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E lektron, makers of the 
Monomachine, are a Swedish 
company who fi rst gained 
recognition for their 

SidStation synthesizer, which utilised 
the early ’80s SID chip (see box to the 
left), as its core sound generator. The 
SidStation was developed as part of a 
university project in 1999, and was 
followed by the now-classic 
Machinedrum in 2001. The original 
(MkI) Monomachine SFX60 (alongside 
its keyboarded sibling the SFX6) was 
introduced in 2003. 

The MkII version reviewed here 
arrived in 2007 and has seen a number 
of OS updates since then. The main 
functional difference between the 
original and newer incarnation is the 
ability of the MkII to host user 
waveforms (more on this later), but it is 
also smaller in height, has better 
signal-to-noise fi gures and balanced 

outputs. So what is the Monomachine? 
At its core, it has six monophonic synth 
engines (all DSP-based, so no analogue 
here) associated with a sequencer track. 
There are also a further six polyphonic 
tracks provided for sequencing of 
external MIDI gear. This might sound 

rather limited, but the it is in the detail 
that the Monomachine fi nds its niche.

Keeping Track
Each Track in the Monomachine is 
independent from the others and is best 
thought of as combined sound generator 
and sequencer. The sound generation is 
determined by the type of Machine 
(synth or effects module) selected and 
is married to Amplifi cation, Filter and 
Effect stages, alongside three separate 
LFOs. Each track is then routed to an 
output buss (or another Track) via a 
global envelope stage, where it can be 
sent to the Main or individual outputs. 

Tracks can also act as effects-only 
sections for processing other tracks, or 
audio from the two inputs. The most 
important factor in determining the 
overall sound of each track, is the type 
of Machine chosen. There are fi ve main 
types of synth Machine, which cover a 
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ON THE DVD

The SID (Sound Interface 
Device) 6581 chip was a 
specially designed 
synthesizer chip originally 
produced for the 
Commodore64 computer. 

What made it so special 
was that it featured three 
independent oscillators, 
each with four possible 
waveforms that could be 
passed through a 
multi-mode fi lter, 

alongside three ring 
modulators. Each had it’s 
own ADSR Amplitude 
envelope control and all 
parameters were 
controllable from software. 
These features made it far 
more advanced than any 
other home-computer 
sound generator circuitry, 
and allowed for distinctive 
and advanced (for the 
time) musical backing 

tracks. Since it’s 
introduction in 1983, it 
has gone on to be used in 
a number of hardware 
units (including Elektron’s 
fi rst product, the 
SidStation), where its 
imperfect yet memorable 
sound was used to good 
effect. Zombie Nation’s 
Kernkraft 400 is one such 
track, but it is also 
favoured by Timbaland.

The Original SID Chip

FMU216.rev_elektron   102 22/6/09   19:32:19



Elektron Monomachine SFX60 MkII | Reviews

103

range of oscillator and sound generation 
methodologies, with some sub-types 
that offer variations of the basic theme.

First up we have the ‘SuperWave’, 
which is intended as an analogue-style 
tone generator capable of producing up 
to eight simultaneous waves (based 
around a sawtooth oscillator and a 
number of harmonically related square 
and sine waves). 

Two variations on this Machine offer 
pulse width modulation and four-note 

chord creation. The keyword here 
though is ‘large’.

You SID it
The ‘SID’ Machine is based on the 
famous Commodore 64 SID chip (see 
the box on the previous page), which 

used a digital counter to derive it’s 
distinctive oscillator waveforms. There 
are also some interesting options for 
modulating from another Track.

‘DigiPRO’ utilises raw digital 
waveforms (of which there are 32 12-bit 
variants), but there are also versions for 
playing back the built-in 24 drum 
samples (mapped across the keyboard) 
and combining waves to generate new 
content in interesting ways. ‘FM+’ is a 
customisable Frequency Modulation 

synthesis engine, and ‘VO’ offers voice 
modelling (speech synthesis) by 
generating sequences of digitally 
generated consonants and vowels. There 
are also three GND Machines which 
‘generate’ silence, a tuned sine wave 
and Noise respectively. The second 
group of Machines is used for 
generating additional effects for use by 
the synth Machine or audio inputs. 
These include reverb, chorus, dynamics 
and ring modulation processing.

All Machines pass through 
Amplification, Filter and Track Effects 
and can be modulated in numerous 
ways by the there assignable multi-
waveform LFOs – and remember, this is 
before the sequencers come into play.

The sequencing possibilities could 
fill up an entire article themselves, but 
needles to say they go way beyond basic 
note-on/off step-time sequencing. Each 
Track actually has multiple events 
associated with it that can trigger or 
alter the Pitch, Amp, Filter and LFO 
sections separately. But the best things 
for me are ‘Parameter Locks’, which 
allow you to easily change synth 
parameters at every step of the 
sequence, for complete sonic mayhem.  

Remember that is also possible to 
play the Monomachine from an external 
device as well as triggering other synths. 

There is also a Poly mode that disables 
all but one of the Track Machines and 
increases polyphony to six notes.

Back to mono
I found the Monomachine a tricky beast 
at first. There is so much it can do in 
terms of sequencing and routing that it 
has quite a steep initial learning curve. 
This seems to be accentuated by the 
fact much of its functionality is 
accessed through multiple key-presses 

and a 
comparatively 
small LCD screen, 
that has to rely on 
abbreviations for 
many of the 
parameters. This is 
a particular issue 
when attempting 

to edit the factory Patterns, but became 
less of a problem when creating 
Patterns from scratch. Besides its 
functional depth, the other barrier to 
larger acceptance will probably lie with 
the price, pushing it out of reach of 
many potential users.

Having said this, the results are 
highly individual and the Monomachine 
does encourage you to experiment in 
ways that would be impossible with 
most other synth/sequencer 
combinations. In fact, it comes close to 
providing what a large analogue 
modular system might achieve given 
time and experience, albeit with it’s own 
sonic character, and is a lot of fun to 
use. If only it took batteries! 

SPECS
6 Track Synthesizer 
Sequencer, 6 Track MIDI 
Sequencer, 64 Step 
Patterns, 128 User Program 
Patterns, 24 User Program 
Songs, Sequencer Swing, 
Slide, Accent, 18 x Dual 
Waveform LFOs, Full MIDI 
Support
Sound Shaping: 
6 x Amplitude Modulation, 6 
x 1-Band EQ, 6 x Resonant 
24dB LP/BP/HP filters, 6 x 
Sample Rate Reduction, 6 x 
Distortion, 6 x Tape Style 
Delay
Up to 6 x Gatebox Reverbs, 
6 x Chorus Effects, 6 x 
Dynamix Processors and 6 x 
Ring Modulators
Sound Generation:
6 Part Mono synthesis, 5 x 
Mono Synthesizer models, 
17 x Individual Machines, 
64 x user waveforms, 4x 
Track Effects, 128 User 
Programmable Kits
Hardware: Backlit LCD, 
MIDI In/Out/Thru
6 x 1/4” Audio Out 
(balanced), 2 x 1/4” Audio 
In, 1 x 1/4” Stereo 
Headphone Output
Dimensions
340 x 176 x 68mm
Weight
2.8kg

Needles to say, the sequencing 
possibilities go way beyond basic 

note-on/off step-time sequencing
ALTERNATIVES

Korg Electribe EMX-1
£499
Certainly not as quirky or 
distinctive, but a competent 
synth/sequencer combo 
nonetheless.
korg.com

Akai MPC-1000
£699
Doesn’t cover the same 
territory as Monomachine, 
but does allow sequencing 
of samples and automation 
of parameters.
akaipro.com

Dave Smith 
Instruments Evolver
from £399
With four oscillators and 
four sequencers, the Evolver 
is a synth with sequencing 
as part of the sound engine.
davesmith 
instruments.com

VERDICT
Build 
❚❚❚❚❚❚❚❚

VALUE 
❚❚❚❚❚❚

EASE OF USE
❚❚❚❚❚❚❚

VERSATILITY
❚❚❚❚❚❚❚❚❚

RESULTS
❚❚❚❚❚❚❚❚❚

An interesting and individual synth, 
that is perhaps let down by it’s 
relatively high price.
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