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C
ontroller keyboards are 

lively, multi-tasking beasts 

these days, which is 

remarkable when you 

consider that it doesn’t seem like fi ve 

minutes ago that such products seemed 

almost mind-numbingly dull. Early 

‘master’ keyboards found favour in the 

late ’80s with studio and live musicians 

keen to control stacks of other MIDI 

keyboards and modules but they offered 

little appeal to everyone else as they 

contained no internal sounds and were 

frequently complicated to set up. 

It seemed possible that the whole 

concept of keyboard control in this 

sense would struggle with the software 

revolution, as more and more musicians 

consigned hardware synths to the attic 

or local rubbish dump. But some 

manufacturers saw an opportunity that 

was too good to miss and began 

releasing controllers designed to offer 

tactility over a whole range of functions 

required by the software musician – 

keyboard note input for sure, but also 

sliders, knobs, switches and pads – so 

that the modern controller could 

become as essential a studio workhorse 

as the computer itself. It worked and 

the souped-up controller keyboard 

market is now thriving. So can Akai set 

divert attention with the MPK49?

Packed to the gunnels
As you can see, the MPK is a fi ne-

looking fellow. A brief glance across its 

top panel hints at the range of control it 

offers, with the right-hand third offering 

eight ‘endless’ knobs, faders and 

switches. To the left-hand side, orange-

illuminated pitch bend and assignable 

modulation wheels glow gently and 

below the commanding blue back-lit 

screen, a set of mode buttons fl ank the 

transport switches, which allow control 

over the very functionality of your 

sequencer. Most divertingly, the MPK 

features a set of 12 distinctive pads, 

which will be familiar to anyone with a 

working knowledge of Akai’s product 

history; these bad boys are lifted from 

the MPC range of sampling sequencers. 

Even as an overview, that’s quite an 

impressive set of controllers but 

appearances can be deceptive. As it 

transpires, while there’s only one set of 

eight physical controllers for knobs, 

sliders and buttons, a Control Bank 

button lets you assign three different 

sets of data for these controls. So, 

rather than having 24 total parameters 

assignable to the MPK at any one time, 
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Real MPC pads

2 Nicely organised

3 A lot packed into a very 
portable package

Akai MPK49 | £299
Controllers have come a long way from their humble 
roots. Can Akai’s MPK49 offer something innovative 
in a packed market place? Jono Buchanan thinks so

ON THE DVD

And more besides

If you’re such a control 

freak that you need more 

besides this solid array of 

features, don’t turn the 

page just yet. For starters, 

the bundled CD offers 

some nifty things in the 

form of a dedicated 

Graphical editor and a 

‘Lite’ version of Ableton 

Live. The former maps the 

control set-up options of 

the MPK to your 

computer, so if you’d 

rather use your computer 

keyboard to set up and 

assign controllers, that 

choice is yours. In general 

I’m a huge fan of such 

editors and this one is just 

as intrinsically useful. 

Because Akai have 

made using the MPK itself 

so straightforward, very 

little time is saved doing 

this in the computer. And 

in case that sounds like a 

criticism, I mean precisely 

the opposite…
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you have 72. This is enough to cover 

even complex plug-ins and toggling 

banks to switch settings works well.

Slick performance
In fact, from the moment you connect 

the USB cable, everything here does. 

Somewhat disconcertingly there’s no 

power switch, which bothered me until 

it transpired that the MPK49 is USB 

buss-powered and therefore has its 

power regulated by computer activity. 

There’s no driver to install but be 

warned that I had to run my Mac’s 

Audio/MIDI Setup Utility to let my 

computer know that the MPK was my 

interface of choice. Thereafter, it’s 

simple to boot up your target software of 

choice and assign commands. 

Akai have created a bunch of preset 

starting points, so if you own 

sequencers such as Cubase, Sonar or 

Live or plug-ins from Spectrasonics or 

GMedia, the MPK is ready for you. If 

not, assigning commands is very easy. 

The ‘Edit’ button sets the screen a-

fl ashing and to set a MIDI controller, 

you simply push the knob, fader or 

switch of your choice and then pick the 

relevant controller number and range on 

the screen. So if you want to adjust a 

plug-in’s volume, you look up the MIDI 

controller number for that product and 

decide if you want to restrict full (0-

127) controller movement. Repeat for 

as many parameters as you want and 

save the ‘preset’ to one of 30 locations. 

The MPC pads are similarly glorious 

in use and it was good to be reunited 

with them after checking out the 

MPC500 last year. Performance seems 

identical, with their touch response 

requiring a pleasingly fi rm thwack to get 

up to the higher velocities. If fi xed 

maximum output is all you require, the 

MPK helpfully offers a ‘Full Level’ 

button, which restricts output to velocity 

127. Another helpful feature is the ‘12 

Level’ button which maps the most 

recently hit pad to all 12 pads and 

offers a different fi xed velocity to each. 

Accordingly, repeatedly pressing a single 

pad triggers one sound at the same 

velocity, but there are now 12 

‘predictable’ values from which to 

choose. Perhaps the standout features, 

however, arrive in the form of two 

‘sequence generating’ modules. Firstly, 

the MPK offers its own arpeggiator, 

which can clock internally or from MIDI 

and you can edit arpeggiation type and 

range. Similarly, the Note Repeat button 

provides comparable performance via 

the pads, whereby any held pads will 

‘repeat trigger’. 

Both the 

Arpeggiator and 

Note Repeat are 

governed by the 

MPK’s ‘Time 

Division’ control, 

which lets you 

specify a note 

resolution for playback with either strict 

or ‘swung’ values available. 

As I said before, the average MIDI 

controller is now packed with diverting 

technology but the MPK49 manages to 

break into the upper-reaches of this 

busy league. The faders and knobs offer 

an even, smooth response, assigning 

controllers is child’s play and the pads 

offer classic MPC-like response. For the 

pro user, a full length, fully-weighted 

keyboard action would be fantastic and 

even for the serious hobbyist 49 keys 

may not be enough. But something tells 

me Akai will address this in future. In 

the meantime, here’s a compact 

keyboard packed with features, which 

deserves your immediate attention. 

SPECS

Number of Presets: 30 

48 MIDI channels via USB

Keyboard: 49 Semi-
Weighted keyboard (velocity 
and aftertouch) 

Drum pads: 12 (velocity 
and pressure sensitive) 

Drum pad banks: four

Sliders: eight

360 degree knobs: eight 

Switches: eight

Display custom LCD with 
backlight 

MIDI In, Out 

USB Slave connector x 1 
(MIDI over USB) 

Dimensions:

730 x 300 x 100mm 
Weight: 

5.8kg

ALTERNATIVES

Novation Remote 49 
SL Compact

£250

This provides rather a lot of 
features for a reasonable 
price. Pads and sliders 
abound, plus Novation’s 
Automap software for 
integration into any number 
of host sequencers. 

novationmusic.com/uk

M-Audio Axiom 49

£150

If money’s a little tighter, 
look here and no further. 
Very useable keyboard 
action, knobs, faders and 
pad controllers too and all 
for a pretty bargain £150. 

m-audio.com

VERDICT

BUILD 

VALUE 

EASE OF USE

VERSATILITY

RESULTS

This is well thought-out, packed 

with features and an absolute 

breeze to work with.

A compact keyboard, packed with 
features, which deserves your 

immediate attention
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