sound check, we
quickly decided that there was no
need for the bass to be in the PA.
It’s just amazing how nicely a tube
head and a sealed cab or two can
fill a room evenly, without the
roller-coaster ride of boominess in
one spot, and bass suck-out in the
other.

More than a few times, I’ve read of
people commenting on the Orange
AD200B as a head which has a

great dirty tone, but not much clean
headroom. While this may be the
case at certain settings on the Gain
control, the AD200B has a lot of
clean power on tap, provided that
you set up the gain stages properly.
For max clean power, dime the
Master volume, and bring up the
Gain as needed. The clean tones are
full and rich, with great definition.
If you want more grit/grind, turn the
Master down, and crank up the
Gain. The AD200B allows you to
dial in a range of slightly grindy to
very overdriven tones, and it
maintains a sense of fullness,
throughout. When you really push
it, you can definitely get some tube
compression/sag, but it remains
musical. This is what the joy of an
all-tube rig is all about!

I mentioned before that this is my
personal amp. With that in mind,
and in consideration of the fact that
the 6550’s in my AD200 have some
miles on them (and power tubes do
have a finite life, and can lose
power over their lifetime), I asked
the folks at Orange if they’d like me
to swap in a fresh set of tubes. To
my surprise – and to their credit –

they said that as long as the tubes I
had in it weren’t causing any
problems (they aren’t), they liked
the idea of doing real-world gigging
(and bench-testing) with tubes that
have some wear on them. Kudos to
Orange for having the guts to do
this! I do think that our bench test
numbers would have been a little
higher with a fresh set of higher
tubes. That being said, this baby
just rocks your socks off, as it is. In
my direct experience, I can say with
confidence that you can get a lot of
useable life (and plenty of volume)
out of one set of power tubes.

Peer Review
Whenever you review an all-tube
bass head, the inevitable question is,
“how does it stack up against an
SVT?” I’m sure that other
manufacturers get tired of hearing
this, but it is a fair question. With
that in mind, I drug out the ‘74 SVT
which we tested as a Vintage Gear
Review back in BGM #4. The SVT
is not only brutally powerful in
terms of its output capabilities (well
over 300 watts), it also has a super-
powerful EQ section, with a
deceptive range of options. First off,
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you have four different inputs to
choose from (Normal or Bright
choices on two different channels).
The wide range of bass and mids
that can be dialed in/out can really
take the tone in a lot of different
directions. There is a lot more clean
power on hand than most folks give
the SVT credit for, but the SVT is
largely known for its signature
growl and raucous tone.

Firing up the AD200B MK III, the
tone is a bit more full, and a little
fatter than the SVT. The lack of fan
noise is also readily apparent. The
AD200B also has a certain “quiet
between the notes” which is a
decidedly different feel from the
“train kept a’ rollin’” SVT. The
Orange has a beautiful mix of
fullness and articulation, and has
better gain staging control, at least
compared to the single-volume
control SVT. The SVT is a monster
when it comes to dynamics, though
the AD200 is no slouch. The SVT
also has a bit better midrange
clarity, and it hits a little harder.
Running through the EQ sections,

the Ampeg definitely has a wider
range of EQ controls, but not all of
them were what I would call useful.
By contrast, the Orange tone stack
is much more simple, and not as
powerful, but pretty much the entire
range of EQ is usable and musical.
You almost can’t make the Orange
sound “bad” (though in all fairness,
I would not personally use the
treble cranked all the way up). If so
desired, I was able to get the
Orange to sound a good bit like the
Ampeg with settings of 5/8/4 on
Treble, Middle, and Bass. 

Subjective preferences aside, one
undeniable difference is the size and
weight of these two all-tube titans.
The AD200B is significantly
smaller, lighter, and easier to schlep.
But hey, if folks really cared about
that, they would be looking at the
Terror Bass 500/1000 heads, right?
Probably; if not, they should.
Played in isolation, the Terror Bass
heads really do sound a lot like the
AD200B (they share the same
preamp, for the most part), so if you
want that same basic tone profile in

a very compact, super easy to
transport package, then I strongly
suggest that you consider the Terror
Bass 500 or 1000. In a side by side
direct comparison, though, the
AD200 does show more harmonic
excitement and “sonic texture.” The
tones can be dialed in to be very
similar to each other, but the feel is
a bit different. The AD200B also
has a bit more clarity and presence
in the upper mids. The Terror Bass
heads in some ways sound like a
slightly “rounded-off” AD200B.

The Bottom Line
The Orange AD200B is a classic,
and deservedly so. In a world of
smaller/lighter heads, and feature
sets which have everything but the
kitchen sink, the AD200B remains
gloriously simple and pure. If you
value what an all-tube head brings
to the party, Orange has just the
ticket for you. Don’t be fooled by
its simplicity, though. The AD200B
is a very capable head that is at
home both on the stage and in the
studio.
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TEST RESULTS
1-5 (unacceptable to impeccable)

In-Hand Score
3.71 average
On-Bench Score
3.41 average

GENERAL

Company: Orange Music Electronic Company, Ltd.
Borehamwood, Hertfordshire
WD6 2JA, UK
www.orangeamps.com 

Country of origin:       United Kingdom
Year of origin: 2006
Warranty: One-year (two, if registered)
List price: $3,306.00
Street price: $2,399.00
Price as tested: $2,399.00
Options: None
Accessories: None
Available colors: Orange & white, black & white
Available options: None

Acquired from: Private owner
Dates: June-November, 2013
Locales: Ohio
Test gear: Orange OBC115 and OBC410 cabs, Orange Terror Bass 500 and 

Terror Bass 1000, '74 Ampeg SVT, Sadowsky P/J 5, Squire by 
Fender '62 Jazz Bass Reissue, Aquilina Shelby 5

ENCLOSURE

Material: Wooden Head Cab
Dimensions: 21-1/2" W x 10-1/4" H - 11" D
Weight: 51.4 lbs
Rackable: No

PREAMP

Inputs: 2x1/4" 
Mode: Tube
Tubes: 2 x Ecc83/12ax7 and 1 x Ecc81/12at7
Input Impedance: 816 Kohms 200 mV, Sin passive input;

123 Kohms 200 mV, Sin active input
EQ Type/Features: Treble, Mid, Bass
Compressor/Limiter: No
DI Output: Slave Out
Effects Loop: No
Dedicated Tuner Out: No
Construction: PCB
Additional Features: Active and passive inputs

POWER AMP

Mode: Tube
Tubes: 4 x 6550
Outputs: 1 x 1/4" for 8 Ohm; 2x1/4" for 4 Ohm
Impedance Options: 4, 8
Power Supply/Transformer: Analog
Cooling System: No
Line Voltage Options: 120/240

MEASUREMENTS

Full Bandwidth All Controls At Noon: 20Hz - 20kHz +/- 4.42 dB; 250 mV swept sin input 
Limited Bandwidth All Controls At Noon: 80Hz - 8kHz +/- 4.42 dB; 250 mV swept sin input  
Limited Bandwidth Optimally Flat: 80Hz - 8kHz +/- 0.23 dB; 250 mV swept sin input 

POWER
4 ohms 8 ohms

Continuous Power: 159 watts 158 watts
Measured Voltage: 25.18 Vrms 35.55 Vrms

Burst Power: 176 watts 175 watts
Measured Voltage: 26.54 37.48 Vrms

Input Signal: 360 mVrms 356 mVrms
Wall Voltage DUT: 121.3 Vrms 121.8 Vrms
THD+N: 5% 5%

SONIC PROFILE:
Lows: Warm, rich and full
Mids: Articulate, harmonically rich, great upper mid clarity
Highs: Clear and cutting; can be boosted quite a bit; easy to control

On-Bench
Internal Parts 3.50
External Parts 4.00
Overall Assembly 4.00
Ease of Repair 3.00
Instructions/Manual 2.50
Quality Per Price 3.80
Layout/Cooling 3.50

In-Hand
Features: 2
Tonal Flexibility: 3
Ease of Use: 5
Aesthetics: 4
Tone: 4
Value: 4

The AD200B is almost the definition of
pure, simple, tube bass amplification. It
responds very well to gain staging
tweaks, and is very touch sensitive. Great
clean tones, and great grind.

TONE-O-METER
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Tom Lees’

FIG. 2 All controls at noon vs optimally flat

Fig. 1 Gut shot

AMP 
LAB

Orange AD200B MK III
I will be the first to admit that I am a meat and
potatoes kind of guy. Why? Because meat and
potatoes is a hearty, satisfying meal that tastes
good. Don’t get me wrong, I love fancifully
prepared entrées, those crazy exotic sides that
strike more towards plate aesthetics than taste,
and of course, desert. I do love icing on my
cake. However, I only eat cake at birthdays, and
I only eat fancifully prepared meals when
someone else is picking up the tab … that is a
rare occasion indeed. But meat and potatoes, I
can eat that every day.

The AD200 kind of reminds me of my meat and
potatoes meal. You are not going to find the
fancifully marketed flavor of the month gizmo,
nor a crazy and exotic state of the art
technology. You will not find the “icing on the
cake by packing as many features as you can”
approach to amp design. I can guarantee you
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that the AD200 is not out trying to win the “I am the
lightest, smallest amp” competition. But what I
found was a hearty, satisfying meat and potatoes
amp that is useful virtually in any application.

Construction
The Orange AD200 comes packaged in a shell head
cabinet that is typical of most tube amplifiers. A
feature that I particularly like are the handles that
extend across the chassis, making the amplifier easy
to remove from the head cab. On top of the chassis,
you will find the usual suspects; a power
transformer and an output transformer flank a row
of preamp tubes. Along the back of the chassis,
above a vent in the head cab, you will find a row of
four power tubes.

Referring to Fig. 1, a gut shot illustrates the use of
modern PCB construction. The input jack and the
front panel controls are mounted on daughter PCB
cards that wire into a main circuit board. There are
also a few panel-mounted components, such as the
power and standby switches, IEC connector and
fuses. I am not a fan of tube sockets soldered to
PCB boards, but overall, this is a clean build.

Understanding the Amp
I simply cannot imagine how anyone could make
the AD200 easier to use. Plug in some combination
of speaker cabinets that result in 4 or 8 ohms. Flip
on the power switch and let the tubes warm up.
After a while, flip the standby switch, and you are
ready to rock. 

The AD200 provides two input options, labeled
Active and Passive. The circuit coupled to the active
input jack pads the input signal by approximately
5dB, compared to the circuit coupled to the passive
jack. The active and passive jacks are not
instructions as much as they are options. Do not
hesitate to plug an active bass into the passive jack,
or plug a passive bass into the active jack. That is,
do whatever sounds good to you.

FIG. 4 Bass sweep

FIG. 5 Middle sweep

FIG. 3 Optimally flat

FIG. 6 Treble sweep50 bass
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On the front panel, you will find three small knobs
that implement the amp’s EQ section, controlling
Treble, Middle and Bass frequencies. The large
knob flanking the EQ section on the left controls the
master volume. One large knob on the right of the
EQ section controls gain. To some of our American
readers, it may seem odd to have the gain and
master controls as laid out. Don’t fret, that is the
way things roll on the other side of the Pond. Adjust
the master volume, gain and EQ to taste.

Now, for the more technical of you out there, the
signal path from the active input jack passes through
a passive resistor pad and mixes with the signal path
of the passive input jack at the input of a first
12AX7 tube gain stage. The output of the first tube
gain stage flows through the Gain control on the
front panel, and is then coupled to a second 12AX7
tube gain stage. The output of the second tube gain
stage flows through a passive tone stack, which is
controlled by the Treble, Middle and Bass controls
on the front panel. The output of the tone stack
flows into the Master volume control on the front
panel. The output of the Master volume splits into
two parallel circuits. The first circuit drives a first
phase inverter circuit that uses a 12AX7. The
second circuit drives a second phase inverter circuit
that uses a 12AT7. The first phase inverter drives
the first pair of 6550 power tubes. The second phase
inverter circuit drives the second pair of 6550’s.

The Tone Stack
We kick off our discussion of the tone stack with
reference to Fig. 2, which illustrates the tone
controls at “noon,” compared to “optimally flat.” In
the illustrated chart, the blue trace was captured
with the tone controls all at “noon.” Comparatively,
the red trace shows the “optimally flat” setting. Fig.
3 shows a photo of the knob positions for the
“optimally flat” setting. As the photo illustrates, the
settings are similar to how you would dial in an
optimally flat setting on a traditional Fender-style
tone stack, which is typically set optimally flat by
turning the Middle control to max and the Treble
and Bass controls off. Here, we tweaked the Bass

FIG. 7 Scope monitor 5%

FIG. 8 Scope monitor 10%

FIG. 9 Gain sweep

FIG. 10 THD+N sweep 51bass
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control up a tad, to a position just shy of 9 o’clock.
We measured a frequency response with “all
controls at noon” at 20Hz - 20kHz +/- 4.42dB, 250
mV swept sin input. In our limited bandwidth test at
8Hz - 8kHz, the frequency response was nearly
identical, and measured a whoppingly flat +/-
0.23dB, 250 mV swept sin with our “optimally flat”
setting.

The tone control sweeps are illustrated in Figs. 4-6.
In each sweep, the “min” setting is illustrated in a
blue trace. The “noon” setting is illustrated in a
black trace. The “max” setting is illustrated in a red
trace. Fig. 4 illustrates the Bass sweep. The max
boost appears centered around 40Hz. Relative to the
“noon” position, the control offers a modest boost
and cut. With the control biased in this manner, the
Bass control offers usable control across its entire
range. Fig. 5 illustrates the Middle sweep. The
Middle is centered at 650Hz and offers around 13dB
of midrange cut. Fig. 6 illustrates the Treble sweep.
The Treble is centered around 6kHz. Relative to the
“noon” position, the control offers just shy of 5dB
boost and just under 8dB of cut. The tone circuit is
clearly voiced such that the entire range of
adjustment will product usable tones.  

Output Power
Output power measurements for tube amps can be a
bit tricky. Tubes provide inherent compression and
wave-shaping. To compound the difficulty in
measuring output power of tube amps in general,
the AD200 is designed to be able to really grind. As
such, to provide the output power, I am going to
bookend a range of power measurements. 
Referring to Fig. 7, a scope trace illustrates a sine
wave amplified to 5% THD+N. In some solid state
designs, 5% would look like horrible distortion.
Here, the wave still preserves a clean shape.
Referring to Fig. 8, by goosing the output to 10%,
the wave begins to show signs of asymmetry. At 5%
THD+N, we measured about 160 watts (5%
THD+N filtered 20Hz - 20kHz; 405 mVrms 1kHz
sin Input, Active input), with a burst power at about
175 watts. At 10% THD+N, we measured about 200

FIG. 13 Scope monitor gain 12

FIG. 12 Distortion product level gain 9

FIG. 11 Scope monitor gain 9

FIG. 14 Distortion product level gain 1252 bass
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watts (5% THD+N filtered 20Hz - 20kHz; 480
mVrms 1kHz sin Input, Active input), with a burst
around 250 watts. Given the spirit of this amp, with
a slant towards grinding tones, I think that the
Orange power rating of 200 watts is not
unreasonable.

Referring to Fig. 9, gain is plotted as a function of
input signal level. To understand this chart, note that
the gain of the AD200 remains fairly constant (flat)
at just over 33.5dB of gain for signal levels up to
about 100 mVrms. Note, however, that the gain
begins to slightly drop off for signals between about
100 mVrms and about 600 mVrms, indicating soft
compression of the tube stages. As the input level
increases, the amount of compression begins to
increase, cutting the gain down to 31.5dB at an
input signal level of 1 Vrms. By 1.25 Vrms, the
amplifier gain has dropped to about 28.5dB due to
the tube compression.

Referring to Fig. 10, total harmonic distortion is
plotted across a range of input levels. As is typical
for tube amps, the distortion is nominal for very low
signal levels, and the distortion actually decreases as
the input signal increases up to about 20 mVrms.
Distortion increases fairly linearly from an input
level just under 20 mVrms up to about 300 mVrms.
In the 350 mVrms to about 600 mVrms range, there
is actually a slight decrease in distortion before once
again resuming a more linear transition of harmonic
distortion compared to input signal level.

Distortion Characteristics
Because the AD200 can growl, it is worth looking at
the gain/drive capability of the amp. To tackle this,
let’s look at gain from two different perspectives. 

In a first perspective, we fed a 200 mVrms, 400Hz
sin input signal with the Master at “noon,” and
varied the Gain from 9:00 to full on, as illustrated in
Figs. 11-19. In Figs. 11 and 12, with the Gain set at
around 9:00, the signal is still clean with a harmonic
structure that shows a well-behaved “stair step”
across higher-order harmonics. As illustrated in

FIG. 15 Scope monitor gain 3

FIG. 16 Distortion product level gain 3

FIG. 17 Scope monitor gain max

FIG. 18 Distortion product level gain max 53bass
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Figs. 13-14, by the time the Gain reaches “noon,”
solid drive is evident, with more wave shaping on
the negative-going peak, compared to the positive-
going peak. Note the strong third harmonic, with
de-emphasized second harmonic, and balanced,
strong fourth through sixth harmonics. Referring to
Figs. 15-16, by the time the gain reaches 3:00, we
are at full-on overdrive with more abrupt clipping
on the positive-going peak, compared to the
negative-going peak. The spectral plot bears this
out, with a strong emphasis of odd-order harmonics
compared to even-order harmonics. Referring to
Figs. 17-18, maxing out the Gain, the amount of
distortion continues to increase in a manner that
blends in a more overall balance between even and
odd-order harmonics.

In our second perspective, we set the Gain and
Master each at their “noon” positions, and plugged
our generator into the passive input. We slammed
the amp with an 800 mVrms signal to get some nice
drive from the amp, and swept the frequency from
80Hz to 2.5kHz. These plots are illustrated in Figs.
19-26. Note that for the same amp settings and for
the same input level, the harmonic content is
significantly different. For instance, at 80Hz (Figs.
19-20), we see strong odd-order harmonics, but with
both even and odd harmonics showing a nice stair-
step. By 250Hz, we see a slight increase and a little
less linearity in the stair step of the even-order
harmonics (Figs. 21-22). At 800Hz (Figs. 23-24),
we begin to see stronger wave shaping on the
negative-going peak, which is manifested in the in
the strong increase in gain of the second and sixth-
order harmonics and the decrease in gain of the
fourth-order harmonic. At 2.5kHz (Figs. 25-26), we
see a resounding shift to more balanced distribution
of gain across even and odd harmonics. As a result,
the tones the AD200 is capable of are complex and
capable of a wide palette of overdrive sounds.

Conclusion
Sure, there are amps that will produce more
measurable watts of power. But trust me, the AD200
will handle most gigging situations. For an all-tube

FIG. 21 Scope monitor 800 mVrms 250Hz

FIG. 20 Distortion product level 800 mvRms in 80Hz

FIG. 19 Scope monitor 800 mVrms 80Hz

FIG. 22 Distortion product Level 800 mvRms in 250Hz54 bass
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LoPHAT Cabinets is dedicated to building the highest quality product that of-
fers superior sound and flawless construction, our number one goal, since in-
ception, has been to combine excellent design and exacting craftsmanship
into a package optimized for the LoPHAT tone that every bass player de-
serves, whether it be at rehearsal, a gig, in the studio or practicing in your
room. 
To achieve the LoPHAT tone, our cabinets are:

Software engineered to optimize the performance of selected
components.

Hand-crafted in our shop where every cabinet is cut from amaz-
ingly light and incredibly strong 5/8 inch Italian Poplar lite ply
utilizing dado joint construction.

Crossed over, braced, ported and insulated for a smooth transi-
tion from thundering lows to sparkling highs.

Covered in a highly durable finish of black polyurea, a polymer
coating virtually unmatched in strength and abrasion resistance.

Finished with sturdy hardware that stands up to the daily riggers
of load-ins/load-outs. 

Sonically transparent via the installation of a vibration-free steel
grill.

LoPHAT Cabinets, We Build Sound…….
Call us direct at (818) 390-3294

FIG. 25 Scope monitor 800 mVrms 2.5kHz

FIG. 24 Distortion product level 800 mvRms in 800Hz

FIG. 23 Scope monitor 800 mVrms 800Hz

FIG. 26 Distortion product Level 800 mvRms in 2.5kHz

head, the weight is not bad, at all. The seemingly
simple EQ provides usable adjustments over the
entire range of knob twiddling. This truly is a meat
and potatoes amp, and reflects the kind of amp that I
would personally keep in my own arsenal of amps. 

I dig how Orange has kept the old-school feel and
vibe in this amp. However, I would not be offended
if Orange replaced the ¼” speaker jacks on the back
with Speakon® or combination ¼”/Speakon jacks.
These connections are on the back and would not
destroy the aesthetic of the front of the amp.
However, it would make the amp head more user-
friendly as many bass players have drawers of
Speakon cables. If the goal is to have a speaker jack
with a shunt connection, Neutrik offers the
NL4MD-V-S version of their Speakon jack with a
normally closed switching contact.
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By Tom Bowlus

The Company Line
Nick Reijmer had been gigging Eden 410-XLTs
since 1994. About three years ago, he thought it’d
be nice to find something smaller and lighter. After
buying a bunch of different cabs (over 20), and
having several other cabs built for him, he just
didn’t find what he felt was acceptable for his
gigging needs. Early in 2012, he decided to take
matters into his own hands, literally, and bought
woodworking equipment. His goal was to engineer,
design, and build cabs which would be better for
him, and hopefully for other gigging bassists, as
well.

Based in Hoffman Estates, Illinois, Xsonics is pretty
lean-n-mean, with just three part-time assistants in
addition to Nick. The initial plan for Xsonics was to
offer their cabs for sale exclusively through direct
sales over the internet. While this is still an option,

Bass Club Chicago
(www.bassclubchicago.com) has
come on board as an exclusive
retailer.

For Nick Reijmer, music comes
first. A music minor at Wayne State
University in Detroit, his primary
instrument was trumpet, adding
bass in 1976 as a second
instrument. This proved to be a
wise choice (of course!), as work
for horn players is rather limited.
It’s a very different story for a bass
player who is able to read music,
and sing, to boot! Nick has been
playing in cover/variety/dance
bands continuously since 1981, and
has never played less than 125 gigs
per year (with some years hitting
more than 250 shows). That’s a lot
of gigging for someone with a day

job! Playing so many gigs has been really helpful to
Nick when it comes to field testing his cab designs.
WINisd and Eminence Designer software is used to
come up with the initial designs, but Nick’s firsthand
gigging experience, and input from other touring bass
players, are what help refine these designs.

Being such a new company, Xsonics is still in the
process of developing their line(s) of products. First
hitting the scene with their dual-baffle, or “Crossfire”
line (which had one baffle facing forwards, which

Sonic
eXcellence

Xsonics 1155TF and
1125TF Bass Cabs
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transitioned to a steeply angled
baffle, housing another driver),
Xsonics now focuses their
production on the Traditional Fire
line of cabs, which feature a single-
plane front baffle. This is where the
TF in the 1155TF and 1125TF
comes from. Crossfire cabs are still
available on custom order.

Product Details
The 1155TF and 1125TF are both
3-way designs, with 5” midrange
drivers (Faital Pro MSN8-80) and
an Eminence APT-80 tweeter. The
drivers, which measure 15” and
12”, respectively, are Peavey Black
Widows. I asked Nick about this
somewhat unexpected choice for the
main driver, and he replied, “I tried
so many drivers from so many
manufacturers, and the Peavey
Black Widow did everything I
wanted in a 12” and 15”
driver. Great sound. 4-ohm and 8-
ohm availability. Field replaceable
baskets. I will continue to search/try
other offerings, but until they’re out
performed, I will support
Peavey. The 10” driver I use is from
Faital, from Italy.” As Nick further
expounds, when it comes to
selecting drivers, “Cost is never the
deciding factor. Sound is. I’m okay
with being higher priced if there is a
performance advantage.”

In addition to changing from
predominantly making the Crossfire
cabs to making mostly Traditional
Fire cabs, another part of the
evolution of Xsonics enclosures has
been the move from 2-way to 3-way
cabs. “The addition of the 5” mid
driver makes a huge difference in
performance, compared to 2-way
designs. The Xsonics cabinets go
lower, get louder, and just plain

sound better having the 5”.” Of
course, 3-way designs require more
complex crossovers, and to help out
in this regard, Nick sought out the
crossover design skills of Ralf
Patterson.

Weighing in at 48.6 lbs and 44.2
lbs, respectively, the 1155TF and
1125TF are pretty reasonable when
it comes to their overall weight.
This is accomplished despite the use
of ceramic-magnet drivers. I asked
Nick what he felt he was getting out
of ceramic drivers, that he’s not
getting from neodymium. “I very
much wanted to use Neodymium
speakers for all my cabinets, but I
hear and notice a performance
improvement with ferrite drivers. I

offer a 12” and 15” neodymium
speaker to those that chose to
sacrifice a bit in the
tone/performance department to
save some weight.”

The cabs are set up so that they can
be used in either horizontal or
vertical configuration. There are no
feet on the cabs, so whichever way
you set them up, they use the plastic
stacking corners to keep the cab
proper off the floor. This works
reasonably well, but if you prefer to
have rubber feet on one or more
side of the cab, they are available as
an option. In fact, Nick offers a
wide variety of options, including
additional handles, casters, and
multiple colors. Speaking of adding
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extra handles, I would probably opt
for a second handle on the 1155TF,
as it is a bit awkward to carry up
and down steps without one. The
1125TF is doable with just the one
handle, but a second handle would
not necessarily be unwelcome. The
Duratex coating is really nicely
done, and comes in either black or
“Xsonics blue” as standard colors.
Many other custom colors are
available.

Put to the Test
When the two review cabs showed
up, I was anxious to get them
unboxed and to crank through them
a bit. Right out of the box, they
were very impressive, with a very
full, but very clear, sound. Initial
comparisons between the two had
me favoring the very balanced
presentation of the 1125TF over the
bigger low end of the 1155TF, but
after playing around with the
midrange and tweeter attenuators a
bit, and after trying them in
multiple rooms and with multiple
amps, I had no clear preference
between the two. As expected, from
the middle of the midrange on up,

they sound very similar. The
difference in the low end is pretty
obvious, though, and this affects
much of the midrange, as well. Both
cabs were a bit tighter sounding and
more articulate in the vertical
configuration (which gets the
mids/tweets closer to ear level), and
both were a bit more beefy when
laid down horizontally (which
would appear to be the default
configuration, going by the
orientation of the Xsonics badge).

I had a real eye-opener when I
played the 1155TF at a full-volume
practice competing with a loud
drummer and two Marshall half
stacks. I’ve brought much bigger
rigs to this band’s rehearsals
(which, thankfully, take place in a
fairly large practice space), so I was
initially a little concerned about
how hard I might have to push the
1x15. I shouldn’t have worried.
That is one loud cab! Pushed by an
Orange Terror Bass 500, I was
barely cranking the Gain and
Master on the TB500, but I was
filling the room, big time! Very
impressive! And tone for days. The

Orange head worked really well
with either of the Xsonics cabs.

Looking at a pair of cabs with a 15”
or a 12” paired with a 5” midrange
and a tweeter, the obvious
comparison would be the fEARful
15/6/1 and 12/6cube/1 which I
reviewed back in issue #8. The main
drivers, midrange drivers, and
tweeters used in these particular
cabs have nothing in common.
Nevertheless, the overall idea and
general configurations are pretty
similar. Starting with the 1x12’s
(which are both 8-ohm enclosures),
I played my Fodera Emperor 5
Standard through a Glockenklang
Blue Soul into each cab. Both
enclosures had similar overall
volume, with the 12/6cube/1 going
a bit deeper, and having a bit more
note separation. The 1125TF can be
dialed in to sound a lot like the
fEARful, though, if you back off on
the midrange and tweeter
attenuators about halfway, each. The
Xsonics cab is a good bit smaller
than the fEARful, and it is a little
more mid-forward, even with the
mids attenuated.

Moving on the 1155TF vs the
15/6/1 (and sticking with the Fodera
and the Glock), the differences
between the two cabs were more
pronounced than with their smaller
brothers. Granted, the 1155TF is a
4-ohm cab, and the 15/6/1 is an 8-
ohm cab, but I did make gain
adjustments to compensate, and it
was fairly easy to get similar
volumes out of each cab. The main
differences were in the tonal
presentation. The fEARful definitely
goes lower, and the 15/6/1 just
slams down low. However, the
1155TF is more full-sounding,
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overall, and has a stronger presence
through the meat of the low-end
range. The high end on the Xsonics
felt more connected to what was
coming out of the driver, whereas
the fEARful had more absolute
clarity through the high end.
Comparing the midrange response,
the 15/6/1 was once again the more
clear of the two, and the 1155TF
was more full. Both of these cabs
get just crazy loud. The Xsonics cab
has that “moving air” phenomenon,
while the fEARful has more of a
solid, punchy feel. Like the two
smaller cabs, the Xsonics enclosure
is notably smaller.

The Bottom Line
I really didn’t know what to expect
from this relatively new brand when
I first received these cabs in for
review. The 3-way configurations
were generally familiar, but the
particular recipes were unique. As it
turns out, these cabs can definitely
hold their own. They have a full
tone, and plenty of volume. Clarity
and articulation is definitely
respectable, as well. The compact
form factor and reasonable weight

make these cabs nicely portable, as
well. The pricing is pretty
aggressive, and these cabs are
definitely a great bang for the buck.
With plenty of strengths, and no
apparent weaknesses, both the
1155TF and 1125TF are well worth
your consideration.
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TEST RESULTS
1-5 (unacceptable to impeccable)

SONIC PROFILE:

Lows: Full, warm

Mids: Can get very mid-forward, but able to attenuate to taste

Highs: Good detail, very connected to driver

This is a very full-sounding cab that

can crank out a surprising amount of

volume. Rather mid-forward with

attenuator all the way up, it can be

dialed back to taste.

In-Hand Score
4.00 average
On-Bench Score
4.29 average

b
as

s
g
ea

r
te
st Xsonics

1155TF

On-bench
Portability 3.5
Road Worthiness 4
Components 4
Hardware 3.5
Cabinet Construction 4
Wiring 4.5
Cover/Finish 4.5

In-hand
Features: 4
Tonal Flexibility: 4
Ease of Use: 4
Aesthetics: 4
Ergonomics: 4
Tone: 4
Value: 4

Enclosure

Configuration: 1x15, 5" mid, tweeter
Listed Impedance: 4 ohms
Rated Power Handling: 600 watts
Inputs/Outputs: One Neutrik® Speakon® NLJ2MD-V combo jack
Dimensions: 24.25”w x 17.25”h x 16”d 
Weight: 48.6 lbs
Ports: Front-ported (slot)
Covering: Duratex
Baffle Board: 19mm, 7-ply
Cabinet: 13mm, 5-ply
Grill: Perforated steel (16-gauge)
Handles: One (metal; side-mounted)
Feet: None
Casters: Optional
Corners: Plastic, stacking
Driver Mounting: 4 bolts (T-nuts)

Drivers/Crossover

Woofers: Peavey 1508-4 SPS BWX
Cone Material: Kevlar®-impregnated cellulose
Voice Coil: Aluminum ribbon wire, Polyimide-impregnated 

fiberglass former, Nomex® stiffener (4” diameter)
Magnets: Ceramic (205 oz.)
Tweeter/Mid: Faital Pro MSN8-80, Eminence APT-80
Tweeter/Mid Adjustment: Attenuators for each
Protection: Light bulb
Speaker Connections: Push-button binding post for driver and midrange; 

faston for tweeter
Crossover: 3-way, 3rd order, crossed at 1.5kHz and 4kHz
Options: None

Measurements

Average Sensitivity (200Hz-900Hz): 99.87 dBSPL (1 watt @ 1 meter)

TONE-O-METER

GENERAL

Company: Xsonics
P.O. Box 957411
Hoffman Estates, IL 60192-7411 USA
Telephone: (708) 542-5660
nick@xsonics.com   www.xsonics.com

Country of origin: USA
Year of origin: 2013
Warranty: 1-year   
List price: $899.00 (including cover)
Street price: $899.00 (including cover)
Test unit options: Padded cover; 4 ohms
Accessories: None
Available colors: Blue or Black Duratex (other custom colors also available)
Available options: 4 or 8 ohms, custom monogram on cover ($15), upgraded APT-

80 tweeter ($20), pop-out casters ($60), rubber feet ($10), 
recessed casters ($60), strap handles ($10), additional metal handles ($20)

Acquired from: Xsonics
Dates: September-November 2013
Locales: Ohio
Test gear: Blast Cult Thirty2, Sadowsky P/J 5, Aquilina Shelby 5, Squire '62 Jazz 

Bass Reissue, Glockenklang Blue Soul, GK MB800, Orange Terror Bass 500, 
Bergantino CN212, TecAmp 



Xsonics 1155TF

CAB 
LAB

The 1155TF is part of the Xsonics TF series, which
stands for “Traditional Fire,” as opposed to the CF, or
“Crossfire,” series. This 3-way enclosure pulls off a
harmonious blend of drivers from multiple sources, and
features one Peavey 1508-4 SPS BWX “Black Widow”
driver, one Faital Pro MSN8-80 midrange driver, and
one Eminence APT-80 tweeter. The Peavey driver is
held in place by four threaded bolts fed into smallish T-
nuts. This is where I normally state my preference for
threaded bolts over wood screws (which can lose their
grip, if the driver has to be removed more than a couple
times). However, this cab (and, coincidentally, the
TecAmp S212 also reviewed in this issue) presented a
unique difficulty. When I tried to re-install the driver
after conducting most of my technical review, one of the
T-nuts came loose. As I mentioned in the TecAmp
review, this had never happened before. However, in the
case of the 1155TF, the T-nuts used were barely long
enough (and only seemed to grip at the very end), and
had minimal “teeth” to bite into the wood. It was no
easy task to get the T-nut off of the partially threaded
bolt, and once I did, those small teeth had chewed up

the wood a bit. Fortunately, some wood glue and time
seemed to solve the problem. But I am concerned about
the problem reoccurring, in light of those minimal teeth
on the T-nuts. This is my only real gripe, however, and
in all other regards, the cab was put together quite well. 

The midrange and tweeter were held in place using four
screws, each. A separate “enclosure within an
enclosure” holds the Faital Pro midrange, which – like
the Peavey driver – employs push-button binding post
connections. Additional acoustic batting is added to the
midrange enclosure. There are no gaskets/seals around
the driver, mid, or tweet.

To remove the small-aperture metal grill, I had to first
remove two of the plastic stacking corners (which is not
uncommon). The grill is held on by ten screws, which
feed through ten thick rubber grommets. An eleventh
grommet helps to hold the grill off (and fight vibration),
but does not have a screw run through it. The grommets
were glued in place, which was a nice touch that helps
out when it comes time to reinstall the grill. The

Tom Bowlus’
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Fig. 1 On and off axis (15, 30, 45) frequency response Fig. 2 Impedance curve

Xsonics badge is adhered using hot glue. Speaking of
those plastic stacking corners, they also serve as the
“feet” for the cab, as there are no dedicated feet affixed
to the cab (though rubber feet are an option). This works
out fine, though, and the corners keep the cab off the
ground in either vertical or horizontal orientation.

We’ve seen numerous other enclosures coated with
Duratex, but the black coating on the Xsonics cabs
seems a little thicker and more durable than most. It has
a lot of texture, but a smooth, somewhat shiny finish.
This is definitely a very nice coating. Only one handle is
provided, and it is placed on the “top” of the enclosure
(in its horizontal orientation). While this handle
placement works very well for shorter, level carries, it
isn’t the best for going up/down stairs (which I had to
do a good bit). Fortunately, adding a second metal
handle, or even a strap handle or two, is an option (and
pretty affordable, to boot). [Note: future versions of this
model will have two handles: one on the top, and one on
the side.]

Inside the enclosure, we find thin acoustic batting
applied throughout. The wiring is all heavy gauge,
color-coded, and twisted into braids; very nice. The
crossover is broken into two different boards, and sports
some serious components. The crossover design was
done by Ralf Patterson, and all crossovers are assembled
in-house by Xsonics staff. On the rear of the cab, we
find a panel holding one Neutrik Speakon NLJ2MD-V
combo jack, which is a nice feature, and which allows
you to use either Speakon or 1/4” speaker cables. I
presume that this cab only has one input jack due to its
4-ohm configuration. The 8-ohm 1125TF which Xsonics

sent us has two NLJ2MD-V combo jacks. Attenuators for
both the midrange and the tweeter are also provided.

Our test cabs came with some nice padded covers, which
even featured the custom monogram option (sporting the
Bass Gear Magazine logo). That is a very nice touch,
which any customer can add for a modest upcharge of
$15 (though your monogram doesn’t necessarily have to
be our logo).
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TEST RESULTS
1-5 (unacceptable to impeccable)

SONIC PROFILE:

Lows: Full, nicely balanced to mids/highs

Mids: Can get very mid-forward, but able to attenuate to taste

Highs: Good detail, very connected to driver

GENERAL

Company: Xsonics
P.O. Box 957411
Hoffman Estates, IL 60192-7411 USA
Telephone: (708) 542-5660
nick@xsonics.com   www.xsonics.com

Country of origin: USA
Year of origin: 2013
Warranty: 1-year   
List price: $849.00 (including cover)
Street price: $849.00 (including cover)
Test unit options: Padded cover ($90); 4 ohms
Accessories: None
Available colors: Blue or Black Duratex (other custom colors also available)
Available options: 4 or 8 ohms, custom monogram on cover ($15), upgraded APT-

80 tweeter ($20), pop-out casters ($60), rubber feet ($10), 
recessed casters ($60), strap handles ($10), additional metal handles ($20)

Acquired from: Xsonics
Dates: September-November 2013
Locales: Ohio
Test gear: Blast Cult Thirty2, Sadowsky P/J 5, Aquilina Shelby 5, Squire '62 Jazz 

Bass Reissue, Glockenklang Blue Soul, GK MB800, Orange Terror Bass 500, 
Bergantino CN212, TecAmp 

A full-sounding cab with nice balance

from top to bottom. Rather mid-

forward with attenuator all the way

up, it can be dialed back to taste.

In-Hand Score
4.00 average
On-Bench Score
4.29 average
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1125LF

On-bench
Portability 3.5
Road Worthiness 4
Components 4
Hardware 3.5
Cabinet Construction 4
Wiring 4.5
Cover/Finish 4.5

In-hand
Features: 4
Tonal Flexibility: 4
Ease of Use: 4
Aesthetics: 4
Ergonomics: 4
Tone: 4
Value: 4

Enclosure

Configuration: 1x12, 5" mid, tweeter
Listed Impedance: 8 ohms
Rated Power Handling: 600 watts
Inputs/Outputs: Two Neutrik® Speakon® NLJ2MD-V combo jack
Dimensions: 21.25”w x 15.35”h x 16”d  
Weight: 44.2 lbs
Ports: Front-ported (slot)
Covering: Duratex
Baffle Board: 19mm, 7-ply
Cabinet: 13mm, 5-ply
Grill: Perforated steel (16-gauge)
Handles: One (metal; side-mounted)
Feet: None
Casters: Optional
Corners: Plastic, stacking
Driver Mounting: 4 bolts (T-nuts)

Drivers/Crossover

Woofers: Peavey 1208-8 SPS BWX
Cone Material: Kevlar®-impregnated cellulose
Voice Coil: Aluminum ribbon wire, Polyimide-impregnated 

fiberglass former, Nomex® stiffener (4” diameter)
Magnets: Ceramic (205 oz.)
Tweeter/Mid: Faital Pro MSN8-80, Eminence APT-80
Tweeter/Mid Adjustment: Attenuators for each
Protection: Light bulb
Speaker Connections: Push-button binding post for driver and midrange; 

faston for tweeter
Crossover: 3-way, 3rd order, crossed at 1.5kHz and 4kHz
Options: None

Measurements

Average Sensitivity (200Hz-900Hz): 98.36 dBSPL (1 watt @ 1 meter)

TONE-O-METER



Xsonics 1125LF

CAB 
LAB

Like the 1155TF, the 1125LF is part of the Xsonics TF
series. This 3-way enclosure employs drivers from
multiple sources, including one Peavey 1208-8 SPS
BWX “Black Widow” driver, one Faital Pro MSN8-80
midrange driver, and one Eminence APT-80 tweeter.
The Peavey driver is held in place by four threaded
bolts fed into smallish T-nuts. The midrange and tweeter
were held in place using four screws, each. A separate
“enclosure within an enclosure” holds the Faital Pro
midrange, which – like the Peavey driver – employs
push-button binding post connections. Additional
acoustic batting is added to the midrange enclosure.
There are no gaskets/seals around the driver, mid, or
tweet.

To remove the small-aperture metal grill, I had to first
remove two of the plastic stacking corners (which is not
uncommon). The grill is held on by screws feed through
thick rubber grommets, which are glued in place. The
Xsonics badge is adhered using hot glue. The plastic
stacking corners also serve as the “feet” for the cab, as

there are no dedicated feet affixed to the cab (though
rubber feet are an option). This works out fine, though,
and the corners keep the cab off the ground in either
vertical or horizontal orientation.

The very nice black Duratex coating on the Xsonics
cabs seems a little thicker and more durable than most.
It has a lot of texture, but a smooth, somewhat shiny
finish. Only one handle is provided, and it is placed on
the “side” of the enclosure (in its horizontal orientation).
A single handle works pretty well for the slightly
smaller 1125TF, though I would have probably opted for
a second handle on the 1155TF (which now comes with
two handles, standard).

Inside the enclosure, we find thin acoustic batting
applied throughout. The wiring is all heavy gauge,
color-coded, and twisted into braids; very nice. The
crossover is broken into two different boards, and sports
some serious components. The crossover design was
done by Ralf Patterson, and all crossovers are assembled

Tom Bowlus’
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Fig. 1 On and off axis (15, 30, 45) frequency response

Fig. 2 Impedance curve

in-house by Xsonics staff. On the
rear of the cab, we find a panel
holding two Neutrik Speakon
NLJ2MD-V combo jacks, which are
a nice feature, and which allow you
to use either Speakon or 1/4”
speaker cables. Attenuators for both
the midrange and the tweeter are
also provided.

Our test cabs came with some nice
padded covers, which even featured
the custom monogram option
(sporting the Bass Gear Magazine
logo). That is a very nice touch,
which any customer can add for a
modest upcharge of $15 (though
your monogram doesn’t necessarily
have to be our logo).
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Aquilina Basses
Shelby 5

By Tom Bowlus

I love the NAMM Show. There are
tons of super cool cats to hang with,
great music to be heard, and you get
to see all the cool new gear which
the big boys roll out “auto show
style.” But one of the best things is
finding something totally hip, and
totally unexpected. This happens
every year, and 2011 was no
exception. I recall seeing this one
unassuming booth with a bunch of
classy looking wooden beauties
surrounding a prominently
displayed Wimbledon White and
Guardsman Blue sculpture of a
bass. This was my first sighting of
an Aquilina Shelby, and it was
painted up to evoke its namesake
the Shelby G.T. 350. This was also
the first time that I met Sébastien
Aquilina. He was a super nice guy;
his basses were cool, and they
played like butter. There was only
one problem: he did not have a
distributor for the US market.

Two years later, Sébastien was back
in Anaheim, but this time with a US

distributor in place (Mike
Dimattio). He brought another
bumper crop of lovely basses, and
Vic Serbe and I had a blast playing
through all of them. Ever on the
lookout for gear worthy of a Bass
Gear Magazine Best of Show
Award, Vic and I were both nodding
our heads approvingly as we played
each bass. But then, I came to this
one particular Shelby 5-string with
an unusual top, and BAM! There it
was! A definite Best of Show bass. I
handed the bass to Vic and watched
his face as he played it. Yup; it hit
him, too. 

After completing our tour of the
Show and comparing notes, I went
back to the Aquilina Basses booth
to tell Sebastien that his bass had
won an award from BGM. This
happy discussion was quickly
followed by talk of a review bass,
and I plugged pretty hard to get this
particular bass sent our way. As
John Matthew Barrie wrote,
“Dreams do come true, if we only
wish hard enough.”

Meet Sébastien
French luthier Sébastien Aquilina
may not be a household name (yet),
but this guy has some serious
chops. A bass player since age 15,
Sébastien (now 39) established
Aquilina Basses in Brittany, France,
in 2003. Like many “luthier
origins” stories, Séb has been
modifying and upgrading his
instruments right from the
beginning, always searching for
something better. However,
Sébastien didn’t stop there, and
went on to pursue formal training as
a luthier, studying acoustic guitar
making at the London College of
Furniture Guildhall University from
1996-1998. Following this, he
worked for two other luthiers: Lâg
Guitars and Kopo Guitars (also
located in Brittany). He received his
diploma in guitar making at
L’ITEMM (France) in 2001.

Aquilina Basses has a staff of one.
Sébastien does all the work alone,
by hand (with no CNC). He handles
all job duties, from cutting the
lumber, to shipping the finished
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product. He builds about 20 basses
per year, and also handles a lot of
repair work on acoustic and electric
basses and guitars.

For some of his early inspirations,
Sébastien looked west, across the
Pond. “I have always been attracted
by the American bass brands, like
Smith, Alembic, Fodera; obviously,
because they were the first bass
builders, historically speaking.
Nevertheless, the more I work, the
more I am getting further away
from those brands’ views on
building basses.”

Sébastien has built basses for some
top players, including Richard Bona
(solo artist extraordinaire) and
Etienne M’Bappé
(Ultramarine, Zawinul
Syndicate, John Mc
Laughlin’s 4th

Dimension, and more, plus solo
career).

One Mean Machine
The Shelby is a single-cut body
style, with a svelte design and J-

bass electronics (from the pickup
locations to the volume/volume/tone
setup). Considering the first blue
and white G.T. 350 Shelby I saw
back in 2011, it isn’t hard to guess
that Sébastien is a fan of Carol
Shelby and his iconic muscle cars.
This bass is a direct tribute, in fact.
Sébastien explains, “I am looking
for harmony in the design, a softly
elegant shape, like a ‘60s American
car. That is why I made the Shelby
model, as a tribute to Mr. Carol
Shelby.”

The body shape is certainly inviting,
with simple lines and curves in all
the right places. From across the
room, it looks like a fairly mild-

mannered, “natural wood”
looking kinda

bass. The closer
you get, the more

interesting details pop out.
That mild-looking top (and the

matching back) is actually yew,
presumably European yew (Taxus
baccata). Yew is an exceptionally
long-lived coniferous tree (allegedly
over 9,000 years, in some cases),
and was the choice wood for the
medieval English longbow. It was
also a historically prized wood for
lute-making. Considering its
apparent musical characteristics,

perhaps it’s time for yew to make a
comeback? The two thick slabs of
yew which make up the top and
back embrace a body core made of
alder, and the transition from yew to
alder looks right as rain. In fact,
everything about this bass is very
organic and natural.

The Indian rosewood fingerboard is
also really interesting, with a
spalted section on the G string side
of the neck. This is one of
Sébastien’s favorite fingerboard
woods (along with sycamore
maple), which he stabilizes to
harden the wood and make it more
stable. The fingerboard sports
abalone dots
which

are spaced between the B
and E strings up to the 9th

fret, and then shift over to the
treble side of the board from

the 12th fret on up. A
simple, but distinctive,

look which Sébastien
used on many of his

basses. Moving up
the neck a bit, the

Shelby 5 employs a
zero fret, which is a great

feature, in my opinion. The zero fret
has many benefits; notably, it lets
your open strings sound more like
your fretted notes. It also facilitates
consistent string action height
coming off of the nut (which is
made from Corian®). The
headstock is capped in yew, to
match the top. Matching headstocks
are a nice touch, but Sébastien goes
one further. He even book matches
some lighter colored heartwood to
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mirror the effect done on the main
top. The black satin finish on the
Gotoh tuners adds to the classy
presentation.

Moving on to the back of the neck,
we find lightly flamed sycamore
maple, flanking a European ash
center, with thin laminates of
mahogany in between. Note, the
sycamore maple used here (Acer
pseudoplatanus, which is
indigenous to Central Europe) is not
closely related to what we call
sycamore here in the States
(Platanus occidentalis). Beneath
that ash center stripe lives a carbon
and steel trussrod, developed by
Sébastien, which is lighter and
stronger than using carbon strips.
The neck is set at a slight angle,
which Séb says is to enhance
pressure on the bridge. The
transition of the set neck into the
body is a mesmerizing work of art,
with additional ash and mahogany
being used to complete the fit. As
mentioned above, this “plain” bass
gets more intriguing the more (and
closer) you look at it.

All that great lumber would be for
naught if it wasn’t paired up with
adequate electronics. No worries,
here. Sébastien opted for Delano
JSBC 5 HE “soapstick” or “skinny
soapbar” pickups. These look and
sound a good bit like single-coils,
but are actually a twin-coil, in-line

design. These pickups feed into a
variable buffer (up to +15dB).
There are no tone controls, and no
passive mode. Schaller straplocks
round out the list of supplied
hardware.

Driving the Cobra
As nice as it looks, this bass plays
even better. The asymmetrical,
34.25” neck and 18mm string
spacing feel great, and the satin
neck finish is supremely
comfortable. Some single-cut necks
are constantly reminding you that
they are something different from
what Leo dreamed up, but the
Shelby 5 makes you forget it’s a
single-cut (though to be clear, the
asymmetrical neck doesn’t make
you think it’s a Fender, either).
Access to the 22nd fret is entirely
uninhibited, and even the 24th fret
is very usable. There are absolutely
no dead spots on the neck, which
surprised and impressed me. The
volume balance from string to string
is also excellent.

Once your brain takes in the look
and feel of the bass, and you play it
amplified for just a bit, the thing
that jumps out at you is how
“acoustic” this bass sounds and
feels. In fact, this Shelby 5 is
probably the most acoustic-
sounding “solid-body” bass I have
ever played. Séb tells me that the
body is routed out to leave a kind of
“acoustic bracing,” and that it has a

special acoustic chamber under the
bridge, which gives the bridge a
chance to vibrate. I’ve never heard
of anyone else doing something
quite like that. But then again, I’ve
never heard a bass quite like this
Aquilina Shelby, either. Many
“solid-body” instruments which
attempt to mimic the sound/feel of
an acoustic instrument involve the
use of piezo pickups, which have
their own benefits/drawbacks. The
Delanos in this Shelby 5, however,
are magnetic-only, and yet, the
overall feel of this bass is so
evocative of an acoustic instrument
… It’s really something special.

This bass has a lot of mids and
harmonic content. You really hear
this added harmonic layering in the
upper mids. In fact, by comparison,
the Aquilina can make other basses
sound comparatively “small.” In
truth, with some amp/cab
combinations, I did wish that I had
a preamp with a variable midrange
control so that I could cut a bit, but
I’m guessing that some of this was
coming from the GHS Bass
Boomers. I suspect that the Shelby
5 would hit my personal tone goals
even better with a set of stainless
steel rounds. As it stands, though,
all those mids and harmonics did
knock my socks off with some
amp/cab combinations. But with a
real mid-forward rig, it can be a bit
much.
The low B on this bass, is really
something special. While not out of
place with the other four strings in
terms of timbre or volume, it
nevertheless comes across as being
louder, deeper, and more massive
than even other high-quality 5-
string basses with great B strings.
Certain rigs really brought this out,
such as the TecAmp Puma 900
paired with a fEARful 15/6/1. The
Shelby 5 really showed off what a
15/6/1 can do.

I do love the volume/volume/tone
setup, and the tonal variations
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available by tweaking the relative
volumes of each pickup are more
pronounced on this bass than on
your typical J-bass. You hear the
same kind of changes you would
expect, but just more of them.
Soloing the neck pickup gives a big,
punchy “acoustic P-bass” kind of
tone. Crank the bridge pickup only,
and it’s growl city, but with a bigger
tone than you’d typically expect.
With both pickups full-on, though,
you don’t hear the typical midrange
suck-out that I’ve come to expect.
Right hand placement is also a great
way to impart tonal variations, and
the Shelby is as responsive to this
as any bass, but the strong
harmonics, midrange presence, and
general “acoustic vibe” are present
no matter how, or where, you attack
the strings. It’s not a one-trick pony
by any means, but you can tell that
all those ponies come from the
same stable. This model typically
comes equipped with a John East
preamp, setup volume, blend, tone
(available in active and passive
modes), bass boost, treble boost,
and active/passive switch. 

It was hard to pick a bass to use as
a comparison tool for the Shelby 5.
Arguably a 5-string J-bass variant, it
has enough unique
characteristics to make it
something a little different.
With that in mind, I first
turned to a Fodera
Emperor 5 Standard, set to
single-coil operation, and
in passive mode. By
comparison, the Aquilina it
a tad more warm/round,
and has a bit more “life”
and a bit of natural
compression. The Fodera is
more solid and clear, and
more tonally neutral. The
other bass I compared to
the Aquilina was an F bass
VF5, with an ash body,
maple neck, and rosewood
board. The VF5 was more
solid, focused and

controlled, whereas the Shelby
showed more harmonic
excitement. In the high end, the
Aquilina was a little brighter, and
the F bass a little darker. While
the E5S and VF5 are no slouches
down low, the Shelby definitely
hits harder on the B string.
Physically, the Fodera and F bass
are very “proper feeling” when it
comes to size and weight. The
Shelby 5 is smaller and lighter,
with a more lithe shape and an
asymmetrical neck. These are
purely matters of personal
preference, though.

The Bottom Line
This bass wowed me at the
NAMM Show, and continues to
impress me more and more each
time I play it. The acoustic vibe
is very unique, and that low B is
just something special. Sébastien
definitely has his own eye for
design, and puts together an
amazing instrument. While not a
household name just yet here in
the States, you should definitely
get to know Sébastien Aquilina.
Better yet, get behind the wheel
of a Shelby and take it for a ride,
yourself.
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TEST RESULTS
1-5 (unacceptable to impeccable)

SONIC PROFILE:
Lows: Amazing low B, but good balance with E and A
Mids: Very acoustic-sounding; mid-forward
Highs: Rich and full of harmonics; the highs really sing

In-hand
Features: 3.5
Tonal Flexibility: 3.5
Ease of Use: 4
Aesthetics: 5
Ergonomics: 4.5
Tone: 4.5
Value: 4

On-bench
Overall Construction 4
Wood Choice 5
Materials Choice 5
Joinery 5
Fretwork 4
Fit and Finish of Adornments 4
Quality of Finish Work 5
Ease of Repair 4
Potential Range of Setup 5
Balance on Knee 5
Balance on Strap 5
Overall Electronic Quality 3
Solder Joints, Wire Runs 1
Clarity 4
Noise 3
Shielding 1
Quality for Price Range 4

This is the most “acoustic-sounding” solid body I
have ever played, and it doesn’t even have a piezo.
The Delano pickups are really responsive to
changes in relative volumes. Plays like a dream,
and has one of the best low B’s around.

In-Hand Score
4.14average

On-Bench Score
3.94 average

TONE-O-METER

CONFIGURATION

Strings: 5
Style: Single cutaway
Overall length: 45”
Body Dimensions: 21" long x 13 1/2" wide at lower bout
Body Contouring: Moderate
Weight: 9.05 lbs

NECK

Scale length: 34.25"
Neck width at nut: 1.792"
Neck width at 12th fret: 2.603"
Neck width at joint: 2.956"
Neck thickness at nut: .911"
Neck thickness at 1st fret: .868"
Neck thickness at 12th fret: .980"
Neck thickness at joint: 1.712"
String spacing at nut: .333" to .384"
String spacing at saddle: .745"
Fingerboard Radius/Neckshape: 10 deg/ D
Peghead break angle: 8 deg
Bridge break angle: 15 deg
Afterlength at nut: 2.246" to 5.0"
Afterlength at saddle: 1.25"
Attachment: Set neck
Pocket gap: NA
Truss rod type/access: Neck-end, double-action
Fret count: 24
Fretwire: 78 x 45

ELECTRONICS

Pickups: Delano JSBC 5 HE
Pickup location(s), from 12th fret: 11 3/4" and 14 7/8"
Electronics: Buffer only
Controls: Volume, volume, tone
Shielding: Foil
Preamp Circuit Voltage: 9V

CONSTRUCTION

Body woods: Alder, ash, yew
Neck woods: Sycamore/mahogany/ash
Fretboard: Indian rosewood
Body finish: Satin 
Neck finish: Clear satin

HARDWARE

Strings: GHS Bass Boomers (nickel-plated steel, roundwound)
Gauge: .045, .065, .085, .105, .130
Attachment: At bridge
Bridge/color: Hipshot A style (brass) / black 
Nut: Corian®
Tuners/color: Gotoh / black satin
Knobs/color: Metal knurled barrel / black satin
Pickguard: NA
Control cavity cover: Yew

GENERAL

Company: Aquilina Basses
11 bis rue de Rennes
35230 Saint Armel, France
Phone: +00.33.6.10.70.06.21
aquilinabasses@gmail.com
http://www.aquilinabasses.com/en/

Country of origin: France
Warranty: 3 years
Price: $4,200.00
Street price: $3,800.00
Options: East preamps, Aguilar pickups, Delano dual coils,

gloss finish, lacquer finish
Accessories: Hard case
Available colors: Numerous stains available; numerous topwood choices available
Acquired from: Aquilina Basses 
Dates: July - November 2013
Locales: Ohio
Test gear: Glockenklang Blue Soul, TecAmp Puma 900 and S212, GK MB800, Xsonics 

1125TF and 1155TF, fEARful 15/6/1, MAS 210Flex, Fodera Emperor 5 
Standard, F bass VF5
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Aquilina Basses Shelby 5
the connection of the neck to the
body from the 12th fret supports
that great B. That long upper neck
support has been done by Ken
Lawrence and Fodera and others,
and it’s a good idea. It’s a very
interesting set of lumber, too. The
neck is a sycamore
maple/ash/sycamore maple
sandwich, with two thin mahogany
stringers, capped by an Indian
rosewood fingerboard. That neck is
set slightly pitched into the body,
which has a very well-chosen
sandwich. It has an alder core, with
an ash layer living between yew top
and back plates. Yew is a conifer
relative of pine/spruce that is very
resonant and extremely durable. It’s
a very old wood that has been used

It’s a rainy day. I’m looking out the
window for the Cat in the Hat. I
have yet another bass to review.
Sometimes they all run together.
So, I pull it from the bag,
mindlessly plug it in and turn it up.
The B string dumps me off my
stool. You just got this Cat’s
attention! This bass has one of the
best B strings, ever. Even more
unusual, it blends very well with
the E and A. As is often the case,
the upper register dies out in
comparison to the low-end girth,
but that could be tweaked with
setup and strings. That B string …
yikes.

I’m almost certain that the
combination of wood choice and

for millennia in tools and
construction. Mixed with traditional
Fender wood, you get a very
resonant tone with that classic
vintage note. Extra points awarded
for the nice control plate grain
matching.

You could put any electronics in
this instrument and it would sound
great. Lumber is the beginning and
end of great bass sounds like these.
The electronics in this are old
school in many ways. It’s wired up
like a passive Jazz Bass with
volume/volume/passive tone. The
Delano pickups sound great, and it
has a great Orange Drop tone cap.
This whole structure hits a preamp
before it exits the jack. The preamp
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is just a buffer; it has no tone
controls or shaping of any kind. It’s
just an impedance drop and volume
boost. All early bass preamps were
like this; active tone circuits came
later.

The wiring job itself was suspect.
Shielding is not complete in the
cavity. It is complete foil on the
control plate area and the cavity
cover, but the sides are open. That’s
not a good idea. Either leave it out
altogether, or close it up completely.
If the bass were passive, shielding
isn’t crucial, but with the buffer
preamp in there, you are asking for
racket to invade your signal in harsh
environments. There were two
unshielded grounds in close
proximity to open hot leads – one
right by the output jack. Bump this
bass wrong, and it makes no sound
at all. That’s not good. There was a
length of solder dripped on the side
of the negative battery wire as it
headed to the output jack. That’s
just sloppy on a new expensive
instrument. On $4,000 basses, you
have to do better.

Tuning machines are from Gotoh,
and the bridge is the boutique
builder “go to” Hipshot A style. The
nut is a zero fret/nut combo that was
well-executed and a great choice.
The fretwork was serviceable and a
great size. I wasn’t crazy about the
fret end grooming on a bass this
expensive. It was more ragged than
I’d expect at this price point.

The joinery was fantastic. The
contouring sanding and detail of the
woodwork was equally superb. The

finish was thin, durable and well
applied. No tint whatsoever, which I
usually find unfinished looking, but
in this case works well. Although
not unusually lightweight, it feels
lighter than it is. It balances well in
whatever position you’d want to
play it. It plays very well, and has
lots setup range.

This bass has a king-size B string.
Electronic construction issues aside,
the bass sounds amazing, and is one
of the house favorites around here.
It’s a $4,000 bass, and it should be.
Clean up that wiring and it would
get my highest marks.
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By Ted “Blyss” Gould

The Company
NS Design is based in Nobleboro,
Maine and was founded in 1990 by
Ned Steinberger with a focus on
developing electric versions of
bowed classical instruments. I’ve
been a fan of the NS design WAV4
electric upright bass for some time,
and, as a matter of fact, I just
finished a run of Broadway By the
Bay’s production of Cabaret using
that fine instrument. Ned has a solid
reputation for building innovative
versions of traditional guitars and

basses that lack a traditional
headstock. His idea was to create
instruments that used non-
conventional materials and weren’t
constrained by traditional design
concepts. In this endeavor, he
discovered that the tuners actually
provided a better balance when
placed on the body, and that the
traditional headstock was not
actually a necessity. Steinberger
Sound Corp grew out of the birth of
the headless bass and guitar, and
has marketed and sold these
graphite instruments all over the
world.

In addition to
designing for NS

Design, Ned also designs
products for other companies,

like the Realist™ pickup for
acoustic string instruments in
collaboration with David Gage, and
hardware for Martin and
D’Addario. NS Design continues to
advance the state of the art and
holds new patents on its line of
concert string instruments. They
now take the headless bass concept
another step further with the
introduction of the Radius Bass. 

The new NS Design Radius bass
was unveiled at the 2012 NAMM
Show and the CR5 versions of the
Radius are built alongside the cello,
upright bass, viola and violins in the
Czech Republic. The CR5 is a more
affordable version of the custom
shop version, NS US-5, which are
built on request in Nobleboro,
Maine. At first glance, it is pretty
clear that the same innovative
design aspects that Steinberger
brought to its predecessors exist in
the CR5.

NS Design Photos by:
Cia Gould
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Options
The Radius comes in both fretted
and fretless models and is available
with Amber Satin, Natural Satin, or
Charcoal Satin Finishes. In my
opinion, the satin finish brings these
basses from commuter status down
to Sunday Driver. If you’re looking
for a bass to gig with regularly, with
the occasional bump and bruise that
are inevitable with the gigging
world, you’d do yourself a favor by
getting comfortable with the fact
that, without some babying – maybe
even a lot of babying – the Radius
CR5 won’t age as well as a bass
with a poly finish. This bass had a
small scratch near the input jack,
and I’m not sure how it got there,
but it’s small enough for me to
know that it didn’t take much for it
to happen. 

The bass is light weight (8.85 lbs)
and well balanced, with no neck
dive, and the bass takes its name
from the convex back radius. The
body is maple with a flamed maple
top, and the back radius provides
enhanced contact and stability
against the torso. The bolt-on, one-
piece maple neck has an embedded
continuous carbon fiber core and

adjustable truss rod. This
combination has the natural feel of
wood, but the core provides
enhanced sustain and definition to
each note. The fingerboard is ebony,
with a 35” scale and familiar 10”
radius. Heavy conventional tuning
machines are replaced by an
aluminum headplate with ball-end
string mounting slots, which are
custom produced for NS Design.
The tuning system is integrated into
the body.

Electronics
The piezo pickup (originally
designed for the bowed instruments)
provides a deeper low end than one
might expect, and doesn’t detract
from the magnetic pickups. The
blend of piezo and magnetic
pickups opens up another realm of
possibilities for the player. Say, for
instance, that  you want to get an
acoustic bass sound, but either can’t
play the acoustic bass or space
constraints make it hard to use a
traditional acoustic bass. The piezo
really provides a deep, round low
end, as opposed to the nasally
squawk kind of a sound that one

might expect. The blend of
technology really opens up a broad
range of possibilities for the player. 

The CR5 Radius bass will also
accept the NS Omni Bass strings
which will allow the player to
“fudge” that sound. Theater bassists
will know exactly what I’m talking
about! The master volume, active
treble cut/boost, active bass
cut/boost, rotary magnetic/piezo
pickup blend, 3-position magnetic
pickup selector switch and 3-
position piezo EQ switch are
cleanly laid out and easily
accessible, without being a
distraction in the middle of a
performance. The pickups are dual
low-impedance custom EMG
pickups, in addition to their own
bridge-mounted system.

The self-clamping tuning system is
one of the features that Ned himself
is very excited about and was
originally designed for the NS
designs violins. The tuners, accept
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all ball-end strings. This system
allows the string to be changed with
ease, and the strings are clamped in
place only by the weight of the
tuner. The neck is essentially a
carbon fiber neck with the feel of a
wood neck that has absolutely no
dead spots. 

The Bottom Line 
My thoughts, at a glance, were that
this was a really cool-looking bass
with great lines that mixed classic
and more futuristic styling well,
without going overboard. The bass
really screams “ergonomics.” Hey, I
don’t know about you, but I think
that’s important. You ever see a
person riding a motorcycle down
the freeway and think, “that person
just doesn’t look right on that
bike?” If you haven’t, I have. How
the thing looks definitely influences
my buying decision. This bass has a
sleek and graceful look and comes
in a snug-fitting gig bag that travels

easily. If you’re a traveling bassist,
or just want take a practice axe on
vacation with you, the CR5 will fit
nicely in the overhead
compartment. The headless body is
well-balanced and the trademarked
Diradial™ curved maple body
drapes nicely over the player,
conforming to his or her body.
Ergonomics were obviously at the
forefront of the design process. I
was only able to play this bass in
one live R&B/Soul/Funk setting,
and, while it may have been too
modern-sounding for some tunes, it
really sang and cut through the live
mix well. The comfort of the bass,
however, was pretty amazing. This
is a perfectly well-balanced
instrument that is meticulously put
together. Ned Steinberger and NS
Design continue to push the design
envelope.
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TEST RESULTS
1-5 (unacceptable to impeccable)

SONIC PROFILE:
Lows: Clean, focused
Mids: Tight, punchy
Highs: Modern

In-hand
Features: 4
Tonal Flexibility: 4
Ease of Use: 4
Aesthetics: 3.5
Ergonomics: 4
Tone: 4
Value: 3.5

On-bench
Overall Construction 3
Wood Choice 4
Materials Choice 4
Joinery 3
Fretwork 3
Fit and Finish of Adornments 4
Quality of Finish Work 4
Ease of Repair 4
Potential Range of Setup 3
Balance on Knee 5
Balance on Strap 5
Overall Electronic Quality 3
Solder Joints, Wire Runs 5
Clarity 5
Noise 5
Shielding 1
Quality for Price Range 2

Great for dialing in a synthetic “upright” sound if
you use the Omni Bass strings. Very articulate,
modern-sounding bass. I wouldn’t use it on a blues
gig or funk gig, but those zingy modern sounds
would serve you well in a wide variety of other
settings.

In-Hand Score
3.80 average
On-Bench Score
3.71 average

TONE-O-METER

CONFIGURATION

Strings: 5
Style: Double cutaway
Overall length: 42 1/4"
Body Dimensions: 20 1/2" long x 14" wide at lower bout
Body Contouring: Minimal on edges, with concave back
Weight: 8.85 lbs

NECK

Scale length: 35"
Neck width at nut: 1.849"
Neck width at 12th fret: 2.552"
Neck width at joint: 2.801"
Neck thickness at nut: 1.216"
Neck thickness at 1st fret: .915"
Neck thickness at 12th fret: .966"
Neck thickness at joint: 1.045"
String spacing at nut: .379"
String spacing at saddle: .725"
Fingerboard Radius/Neckshape: 10 deg/ flat C shape
Peghead break angle: 15 deg
Bridge break angle: 12 deg
Afterlength at nut: 1.25”
Afterlength at saddle: 2”
Attachment: Bolt-on
Pocket gap: None
Truss rod type/access: Neck-end, compression rod
Fret count: 24
Fretwire: 99x43

ELECTRONICS

Pickups: NS/EMG integrated piezo and magnetic pickup system
Pickup location(s), from 12th fret: 11 3/8” and 15 3/8"
Electronics: NS/EMG
Controls: Volume, treble, bass, piezo/magnetic blend,

3-position magnetic pickup 
Shielding: Paint
Preamp Circuit Voltage: 18V

CONSTRUCTION

Body woods: Maple
Neck woods: Maple
Fretboard: Ebony
Body finish: Amber Satin 
Neck finish: Satin

HARDWARE

Strings: D'Addario EXL 170-5XL long scale
Gauge: .045, .065, .080, .100, .130
Attachment: At bridge
Bridge/color: Custom Hipshot / black
Nut: Anodized aluminum
Tuners/color: Headless / black
Knobs/color: Metal / black
Pickguard: NA
Control cavity cover: Black plastic

GENERAL

Company: NS Design
134 Back Meadow Rd
Nobleboro, ME 04555
phone: (207) 563-7705
USA
info@nedsteinberger.com
www.nedsteinberger.com

Country of origin: Czech Republic
Warranty: 5 years
Price: $3,600.00
Street price: $2,700.00
Options: Fretted or fretless
Accessories: Gig bag
Available colors: Amber Satin, Natural Satin, Charcoal Satin
Acquired from: NS Design 
Dates: Summer/Fall 2013
Locales: Los Angeles, CA, Ohio
Test gear: Aguilar Tonehammer 500, Aguilar GS112, Aguilar DB751



Phil Maneri’s

BASS 
LAB

NS Design CR5 Radius
The latest electric bass from his NS
Design shop has several elements
found in NS Design past: curved
back like the NS2, geared bridge
with headless top like the original
Steinberger L2, EMG pickups and
clean active circuits, piezo elements
that pay homage to the NS Design
URB’s they make now. The design
is a great amalgamation of the
Steinberger legacy that although is
more commonplace, still manages
to appear revolutionary.

For this review, NS Design sent us
a CR5 with an Amber Satin finish.
We suspect that the Czech
manufacturing does not really do
the design the justice it deserves.
The fret jobs on both basses were
poorly groomed; in some cases you
can see fret tangs, in others you
can’t. The frets are inconsistently
seated and over-beveled. They lack
a level of polish you’d expect in

The Steinberger L2 Bass turned the
bass-playing world on its lack of a
head when it arrived in 1980.
Whether you call it elegant,
revolutionary, cool, kitsch, silly,
embarrassing or unique, it was a
controversial milestone in bass
construction. Much of that original
design didn’t last past the ‘80s, but
Steinberger designs before and after
have always been innovative, and
often classic. His partnership in
designing the Spector NS basses in
the ‘70s gave us a now timeless
bass shape. His arrangement with
Emmett Chapman helped refine the
Stick tapping instrument that many
bassists embrace. His NS Electric
Uprights, the TransTrem guitar
bridge, the David Gage Realist
pickup for Double Bass all have the
Steinberger touch. Ned Steinberger
is one of the most important bass
innovators in the history of the
electric bass.

this price range. The body wood is
maple, with a flamed maple top.
They’re quite light for maple. The
basses have a super-thin finish. 

Electronics combine EMG soapbar
pickups in vague J-bass positions,
combined with a piezo bridge
feeding EMG circuit modules. The
system is 18 Volt, and quite high
fidelity. The shielding paint is odd.
A meter cannot detect continuity
unless the probes are within an inch
of each other. The circuit does not
appear to be noisy. It may not be the
shielding that is responsible for that.
It’s very light and balanced, and the
electronics are first rate. Much of
the CNC work is perfect, though the
construction is somewhat uneven.
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By Vic Serbe

Anthony Jackson (AJ) needs no
introduction, but let me give it a try,
anyway. Born in June of 1953, AJ
started out on piano and then guitar,
but at the age of 16, he had a dream,
and that dream was vivid ... so real,
he was compelled to pursue it. That
dream was about the “contrabass
guitar.” Over the years, he’s played
with a dizzying array of absolute
top names in the business; too many
to list here, but among them are
names such as Pat Metheny, Steely
Dan, Roberta Flack, Chick Corea,
Steve Gadd, Chaka Khan, The
O’Jays, Paul Simon, Simon and
Garfunkel, and many more,

including the great Buddy Rich
himself, to whom AJ attributes
much of his musical growth.
Imagine playing with Buddy Rich at
the grueling pace of six nights a
week, two sets a night. AJ’s stories
of his experiences over the years are
mesmerizing, and it’s always an
honor and an education just to listen
to the man speak about what he’s
done and how he’s done it. Let’s hit
him up with a few questions and see
what he has to say to us this time
around.

VS: The Contrabass Guitar was a
dream of yours since the age of 16.
What inspired that dream?

AJ: At age fifteen, I had a dream of
incredible richness and realism
filled with symbolism, that at the
time I did not understand. The
detail, now, is almost as complete as
it was in 1967. In the dream, I saw
an instrument on a work bench that
did not yet exist. It was an electric
keyboard similar to a Fender
Rhodes with 49 keys. The case was
highly polished, figured walnut or
mahogany. There were no controls
of any kind. No switches, no lights.
It struck me immediately as being
gloriously attractive. A Player’s
Instrument. There was no workman
present, and I was not able to touch
it. At the time, I did not understand
the symbolism of the instrument
being a piano. This would become
apparent many years later.

By 1982, while driving to the
airport in Nice, France, with Michel
Camilo and Dave Weckl, I suddenly
realized the meaning of the
instrument in my dream. It pointed
to a life in music, as I always
wanted, but with an obligation: I
was going to have to conceive an
instrument. What I wanted would
not appear in any catalog, in any
window or on any wall. Nor would
it be described to me by anyone
else. By this time, I was already
well on my way with the
Contrabass Guitar. So the meaning
of this particular symbolic aspect of
my dream was a revelation. The
instrument would ultimately
become very simple – nothing
extraneous, nothing designed to
appeal to anyone but the player.
Ultimately, the dream was proper
guidance for the future.

VS: You’ve been playing strictly
sitting down since 1975. What

Player Interview: Anthony Jackson
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brought that change to your playing
style?

AJ: In 1974-1975, I was playing
with the Buddy Rich Sextet. Jack
Wilkins, one of the era’s greatest
jazz guitarists, was playing a
Gibson L-5 seated – without a strap.
I asked him one day before a
performance why he played that
way. He explained that the guitar
was a big instrument and was of
such a size and shape that the most
effective way to play it would be to
move it about as required to suit the
needs of the player, rather than to
contort oneself to suit the needs of
the instrument – which is what you
would need to do when standing
and using a strap. That was the last
time I stood up to play. He also said
that, “Segovia said: the guitar is
played in a sitting position.” This
exchange, which took less than two
minutes, was a major formative
event in my life as a performing
artist.

VS: Noting you had difficulties
with other luthiers in realizing this
dream, what was different about
Vinny Fodera and your relationship
with him that facilitated the
project’s activity and success thus
far?

AJ: I had known Vinny since 1981,
when he was working for Ken
Smith. The seeds of our future
relationship were planted then.
Vinny was, at that time, supervising
construction of Contrabass Guitar
#3, the first Ken Smith prototype.
By the time we finished #4 (the
second Ken Smith), he had told me
that he was planning to start his
own company along with Joey
Lauricella, whom I had also met.

Things progressed from there, as we
all know. What has typified my
relationship with Fodera has been
an absolute willingness to listen to
and consider ever single idea, fancy
and whim that I have had related to
developing my instrument. They
have never suggested either overtly,
or covertly, that I change something
to make the instrument more
commercial. This attitude is why
there is an Anthony Jackson
Presentation. There isn’t another
builder who would have seriously
indulged building an instrument that
is so devoid of “commercial stuff.”

And while the Presentation was
never envisioned as anything other
than my own personal instrument
and research vehicle for Fodera,
their willingness to make it
available to the public – knowing
how demanding it is to build – has
been a major vote of confidence in
my original vision and has kept me
with them throughout their
existence as a company.

VS: What attracts you to the wider
spacing vs the narrower spacing
Ken Smith was so convinced would
suit you better?

AJ: The basis of string spacing for
me has been Leo Fender. That’s
what I started with, and that’s what
I like. I like it wide.

VS: Do you have a target weight
range or limit on the light or heavy
end of the scale for electric bass?

AJ: Since I always sit down, weight
is less of a factor than it might
otherwise be. The thinking has
always been that if a certain weight
is required to achieve the tone that I
desire, than the resulting weight
will not be a major factor. However,
even resting on one’s thigh, less
weight is generally preferable, so
we have done everything possible to
achieve the minimum weight that
gives the desired tonal results.
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Although the Presentation II is a
rather large instrument, it still
weighs only seven ounces more
than Number 10 – which in turn
weighed about the same amount as
the Fender 4-string that I used for
so many years.

VS: You became exclusive to
Fodera in the early ‘80s – 1981-3,
as I recall – which is the same time
Fodera was established, with the
Contrabass Guitar project being
carried into the business since its
beginnings. How do you feel this
project and your overall influence
and input have affected Fodera’s
goals, design choices, and methods?

AJ: My relationship with Fodera
has been based on barter. At the
company’s inception, Vinny called
and told me that they wanted to
build the Contrabass Guitar. He
said: 

“Since you are the father of this
instrument, we want to use your
ideas and principles in making
instruments of our own. We feel
that you should be paid a royalty
for this. The problem is that we
have no money; and, we may
never have any money.
Therefore, this is what Joey and I
propose. We will build you an
instrument. It can be absolutely
anything you want – no
restrictions whatsoever. All of
your ideas will be incorporated.
Since you enjoy a dual track
career – playing live and
recording – we would ask you to
carefully analyze every aspect of
the instrument, learn it, take note
of the things that are working
well and also note the things that
are promising but need more

work and, finally, things that are
not working and would be best
set aside. Come back and let’s
talk. We will adapt the things that
are working well and work them
into our regular line of
instruments. We will then build
you another instrument
incorporating all of the changes
that you asked for and the
process will begin all over again,
ad infinitum.” 

That’s been the relationship. I get
my instruments; they get my
expertise.

VS: Number 10 has thus far been
your go-to bass of all built, so far,
with 11 being a shorter scale
attempt that ended up not quite
meeting your needs. Given number
10 has been so great for you, what
kept the project going? What
alterations are you looking for in
number 12, and why?

AJ: The process of developing
one’s own invention – whatever it is
– involves continual re-
examination. Assuming that was
true with Number 10, as was truth
with all its predecessors back to
Number 1, there is always room for
refinement and improvement.
Sentiment cannot get in the way:
when a new instrument is
conceived, the goal is to make it
better than the one before. If this
goal is realized, than the one before
has come to the end of its useful
life.

Many years ago, I heard that when
Toyota was developing the first
Lexus, they hand-built 400
prototypes. Obviously that was a
monumentally costly endeavor, but

in the end it paid off. Lacking the
resources to build prototypes on this
scale, it was necessary – when I
realized the overall success of
Number 10 – that the way to
proceed was to continually modify
it. I couldn’t ask the guys to build
me a new instrument every time I
wanted to move a screw a half-inch.
So, we have been through multiple
bridges, pickups, truss rods, tuning
machines, nuts, strings, metals and
connectors. The result is that
Number 10 in 2013 is vastly
different than it was when first
unveiled in 1996.

Number 11 was not a success
because it was 34” scale and
demonstrated unequivocally that for
the tone and performance I had
become accustomed to, we needed
to stay with 36” scale.

In the last seven years, Vinny and
Joey had expressed an interest in
building a full hollow-body
instrument. After the first prototype
built for Matt Garrison, it came to
appear as a realizable and crucial
goal. Since then, many other aspects
that would have been implemented
as upgrades on Number 10 could
now be transferred to the upcoming
Number 12. The result would be a
major redesign of the original
Presentation, which first appeared
to me as a revelation in late 1987.
The main concept here is that this is
not a chance for me to get a new
instrument every several years from
Fodera. The Contrabass Guitar is a
virtually lifelong dream, secondary
in importance only to performing.

VS: Noting you don’t have any
electronics in the bass, do you ever
use a volume control pedal or any
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other outboard gear between you
and the amplifier?

AJ: There are sound electronic
reasons for not putting a volume
control in the instrument itself.
Between the instrument and
amplifier, I use a volume pedal
whose purpose is to act as a standby
switch and an effects unit – as a
swell pedal used on a pipe organ.
The volume pedal is never set and
left at a certain point. It is either all
the way on, all the way off, or in
constant motion to control
dynamics.

Outboard gear these days typically
includes a chorus or a flanger pedal.
There have been many more effects
used in the past, but this is what I
am using today.

VS: Not much has been said about
the custom pickup in your bass.
How would you describe the tonal
goals behind that custom design?

AJ: There have been many pickups
tried in the Contrabass Guitars since
Number 1, which used a pickup
wound by guitarist Atilla Zoler. For
the latest Presentations, we’ve been
using custom units from Seymour
Duncan. The tone goals are the
same as for the instrument:
accuracy, tonal consistency and
responsiveness.

VS: What brand, type, and gauge of
strings do you use? What cords and
what are they made of?

AJ: I have been playing the
Anthony Jackson string set made
for me by Fodera exclusively for
some time. They are stainless steel
and are .028, .045, .065, .085, .105,

.125. One member of the Fodera
team that has worked alongside me
to refine these (in addition to Joey,
Vinny and Jason) has been Tom
Hoeschele, a talented craftsman that
heads up Fodera’s string shop in
Pennsylvania. It is significant that
Fodera makes their own strings,
rather than simply buying them
from the larger manufacturers. My
string set features an original idea of
mine: the exposed core. This makes
the string vibrate more freely, as
only a small portion of it contacts
the bridge saddle. The difference is
absolutely significant, and I will not
play without them.

My signal cables are from the
Japanese company, Reqst. They are
various formulations of copper,
cloth and fiber. There is also a cable
from the American company
AudioQuest that I purchased in
1998 with conductors and shield of
pure silver. There is also a cable
from Nordost, also an American
company. Its construction is silver,
copper and Teflon. My AC cables
are from Reqst and a long defunct
firm from Chicago called Custom
Power Cord Company.

VS: Regarding your audiophile-type
“bass rig,” does it ever concern you
that many of the nuances you’ve
worked so hard to preserve could be
lost for the audience when playing
in venues with full front of house
PA ... even very high quality ones
with the latest technologies
employed?

AJ: The great Russian pianist
Sviatislav Richter said, “As
performers, we must have the tools
we need as performers first, before
worrying about anyone else …

engineers, producers, record
companies or listeners.”

I say that we as performers must
consider ourselves to be at top of
the food chain. While we should be
concerned at all times about what
people hear, in an imperfect world,
we must have our needs attended to,
first. For the rest of the world, we
hope for the best.

That said, I strive to deliver the
finest signal I can and recognize
that some things remain out of my
control.

VS: Do you still own all (now) 12
Contrabass Guitars and plan to keep
them all in your collection, and do
you ever get out any of the others
and play them out or record with
them?

AJ: As explained earlier, the
process of developing any invention
involves being divorced from
sentimentality. One hopes to
improve the breed, and ideally each
successive generation renders its
predecessors obsolete. For me, this
means an instrument superseded by
its betters will not be played again.
There is simply no point. As of this
moment, the only ones that I still
own are Number 10 and Number
12.

As you can see, AJ is both highly
insightful and a uniquely creative
force in the music industry (let
alone specifically the bass
community). We can’t wait to see
what he does next, but whatever it
is, we’re convinced it’ll be
impressive, and with a new
Contrabass Guitar to do it on.
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by Jason DeSalvo

One of my first full days here at
Fodera – long before I had become
a partner and a daily part of running
the business – underscored just how
intensely focused Vinny Fodera and
Joey Lauricella are at “getting
things just right” for the people who
play their instruments. To this day,
this ethos drives all of us here at
Fodera and is a very big part of
making an instrument like the
Presentation II possible.

The Perfect Setup
It was the middle of 2008, and I had
just started spending Wednesdays at
the shop to learn about the inner-
workings of Fodera for a book I
planned on writing about the
company. Generally jovial towards
me, Vinny seemed a bit tense when
he first greeted me that morning.
Both he and Joey were always
intense, but it had been rare up to
this point that I observed either one
of them showing any outward
anxiety about their work.

When pressed, Vinny said simply,
“Anthony is coming in today to
work on his setup. Joey and I are
completely behind in the back of
the shop and going through a proper
set-up with Anthony generally takes
us the better part of a day. It’s both
a privilege and a joy to work with
Anthony, but today we are just
feeling a bit overwhelmed.”

Anthony, of course, meant Anthony
Jackson – in my personal opinion
(and one that is certainly shared by
Joey and Vinny), one of the very
finest players to ever pick up the
electric bass guitar and someone
well-known for a near fanatical
attention to detail about virtually
every nuance related to the design,
construction and set-up of his
instruments. 

I, too, am a perfectionist, and some
would even say that I am also
fanatically obsessed with details.
However, even though I have been
playing bass since 1979 and have
long prided myself on doing my
own, very high quality, set-up work,
I thought for certain that Vinny
couldn’t possibly be serious. To
complete a really thorough set-up
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on my own 4-string instruments
would usually take me less than
thirty minutes, so even allowing for
Anthony’s reputation for
perfectionism and two additional
strings, I was having trouble
understanding why it would take an
entire day.

When Anthony first arrived at the
shop shortly after ten in the
morning, Joey and Vinny introduced
us. Anthony was pleasant, brief and
obviously eager to get to the task at
hand. I pulled up a chair in the
corner of the room and watched as
Anthony and Vinny went about
installing and customizing a new
nut on Anthony’s Presentation
(referred to by Anthony as “Number
10,” because it was the 10th
iteration of the contrabass guitar
that had been built for Anthony).

The process took well over four
hours for the adjusting the nut
alone! There were times where
Anthony would ask Vinny to
remove literally just “one or two
grains” of brass from a given nut
slot as he was closing in on the
perfect feel for that string. Through
all of this – and with the many other
responsibilities that needed tending
to – Vinny remained completely
focused and thoroughly unhurried
as he and Anthony methodically
worked, until Anthony finally
declared, “It feels as good as we can
get it without playing live.” Next,
Joey and Anthony began working
on string spacing, saddle height,
pickup height and intonation. This
process also took nearly four hours.

While Joey was working with
Anthony and both were out of
earshot, Vinny shared that early on
in his working relationship with
Anthony, he was somewhat
incredulous when he was first asked
to “take just one or two grains of
brass off with the next pass [of the
nut file].”

“How could anyone be that
sensitive?” Vinny thought to
himself. And so, with his back
turned to Anthony, he merely
pretended to take a light pass at the
slot he was working on, but actually
did nothing. When he handed the
instrument back to Anthony, his
face looked perplexed – like
something didn’t quite make sense.
He turned to Vinny and stated flatly,
“I must have been wrong, please
take off another couple of grains of
material.” This time Vinny did just
that – exerting the absolute minimal
pressure he could on the nut file and
removing literally only several
grains of brass. When he handed the
instrument back to Anthony, this
time his face brightened and he
announced, “That’s it.”

Over the subsequent years of their
working together, Joey and Vinny
(and now me, too) have come to
realize that not only is Anthony
capable of discerning the finest
level of detail, but that far more
often than not, his determination to
spend the time necessary to get
things as close to perfect as
humanly possible produces truly
outstanding results.

When Going to 11 Isn’t Quite
Enough
With this history as a backdrop, you
can imagine our sense of both
extraordinary excitement and
profound dread when shortly after
sharing some holiday cheer at the
shop in December of 2011, Anthony
walked over to Joey, Vinny and me
and announced, “I think that it’s
time to use the Hybrid construction
you have been working on as the
basis for a new instrument. It is
time for Number 12.”

For those of you who don’t know,
Number 11 was a failed attempt at
going back to a 34-inch scale
version of the Presentation.
Anthony’s hope was that with all of
the advances that had been made
since they began working together
on the Presentation series of
instruments back in 1988, a 34-inch
scale version would now be
possible – an instrument that would
have outstanding tone and be
physically easier to play than the
36-inch scale instruments that
Anthony had been using for so
long. Within minutes of playing
Number 11, Anthony strongly
suspected that this hope was in
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vain. His suspicions were confirmed
during the one three-hour concert
for which Anthony played Number
11 live – months of painstaking
work simply did not make the cut.

Shortly after Christmas in 2011,
work began in earnest on Number
12. We were in the middle of
building our second Hybrid
prototype for a long-time customer
and friend, Wayne Pryor. The
Hybrid construction concept was
something that Vinny and Joey
began working on in early 2006,
after discussing with Matthew
Garrison his desire to have an
instrument with all of the
ergonomic characteristics of an
electric bass, but with a bit more of
an acoustic quality to its tone. The
first working prototype of this
Hybrid construction was delivered
to Matt during Summer 2007, and
Fodera received a U.S. patent for
the design in 2012.

We were fortunate enough to be
have been given virtual carte
blanche with the specifications for

the second Hybrid prototype. This
instrument was under construction
from roughly June 2011 until early
May 2012, and we explored several
of the design elements that we
would revisit and refine on
Anthony’s Presentation II. Principal
among these was a 3-piece red oak
neck, mated to a four-inch-thick
hollow-body, using our Hybrid
construction. The overall shape was
based on Number 10 – with its
hand-carved top. However, the top
in this instrument was carved both
on the outside and the inside.

At its core, our Hybrid design (as
we have explored it, thus far) allows
for combining characteristics of
both acoustic and electric solid-
bodied instruments into one
instrument whose tone can be
shaded towards either end of the
spectrum, depending on what
choices are made during its design
and construction. Notably, unlike
traditional hollow-body instruments,
Vinny developed a unique (and
patented) way of attaching the neck
that allows for removal of the

majority of the heel material, so that
a player’s fretting hand can gain
access to the upper register of the
instrument in much the same way
that he or she would be able to with
a solid-body electric instrument. Of
the three Hybrid instruments we
have built thus far, although all of
them have been shaded toward
behaving like solid-body
instruments, each one has moved
further toward the acoustic realm,
with Anthony’s Presentation II
exhibiting the most acoustic
characteristics. 

Over many meetings during early
2012, Vinny, Joey, Anthony and I
slowly worked through all of the
broad permutations of what the
Presentation II might ultimately
become. These discussions
generally took place at the end of
the workday; often with Vinny, Joey
and I sharing a bottle of wine to get
the creative juices flowing. Lest it
sound too much like play,
oftentimes all of us stayed late into
the evening, after already working
eight to ten-hour days in the shop. I
almost invariably had a pen and
paper in hand to make certain that I
captured the ideas that everyone
decided were “keepers.”  

Vinny tended to think and speak
about shapes, geometry,
measurements and wood. Joey was
focused on how all of these ideas
might go together sonically and
how the instrument might balance
and feel. Anthony would ask
hundreds of pointedly excellent
questions, trying to compare the
hypothetical instrument that we
were creating with the one he knew
so very well (Number 10). My role
was mostly to keep the discussions
moving forward and to balance
what we’d like to do with a degree
of what would be practical to
accomplish in a single lifetime.
Also, having recently reorganized
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all of the wood in the back of the
shop, I was able to share our best
tonewood options for this build,
based on what material was ready to
use.

How Much Wood Would a
Woodchuck Chuck?
By mid-Summer of 2012, Anthony
had had the opportunity to play the
second prototype Hybrid
instrument, which was invaluable to
solidify in our collective minds that
continuing to pursue the Hybrid
construction for Number 12 was the
right way to go. We knew that we
would again be working with 36-
inch scale and a three-piece red oak
neck. We all were very interested in
the added warmth and percussive
nuances that this material (red oak)
added to the tonal mix. True, it was
more complicated to work with
(than maple) from a carving and
finishing and standpoint, but the
tonal contributions to the mix were
well worth it.

We also knew that we would be
building the body shell out of alder.
This is the same body material that
was used for Number 10, and the
warm, rich, low-end heft that this
material provides is an essential
component of Anthony’s tone. We
would again build the internal
braces and structural support for the
bridge, pickups and top from old-
growth mahogany. The material we
would use was very dry, strong and
extremely resonant, but not so
heavy as to add unnecessary weight.
As large as the Presentation II is,
through proper design and material
choices, it was our hope that the
final results will weigh right around
11 pounds.

The fingerboard material was
something we spent a tremendous
amount of time with. We pulled out
every piece of ebony and Brazilian
rosewood that was both ready to use

and large enough for a Presentation
fingerboard (we require starting
dimensions of 4.25” x 30” x 0.375”
piece) – well over 100 pieces of
exceedingly rare material, in all.
Vinny and I then spent the better
part of a morning tap testing every
board. In so doing, we narrowed
down the choice to just three that
were sonically best matched with
the body blocks and neck billet we
planned on using. Incidentally, all
three were ebony… not because
ebony is inherently “better” than
Brazilian rosewood, but rather, for
the tonal blend of this particular
instrument, we felt it was the best
choice.

The top and back remained in play
right up to late Spring 2013. We
were all intent on choosing the best-
sounding pieces of wood that we
had available. I personally spent
well over 20 hours identifying
possibilities just for the top and
back woods, alone. We had already
determined that our best options
were flame walnut or koa. This was
based on the overall tonal mosaic
we were trying to achieve, and since
we knew that we would be building
with an ebony fingerboard (and the
resulting brightness that it would

bring), we wanted a top and back
wood that would not make the
instrument overly bright.

After looking through somewhere
between 50 and 60 possible pieces
of wood, we had selected a
stunningly beautiful and sonically
gorgeous piece of flame koa that
was to become the outward face of
Number 12. However, in the weeks
after we shared this selection with
him, Anthony started to become
uncomfortable with the way the
instrument would look; he is not a
huge fan of koa. Anthony asked if
there was any other material
available that would blend well
sonically with the rest of the woods
already selected for his instrument,
but look different than koa. He
offered that he thought the look of
holly would be gorgeous. It was
actually very endearing on a human
level to see that even a great
virtuoso goes through the same
angst that us mere mortal players do
about what their instrument will
look like. That said, Anthony made
it abundantly clear that if we felt
changing the top to holly would in
any way compromise the sound of
Number 12, that we should use the
koa that had already been selected.
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In the end, we were able to find a
fantastic-looking and sounding
piece of holly that, when paired
with the warmest sounding of the
three possible ebony fingerboards,
sounded so good that we could
comfortably say to Anthony that the
resulting instrument would not be
compromised in any way if we were
to build with the holly.

By early summer, construction of
Number 12 was well underway. The
body blocks had been glued up and
the complex set of internal braces
and support structures were ready to
go. These were significantly
modified and refined from those
that were used in earlier prototypes.
The neck billet and selected ebony
fingerboard had been glued together

with its offset titanium trussrod
safely encapsulated within, and the
17-degree back-angled peghead had
been glued into place.

The titanium locking Fodera bridge
and titanium tuners were all back
from being PVD-plated black. Both
were completely fabricated by hand
by a Fodera player and friend of
ours from Sweden. And our custom
Fodera/Duncan dual-coil pickup
was on hand and ready to be placed
into Number 12 when the time
came.

To get to this point had already
taken well over two hundred hours,
and final carving had yet to begin.
Between the middle of August and
the end of September, while the

instrument was being carved on a
regular basis, Anthony would visit
the shop several times each week.
This allowed him to make decisions
in real time about every nuance of
the instrument’s shape. There were
days where Vinny, Joey, Anthony
and I spent several hours each on
discussions and work related to the
shape of the neck, the way the top
and back would be carved or how
the instrument should ultimately
balance and sit on Anthony’s lap. 

The Final Tally
All totaled, we lost track of the
number of hours that went into
Number 12 somewhere after two
hundred and fifty; this was long
before she was finished. But then
again, I should have known that this
would be the case if a set-up could
take an entire day. And, now that I
have been involved with creating an
entirely new instrument as part of
the Fodera Team, I cannot imagine
Fodera doing it any other way.
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By Tom Lees

We are now knee-deep in the portable device
revolution. Although Android is making waves
in this area (check out iRig Recorder for
Android at the IK Multimedia website), for
most musical applications, the Mac iOS reigns
supreme. We use iOS devices for live
performance, recording, practice, training,
education and a slew of other applications. We
are going to set aside apps for the time being
and focus this look at two updated products
which allow us to plug a bass guitar into an iOS
device. 

Two early products that hit the market for
interfacing an instrument to an iOS device were
the iRig, by IK Multimedia, and Ampkit LiNK,
by Peavey. We reviewed these devices in our
first iOS roundup, and I have personally gigged
both of these devices extensively in live
settings, and have used these products in
practice settings. Recently, both IK Multimedia

and Peavey updated their groundbreaking first-
generation products with “HD” versions that
promise improved performance. Let’s take a
closer look.

Form Factor:
Referring to Fig. 1, the iRig HD sports a matte
black housing that is just under 4” long, having
an oval shaped cross-section. By way of
comparison, the Ampkit LiNK HD is packaged
in a generally rectangular-shaped housing
measuring about 3” tall x 2” wide x 7/8” deep.
As illustrated in Fig. 2, the iRig HD includes a
single 1/4” instrument input jack that is
provided on the bottom end of the device. Thus,
the iRig HD is an input-device only. The output
is taken directly from the connected hardware,
e.g., iOS device, computer, etc. The bottom of
the Ampkit LiNK HD includes a 1/4”
instrument input jack, a 1/8” line out jack, and a
1/8” headphone out jack. Thus, the Ampkit
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FIG. 4 Gain thumbwheel

FIG. 3 iOS Jack and cable

FIG. 2 Bottom end

FIG. 5 AmpKit LiNK HD headphone

FIG. 1 Front

LiNK HD is an input device and
an output device.
As illustrated in Fig. 3, the top
end of the iRig HD has a
generally round multi-pin
interface jack for receiving a
custom cable that interfaces the
device to hardware, e.g., iOS
device, computer, etc. The iRig
HD comes with three interface
connector cables, including an
iOS Lightning connector, an iOS
30-pin connector, and a USB
connector. The iRig HD draws
power through the interface
connector, so no battery is
required.

The top of the Ampkit LiNK HD
includes an interface jack for
receiving a custom cable that
interfaces the device to hardware
(iOS device, computer, etc.). The
Ampkit LiNK HD now comes
with three interface connector
cables, including a lightning
connector, a 30-pin iOS
connector and a USB connector.
The Ampkit LiNK HD also
draws power through the
interface connector, so no battery
is required here, either. However,
an AC power jack is provided
adjacent to the interface jack.
When the AC jack is used, the
Ampkit LiNK HD charges your
iOS device. 

Referring to Fig. 4, the iRig HD
includes a single control
implemented as a thumbwheel
for adjusting the gain of the
instrument signal that is passed
to the connected hardware, e.g.,
iOS device, computer, etc.
Similarly, the Ampkit LiNK HD
also includes a thumbwheel for
adjusting the gain of the

instrument signal that is passed
to the connected hardware.
Moreover, referring to Fig. 5, the
Ampkit LiNK HD further
includes a second thumbwheel
that provides user-adjustable
control of the headphone level.

Testing
For our testing, we used an older
iPad (first generation). This was
the same iPad used for testing
the interfaces in our first
roundup. The output for iRig HD
was taken from the 1/8” TRRS
jack of the iPad. The output of
the Ampkit LiNK HD was taken
from the Line out.

Frequency Response:
For our frequency response test,
we provided a 200 mVrms signal
that was swept from 20Hz to
20kHz as the input to the
interface device under test, and
we measured the frequency
response of the signal output by
the iPad. As such, audio passed
through the interface device
under test, as well as the iPad.
However, no signal processing
was applied inside the iOS
device itself, other than to
simply pass the signal into and
then back out of our iPad.

The iRig HD
Referring to Fig. 6, the iRig HD
performed swimmingly on our
frequency response test. We
measured a frequency deviation
of +/- 0.234dB and +/- 0.245dB,
(20Hz – 20kHz) respectively, for
the right and left outputs.

The Ampkit LiNK HD
Referring to Fig. 7, the Ampkit
LiNK HD frequency response is
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FIG. 8 iRig HD scope monitor green

FIG. 7 Ampkit LiNK HD frequency sweep

FIG. 6 iRigHD frequency sweep

FIG. 9 iRig HD FFT spectrum monitor green

substantially flat through the mid and high
frequencies. There is a gradual low frequency
roll-off, having a -3dB point around 50Hz. An
interesting feature here is the steep filtering
performed on the high end. The high end is
down approximately -90dB by approximately
25kHz. We measured a frequency deviation of
+/- 3.763dB and +/- 3.803dB (20Hz – 20kHz)
respectively, for the right and left outputs. Here,
the relatively high deviation is due to the low
frequency roll off.  

Gain
The iRig HD
The iRig HD has a convenient gain control
thumbwheel on the side of the housing, which
makes calibration for your particular instrument
a snap. Using a 100 mVrms input at 200Hz, the
iRig HD provided a range of over 27dB of gain
between the thumbwheel fully down and the
thumbwheel fully up. The iRig HD housing
includes a four-color indicator LED. To test the
effectiveness of the LED, we swept a signal
through the interface and varied the gain to find
the threshold for each color change. The LED
light is blue when the device is properly
connected to an iOS device and no signal is
present. Referring to Figs. 8-13, when a signal
is present, the LED illuminates green if the
signal level is within designed-for limits. As
clearly seen in Figs. 8 and 9, the left
and right output channels are in-phase,
and are matched identically. The
channels are overlaid in the figure,
with the right channel in the red trace
and the left channel in the blue trace. 
As the signal level increases towards
the maximum level, the LED
illuminates orange, informing the user
that the signal is still clean, but close
to its limit. The signal at this threshold
is illustrated in Figs. 10 and 11. The
LED illuminates red when the
maximum level of the iPad is eclipsed.
The signal at this threshold is
illustrated in Figs. 12 and 13.  
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FIG. 12 iRig HD scope monitor red

FIG. 11 iRig HD FFT spectrum monitor orange

FIG. 10 iRig HD scope monitor orange

FIG. 13 iRig HD FFT spectrum monitor red

FIG. 14 Ampkit LiNK HD scope monitor green

FIG. 15 Ampkit LiNK FFT spectrum monitor green

In our testing, we next applied a
200 mVrms input signal at
200Hz and adjusted the gain
thumbwheel until the red light
began to illuminate. We then
backed down the thumbwheel
until the LED turned to orange.
At this setting, we measured 0.02
% THD+N on both the left and
right outputs. Notably, the iRig
HD LED tracked exceedingly
well to the actual performance of
the interface as measured by our
test analyzer. In our testing, the
LED transitioned from orange to
red right at the onset of
observable clipping of the iPad
on the analyzer, so feel confident
to trust that LED.

The Ampkit LiNK HD
The Ampkit LiNK HD also has a
convenient gain control
thumbwheel on the side of the
housing for calibration of the
device to your instrument. Using
a 100 mVrms input at 200Hz, the
Ampkit LiNK HD provided a
range of just under 20dB of gain
between the thumbwheel fully
down and the thumbwheel fully
up. The Ampkit LiNK HD
housing includes a three-color
indicator LED. To test the
effectiveness of the LED, we
swept a signal through the
interface and varied the gain to
find the threshold for each color
change. The LED illuminates
orange when no instrument jack
is plugged into the input. 

Referring to Figs. 14-17, the
LED is green when the device is
properly connected to an iOS
device and no signal is present.
When a signal is present, the
LED continues to illuminate
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FIG. 19 iRig level

FIG. 18 iRig HD gain

FIG. 16 Ampkit LiNK HD scope monitor red

FIG. 17 Ampkit LiNK FFT spectrum monitor green

green if the signal level is within
designed-for limits. As seen in Figs. 14
and 15, the left and right output
channels are in-phase, and are matched
identically. The channels are overlaid
in the figure, with the right channel in
the red trace and the left channel in the
blue trace. The LED illuminates red
when the maximum level of the device
is eclipsed, informing the user that the
device is clipping the signal. The
signal at this threshold is illustrated in
Figs. 16 and 17.

In our testing, we applied a 200
mVrms input signal at 200Hz and
adjusted the gain thumbwheel until the
red light began to illuminate. We then
backed down the thumbwheel until the LED
turned to green. At this setting, we
measured 0.11 % THD+N on both the left
and right outputs. Notably, the Ampkit Link
HD LED appears to warn the users of the
onset of clipping just before the signal has
exceeded the ceiling of the iPad and has
started to clip. Thus, the LED clipping
indicator is pretty solid indication of what
we were able to actually observe on our test
analyzer.

Linearity
The iRig HD
To test the headroom of the iRig HD, we set
the gain thumbwheel to the fully down
position and swept a 200Hz input signal
over a range of input signal levels to
discover the maximum input signal before
clipping. In this test, we began to observe
visible signs of clipping on the scope at
about 2.6 vRms. Thus, the iRig HD should
work well with all instruments, regardless
of whether the bass is active or passive.

Referring to Fig. 18, the gain of the right
and left channels is nearly identical,
differing by less than 0.1dB. As Fig. 19
illustrates, the amplification as a function of
input level tracks linearly and identically for
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FIG. 20 iRig HD THD+N

FIG. 21 AmpKit LiNK HD gain

FIG. 23 Ampkit LiNK HD THD+N ratio

FIG. 22 AmpKit LiNK HD level

each of the left and right channels. As shown in
Fig. 20, the signal remains clean, e.g., less than
0.1dB THD+N for input signals up to about 2.6
Vrms. Exceeding this threshold, the distortion
level quickly increases as the signal has hit the
ceiling of the iOS device.

The Ampkit LiNK HD
To test the headroom of the Ampkit LiNK HD,
we set the gain thumbwheel to the fully down
position and swept a 200Hz input signal over a
range of input signal levels to discover the
maximum input signal before clipping. In this
test, we began to observe visible signs of
clipping on the scope at about 1.25 vRms. Thus,
the Ampkit Link HD should work well for most
basses. However, it may be possible for the
device to clip some of the hard transient attack
notes in basses such as active pickup basses
with hot outputs.

Referring to Fig. 21, the gain of the right and
left channels is nearly identical, differing by
about 0.1dB. As Fig. 22 illustrates, the
amplification as a function of input level tracks
linearly and identically for each of the left and
right channels. As shown in Fig. 23, the signal
remains clean, e.g., less than 0.2dB THD+N for
input signals up to about 1.25 Vrms. Exceeding
this threshold, the distortion level quickly
increases as the signal has hit the ceiling of the
iOS device.

Conclusion
There is no reason for anyone to hesitate about
jumping on the portable device bandwagon.
Both of the tested interfaces represent a major
step forward in quality, functionality and
connectivity. 
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The Un-Mixer

Fig. 1 400Hz sine wave

Fig. 2 400Hz sine wave frequency plot

From The Bench
By Tom Lees

A traveling wave is produced by a rapid variation in the
average density or pressure of air molecules above and
below the current atmospheric pressure. These pressure
fluctuations cause our eardrums to vibrate, thus
producing the sounds that we perceive. Now, if two or
more sound waves travelling through the air pass
through each other, something remarkable happens.
Each wave continues along its path without being
disturbed. Accordingly, the net displacement of the air at
any point in space or time is simply the sum of the
individual wave displacements. We call this
phenomenon “superposition.” Okay, so far? If not, in
simple terms, superposition means “go to a fixed
position, and mix (add up) the discrete waves.”

At first blush, this may seem elegant. However, did you
ever stop to think about how crazy that process actually
is? I call that process crazy because it means that our

ears and brains need to “un-mix” the superposed
pressure fluctuations in real time in order to make sense
of what we hear. To get this, let’s work through a few
examples.  

As a matter of background, frequency is essentially a
“count” of the number of repetitive cycles of a pattern
that occur over a given time period. The period is the
time it takes to complete one instance of the pattern.
Note here that period and frequency are related, but two
very different concepts. Since frequency is a count, we
think of frequency as a rate quantity, whereas the period
is a time quantity. More particularly, since frequency is
a rate quantity, we typically refer to frequency, denoted
F, in terms of cycles per second. Incidentally, we
measure frequency in Hertz to honor the 19th-century
German physicist Heinrich Hertz. Correspondingly,
since period is a time quantity, we typically refer to the
period, denoted t, as seconds per cycle. So, to get the
frequency from the period, we can use the simple
formula F=1/t.  
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Fig. 3 1kHz sine wave

Fig. 4 1kHz sine wave frequency plot

Fig. 5 400Hz sine wave and 1kHz sine wave overlaid

Check out Fig. 1. We can observe that the wave repeats
itself every 2.5 milliseconds (i.e., 0.0025 seconds).
Thus, the frequency is 1/0.0025, or 400Hz. Fig. 2 shows
the spectral plot of the wave of Fig. 1. In Fig. 2, we see
a nice clean spike at 400Hz, which corroborates our
calculation. This is pretty easy stuff to understand,
right? Check out Fig. 3. Since the period of the wave is
1 millisecond, we can compute the frequency at 1/0.001,
or 1kHz. In Fig. 4, we see a nice clean spike at 1kHz,
which corroborates our calculation. Are you still with
me?

Now, if we were to simply overlay the sine waves of
Fig. 1 and Fig. 3, it should be fairly easy to pick out
which wave is which, because the period of each wav is
so different. Check out Fig. 5 to see a representation of
the two waves simply overlaid. Fig. 6 confirms by a
spectral plot that we have two distinct waves, at 400Hz
and at 1kHz.

But, that is not what we hear. Nature provides an
awesome mixer that adds up all of the sounds we hear.
Take a look at Fig. 7. This is our 400Hz sine wave and
our 1kHz sine wave added together. This is what we
hear. The image of Fig. 7 does not look anything like
the image of Fig. 5. Just so you know that I am not
pulling a smoke-and-mirrors trick, Fig. 8 shows the
spectral plot of Fig. 7. Indeed, there are two distinct
waves, at 400Hz and 1kHz.

In this instance, we have two distinct and separate
waves that have been mixed together. When you hear
this, your ears take in the sound of Fig. 7. However,
your brain deciphers this information into Fig. 5. But
how does your brain distinguish two discrete sounds
from one complex sound? Check out Fig. 9. I played a
low E note on a bass guitar and captured the wave and
its spectral plot. This single bass note appears to be very
complex. Indeed, Fig. 10 shows a large number of
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Fig. 6 400Hz  and 1Khz sine wave frequency plot

Fig. 7 Superposition of 400Hz and 1kHz

harmonics that make up that single bass note. Yet, our
brains immediately recognize this as a single element, a
bass note.

So, how do our brains distinguish the complex single
note of a bass as being a single source of sound, yet
differentiate the 400Hz sound and 1kHz sound as being
separate sounds? Taking this a step further, why do we
hear the bass, the electric guitar and the vocalist as
separate elements in a mix, but resolve the complex
harmonics of each instrument as being from a single
source? How do we figure out how many different
sound sources to focus on? At a music concert, we can
get visual cues. How many musicians are on stage?
What instruments are they playing? But listening to
recorded music, we are often just as good at picking out
the elements. This occurs even though music is not
static. Rather, each instrument may be playing a melody
or other sequence of successive notes. 

Heck, if I could answer these questions, I would not be
writing for Bass Gear Magazine. So, if I cannot answer
these questions, why do I care? I care because these
types of questions get me thinking about music, both
from a technical perspective, and from a performance
perspective. Breaking it down, it seems logical that we
perform three basic tasks. In the short term, we figure

out what events are present. In the long term, we follow
those identified events across patterns or other changes
in time. Also, we may decide to extract features from
those events, and store them in memory for future
recall. That is, we learn and memorize certain
characteristics of sounds.

The term “stream segregation” is the perceptual
organization of a sound wave into individual events. It
is possible that our brain uses these events to track and
follow different aspects of the sounds we hear as
discrete streams. If this is true, what characteristics
describe each stream? What events trigger the decision
to assign a particular sound event to a particular stream?
In order to even start thinking about this, we need to
break apart what it actually is that we hear.

Below, I mention a list of cues that we use to help
identify the source of a sound. The list is not intended to
be exhaustive, but rather illustrative. Moreover, the
listed cues are not in any particular order. To the
contrary, it is quite possible that our brains dynamically
rank and reassign the importance of certain cues.

As noted above (no pun intended), we hear•
frequency, thus cues lie in the perceived range
and/or pitch of a sound. 
The intensity of a sound and the dynamics in the•
intensity of a sound give us cues.  
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Fig. 8 Superposition of 400Hz and 1kHz frequency plot

Fig. 9 E note played on a bass guitar

Fig. 10 FFT Spectrum of E note played on electric bass

The duration of a sound is also a good indicator of•
the source of a sound. Some instruments, such as
drums, are only capable of short durations or
impulses. To the contrary, an organ, bowed violin,
etc, can hold a note for a long duration.  
Timbre is yet another factor that allows us to•
distinguish a source. Here, I use the term timbre to
mean the character or quality of a musical sound
that is not simply pitch and intensity.  
The envelope of a sound (i.e., the attack, decay,•
sustain and release of a sound) can provide cues to
the source of a sound.  
Still further, performance gestures themselves can•
play a part. Timing, rhythm, vibrato, and other
elements can all generate cues. 
Still further, factors such as spatial localization can•
be used as a cue.

So, the next time you are listening to music, practice
focusing on one of the above individual cues. Go back
and re-listen, this time focusing your attention on
another one of the cues. Rinse and repeat. By doing so,
we can start gaining an appreciation for each of the parts
that contribute to the whole of music. Now, once you
identify a cue, pick up your instrument and try to really
focus on emphasizing the cue. Listen to your timbre,
pay attention to your envelope, rhythm, timing, vibrato,
pitch, etc. and try to compare this to the cues that you
extracted from the music you listen to.

As always, the message should be clear. Your own body
is a far more powerful processor than you will ever be
able to purchase at a local music shop. Thus, treat your
body like it is the single most important equipment you
will ever own. Take care of your hearing, keep
exercising your brain, and you will be rewarded in the
long run.
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Welcome to the table,“Luthier’s Roundtable”
By Tom Bowlus

Welcome once again to the Bass Gear
Magazine Luthiers’ Round Table. In
this column, we present our group of
distinguished luthiers with technical
questions and pick their brains on a
variety of topics related to lutherie. The
exalted ranks of Round Table Luthiers
include (in alphabetical order) Sheldon
Dingwall, Harry Fleishman, Vinny
Fodera, Randall Wyn Fullmer, George
Furlanetto, Mike Kinal, Kenneth
Lawrence, Gerald Marleaux, Carey
Nordstrand, Michael Pedulla, Roger
Sadowsky, Pete Skjold, Michael Tobias,
and Joe Zon. Note: for these topics,
which involve electronics and pickups,
Joey Lauricella (and Mike Pope) are
providing the comments on behalf of
Vinny Fodera.

Here are the questions for this
installment…

BGM – Do you prefer passive or
active circuits, and why. If you prefer
active circuits, do you prefer single-
buffered outputs, or buffers for each
pickup? What is your tone circuit
preferences?

Randall Fullmer – All of my basses
have both active and passive circuitry
that is switchable with a single
push/pull switch located on the volume
pot. Not only does this nicely expand
the tonal palette, but it’s a handy
feature to have in the event your battery
ever goes dead. You’ll always be able
to play in passive mode. Having an on-
board preamp allows the bass to really
stretch the tone, frequency shaping and
dynamic range. Passive allows a pure
and very clean version of the acoustic
properties inherent in the bass. When
recording in a studio setting, where
there are high-quality and extremely
refined preamps at your disposal, it’s
nice to have the ability to go passive

with your bass and make use of the
studio’s equipment. I use a single-
buffer set up. My tone circuits include
an active cut/boost treble, 2-band
cut/boost mid and cut/boost bass. This
combines with a passive treble roll-off
control, the active/passive volume
control, pickup blend, and a single/dual
coil tap.

Roger Sadowsky – I was a relatively
early adopter of active electronics for
basses, beginning in 1979. I found bass
players overwhelmingly more receptive
to active tone circuits than guitar
players. I prefer an active tone circuit
combined with passive pickups for true
active/passive switching. I prefer a 2-
band, boost-only preamp; single-buffer,
only. The overwhelming feedback I got
from my early explorations into active
tone circuits was the bassists felt they
could cut through in the mix much
better and be heard; both in live and
studio situations.

Sheldon Dingwall – It depends on the
bass. I really like the simplicity of our
P-style model, which is passive, with a
twist. 75% of what we build are spec’d
with preamps, so our customers
definitely prefer active. Dual-buffered
inputs are the only way I know to get a
blend control to work smoothly. Unless
there’s a bypass, like on an East
preamp, there’s no way to carry on if
the preamp fails. The likelihood of this
happening is rare, but it happened to
one of our endorsers twice in a row,
leaving him hanging at an outdoor gig,
with no backup. We switched to single-
buffered preamps after that. 
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Carey Nordstrand – I prefer having
both active and passive options on our
basses. A typical setup would include a
traditional passive setup, with either a
volume, blend, and passive tone or two
volumes and a passive tone (all 250k
pots). This would feed into a switch
that will either pass the signal to the
jack or through one of our active
circuits, which come with either two or
three bands, which are single-channel
(buffer) setups. There really seems to
be no compromise with this setup,
except for the extra knobs required,
which sometimes elicit questions about
what all the knobs are for – especially
on basses with 3-band preamps, as they
end up with six knobs, the way we lay
them out. Lately, though, I’ve been
mostly playing one of my vP5’s, which
just has a volume and a tone, and it’s
been quite liberating. I focus way more
on the music and have less potential to
worry about the tone.

Harry Fleishman – At the risk of
always being so indecisive, I’d have to
resort to my usual response, which is
that I really like them both, equally,
depending on the situation. Okay, I got
that out of the way. If a customer wants
the most cutting power – for instance, if
he or she is playing with an organ or
horns – I often suggested active. The
active boost available could allow more
control over the frequencies where the
organ or horns, or even keyboards,
could be overly competitive. If I’m
going active, and am pursuing the most
clarity and precision, I go for separate
buffers, but again, it’s really based on
what that bass needs, not what I like
best. 

Oh, who am I kidding; I suggest what I
like and what I think a customer will
like. When I was gigging, I made these
decisions based on either the lineup of
musicians or the bass I was most
enamored of at that moment – or just
what I felt like, with no more thought
than, “Hey, this sounds cool.” There is
a natural sweetness, generally, to a
passive bass, but it doesn’t have the
same flexibility as active.  

Joey Lauricella – Our electronics
packages on both our Standard and
Custom instruments provide for both

active and passive
options. Which one a
player finds most useful
really depends on any
number of factors related
to the playing situation:
the room, the rig a player
is going through, their
playing style. Also, what
we personally prefer is
not what matters most to
us, as we are focused on
providing tools that allow
the people that we are
building instruments for
to find the best way of
expressing themselves.
That said, in working
with Mike Pope to design
our preamps, we were
insistent (and Mike
completely agreed) that
you should not have to
EQ something to death in order to get a
great sound. In an ideal world, a great
circuit should be able to be played
pretty close to flat and still sound really
musical.

We feed our pickups straight into a
250k balance pot with no buffering –
Old School. Our circuits have a totally
passive front end that is fed into an
active section with a 1MegOhm input
impedance to avoid unwanted loading
on the pickups. The difference between
the Custom and Standard preamps here
is that the Custom circuit – although it
has a balancer/master volume/tone
passive section – is arranged so the
active part buffers the volume control
from the rest of the circuit. So, in active
mode, as far as the pickups are
concerned, they are driving
volume/volume/tone, without the
undesired losses you get from the extra
loading element in a typical
volume/balance/tone circuit – a
commonly cited problem for many
folks. The output of the volume control
is fed back into an output driver, so the
output impedance is not affected by the
volume control setting.

The Standard preamp is a more typical
setup, where the self-contained passive
front end is fed into an active circuit
with 1MegOhm input impedance
EQ/gain circuit. Both preamps have a

2k output impedance, which is low
enough to swamp out cable
capacitance, but high enough to protect
the preamp from a sustained short
circuit.

In terms of how we lay out the tone
shaping of our active section:

Bass: 12dB cut and boost at 46Hz or
90Hz (user-selectable, ships set to
46Hz)

Treble: 15dB cut and boost at 6kHz or
10kHz (user-selectable, ships at 10kHz)

Mids: switchable between Low and
High Mids, with a toggle switch on the
face of the instrument (on the Custom
Preamp):

Low Mids: 12dB cut and boost
at 330Hz or 473Hz (user 
selectable)

High Mids: 15dB cut and 
boost at 1kHz or 1.8kHz (user 
selectable)

Again, on the Custom preamp, the bass
frequency can also be assigned to the
toggle switch, which allows the player
to use a higher bass frequency when
using the 1kHz or 1.8kHz mid setting,
thereby avoiding overlap between the
bass and low-mid frequency, which is a
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fairly wide band and does run down
into the slope of the high bass. It is also
possible to leave the midrange
frequency fixed and simply use the
toggle switch to vary the bass
frequency.

With the Standard preamp, the bass and
treble frequencies are jumper-selectable
only, at the frequencies listed above,
and the midrange can be switched
between 330Hz and 473Hz (or fixed at
either frequency). Since the Standard
preamp is compatible with Mike Pope’s
Flexcore line, we have the ability to
expand the functionality based on a
player’s needs, as well. Finally, there is
a trim pot that allows the overall gain
of our active section to be set anywhere
from flat to a 12dB boost.

Gerald Marleaux Mostly, we do active
circuits in our basses. All of our EQs
work in a passive mode (“true bypass”)
and offer also a passive tone control, if
the customer orders this. In this fashion,
the customer has the “real” sound of his
bass, and if they switch to active mode,
it doesn´t change the output of the bass
(if all pots are in the center!). That’s
really important to me, and makes the
passive sound useful next to active.
Another important point is to have a
noiseless EQ – we use only the best
parts, which ensures this for our
electronics. Sure, it is expensive, but on
$5,000-$8,000 basses, it doesn´t matter.
The pots we use are special-made by
Alps – it’s a ceramic-type pot, totally
capped, and they can´t do any noise,
even after many years.

We use three different kinds of EQs:
For Consat basses (a more modern
bass), it’s a BC3 active/passive 3-band,
where you have fixed frequency to
boost or cut 14dB. Our flagship EQ is
“ProgramAble,” where you can change
the frequency you like to boost or cut
(like a parametric with presets). To
color the natural sound of the bass in a
musical way with EQ, it’s not only the
center frequency for boost or cut which
is important. You must also tastefully
choose the curve of the frequencies and
the way in which they are boost or cut.

For more vintage-timbre basses, we use
our V2 2-band EQ – which features a

bandpass with a rise and fall of Q0.5.
This makes the highs not too sharp and
helps to get no noise, even if the highs
are boosted up to 14dB. The bass
control  is a low-pass filter
(6dB/octave).

At least I will say that different EQs for
different basses and for different
musicians are important, so that the
bass player has the chance to find the
right stuff for his bass and his style of
playing.

Michael Tobias – For many years, I
have been using pickups and circuits
that Bartolini has made exclusively for
my basses. They have been active, with
buffers for each pickup. They are 3-
band with a 3-position mid shift switch
to change the mid frequency center
point. Our setup is not really meant to
be passive. The pickups are very low
output and buffered to give the best
fidelity, clarity, head room and voice
with the preamp. 

Pete Skjold – As a player, I prefer
passive basses, usually with just one
pickup, for my personal tone goals.
When I was a freelance bassist in Las
Vegas, I needed a bass that had active
electronics that could actually EQ the
tone I needed for
different songs and
settings. So, I spent a
lot of time
researching and using
active preamps for
this. Most at the time,
these had single-
buffered outputs, but I
have used preamps
with buffered outputs
for both pickups from
the likes of John East,
which I like very
much. When I
designed my first bass
back in 1992, there
were only Bartolini
and EMG making
aftermarket pickups
and electronics on a
large scale. I was
lucky enough to be
turned on to Lane
Poor in early 1993 – a
year or two before he

was known to very many people. His
pickups required a buffered output
stage, which basically made his pickups
active. They sounded great like that.
Since then, I have continued to try
whatever is available to see what it
brings to the table. There are so many
great products out there now that it can
get a bit overwhelming.

Michael Pedulla – I use active
electronics. All the feedback from our
customers – including our professional
artists – is positive: more lows, more
highs, quiet and clean. Recording
engineers have nothing but good things
to say about the bass in the studio; the
active electronics make their job easier,
as they can record the bass straight up.
Our tone circuits vary, depending on
the model. They are a combination of
active treble and bass, and varieties of
low midrange boost or cut.

Kenneth Lawrence – Like most of my
fellow builders/players, I prefer circuits
that do both. I currently use a modified
Glockenklang 3-band and a Mike Pope
4-band. Both are without buffers on the
input and are flexible, without getting
in the way. Personally, as a player, I
prefer the transparency of the Glock. I
spent years modifying Duncan pre-

104bass
gear



amps with audiophile wire, high-end
solders, purifiers/filters, etc to get a
more transparent sound, and find that
the Glock has those qualities. Udo does
a gain modification for me. That all
said, I also very much like the character
of the Pope, as well. It’s very musical
and offers great control over the mids (I
must also add, beautifully designed!).

Mike Kinal – We use both passive and
active circuits in our basses, mainly
because we feel this gives the player a
much more variety of tones. Players
feel that active circuits give them a
much wider range to work with
in various live and studio situations. On
our Bartolini preamps, we offer true
active/passive switching, as well as an
all-control bypass switch, which
maintains the preamp on and setting the
bass, treble and midrange to flat
response.

George Furlanetto – I prefer the
option of having both, so I have done
so since about 1996. It’s always better
to hear the “original” tone of the bass to
see if it is what the player wants to start
with, as a basis for sound, then modify
as required with electronics. Our
passive wiring includes a passive tone
(high end roll-off) which works
whether in active or passive mode,
allowing for a wider range of tonal
possibilities. The tone circuit is very
“natural” sounding, no extreme
variations, so that any combination of

the control settings is always a
usable/musical tone. The preamp
consists of three bands (lows, mids and
highs), boost only, so as not to remove
any of the “original” good tone of the
instrument. I am assuming our preamps
are single-buffered, as both pickups
enter the preamp as a single signal.

BGM – What are your preferred
pickup material choices, magnet and
wire preferences?

Randall Fullmer – I pretty exclusively
use Nordstrand pickups, mainly Fat
Stacks and Big Singles. They use alnico
magnets that to my ear really do the
job. What I like about them is that they
are very expressive and transparent. To
me, they’re very much like a high-end
condenser microphone. They are
accurate. I’m not looking for a colored
sound from pickups. My approach is to
pretty much keep my electronics
consistent, while varying my wood
choices to achieve the sweet spot of
sound that the customer is seeking. As
in a science experiment, where you
have your control and variables, I find
that if I am busy swapping electronics
while I’m using different wood
combinations, I’m not sure why I’m
getting the sound I’m getting. I’m a guy
that’s fascinated by the different tonal
properties of wood. I look to the
electronics to really bring these tonal
properties – and the players subtle hand
expressions – to the surface.

Roger Sadowsky – I don’t have any
fixed ideas of what materials will make
a better sounding pickup. Each pickup
design is a blank slate, and I eventually
just rely on my ears.

Sheldon Dingwall – We’ve used
neodymium since day one on our own
pickups. Once we figured out its
idiosyncrasies, we never looked back.
We have built many pickups using
alnico, but we’ve wound up adding
neodymium to the mix to try and get
the response closer to what we’re used
to. Other than that, our mag wire’s
pretty standard, single-build poly, 42
and 44-gauge.

Carey Nordstrand – We like
traditional pickup-making methods that
use vulcanized fiber, alnico V magnets,
and 42 or 43-gauge wires, like Heavy
Formvar or Plain Enamel. I have begun
experimenting with other materials, like
neodymium and steel, and we recently
released a new blade soapbar pickup
that uses neo and steel-style
construction. 

Harry Fleishman – I haven’t made
many pickups in the last few years. I’ve
designed a few for other companies,
and they have all been Formvar coated
42 or 43-gauge copper wire over alnico.
When I was really most into designing
and building pickups, it was always for
my EUBs, which I couldn’t equip off
the shelf. I started making pickups in
1973, but when I had the choice of a lot
of good OTS stuff, I stopped doing all
of my own. The big main one I made
for Dave Pomeroy’s BEAST is ten
individual coils – five with magnets,
five without – one pair per string, all
set up in a series/parallel arrangement;
big, fat bottom. Today, I might run it
through five separate buffers and
preamps, just to make life more
complicated.

The under-bridge pickup on Dave’s
bass is more interesting, though. It has
four very small coils, each about one
inch by one inch, wired series/parallel,
and mounted opposite another quad of
the same arrangement, so that the coils
are facing each other, north toward
north, so that cannot touch. The entire
mess is mounted below the bridge
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within the body. Infinitesimal vibrations
of the bridge are picked up by the coils
moving in each other’s fields and
adding to each other, while also hum-
cancelling. Complicated enough? The
idea is really just a more sophisticated
version of the “mystery” pickup from
old Ampeg baby basses and the later
electric basses with the see-through “F”
holes.

A long time ago, I made a bunch of
bass and guitar pickups using 42 and
44-gauge wire, wound at the same time.
I based it on slot car motor winding I
used, with the 42 wire giving more top
end, the 44 giving more torque. I
figured the 42 paralleled with the 44
might have an interesting tone. It did,
but not for the reasons I guessed. Rick
Turner and I were talking about that
design and he pointed out that slot cars
were DC, but pickups are AC.
Ooooops. His take was that all I did
was fill in the gaps with the 44. Still
worked, just not the way I thought.

Joey Lauricella – The majority of our
instruments are built with passive, “old-
fashioned” pickups (either dual or
single-coil). These use a combination of
two different kinds of alnico magnets
and vintage-style copper wire. We also
offer EMG pickups, which are active,
and, to our ears, more modern-
sounding. These are built with a
proprietary blend of ceramic magnets.

The important things for us with either
kind of pickup is that they are not
colored tonally, so that they allow the
different woods and pickup spacings
that we use to be clearly heard.

Gerald Marleaux – We use different
pickups for different type of basses – it
depends of the goal of the bass sound. I
love Delano pickups. They offer a real
clear tone without any coloring, and all
frequencies are reproduced naturally.
Having four coils for the humbucker
allows all different wiring without any
noise. They also offer near the same
output in single-coil or humbucker
mode (fantastic!!). I also appreciate
that every set of pickups sounds similar.
It’s always the same material, same coil
symmetry, same wire, same quality. So,
it’s great to work with Delano, and we
can offer all potentials to the player.

Michael Tobias – There are lots of
great pickups on the market. I don’t
actually think of the pickups in terms of
materials, but in terms of sound. I was
not well-versed in electronics when I
started many years ago and relied on
my conversations with Bill Bartolini to
convey what I wanted to hear.
Fortunately, our communication has
always been exceptional and he has
been able to translate my descriptions
into reality.

Pete Skjold – I try to keep an open
mind to what material is used in
pickups. I use a lot of pickups from
various makers that use
neodymium magnets, which I started
using back in 2004 with custom sets
made for me by our own Sheldon
Dingwall’s company. Neos (in my
opinion) really open up the
frequency response and expand the
tonal range. I also use pickups that use
ceramic magnets and others that use
alnico. They all sound good, and they
all bring something a bit special to the
mix, which allows me to choose them
to tailor the final tone of the bass’s
character. As long as pickups sound
good and are made well, I don’t really
get too fussy about the materials or
wire, since this is usually how the
pickup makers get their own special
sound. I am more concerned with
output, balance from string to string
and the overall character of the pickup
and how they work with my basses.

Michael Pedulla – I use my ear to tell
me which pickups I like in our basses,
and confirm it with professionals in a
variety of live and studio situations. I
have no preference. I leave the
technical aspects of pickup design and
execution to Bill Bartolini. He always
gives me the sound I’m looking for.
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Kenneth Lawrence – The majority of
the magnetic bass pickups I use come
from Nordstrand, with the occasional
custom pieces from Seymore Duncan.
Most are built traditionally with intent
towards more classic tones.

Mike Kinal – As far as pickups go, we
use Bartolini and Fralin with alnico
magnets and Formvar wire.

George Furlanetto – Alnico magnets,
with a variety of wire gauges,
depending on requirements.

BGM – Do you have preferred pots,
tone caps, or wire lead choices?

Randall Fullmer – I use Orange Drop
capacitors because they sound great,
and come on, who can deny that they
look really cool!?!? I don’t have a
single brand of pots that I always use,
rather I simply insist on high-quality,
well-built durable pots. I use both
stranded and solid copper tinned wire
for different parts of my wiring setup,
with the obvious goal of using the
appropriate gauge and wire for a clean
circuit and for the highest durability.

Roger Sadowsky – My primary pot
suppliers are CTS and Noble. I have
experimented with expensive
capacitors, and all I can say is they
might sound a little different ... but not
necessarily better or to justify the extra
cost. I use 24-gauge, stranded hook-up
wire.

Sheldon Dingwall – CTS pots, if we
can find them in the size and value we
need. Good quality mylar caps, 7-strand
22-gauge wire with high-temp
insulation. 

Carey Nordstrand – We use Noble
pots, Orange Drop caps, and either
cloth (vintage) or Teflon lead wire.

Harry Fleishman – No.

Joey Lauricella – For our pots, we
have a custom stack master volume /
passive tone pot with 250k values. Our
balance pot is also 250k, and the pots
used for the active section of the
preamp (bass, mids and treble) are all

100k. These pots are all custom-built
for us by a company that we feel is the
leading manufacturer of pots like these.

Gerald Marleaux – I already answered
this in my response to question #1.

Michael Tobias – Not by brand. There
are lots of parts available. We specify
that the pots be the best quality, and I
leave the components to people who
know more about them than I do.

Pete Skjold – I like to use Bourns pots
when I am wiring up basses with
passive electronics. They have a great
audio taper that sounds very musical
and gradual as you turn up the control,
which works great for tone and volume
controls. I have tried different
capacitors over the years, and I don’t
really have a favorite, but I try to use
caps with a .022uf value, which is what
the older Fenders use and what most of
us expect to hear in a tone control. I
like shielded-wire leads.

Michael Pedulla – The pots we use are
custom-made to our specification; they
are smooth, clean, and they last. I do
not use tone caps, as all circuits are
active.

Kenneth Lawrence – As far as pots
go, both of the pre-amps I use come
with their own pots, but I do use CTS
pots on completely passive basses and
on my fretless basses that don’t have
pre-amps. I also like the sound of the
Orange Drop capacitors in passive
circuits. I still have a bias towards high-
purity wire and solders, so I will
continue to experiment with those. 

Mike Kinal – For our active circuits,
we use Noble pots. For our guitars and
basses with passive circuits, we use
CTS and Bourns Pots. Our caps are
Orange Drop, and hook-up wire is 24-
gauge.

George Furlanetto – Being a practical
person, I prefer to use reasonably good
pots that are generally available to all,
for easy replacement when necessary,
rather than trying to source hard-to-get
ones. We use ceramic tone caps. The
wire is 19-strand, with a Teflon coating
that is heat resistant.
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By John Cipiti

Sam Phillips:
The Imperfect/Perfect Cut

Albert Einstein was once quoted as
saying, “I believe in intuitions and
inspirations ... I sometimes FEEL that I
am right. I do not KNOW that I am.”
Sam Phillips (radio announcer and
technician) must have had the same
idea in mind at the outset of signing a
lease on a small storefront building for
$150/month in Memphis, Tennessee.
The Memphis Recording Service at 706
Union Avenue officially opened in
January of 1950 and advertised “We
Record Anything – Anywhere –
Anytime.”

Phillips learned to love the music of
hardship and pain at an early age.
“There were two types of downtrodden
people back then. There were the field
hands and the white sharecroppers that
I came in contact with when I was
growing up. It was impossible in those
days not to hear and grow to love all of
the oppression in the music that uplifted
the people. The blues, gospel, and
country; all of it either in the fields, or a
black woman doing her chores.” It was
from this perspective that Phillips was
able to imagine and intuit, thus freeing
the pent-up spiritual and emotional
powder keg that was brewing in the
underground of the cultural
consciousness of the time. He was able
to sense the urgency and unlocked the
door by moving a large, almost
impenetrable mountain of social and
cultural change.  

He began recording amateur talent from
the outset by making specialty
recordings for black blues singers,
including Junior Parker, B. B. King,
and Howlin’ Wolf. He also took
whatever recording gigs came his way
by recording weddings, funerals, and

then sold the recordings back to the
clients. He soon began licensing his
recordings to other record labels, such
as Chess Records in Chicago, and in
1951 recorded to what many historians
consider to be the first rock-n-roll
record: Rocket 88, by Jackie Brenston
and his Delta Cats, a band led by Ike
Turner (the man that wrote the song). 

Sam Phillips officially launched Sun
Studio in 1952, and it would soon
become the birthplace for rock-n-roll.
This small building on an indiscreet
part of a city holds a story that is
unparalled in the annals of popular
culture in America. The room was
small by today’s standards, as one
would expect upon entering a modern
recording facility. The building housed
a 20’ by 30’ room for the performers,
and a small, cramped control room.
Phillips purchased microphones and
other equipment that he could use at
army surplus stores. He recorded on 16-
inch acetate disks, taking the utmost
care in the analysis of the sound before
sending it to the board. He was also the
first recording engineer to use slap-back
delay, an innovative technique that gave
him the added feature to enhance the
sounds of vocals and instruments. His
attention to getting just the right sound
attracted a wide range of artists and
music fans, alike, that crossed cultural
barriers. By the mid-Fifties, the studio
had become the place to record,
especially if you wanted to record a
mix of rhythm and blues and country
music.  

Phillips operated his studio with an
environment conducive to
experimentation, and he took advantage
of low production costs to produce his
groundbreaking recordings. This small,
unassuming storefront building would
soon produce a story unlike anything in
American popular culture. It was 1953

that would prove to be a pivotal
moment for the studio, when a teenage
Elvis Presley walked through the door,
first to make a demo recording in honor
of his mother’s birthday, and after that
– as some say – he came back to the
studio just to hang around. Phillips
once quipped that, “If I could find a
white man who had a negro sound and
the negro feel, I could make a billion
dollars.” He may have not have made a
billion dollars, but he found the sound
he was after with Presley, and is
credited with his discovery in 1954.
Presley had all the attributes in the new
sound that he envisioned, and Sun
released Presley’s first records (Mystery
Train, Good Rocking Tonight, and
That’s All Right Mama). Other notable
discoveries include Jerry Lee Lewis,
Carl Perkins, Johnny Cash, and Roy
Orbison, all of whom got their start at
Sun Records. The recordings produced
at Sun changed the way America and
the world thought about and listened to
popular music.

Phillips worked with many artists that
would have been chased away by other
studios. In fact, many were.
Fortunately, he had the uncanny talent
to hear the subtleties and promise
behind the insecure whining of a young
Elvis Presley, and it was said that he
wanted to sign Jerry Lee Lewis half a
minute into his audition tape – and this
after Lewis had been chased away from
every other studio he visited. In Colin
Escott and Martin Hawkin’s book,
Good Rockin’ Tonight, they write of the
amazing musical achievement of Jerry
lee Lewis: “The simple truth is that
Lewis could not have ever made these
recordings for a major label. Phillips’
willingness to development as an artist
and performer ... Phillips knew his
artists.”  His intuitive feel for new
talent reaped major rewards over an
eight-year period in the 1950s by
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recording other noteworthy artists, such
as Johnny Cash, Carl Perkins, Roy
Orbison, and Rufus Thomas.  

Phillips had an intuitive grasp on the
pulse of the times and was able to
define the roots of this new sound for a
sonic transformation in the taste of
popular music. He was gifted with an
intuitive genius for finding new raw
talent, and as a producer, he had a
knack for being extra patient with his
clients and letting them take the time
deemed necessary to get them to relax
and explore the depths of the music
they were trying to create, an option
that seems nonexistent in our present
era of high-priced production costs. 

Part of his production routine involved
having the tape roll at all times during
the session, without the musicians
knowing they were being recorded. He
did this with the hope of capturing just
the right moment when the musicians
hit on something interesting. He
developed on open style that guided the
musicians, especially Presley, to
perform beyond Phillip’s own
expectation and that of the performers,
as well. It was said he had a keen sense
for when the artist was close to
reaching their best performance and the
wherewithal to bring the session to a
close, knowing he had captured the
right magic. Phillips never went for
technical perfection. He once told Elvis
that the worse thing he could do was to
go for perfection. Phillips often said he
was he was searching for the
perfect/imperfect cut. It may not have
been perfect, but it would convey the
feeling of emotion and personality to
the song. And to Sam, it did not get any
better than that. This is arguably the
reason he is considered by many a
visionary hero, for his talent in drawing
out the musical soul of the artists he
came into contact with – and having the
patience to free the creative spirit of
whoever stepped in front of the
microphone, strung a guitar or bass
around their shoulder, and sat behind a
drum kit or piano. The recorded output
of Sun Records reflects a time of high
spiritedness and self expression that
carries an implied belief in the African
American tradition, and an intense
drive for a new cultural integration. Of

course, this sometimes worked and
sometimes did not ...

Sun Records would go on to produce
more rock-n-roll records than any other
label during its run of 16 years, with
226 singles released.

Of course, where would rock-n-roll be
without two enduring symbolic images
that Phillips can take credit for
presenting to Americans in the 1950s:
Elvis Presley shaking those legs and
hips while shouting out the blues to the
screams of teenage girls during a
nationally televised audience, and Jerry
Lee Lewis staring and screaming out of
television screens in homes across
America, kicking his piano stool back
behind him across the stage. Who
knows where the stool may have ended
up, and quite frankly, who cares? That
may have been the moment when it
became clear that there was a new game
in town. The rock-n-roll revolution was
truly underway. 
Phillips closed the doors and sold the
studio in 1969. Today, it is a tourist spot

where visitors can view the recording
equipment and learn about the
numerous musicians that recorded
there. In the evening, the studio is up
and running for musicians who choose
to record in its hallowed room.

Phillips was a business-savvy investor,
and soon amassed a fortune; not in the
music business, per se, but as one of the
first investors in Holiday Inn, a new up
and coming hotel chain that was on it
way to becoming national. This after he
sold the rights to Elvis Presley to RCA
for $35,000 (which he multiplied
numerous times with Holiday Inn). He
also went on to create two subsidiary
record labels: Phillips International and
Holiday Inn Records. Sam Phillips was
really, in essence, a simple and
kindhearted man. As musicians, we
can’t help but feel inspired by what he
accomplished in those small rooms in
Memphis. He had a feeling that he was
right, that something was brewing, and
he had the imagination to bring that
feeling and vision into reality. So can
you. Rock on, guys and gals.
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In The Doghouse
By Chris Fitzgerald

String Theory
(the signal chain
begins here)

As a player who’s very picky about
my sound – and as one who
believes wholeheartedly in the age-
old adage that a player’s first and
most important link in their
amplification chain is their acoustic
sound – I’m very fortunate to have
a luthier who does a great job of
helping me maximize my setup to
help me get the best acoustic sound
I can, given my personal
preferences as regards type of
string, preferred string height, and,
of course, my physical means of
tone production. That luthier is
Nick Lloyd, in Cincinnati. Over the
years, I’ve learned a lot about
basses, strings, and setups from
Nick, and when I sounded him out
about interviewing him in the hopes
of distilling some of his wisdom
into an article, he was gracious
enough to accept.

Years ago, while working on a
setup on my bass, Nick impressed
me by asking a lot of questions
about my preferences before
starting to work on my bass. He
actually asked me to play in
different areas of the bass so he
could watch how I pulled my sound
and how I stopped the string, then
asked me a number of questions
about what kind of string height
and tension I liked – and whether I

was getting what I wanted from the
bass, currently. During the course of
the conversation, he made a
comment that has stuck with me
ever since. He said (I’m
paraphrasing, because it was so
many years ago), “Below a certain
price range, most players are really
playing and responding to their
strings and setup preferences; the
rest is just a box with a neck on it
that acts like an acoustic amplifier.”
I had never thought of the matter in
this way before, but ever since then,
I’ve become a firm believer in this
way of thinking. The “box” is still
an incredibly important part of the
equation – as evidenced by the
different sound of the two basses I
own, each being the same model
and specs with the same strings set
up the same way, the difference
being that one has a carved top and
the other a laminated top – but in
terms of feel and experience as a
player, it’s about the strings and
setup. As a player, knowing what
you like and what you can live with
not only makes it easier to
maximize your own setup on your
own instrument, but it also makes it
easier to try to line up an
appropriate borrowed or rented
instrument for those times when
you are on the road and can’t bring
your own instrument with you.

Let’s start with strings: in terms of
pizz response (which I’ll focus on
here in the interest of space and
likely demographic), Nick describes
a progression from the beginning
where there were only gut strings,

which were most often used for the
prevalent 2-beat style music of the
era. When set high to maximize
acoustic volume, the characteristic
sound of gut strings is a visceral
thump on the front end of the note,
followed by a quick decay, which
allows space between the notes,
without any effort on the part of the
player. As time went on and strings
evolved, more and more kinds of
strings were developed, usually
involving a steel or synthetic core
covered with a smooth metal wrap
around the outside. These changes
coincided with a stylistic change in
the music and a desire from players
to move toward a sound that was
more legato and connected, a more
lyrical sound with lots of sustain
and much brighter overtones. Steel
strings can also be set closer to the
board, which makes them growl
more easily and facilitates a more
agile way of playing, if that is what
the player desires. Nick describes
this kind of modern setup as being
like, “driving a sportscar – you turn
the wheel just a hint to either side
and make an instant sharp turn.” In
other words, they are very articulate
and accurate, leaving little margin
for error in technique.

At this point in time, there is a huge
variety of strings on the market, all
occupying some point on the
continuum between the visceral
thump and quick decay of gut on
one end, and the brighter, articulate
sportscar-like accuracy of
spirocores on the other. So, from the
luthier’s point of view, the first
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piece of information Nick wants to
know about a player he’s going to
set up a bass for is the choice of
string, which tells him the basic
sonic parameter the player is after.
The next factor to be considered is
how much resistance the player
likes to feel from the string. As
Nick describes the chain of events
in tone production, muscle energy
(which he equates with energy
created by good use of arm weight)
is transmitted to the string, creating
string energy, which is eventually
transmitted and amplified by the top
and body of the bass. While this
may seem obvious to some, it is
instructive to me, as it emphasizes
those aspects of tone production
that do not require an expensive-
pedigreed instrument to achieve. 

What the player actually feels from
the string while playing is what I
had always thought of as “tension,”
but which Nick describes better as
“resistance.” A string has the exact
same amount of tension on it, no
matter whether it is set extremely
close to the board or high off the
board; what the player feels while
playing is the resistance from the
string when plucking it with the
right hand, or stopping it with the
left. As Nick points out, when the
string is close to the board, the right
hand finger glances off of the string
when plucking, whereas at a higher
height, the finger gets deeper under
the string when plucking, usually
resulting in more mass or surface of
the finger contacting the string,
which creates a bigger draw on the
string, producing a greater
excursion of the string when the
finger releases it. What this means
for the player is that the quantifiable
tension of the string itself is only a
part of the story; what’s really
important to the player is the
amount of resistance he or she
wants to feel when playing. A high-

tension string set low to the board
may give the feeling of very little
resistance to the player, and a low-
tension string set high off of the
board may feel like a lot of
resistance. This gives the player a
lot of tonal options to experiment
with between string types and setup. 

Given the high price of double bass
strings these days, it’s not really
practical for most of us to try every
possible kind of string at every
possible string height before
deciding what our optimal setup
will be. But Nick offers some very
practical insights into how we can
all make this experience a little less
painful. As he points out, there are
dozens of ways to set up a bass for
dozens of styles of music and
limitless personal player
preferences, but we can whittle
these down by following some very
simple guidelines:

When you hear a player whose
sound you like, don’t be shy
about paying them a
compliment and asking them
questions about their
instrument, setup, string
preferences, amplification, etc.
While a few players are
secretive about these things,
most will be all too happy to
share this information with
someone who appreciates what
they do enough to ask
(especially, as Nick points out,
if there is an offer to buy the
player a drink at the end of a
long night). He also
recommends that you write this
information down, so you won’t
forget.

When communicating with your
luthier about what you want, be
clear about what you are after
and be as specific as possible.
Nick mentions that some shops

have only one kind of setup that
they feel is best for everyone,
but he feels that the better
luthiers keep an open ear to
what the player is asking for.
What do you like about how
your bass plays now? What
would you like to improve? If
there is an issue in the feel of
the bass, do you feel it most in
the right hand, the left hand, or
both? If it’s a left hand issue,
the amount of scoop or camber
on the board may need to be
adjusted; if it’s a right hand
issue, the problem likely lies
elsewhere.

Are you married to your string
choice, or are you willing to
experiment? Either way is fine,
but it’s important for your
luthier to know this.

Last, remember that beyond a
certain point, everything is a
tradeoff; making a change that
improves one area of how your
bass feels will likely affect
another area in a way that you
might not expect at first. When
this happens, live with it for a
while and see if the tradeoff is
worth it once you get used to
how it feels.

In the end, developing a healthy
relationship with a good luthier is
an essential part of developing a
healthy relationship with your
instrument. If you’re lucky enough
to find a good luthier near enough
to where you live, nurture that
relationship. And if you’re lucky
enough to live within a few hours
drive of Cincinnati, make the trip to
Nick’s shop the next time your bass
needs a little fussing over. You’ll be
really glad you did.
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The Long and
Winding Road 

Philthy Talk
By Phil Maneri

Kris’ tiple was broken. A friend told
him about a guy who lived in a trailer
in the desert that had the skills to fix it.
So, in the summer of 1985, Kris pulled
up to a mobile home trailer parked out
in the middle of nowhere in the desert
in New Mexico and made his way
through the junk piled up in front of the
beat-up old trailer. While waiting for
the door knock to be answered, he
notices an old electric bass leaning
against the mobile home covered in
dust having sat for what appeared to be
years. After consulting about the tiple
repair, Kris decides it isn’t worth
spending the money on it. The
repairman wants to keep the tiple
himself though, so he asks, “Can I trade
you something around here for it?” Kris
says, “How about that bass leaning
against the house?” Kris drives home
with a 1962 Fender Precision in trade
for a broken tiple.

It’s pretty beat up. The original
electronics were missing, and it had
been routed out for all kinds of
electronics it no longer had. It still had
what was left of the original finish on
the remaining lumber, and a very
serviceable stock neck. Over the next
20 years, he goes through several
pickup changes and all kinds of
different treatments, but Kris just
doesn’t dig it. So, in 2006 he puts the
bass up for sale on the internet, and
about 120 seconds later, I’ve paid for it
and it’s on its way to its new home in
Ohio.

It didn’t sound very good, and it played
poorly. But it had very good bones.
There is no substitute for 50-year-old
wood seasoned in the hot desert sun. I
gave it a fret job and the playing
cleaned up quite a bit. Dead spots
evened out some, but the usual Fender
suspects remained. It still sounded like
crap with the old P/J pickup set it came
with, so it became the project bass.
Over many years, every pickup
imaginable was put in and out of the
bass, along with at least a half dozen
active circuits. It was set up with a pile
of different strings without a
completely satisfactory result. It’s seen
a bunch of gigs, but its stable mates
pretty much kick it’s ass for one reason
or another. The bass has spent most of
its time on the bench as a testing block
or hanging around in its case waiting
for the magic that makes me fall in love
with it.

Like most Leo Fender creations, I’ve
always had a love for the MusicMan
Stingray. I’ve owned and sold several
over the years, but never really bonded
with any of them, as I have with old
Precisions and Jazzes. They usually
have ash bodies and a humbuckers
wired in parallel set closer to the bridge
than a precision and closer to the neck
than a Jazz Bass bridge pickup. This
ends up making them shy in the
midrange, bright and often clacky
compared to my preferred old
Precisions with flatwounds. One day I
thought, “I wonder if flatwounds would
sound good on a Stingray? Maybe the
things I don’t like about the Stingray
would go away with flats.” My shop’s
right hand man, Sean, volunteered his
Stingray for a string experiment.
Labella Flats 45-105 confirmed that

yes, everything I disliked about the
Stingray has vanished with the flats. It
sounds pretty bad ass. I guess I should
buy another Stingray. 

Well, maybe not. I prefer alder body
tones to ash, and an alder Stingray is
hard to find. I really can’t live without
that pickup closer to the neck, either.
Plus, the 1962 P-bass is sitting right
there, willing to take anything I give it
… and it’s already routed everywhere,
so there is no sacrilege in cutting it up
more, right? What’s a little less wood,
anyhow? Given all my vintage
instrument sensitivity, I couldn’t bring
myself to do it. I had the pickup laying
there on the bass on a bench top for
months, just waiting and staring me
down, daring me to do it. But I just
couldn’t hack up a Pre-CBS Precision,
no matter how far from its pedigree it
has fallen. Sean brought in his routing
templates and his beloved Festool
router, and sat them on the bench next
to the bass. More daring stares, now
from a router. And still I waited yet
another couple weeks before I screwed
up the guts to do it. Gingerly, at first, as
the smell of the ancient alder grinding
into dust was maddening. I’m an idiot.
Surely, I’m going to hell, now.

Soon, I had yet another cavern in a
vintage P-bass waiting for a pickup. I
routed it in the original Stingray sweet
spot at 13 9/16” from the 12th fret, on
center. Of course, it was smashed right
up against the Precision pickup and
looked weird there, but pickup
placement is crucial to getting the
proper sound. So, I wired it up quickly
and strung it up with flats and there it
was: the classic MusicMan Stingray
tone in a vintage P-bass. An unexpected
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benefit was that mixed with the P-bass
pickup, it sounded spectacular. The
whole thing looked like crap, but was
completely huge sounding; familiar
Fender sounds, but claiming its own
unique space.

But that wasn’t good enough, yet. The
Stingray and Precision pickups were
too close together on the D/G strings,
so there wasn’t enough distinction
between them. It would be better to
have them spaced further apart.
Moreover I’ve always felt the split
Precision pickup was backwards in the
first place. Why have the E/A strings
half closer to the neck than the D/G
strings, when traditionally the D/G
could stand to darken up, especially as
you play up the neck past the usual
Fender dead spots? BC Rich, Hammer,
and Yamaha figured that out and
swapped spots. Lee Sklar did, too, and
who can argue with his tone? 

It took another two months to bring
myself to defile the holy grail of Fender
basses yet again. But eventually one
day, just before I was going to go home
for the day, I said “Screw it, I’ve gone
this far.” I pulled out the router once
again and made space on the other side
of the E/A strings half for the D/G
string coil. Crazy, but brilliant. The
D/G on that bass was always a little
anemic compared to the crush of the
E/A. By leapfrogging that coil back
over the E/A side, it still sounded like a

Precision, but with a way-fatter D/G.
Total win … plus it didn’t look near as
weird sitting on top of the Stingray 
pickup like that.

The now completely hacked up P-bass
needed some help in the pickguard
department if it was going to look like
anything but a train wreck on the gig.
Lots of conversation went into the
overall look. It had to pay homage to
the ‘62 Precision it was, but also honor
the other Fender-designed basses it was
modded to emulate. I had an old repro
gold anodized P-bass guard laying
around that I decided to use as a control
plate, like on a Stingray, or more
accurately, a Sabre bass. Instead of
trying to round it off like MusicMan, I
decided to copy the end of a Jazz Bass
control plate on its neck end, but leave
the P-bass tail as stock. The jack was
already routed in the side of the bass, so
that just stayed where it was. The next
challenge was pretty big: design a
tortoise guard that interfaced with the
new pickups, lined up in synchrony
with the J-bass cut control plate and
covered the already over-routed craters
in the otherwise original finish. Tony
Dudzik of Pickgaurdian came to the
rescue. He designed and cut a
pickguard that was half-Stingray and
half-Precision that mated up with the
new control plate and pickup routes
perfectly. He left out the usual upper

bout Fender tail and created a lower
curve to cover where the J-bass pickup
used to live. It was an outstanding
design.

The pickups and wiring are always
changing and most likely will continue,
but its current control layout will
probably remain. In experiments, a
typical blend arrangement didn’t sound
right, no matter how we choose the
components. It diluted the sounds of
both pickups and muddied up the
middle, no matter what values we
substituted into the mix. The best tone,
overall, came with a traditional
Precision volume and passive tone
control. The pickups are switched in
and out individually, with two of the
switches acting as on/off switches for
each pickup. The second pair of knobs
controls the bass and treble of a
Sadowsky preamp. The switch between
them changes the MM pickup from
series to parallel. The master volume
has a push/pull switch toggling between
active and passive. This retained the
original tone and function of an old
Precision and the MusicMan, with its
classic parallel wiring, but allowed
addition of the other elements, as
desired. When both pickups are mixed
together, the series wiring sounds much
better. The upshot of this arrangement
is it looks very much like the switches
and knobs of a G&L L2000, yet another
venerable Fender design.

And in fact that’s what this bass is,
homage to all things Leo Fender. This
bass has become an artistic collage of
the original Fender Precision with
elements from the Jazz Bass, the
MusicMan Stingray, MusicMan Sabre
and the G&L L2000. It looks vintage
and modern at the same time. The
wood is 50+ years old; it sounds as big
as a house and can do just about
anything you can ask a bass to do.

It’s a long way from a discarded sleeper
in the desert.
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Upright Perspective
By Arnold Schnitzer

This column is ostensibly about the
double bass and issues related to
buying, owning and playing it. So
why this installment on the subject
of lutherie, you ask? For two main
reasons: so you, the player, will
have a better idea what goes on in
the life of the person you entrust
your wooden partner to; and to give
a sense of reality to all those players
out there who have at some point
hatched the thought, “I think I’d like
to become a luthier.” Working every
day with beautiful and expensive
instruments is a privilege and a
great responsibility. I am mindful in
my work of the medical profession’s
Hippocratic oath which states “Do
no harm.” I am also mindful of the
fact that I am fortunate and grateful
to have found a profession that is
interesting, worthwhile, challenging
and lucrative enough to keep the
bills paid. So, here is a peek behind
the wizard’s curtain:

An abbreviated list of skills a good
luthier needs to be successful (along
with some hopefully pertinent
comments):

Communication – Every player has
his own vocabulary for describing
sound, response and problems with
his instrument. A good luthier needs
to be able to flush out what is really

going on with an instrument and
offer a solution. He also needs to be
able to speak directly to the player,
with no condescension and without
getting overly technical. This is
very important when negotiating
pricing and timeframe for a repair
or commission. Musicians, like
most artists, are creative and often
quirky. A good luthier does not
judge or browbeat, but does his best
to negotiate the terrain with the idea
that making the client happy is the
ultimate goal. Many luthiers seem
to display a didactic nature, talking
down to their clients and other
professionals as if only they hold
the secrets to quality instrument
making and repairing. These are the
same types who spend a good deal
of their time disparaging other
luthiers, especially those in close
geographic proximity to themselves.
Being helpful is what really matters
in the luthier/client relationship, and
to be helpful, good communication
skills are essential.

Mechanical – String instruments,
especially basses, are complex
constructions of wood and metal
parts. A luthier needs to understand
how various tools work, and when
to use which one. He/she needs to
understand the concepts of stress,
tension, pitch, etc, and must be able
to relate these concepts to real-life
situations. In the case of string bass,
there are finicky tuning machines,
endpins, tailpiece hangers and
(sometimes) complex C-extensions,
which require strong mechanical
acumen to properly service.
Luthiers are often faced with
problem-solving situations that

require them to make their own
tools and jigs. Tool making is a
difficult and important mechanical
skill for a luthier to develop.
Luthiers who have a solid
background in metal machining are
at a definite advantage, because
they can make nearly any tool,
fitting or replacement part.

Woodworking – Obviously, string
instruments are primarily made of
wood; both hardwoods and
softwoods. A luthier needs to know
how to measure, cut, carve, plane,
bend, scrape, sand, inlay and glue
wooden parts. He/she also needs to
have a thorough understanding of
wood technology, such as proper
drying, seasonal movement, grain
orientation, etc. It is helpful to have
experience with many different
types of wood. Skills with hand
tools are crucial, and it certainly
does not hurt to be well-versed in
using power tools, as well.
Knowledge of common wood joints
and joining techniques is essential.
Ideally, a luthier should possess all
the wood-related skills necessary to
create a string instrument, from
cutting the tree to completing the
fiddle. To be a good woodworker,
one needs to have a love and
reverence for wood; this translates
to a desire to make the most of
every good piece, and to never
waste this precious and beautiful
resource.

Finishing – Varnishing and
retouching are among the most
difficult skills to acquire. There is
an old saying amongst violinmakers
that goes something like this, “It

On Being A Luthier

The Skills and
Attributes Needed

for Success
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takes about ten years to become a
good violinmaker, then you spend
the rest of your life trying to figure
out how to put a decent finish on
the damn thing.” Although most
commercial instrument businesses
rely on modern synthetic finishes
and spray equipment, traditional
luthiers brush or pad on fine
finishes, such as shellacs, oil and
spirit varnishes and french polishes.
The skills and eye required for
accurate retouching take significant
training and years of practice to
perfect. I personally have varnished
at least 50 basses and several other
wooden instruments (not to mention
boats, cabinets, floors, etc), and
retouched hundreds. After all this
time, I feel like I am finally getting
pretty good at it.  

Musicianship – A good luthier is
also a decent musician, so he/she
can assess and adjust the
instruments he works on. Only a
musician knows when a bass, guitar,
violin or lute feels and sounds its
best. Yes, there are luthiers who
play very little, but they must have
a close confidant or partner to help
with tonal and set-up issues.
Otherwise they are like a pilot with
one eye, lacking the depth
perception needed to accurately
navigate the airspace.

Mathematics – A lot of measuring
goes on in a luthier’s shop. Often
this measuring also involves
dividing or multiplying in complex
fractions. I personally am in the
midst of a metric conversion, as the
USA is just about the only country
left which uses the old imperial
system. Most violin-family luthiers
work strictly in the metric system,
since it is much more logical, based
on tens, and involves less tedious
fractions. I am no math whiz, but I
do use basic trigonometry, geometry
and algebra in my design, layout
and fitting work.

Business – The field of instrument
making, sales and repairing has
become quite competitive in recent
years. A great luthier may fall by
the wayside if he/she lacks the
business skills to organize, market
and keep accurate records. A decent
understanding of cash-flow, cost
accounting and estimating is an
absolute. Nowadays, knowledge
regarding marketing and
communicating via internet is
essential. Most luthiers – myself
included – find the business aspects
of the job tedious, and we would
gladly spend all day at our
workbench, yet the bills must be
paid, and invoices must be
collected!  

Among the personal attributes a
good luthier should possess are
enthusiasm, resilience,
inventiveness, creativity,
intelligence and patience. It is a
very challenging and rewarding
profession which can also be
frustrating and scary when things go
wrong. And things do indeed go
wrong on a regular basis! Most
good luthiers I know have an “even
keel” demeanor, and this helps them
even out the rewarding and
frustrating times. A healthy ego is
important, as I believe most good
luthiers are doing their best
(whether consciously or
unconsciously) to leave a somewhat
permanent mark on the world, to
live on and assert their sense of self
through their instruments. But this
ego needs to be balanced by a good
sense of humility, and the life-long
commitment to learn, learn and
learn. Pablo Casals, the great cellist,
was asked at age 92 why he still
practiced so much every day. “I feel
I am making progress,” was his
reply. Me, too!

Nick Reijmer, Xsonics
Thanks again for getting
Xsonics in the magazine. I
thought the review looked
great. Would it be possible for
you to make mention that I
have a two-week trial / test
policy with 100 percent money
back if not satisfied?
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FUNDAMENTAL

SUPPORT
By Tom Bowlus

Many of the stories we have
featured in this column have a
common thread. School funding
difficulties across the USA have led
to many budget cuts, and all too
often, it is music and the arts which
end up on the chopping block.
Musical expression benefits
developing minds in so many ways,
and the potential for lifelong
enrichment is immense. Losing the
opportunities for such enrichment is
a serious detriment to the youth of
our nation. Fortunately, many
philanthropic organizations and
groups – some of which have been
featured in these pages – have
picked up the banner, and are
helping to restore opportunities for

children to have music in their
lives. The Fender Music Foundation
takes one of the biggest names
imaginable in the music world, and
hangs it on a quickly growing
organization which is dedicated to
placing instruments in music school
classrooms, after-school programs
and music therapy programs across
the country.

The Fender Music Foundation
began its young life as the Guitar
Center Foundation, which was
founded in 2005 by Larry Thomas
when he retired as the CEO of
Guitar Center. Larry is now the
CEO of – you guessed it – the
Fender Musical Instrument
Corporation. As you would expect
from the name association, Fender

(the Musical Instrument
Corporation) supplies many
instruments (and amps, and stands,
etc) to the Foundation for
distribution to the grant recipients.
But the Fender Music Foundation
does not believe in wearing
philanthropic blinders, and they
work with many other
manufacturers within the industry,
such as DW Drums, Hal Leonard,
Hohner, Sage Guitars, and Cordoba
Guitars.

According to Lynn Robison, the
Foundation’s Executive Director,
the Fender Music Foundation has
reached 201,022 people so far, and
they plan in increasing the scope of
their reach by placing instruments
in the hands of more than 1 Million
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people within three years. Their
foundation serves all 50 states, with
a focus on schools, therapy
programs, and other 501(C)(3)’s,
such as Boys & Girls Clubs, Major
Chords for Minors, and the CHIME
Institute, which supports special
needs students. The grant
application process is handled
online, and the Fender Music
Foundation looks for sustainable
programs to support.

In addition to soliciting instruments,
amps and accessories from music
industry manufacturers, the Fender
Music Foundation is supported by
large corporate cash donors,
individual donors, and sale of
memorabilia on their online store, at
http://store.fendermusicfoundation.org/.
To help increase awareness and
sales of memorabilia, FMF recently
formed an alliance with
Reverb.com, a web-based music
products auction site founded by
David Kalt, owner of the Chicago
Music Exchange. Reverb.com has

agreed to support the Foundation by
posting and facilitating auctions of
FMF’s memorabilia at no cost to the
Foundation. FMF is also enlisting
support within other industries; for
example, FMF, Reverb.com and
NASCAR partnered recently to
have one of the NASCAR drivers
sign an instrument, which included
a customized pick guard, that was
displayed at the SEMA show in Las
Vegas and sold on Reverb.com this
month.

If you would like to support the
Fender Music Foundation and their
mission to get instruments in the
hands of people who might
otherwise miss out on the benefits
of having music in their lives,
please peruse their memorabilia
store, or make a direct donation at
their webpage,
http://www.fendermusicfoundation.org/.
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