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Will a flagship M-Powered interface appeal to non-
Pro Tools users too? Jono Buchanan investigates...
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WHAT IS IT?

M-Audio’s new flagship
FireWire audio interface
with M-Powered capability

CONTACT

Who: M-Audio
Tel: +44 (0)1923 204010
Web: maudio.co.uk

1 Quality Preamps
2 Flexible software routing
3 Lots of I/0

hen Digidesign and
M-Audio jointly
announced their M-
Powered collaboration,

it was clear very quickly that a user-base
financially frozen out of the market
would finally get a chance to run Pro
Tools. M-Powered continues to
represent a cost-effective way to get
your hands on this industry standard

software but with the lower cost of
Digidesign’s own M-Box range these
days, one can only assume that M-
Audio have had to stop and think about
their own line of interfaces.

Continuing to support M-Powered is,
of course, a priority but, to be
competitive, audio interfaces need more
tricks these days. Here then, is their
new flagship FireWire interface, the

ProFire 2626. Boasting whopping
amounts of 1/0, high-quality preamps
and its own flexible software application
alongside support for M-Powered, on
paper it looks like it might have enough
to bring sweat to the brow of both it's
target market and it's competitors.
Paper’s one thing, though...

A quick tour

The ProFire is a 1U rack-mountable unit
which manages to squeeze an awful lot
of control onto its front and back
panels. To start, at the back you'll find
eight combi ports, which offer XLR or
1/4" line level input. The XLR inputs
feature the same high-quality mic
preamps as feature on M-Audio’s award-
winning Octane preamp, which is an
impressive start.

Next to the inputs, 8 line outs
feature in a 2 x 4 matrix which in turn
sit next to the optional Optical
connections. There’s even room for a
MIDI, S/PDIF and Word Clock breakout
connector (the cable for which you'll

A Software Brain

There are several software complete, the 2626 duly
permutations for new ProFire sparks into life. A dedicated
2626 owners, the complexities control panel is installed and
of which depend on whether
you're intending to use
M-Powered. If you are, you'll
need Version 7.4, which may
mean an upgrade (available
from the M-Audio site).

There’s an additional update
which covers the 2626 which
you’ll need too, as well as an
updated iLok authorisation.

Lastly, you'll have to run the
2626’s own driver. None of
this is painful and, once

this really represents the a mixer, which you're free to
‘brain’ of the unit. It features configure. The Router page
four pages, the first of which is lets you make connections,
with the many analogue and
digital options assigned here.

A Settings page lets you get
jiggy with parameters such as
the Sample Rate and Sync
Source selections, while the
final page provides resources,
such as the 2626’s manual.

Changes can be made on the
fly, even while a DAW host is
up and running. Such
flexibility really helps mark the
2626 as a pro unit.
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find in the box) as well as a pair of
FireWire ports. At the front, you'll find
controls for the connections you've
made round the back, with an individual
gain dial for each input.

Inputs 1 and 2 have extended
functionality, in that they offer a
dedicated Instrument (1/4”) input, with
a toggle switch letting you select either
these or the combi input at the back,
though its worth noting that the
Instrument inputs still make use of the
Octane preamps. Each input channel
features a green ‘signal present’ LED,
with an additional red one to let you
know if you've over-cooked the levels.

The preamps are worthy of note as
they sound great, offering
significantly increased quality

Helpfully, phantom power supply is
split, with separate buttons to provide
power for inputs 1 to 4 and 5 to 8.
Equally, there are two headphone
feeds with independent level dials. For
these, two separate monitor mixes can
be created (one corresponding to
outputs 1-2, the other to 3-4), which
provides some useful flexibility. Lastly, a
Master Volume knob nestles gently next
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to the power light and switch.

In terms of audio quality, the ProFire
will spit out signals at up to 24-
bit/192kHz and the unit also employs
the JetPLL jitter elimination protocol, to
ensure pristine audio quality prevails.

The 2626 gets its name from the
number of simultaneous channels of 1/0
it can provide. If you've done your
maths, however, you'll realise the spec
described above covers less than half of
those totals. The remaining connections
are reserved for digital connections,
with the ProFire supporting coaxial
(RCA), optical (S/PDIF) and ADAT
formats. What's clear is that while

allowing you to get up and running with
analogue connections very quickly, this
is also a unit ready to support a whole
host of pro-audio needs too.

Ready, aim, fire!

Once all software is installed (see
Software Brain box on the previous
page), the ProFire works seamlessly.

| was a little surprised to discover that
the power supply, which shipped with
the demo unit, emitted a just audible
high-frequency whine, but that aside,
there were no operational issues.

In fact, if you want to plug
microphones in a make recordings,
you'll be up and running in no time.
Once you've selected the 2626 as
your audio driver of preference, the
full range of ins and outs are
available and, via the 2626's
Control Panel,

you're free to
configure
which physical
ports will
connect to
which software
ones via helpful
drop-down
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menus and ‘drag and drop’ icons. The
preamps are particularly worthy of note
as they sound great, offering
significantly increased quality over
M-Audio’s other interfaces and many of
their rivals’ too.

One consideration you might have if
you're intending to ‘hot-swap’ input
cables is where you choose to house
your 2626 as all connections, including
those made via the breakout cable, are
at the rear of the unit.

Quality control
Admittedly, most project studios may
well not be equipped with coaxial and
ADAT sources but
even if you're
intending to
regularly pull out
analogue
microphone
cables, you'll need
access to that rear
panel. This isn't a
criticism — in fact, M-Audio should be
congratualated for squeezing so many
1/0 options into a single rack space.
The audio quality is extremely good
and is easily the best I've heard from an
M-Audio interface. The software
integration is superb too, with the easy-
to-use control panel always available if
you're looking to re-route inputs or
assign feeds to the headphone ports.
M-Audio has succeeded in
producing an interface that can have
wider appeal. In other words, I'd urge
you to check out this box whether you're
interested in Pro Tools or not. FM
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Don't be fooled by its size — this is
a great sounding interface with
myriad options.

Line Inputs (Balanced)
Frequency Response: +/-
0.1dB, 20Hz to 22kHz
(48KHz), +/- 0.4dB, 20Hz to
80kHz (192kHz)

Dynamic Range: 110dB,
A-weighted
Signal-to-Noise Ratio:
-110dB, A-weighted
THD+N: 0.0008% (-102dB),
1kHz, -1dBFS

Crosstalk: -120dB @ 1 kHz
Maximum Input level:
+19.6dBu, typical

Input Impedance: >20k
balanced

Mic Inputs (Balanced) at
Min Gain, No Pad
Frequency Response:
+/- 0.1dB, 20Hz to 22kHz
Dynamic Range: 109dB,
A-weighted
Signal-to-Noise Ratio:
-109dB, A-weighted
THD+N (min gain, no pad):
0.0011% (-99dB), 1kHz,
-1dBFS

Crosstalk: < -120dB

@ 1kHz

Maximum Input level:
+6.5dBu, no pad

Input Impedance: 3.7k ,
balanced, no pad
Adjustable Gain: >53dB
without pad

Pad: -20dB

Inst. Inputs (Unbalanced)
at Min Gain, No Pad
Frequency Response: +/-
0.1dB, 20Hz to 22kHz
Dynamic Range: 108dB,
A-weighted
Signal-to-Noise Ratio:
-108dB, A-weighted
THD+N (min gain, no pad):
0.0014% (-97dB), 1kHz,
-1dBFS

ALTERNATIVES
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M-Audio FireWire
1814

£250

If you want M-Powered via a
FireWire connection but are
prepared to dispense with
some 1/0, the super
high-quality preamps and
some of the software DSP
wizardry, this could be the
interface for you.

m-audio.com
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PreSonus FireStudio
£460

However, if Pro Tools ain't
your bag, your choice is
wider. The FireStudio also
offers 8 high-quality mic
inputs, 26 channels of
simultaneous input and
output and will connect to
your software of choice.

presonus.com
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