
Reviews | Doepfer Dark Energy

88

Being the black sheep of the 
family has its perks – for one, 
you tend to stand out against 
your siblings, especially 

when they are all silver and live in a 
silver tower, and you are jet black and 
ready to go it alone. In more technical 
prose, Dark Energy is a single oscillator 
analogue mono synth, with built-in 
MIDI-to-CV convertor and a USB port, 
to integrate it in to the twentieth century 
digital studio.  

Deep, dark and handsome
Cosmetically speaking, Doepfer have 
managed to build a very attractive little 

box, with its dark black steel, cherry red 
wooden ends, elegant rows of knobs and 
compact switches. The components feel 
nice and sturdy to tweak, but as there 
isn’t that much real estate their careful 
arrangement means there’s just enough 
room to wiggle switches without 
accidentally hitting another.

Also in the box are half a dozen 
short mini-jack cables to patch with, a 
USB cable and mini-jack to ¼” for the 
main audio output. You can plug in a 
keyboard or sequencer through the Midi 
In port round the back, connect the 
USB for MIDI over USB (plug and play), 
or trigger it analogue via the CV/Gate 

through the inputs on the top panel. 
Also round the back are four CV and one 
Gate output, PSU and Learn button.

Energy core
While Doepfer list this synth as having a 
‘triangle based core’, with a choice of 
the aforementioned triangle, or a saw 
wave, there’s actually a little bit more 
going on than fi rst meets the eye. When 
the three-position selector switch is in 
the central ‘off’ position you are left 
with a pulse oscillator, while the PW 
knob adjusts the symmetry of the 
square. It produces an even square with 
PM in the middle, and this means you 
can effectively switch off the pulse wave 
by turning the PW dial to either its max 
or minimum position. Without the pulse 
in the mix, you can choose to go with 
either a pure saw or triangle waveform, 
or dial some of the pulse back into the 
equation. Below it is a dial for PWM, 
sources are either ADSR or LFO2, and 
in case you are wondering, both LFOs’ 
modulation is bi-polar and the red/
yellow fl ash indicates positive and 
negative direction.

The VCO switch selects the range 
between three octaves, and the basic 
tuning can be set with the VCO knob, 
which smoothly sweeps over an 11 
semi-tone range. Dark Energy has a few 
tricks up its sleeve for expanding its 

WHAT Is IT?
Analogue mono synth in 
a box

cONTAcT
Who: Schneiders Bureau
Tel: +49 (0)30 9789 4136
Web: doepfer.de

HIGHLIGHTs
1 Looks good
2 Sounds good
3 Feels good

Doepfer Dark 
Energy | €398
The king of eurorack modular has spawned a child. 
Marc ‘01’ witnesses the power of the dark side…

ON THE DVD

FMU223.rev_doepfer   88 11/1/10   12:31:5 pm



Doepfer Dark Energy | Reviews

89

tonal range, one of which is analogue 
FM. Chose between ADSR and LFO1 
from the internal sources or patch 
something else in from your modular 
rack via the input on the front panel. 
The LFO speed ranges from several 
minutes, all the way up to 5kHz, which 
brings it nicely into the realms of audio 
rate modulation. This produces a 
wonderfully rich range of tones, from 

buzzing and flapping to biting, metallic 
klangs and robotic talk boxes. 

Getting dark
Next in the chain is the 24dB low-pass 
filter, this features keyboard tracking 
and is self-resonating, so it doesn’t 
require the oscillator to get it sounding. 
There are two types of FM are on offer: 
linear LFM and exponential XFM, both 

of which have a dedicated depth dial. 
Exponential FM has a selector switch to 
choose between the ADSR or LFO2 as 
the source. Thanks to those 
exceptionally fast LFOs, you can expect 
to hear some more of that lovely 
audio-rate modulation happening here if 
desired, especially when cranking up 
the resonance. Speaking of wobble 
bases, its unfortunate there is no option 

for LFO re-triggering (or BPM sync like 
we’ve come to expect from plug-ins), 
which makes it a bit more chancy to get 
a tight, predictable pattern going. 

Linear is the mellower of the two 
FMs, and it uses the triangle OSC as the 
mod source. This produces nice 
overtones and is more suited to playing 
melodies as it holds true to its tuning. 
The Amp has its own dial, which allows 

the signal to pass through without 
having to trigger the gate, and the VCA 
section can be modulated via the ADSR 
or LFO 1. Limitations here mean you 
can’t use the ADSR and the LFO at the 
same time so it’s a case of either/or if 
you want to produce AM tones. Another 
three-position switch adjust the ADSR 
range from tight and snappy to long and 
loose, which can also be useful when 

using trigger via 
the Gate input. 
Doepfer have 
maximised on the 
amount of things 
you can do with 
this box by 
providing all the 
main modulation 

options on quick switches and lots of 
audio rate FM on the oscillator and filter 
sections. You can also use velocity as a 
multiplier when patching CV3 and CV4 
as modulation sources, plus there’s a 
hidden arpeggiator function which can 
even sync to MIDI Clock.

It’s perfect for the old school vibes 
of Boards of Canada, squelchy Acid 
basslines, John Carpenter soundtracks, 
and R2D2 bleeps. The self-contained 
box will also appeal to sonic 
experimenters with the possibilities of 
hooking up with other modular gear or 
being fed sound to mangle.  

specs
VCO: Pulse Wave with 
Manual width control, plus 
Triangle or Saw 
Frequency range: about 
10Hz to 12kHz 
Octave switch 
PWM: Manual or with 
switch for sources – LFO2/
off/ADSR 
FM: with switch for sources 
– LFO1/off/ADSR 
24dB low pass filter with 
resonance 
XFM and LFM 
2 LFOs with Square and 
Triangle waves 
CV: Four, semi-modular, 
MIDI note, pitch-bend, 
velocity and one assignable 
Outputs: LFO1, Envelope 
and Audio 
Inputs: VCO F, VCO PW, VCF 
F, VCA A, Gate, External 
Audio 
Inputs/Outputs: Mini-Jack  
Connections: USB – MIDI 
Out to Dark Energy, MIDI In 
– for keyboards etc
Dimensions
185 x 145 x 65mm
Weight:
1.2kg

VERDICT
STABILITY 
❚❚❚❚❚❚❚❚

VALUE 
❚❚❚❚❚❚❚

EASE OF USE
❚❚❚❚❚❚❚❚

VERSATILITY
❚❚❚❚❚❚❚

RESULTS
❚❚❚❚❚❚❚❚

There’s more going on in here than 
you’d expect. DE has the power to 
suck you in to its analogue world.

It’s perfect for the old school vibes 
of Boards of Canada, acid basslines 

and John Carpenter soundtracks
ALTERNATIVES

DSI Mopho 
£280
All the benefits of analogue 
sound, with the upside of 
digital patch memory and 
USB to computer connection 
– a genuine bargain.
davesmith 
instruments.com

MFB Kraftzwerg
580 Euros
Inside this little box lie 
three analogue VCOs, two 
LFOs, two ADSRs and a 
24dB low-pass filter and 
dozens of ways to join them 
together with the 37 patch 
connections.
mfberlin.de

Tom Oberheim SEM 
$899
The SEM is a dual oscillator 
unit with a 12dB 
multi-mode filter. It’s also 
equipped with two 
envelopes and a single sine 
wave LFO for mod duties.
tomoberheim.com

As the surface of the box 
remains pure to the 
purpose of sonic tweaking, 
the boring stuff like 
setting options is dealt 
with another way entirely. 
There is a tiny recessed 
switch in the back panel 
– hit this to engage the 
learn mode – the button 
will flash as the units 
brain waits for a 
designated MIDI program 
change message which 
corresponds to changing a 
system setting. There are 
a number of reasons you 

might need to use the 
learn function. Some of 
these include changing 
the re-trigger mode, 
assigning MIDI CC 
controllers, adding 
velocity as a multiplier to 
CV3 and CV4 and key 
assign modes. There is a 
dedicated stack mode for 
controlling the note 
priority when chaining two 
or more units together. 
This makes it possible to 
build a polyphonic synth 
from multiple units, much 
like the Oberheim SEM 

modules, adding extra 
voices as you feel the 
need. Bear in mind that 
there is no MIDI Thru 
socket round the back, so 
the easiest way to connect 
them up would be through 
a MIDI Thru box or a USB 
hub. For the really 
adventurous, the manual 
has details of another way 
to link units involving 
connecting the internal 
jumpers, and even a kit 
with pre-drilled wooden 
ends to accommodate the 
connections.

Hidden Options
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