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T he SP-404 was launched in 
2005 and quickly gained fans 
for its no-nonsense, portable 
approach to sampling. 

However, there were also many users 
and potential buyers that found the 
SP-404 frustrating to use for a wide 
range of different reasons. 

There was much for such users to 
grumble about: patterns couldn’t be 
copied easily without a computer and 

card reader, only one effect could be 
used at a time, the display was small 
and cryptic, editing samples was 
hit-and-miss, phono jacks were used 
instead of jacks. And there were a 
couple of major sticking points – the 
pads weren’t velocity-sensitive, nor 
could samples be mapped easily across 
an entire octave (as on an MPC). 

With all this in mind, people are 
hoping for something much improved 

with a new 404. So does the SX 
impress and do what’s hoped of it?

New look
Apart from the obvious aesthetic 
change from a silver to a grey case, 
and a new colour-changing display 
(that glows various colours representing 
your input level), you’d be hard pushed 
fi nding too many other noticable 
alterations. One immediate downside 
to the new colour is that it makes it 
diffi cult in low light to read the 
labelling of the sockets on the front of 
the 404SX (the headphone, mic level 
and mic-in jacks) and also a few of the 
other function labels too.

New features include a Function 
button for accessing utility functions 
via the pads – press and hold the 
Function button and hit the pad to 
adjust in and out gain, save and load, 
select MIDI channels, copy and 
exchange sounds/patterns, import 
WAVs and AIFFs, auto-trigger sampling, 
and more. Other changes include the 
Pitch button, next to the display on the 
old 404, which has been replaced by a 
formant-shaping Voice Transform 
function for warping voices and other 
material on the 404SX. Additionally, 
the Vinyl Sim button of the old 404 
has now been replaced by a DJFX 
looper that enables DJ-style pitching, 
looping and stuttering to simulate vinyl 
or CD deck functionality (this works 
great and is a lot of fun). The old 
effects are still there, but have been 
moved to the MFX menu. Included 
main effects (which now switch 
smoothly) are a low-pass fi lter with 
overdrive, a delay and an isolator that 
removes frequency content to isolate 
sounds in a loop. 

Do you take cards? 
Other major changes involve the use of 
an SD card rather than compact fl ash, 
increasing the number of patterns the 
SX can hold on a card over the old 
model. Depending on the size of card 
used, sampling time can be up to 48 
hours in stereo and 96 hours in mono! 
There’s also a handy software wave 
converter app included with the 
hardware that enables you to import 
WAV/AIFF fi les from your computer and 
save them onto an SD card formatted 
for the SP-404SX.

This means the 404SX is also a 
great bet for playing long samples live. 
In addition, it appears that the 
sampling/sound quality has been 
improved. Whereas AIFFs and WAVs 
could be imported on the old 404, it 

Roland 
SP-404SX | £289
Roland hit us with an updated version of the 
SP-404. Dan ‘JD73’ Goldman looks at what’s new

WHAT IS IT?
An upgraded version of the 
SP-404 sampler with SD 
card storage, improved 
sound engine, effects and 
other minor improvements

CONTACT
Who: Roland UK
Tel: +44 (0)1792 515 048
Web: roland.co.uk 

HIGHLIGHTS
1 Compact and portable 
with battery power
2 Long sample times 
possible with high-capacity 
SD card
3 Sounds great and has 
some decent FX

ON THE DVD

FMU220.rev_roland   78 13/10/09   5:53:2 pm



79

Roland SP-404SX | Reviews

previously used its own type of sample 
format with compression to keep file 
sizes down. The 404SX uses AIFF and 
WAV as its standard format and the 
overall sound quality seems improved. 
What you put in comes out fully intact 
(unless of course you want to use the 

lo-fi mode) and will impress even the 
most discerning of ears. 

So what hasn’t been improved? 
There are still major deficiencies that 
even a basic sampler should have as 
standard these days. Save for the fact 
that patterns/samples can now be 
copied to other locations without 
resorting to copying them to the 

memory card, putting that card in a 
card reader connected via USB to your 
computer, copying the pattern in the 
computer and then sending it back 
(yes, it really was that tricky), all my 
other frustrations with the original 404 
remain. That’s very disappointing, not 

only for current users that may have 
been considering an upgrade, but also 
for new prospective buyers that would 
have bought the latest model if these 
issues had been addressed. 

The display is still pretty cryptic 
and the interface is still unnecessarily 
confusing (no dedicated transport 
buttons for a start) for such a basic 

sampler. Also, it’s still not possible to 
sample while playing a pattern (which 
is a godsend for live sets), there’s no 
roll function, no MIDI out, no USB and 
the sequencer is only one track. Now, I 
was hoping for a wholesale overhaul to 
make the 404 easier to use, but that 

hasn’t happened. 
Its nearest 
competitor, the 
Akai MPC500, 
has all of these 
missing functions 
and isn’t 
significantly more 
expensive either.

Conclusion
To sum up, the 404SX has some subtle 
improvements and the new effects/
sound engine is great, but it feels like 
Roland have missed a golden 
opportunity to really make a slimmed 
down MV8000 and give this end of the 
market and the MPC500/Korg 
Electribe’s a shake-up. Instead, while 
the 404SX is certainly a useful little 
sampler (and it’s capable of decent 
results once you get to know it), it still 
has rather too many frustrations. True, 
it’s fairly cheap, and four years ago it 
might have been hot, but currently the 
competition offer a lot more 
functionality and better interfaces for 
not much more outlay. 

SPECS
Maximum polyphony:  
12 voices 
Samples: 120 (12 samples 
x 10 banks – stored on SD 
card) Patterns: 120 (12 
patterns x 10 banks – 
stored on SD card) 
Sampling time: 180mins in 
stereo (2GB). 1GB card 
gives approx. 90min stereo 
and 180mins mono. 32GB 
card gives approx. 48 hours 
stereo, 96 hours mono
Data format: 16-bit linear 
(WAV/AIFF) 
Sampling frequency:  
44.1kHz
Pattern sequencer: Approx. 
16,000 notes Resolution: 
96 ticks per quarter note 
Pattern Length: 1-99 
measures. Real-time loop 
recording (with shuffle) 
Effects: Include: reverb, 
tape echo, chorus, flanger, 
phaser, tremolo/pan
Dimensions: 
178 x 257 x 72mm
Weight:
1.2kg

Sampling is pretty 
straightforward on the 
404SX. Plug in your 
source (mic, line or the 
internal mic) hit Rec, 
select the pad you want to 
sample onto, hit Rec 
again and sample away. 
Then hit Rec to stop. The 
sample can be marked 
and truncated (this is still 
a bit hit-and-miss without 
a waveform display). 
Sampling can be done in 
mono, stereo or lo-fi mode 
and resampling with FX is 
possible too.

Sequencing patterns is 
relatively simple. Hit the 
Pattern Select button, 
then record, select the 
bank you wish to record to 
and press the pad you 

want the pattern assigned 
to, press the Length 
button and use controller 
dial 3 to select the 
number of measures from 
1 to 99. You can also 
quantise and there’s a 
new swing function too. 
Pattern building involves 
layering single or multiple 
samples to form a beat. 

Patterns can be triggered 
from one pad, enabling 
songs to be put together 
by triggering patterns in 
sequence from their 
respective pads and the 
next pattern can be cued 
while the current one 
plays. Note: there’s no 
dedicated song mode for 
chaining patterns.

Sampling And Sequencing On The SP-404SX

The 404SX is certainly a useful little 
sampler and it’s capable of decent 

results once you get to know it

VERDICT
Build 
❚❚❚❚❚❚❚❚

VALUE 
❚❚❚❚❚❚❚

EASE OF USE
❚❚❚❚❚❚

VERSATILITY
❚❚❚❚❚❚

RESULTS
❚❚❚❚❚❚❚❚

Subtle improvements mean there’s 
little to upgrade for. Competitors 
offer better value and functionality.

ALTERNATIVES

Akai MPC 500
£379
For a mere £80 more, you 
get a tried-and-tested 
interface with a better 
display and the legendary 
MPC sequencer and feel. 
akaipro.com

Korg MicroSampler 
£379
Again, only £80 more than 
the 404SX, it’s also the new 
kid on the block and one to 
watch. You get a really 
versatile sampler with 
loads of real-time control, 
plus a keyboard, FX and a 
gooseneck mic, too. 
korg.co.uk

Various samplers 
second-hand!
Older hardware samplers 
can be had for a pittance 
these days and there are 
some real bargains out 
there. Look at the Akai Z or 
S series, Yamaha SU and A 
series and Emu E series to 
name just a few.
ebay.co.uk
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