Akai MPC 2500

Akai unveil their newest MPC, the 2500. Marc ‘01’
investigates the mystery that resides inside the black box...

PRICE £950

CONTACT
Web: www.akaipro.com

TECH SPEC

Sound Generator
Sampling rate: 44.1kHz
Memory: 16MB (128MB
max)

Recording time: 136sec
(24m28sec max)
Memory expansion slot: 1 x
for optional EXM128
Data format: 16-bit linear
Polyphony: 32

Filtering: 2 x 2-pole filter
per voice

Filter type: Lo, Band, Hi-
pass

(cont pg 31)
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OR THOSE THAT don't

know, the MPC is the

sampling drum machine of

choice in the hip hop
community —everyone from Dr Dre
to Prefuse 73 are rocking beats with
the MPC, live and in the studio. It's
also a pretty handy sequencer, and
can be hooked up as a master or a
slave to other MIDI equipment. Many
producers swear by the combination
of the MPC'’s pads for programming,
and its special swing quantise for
getting the perfect grooves.

The 2500 is the follow-up to the
2000xI. On paper it seems to offer a
lot more features — multiple analogue
outs, digi in/out, multiple filter types,
more memory, more hands on
control, effects, dsp functions,
connectivity and expandability.

The new MPC looks great — it's jet
black, with red lights and a yellow
green screen that tilts for easier
viewing. The body is built of metal,
and the side panels are plastic, the
rubber feet are quite small and it sits
quite flush to the table. It weighs in at
six kilos and is totally silent in use.

All change

The layout has changed, the sliders
are on the left, the pads are now in
the middle and the shuttle controls
and scrub wheel are on the right, like
the 4000. As standard it ships with
16MB RAM, which equates to 136
seconds of mono sampling. There’s
also a built-in compact flash card
reader thrown in. You can opt to fita
2.5" laptop style hard drive internally
for added storage, and there’s space

for a CDR-W drive. There's also a
USB port for connecting directly to
your PC or Mac. No drivers are
needed with Windows 2000/XP or
0S9.1/X, and it shows up as a
removable drive. You do need to
have a compact flash card or HD
installed to transfer files; you can’t
operate the MPC while transferring,
and you need to disconnect from the
computer to recommence
programming.

Navigation continues in the old
tradition, using a main window for
the essential sequence info, and a
mode button for accessing the other
functions like recording, trimming,
editing and mixing. You can get
pretty quick with an MPC after
spending a day with one. There's not
a daunting amount of windows to
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Chop Shop

THERE’S BEEN A bit of a myth building around the time stretching capabilities of the
2500, so lets cut to the chase. It chops the loops into regions like Recycle does, then it
converts them either into slices, with a region on each sample pad, or into a ‘patched
phrase’, which keeps the regions in the same sequence order, and plays and creates a
template to play it back with the same groove.

In practice, this can work out just fine for most drum and percussion loops, especially
when speeding things up, but it's when you take things down to a significantly slower
tempo that you can notice exactly what’s going on. The gaps between the end of one
sample and the start of the next become more obvious. When converting a loop to
‘Patched Phrase’ you can choose to add some release artefacts to elongate the chopped
sample’s length. This can help in situations where you have melodic, flowing lines, as it
can smooth the transitions between the chops. It doesn’t work on stereo samples!

memorise, but you'll need the
manual to find all of them.

The core sequencing power
remains the same, with 64 tracks
per sequence, but oddly enough
Akai have reduced the maximum

take your ‘all’ song files. If you're
coming from the 1000, however,
you get maximum compatibility.

Hands on the box
If the MPC is all about the pads, then

If you want to play a snare with
articulation and detail on one pad
and bash out a kick with brute force
on another, you've got four velocity
curves and 16 levels of sensitivity to
fine tune it.

Real-time control has been
improved; the 2500 now sports two
faders and a pair of rotaries, known
as ‘Q-Link’. These four can be
assigned to a pad’s parameters,
such as filter cut-off and tuning. Not
all parameters are assignable,
neither are effects, but the good
news is that you can now do sweeps
in real-time, compared to the 2000,
which could only take a setting when
the sample was triggered and then
remained static until the next hit. You
can still chose to use this ‘note-on’
style of adjustment, and some
parameters, like the envelope
settings, can only use this mode.

Set-up is straight forward, but you
must remember to set the range of
the fader relative to the parameters
initial values, otherwise you might
not notice any changes. All motions
can be recorded as part of a
sequence, which is cool because in
Mixer mode the rotary and fader act
like a channel strip’s volume and
pan. You can also set the fx send on
the fx window, and it would be cool
to be able to use both sets of Q-
Links, either to control all three
parameters together or, otherwise,
two simultaneous channels.

In “Trim” and ‘Loop’ mode, the

(cont from pg 30)

Effects: 2 plus Master
(Chorus, Flanger, Bit
Grunger, 4-band EQ,
Compressor, Phase Shifter,
Tremolo, Flying Pan,
Reverb, Delay)

Master effect: 4-band EQ,
Compressor

Sequencer: Maximum
events, 100,000 notes
Resolution: 96 parts per
1/4-note

Sequences: 99

Tracks per sequence: 64
MIDI out: 64 (16 channels
x 4 outputs)

Song mode: 20 songs, 250
steps per song

Sync mode

MIDI clock

Drum pads: 16

Drum pad banks: 4
Connectivity: 2 x MIDI ins,
4 x MIDI outs

Built-in USB port

10 outputs (1/4")

2 inputs (1/4")

2 Assignable Footswitch
inputs

Optional: Hard drive, CD-
RW/DVD drive

Display: 240 x 64 LCD
Digital input RCA-pin x 1
S/PDIF

Dimensions: 415 x 94 (max
139) x 334mm

Weight: 13.5Kg

amount of events down from
300,000 (on the 2000xI) to
100,000. Polyphony is identical at
32 voices and MIDI ports are the
standard — two in (merged) and four
out, addressing 64 channels in total.
If you are looking to upgrade from
the 2000x! then it's worth knowing
that you can only take your seq,
pgm, wav and snd files. You can’t
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how do they compare to the 2000's?
They are very smooth, the resistance
is harder in the middle area and very
flexi on the edges. They're probably
a lot more like the 1000’s pads. You
can customise the sensitivity and
velocity curves of each individual
pad, which is great, as it can really
help you get the right feel for each
sample you might be jamming with.
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faders are used to move the sample
start and end points, although it can
get a bit awkward since they only
work if you press the ‘after’ button
adjacent to it. Overall the Q-Links
have a smooth feel, and | get the
impression they are built to last.

More detail
Two new additions to the sequencing
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MPC history

THE FIRST MPC arrived in 1988 — the MPCE0. It was the result of Akai teaming
up with Roger Linn, who had previously created the Linn Drum machine range.
It was based on the Linn9000 and incorporated a sequencer, small LCD screen
and 12-bit sampling in a tank-like shell. Many producers still swear that this is
the model to go for. It has some compatibility with the 3000, and Roger Linn
gives its users tech support. Akai followed up with the ASQ10, which was the
sequencer section in a box, without the sampling or pads.

For the next few years they concentrated on their range of 19" rack samplers
and dominated the market, and it wasn't until 1994 that they brought out the
stereo MPC3000. This was the end of their collaboration with Roger Linn. In
1997 Akai went solo and introduced the 2000, which was criticised for being
less sturdy. Quick on its heels came the 2000xI, with its swivelling LCD and time
stretching capabilities.

Still, the public yearned for more and in 2002 Akai responded with the
superlative MPC4000 (pictured), still the top of the range model. 2003 was a
shaky year for Akai — the bottom was falling out of the rack sampler market, but
they fought back with a plan to release their Z-range as a VST instrument. It
never happened. They did, however, manage to squeeze out the little MPC1000
to critical acclaim. In 2004 their finances were a mess and Numark stepped in
to take over their distribution in the west. Now Akai concentrate on sampling
tools with the iconic MPC range. The rack samplers have been discontinued.
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palate are the Grid editor and Mixer
automation. The Grid editor is similar
to the step editor but graphically
depicts the quantise steps in a
pattern, scrolling from left to right.
You can enter steps by selecting
their position with the scrub wheel,
and enter them by hitting the pad
while the overdub button is engaged.
You can get stuck into the basics
of each note, such as tuning and
length, as well as the details,
including filter and envelope settings.
| found it easy enough to tidy up
patterns that | had jammed in Live
and add nice touches. The step edit
is still available, and you'll need it to
edit other types of MIDI data, such
as pitch bend and control changes.
Mix automation is recorded by
selecting ‘record mix changes’ on
the mixer page. You can then record
volume and pan changes with the Q-
Link. It works like a charm and you
can watch the bar graph jump
around on the LED. The downside is
that you can’t automate effects
sends — surely that’s something to be
implemented in a software update.
Effects are now a standard
feature — there are two effects
busses, a master set and a total of
ten different types to choose from.
The organisation of the effects limits
you in your choice of routing.
Basically, with each sample pad you
can elect to route it to either FX1 or
FX2. FX1 acts like an insert effect —

Hands-on control make using the MPC
range easy as, either in the studio or live

you can buss any amount of pads
through it, while FX2 works as a
send effect, and you can send any
amount of pads through it. You can
also choose to buss the output of
FX1 directly into FX2.

The ten effects on offer cover the
basics of EQ, compression, delay,
reverb and modulation, with the
addition of Bit Grunger, which is a
bit-reduction/down-sampling combo,
good for recreating the MPC60
sound. The final Master FX block
consists of a four band EQ (two
parametric and shelving) and a
compressor; this only affects the
master output.

There are enough parameters to
offer a fair bit of variation, and the
sound quality is consistently good.
Thankfully they have included tempo
sync in the delay, tremolo, LFO and
panning blocks to keep things tight
with the beats.

Recording samples

The MPC can record from its
analogue or digital inputs, as well as
re-sampling from the main stereo
outputs. If you've got the optional CD
player installed, you can also record
from this as it shows up as an
internal source, whereby you get the
option to record a segment manually
or load an entire track into memory.
All recording is done at 16-bit 44.1
kHz; this gives the MPC a full and
natural sound, in contrast to the
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ALTERNATIVES

ROLAND MV8000

£1,549

Inspired by the MPC, it goes
way further and is designed
to do everything you need to
create a track, including
burning the final CD.
www.roland.co.uk

KORG ELECTRIBE SX-1
£599 9/6/9/9/9 FM145
Not only a sampler, but
packed to the rafters with
great sounds. There's plenty
of potential to get creative
with this crimson beauty.
www.korg.co.uk
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original MPC60, which recorded at
12-bit, giving it that trademark fat
and crunchy sound.

Direct recording

Direct recording is a feature that
many MPC2000 devotees will
welcome with open arms. It enables
you to jam your sequences, and at
any time you want to start recording
a sample and the MPC wiill
remember the location/song position
of the recording. And if you wish,
there’s an option for it to
automatically place it into your
arrangement at the original location.

The samples are stored in RAM;
it does not record onto your hard
drive, so you can't use your MPC like
a multi-track HD recorder. There’s
another option that ties in with this
called continuous sample track. It's
useful in situations where you have
long samples that start in one
sequence and continue into the
next sequence.

Ordinarily, if you are working on
the second sequence the long
sample wont be triggered since it
begins on the previous sequence.
But if you assign it to the ‘continuous
sample track’ then the MPC will
figure out the point in the sample it
should start on relative to the current
sequence, and play it back from
there as if it were operating like a
hard disk recorder. You can’t have

more than one ‘continuous sample
track’ playing, and therefore you
can't do pseudo multi-tracking, and
you can't add effects or filters in real
time. In contrast, though, you can
also modify the rec-input signal
(input-thru) with the new effects and
filters in real time.

Akai have beefed up the filter
arsenal to include high, low and
band pass types, and each pad can
have two filters assigned. Since the
filters are of the 2-pole type they
don't self oscillate, but you can stack
an identical filter using the link
mode. This hots things up a couple
of notches, but if you really want it to
scream, your filter of choice is low-
pass2 — a pair of these really gets
those basses bleeping!

Wrapping it up

The current OS is version 1. It hasn’t
crashed on me in the two weeks I've
had it. There have been a few minor
bugs reported whereby some song
preferences can't be saved, and a
few features don't seem to have
been implemented yet. | anticipate a
revision in the next six months, once
enough feedback has come in.

The host of new features certainly
raise the bar significantly from the
2000xl, especially as the extra
hardware comes as standard. The
software features bring it closer to
the 1000, but it still stands above its

little blue sibling as a more powerful
and better looking machine.

So, the question is — is it worth
upgrading from the 20007 If you've
found yourself making compromises
because of RAM limitations, and you
want more filters and real time
control, better storage facilities and
computer integration, then it's a
worthwhile investment. The direct
recording, mix automation and chop-
shop features might just be the icing
on the cake. M

ONTHEDVD 6

Check out the sound of the new Akai
MPC 2500 for yourself. Go to page 136
for more information.
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The classic gets a decent
upgrade and a nice paint job
to boot!
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