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Native Instruments
Maschine Jam 319

NI unveil a completely new take on their Maschine concept.
Si Truss goes in on a Jam session...

CONTACT WHO: Native Instruments WEB: www.native-instruments.com KEY FEATURES 1/0: Expression pedal input, USB to host (buss-
powered) INCLUDED SOFTWARE: Maschine 2, Maschine Factory Library, Komplete 11 Select (includes Massive, Monark, Prism, Solid Bus Comp, Drumlab,
Vintage Organs, The Gentleman, Retro Machines Mkll, Scarbee Mark |, West Africa, Replika)



I's latest Maschine
controller isn’t
Maschine 3.0
—in fact, it's not
an evolution of
the original
hardware, even
though it's still part of the Maschine
ecosystem. Maschine Jam provides a
completely new way of interfacing
with the Maschine software, which
remains largely unchanged; one that
neither supersedes nor replaces the
original hardware, yet provides a very
different user experience.
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For the uninitiated, NI's
Maschine ‘groove production’
platform provides unlimited groups
of up to 16 sounds or instruments,
along with pattern sequencing, song
arrangement, mixing, effects chains,
plug-in hosting, automation and
more. The software element runs
either as a standalone application or
plug-in, and is designed to be used
alongside — and is only available
packaged with — one of the hardware
controllers. While the current
hardware range runs the gamut from
the compact Maschine Mikro to the

flagship Maschine Studio, all
variations are based around a 16-pad
layout, providing a user experience
closest to the classic MPC workflow.
Maschine Jam flips that hardware
workflow on its head. Firstly, it
ditches the 16 pad format in favour
of a grid of 64 smaller pads, which
are still backlit and velocity sensitive.
Its other major addition is a bank of
eight touchstrip faders that, broadly
speaking, replace the eight Macro
knobs of the original Maschine. It
also does away with the built-in
screens, the functionality of which is
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THE PROS & CONS

-

Wealth of step-
sequencing modes
are a joy to use

Completely overhauls
the process of
arranging and
performing with
Maschine

The touchstrips have
a number of unique
creative applications

Will change the way
you compose and
create with Maschine

Pop-up browser is a
little clunky

Doesn’t engage well
with some of
Maschine’s deeper
editing features

replaced by a number of pop-up
windows that appear on the
computer screen in response to
button presses on the hardware. The
main consequence of these changes
is to move away from the sampler-
style workflow of the original
hardware towards one focused on
‘performance’ parameters, along with
considerably deeper sequencing and
arrangement capabilities.

While this control layout is all
new, the Jam hardware is the exact
same dimensions as Maschine MklI.
The only difference is its flat, rather
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THE ALTERNATIVES

Ableton Push
£499

There are obvious
similarities between
Push and Jam —
namely the 64 pad
grid — although their
workflows are
actually quite
different. Push is
more of a do-it-all
controller, while Jam
iS @ more expressive
MIDI device.
www.ableton.com/

Novation
Launchpad Pro
£249

Like Jam, the
Launchpad Pro uses
its central 64-pad
grid as a blank
canvas for a lot of
creative possibilities.
It also allows you to
control hardware
without a computer.
www.novationmusic.
com/

than sloped, profile — but it does,
come with a screw-on stand that
angles the unit to sit flush with one
of its siblings. As is standard with NI
hardware, Jam feels well-built and
durable. The only truly ‘new’
elements here are the touchstrips,
which NI tell us have been designed
fresh to be as responsive as possible.
Connection wise, Jam features an
expression input but ditches the
MIDI 1/0 of the Mkll/Studio. Beyond
that there’s just a single USB
connection that provides buss power
and connection to a host computer.

Deus Ex Maschine
Approaching Jam as an existing
Maschine user can initially be a little
confusing. It's easy to get hung up
on the things Jam doesn’t do as well
as its siblings, so let’s get these out
of the way first. Using Maschine's
browser with Jam is nowhere near as
fluid without the built-in screens.
The new pop-up browser is fine, but
it doesn't fold through sub-categories

in the neat way that screens and
multiple rotaries allow for, and
generally feels like a clunkier system.

There are a few other functions
that suffer from the lack of screens
too. Jam doesn’t really engage with
Maschine’s sample edit window in
any meaningful way. It's possible to
move start points and reverse sounds
using the sampler’s general controls,
but there’s no simple way to properly
edit waveforms from the hardware.
Some deeper parameters suffer from
a lack of visual feedback too. It's

possible to access most parameters
with the eight touchstrips — along
with the page navigation buttons
along the edges of the controller —
but there’s no specific numerical
feedback provided when adjusting
parameters, beyond that provided via
the touchstrip LEDs. You'll need to
hover over a software control with the
mouse to see the exact value you've
inputted, which can be a pain for
making specific parameter edits.
Downsides aside, there’s a lot
that Maschine Jam does remarkably

Together, Jam and Maschine
MKl offer the most
fully rounded controller
experience lve tried

TOUCHING MOMENTS

As well as acting as faders and parameter controllers, Jam’s eight touchstrips’ primary role
is to give a performance friendly way to use effects, tweak sounds and record automation.
To this end, NI have added a new type of effect to Maschine — Performance FX. These are
a range of creative effects including delays, filters and phasers, which — while offering
deeper parameter configuration via the software — are designed to be controlled via a single
touchstrip. This allows banks of Performance FX to be laid out across the eight strips,
allowing for quick creativity in a live setting. Setting up your own Macros is even more
exciting — allowing a whole range of instrument and effect parameters to be controlled via

the touchstrips. Using this
as a tool for performance or
recording automation into
tracks is invigorating. With
a little preparation it's easy
to take sounds into far out
sonic territory. Fortunately,
the strips feature a Lock
function, allowing a base
set of parameters to be
saved which Jam will jump
back to as soon as you
remove your fingers from
the touchstrips. These Lock
settings can be updated
with a Shift press, should
you wish to lockdown
tweaks mid-performance.




well. Firstly, Jam massively improves
on Maschine’s step-sequencing
capabilities. Hitting the Step button
switches the 64-pad grid into
sequencing mode, with several
different layouts on offer. The default
mode provides 32 sequencing steps
for a single sound, with a 4x4 grid of
pads to the bottom right used for
selecting sounds or finger-drumming/
live recording. Hitting 4 or 8 along
the top row of pads allows multiple
sounds to be sequenced at once. In
these ‘4’ and ‘8’ modes, the 4x4 pad
grid disappears, dedicating the entire
64-pad grid to four 16-step or eight
eight-step sequencer grids, allowing
multiple sounds to be sequenced at
once. In all modes, the buttons
directly above Jam'’s pad grid allow
users to toggle between sequencer
‘tabs’, so patterns aren’t limited to
the immediately available number of
steps. Further still, a Shift press of
the Step button turns the pad grid
into a piano roll for melodic step
sequencing. It's possible to use the
pads in the ‘classic’ Maschine
manner too, where the notes of a
preset scale are represented
left-to-right across the pads with the
root note highlighted.

The touchstrips also offer up
some interesting performance
possibilities beyond their effects and
Macro duties [see left]. In their
melodic performance mode, each
touchstrip can be ‘strummed’ or
‘plucked’ in a uniquely expressive —
if a touch imprecise — manner. This
can be set up in three modes: Guitar,
which emulates strumming across a
guitar fretboard, Chord, and a user
mode, controlled by the 64 pads. In
all melodic modes, a pop-up window
allows the user to set a root note and
key via the Notes button and main
rotary. This pop-up format works
better here (as it does with other
functions such as Swing or Tune).

Lastly, Jam hugely improves
arranging and performing with
Maschine. Maschine’s arranger has
long been one of its weaker
elements, but Jam’s pads now allow
Patterns and Scenes to be triggered
in @ manner similar to Ableton Live's
clip launcher. Coupled with the
capabilities of the touchstrips, it
totally reinvigorates the experience of
performing or recording extended
pieces. Speaking of Ableton Live, NI
have produced an extensive
controller mapping that takes
advantage of Jam’s similarity to

LEVELS Jam includes a master
output meter, which is a handy tool
for keeping an eye on your level once
you start experimenting with effects.

Live's interface, duplicating every
function of the controller from
Maschine into Live — which is a
major bonus for Live users.

| only have space to scratch the
surface of Jam’s capabilities in this
review, but suffice to say that, even
given its handful of limitations, it's a
very powerful and impressive
production system. That's not to say
you should rush out and sell your
existing Maschine though. Maschine
Jam and the existing Maschine are
effectively two sides of the same
coin, with strengths and weaknesses

D-PAD Navigating around Maschine
without screens or rotaries can be a
little clunky, but NI have arranged
everything in a very logical way.
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control possibilities.

that almost exactly counteract each
other. While both are powerful and
well-rounded controllers in their own
right, by far the best experience
during testing Jam was using it
alongside an existing Maschine MkII.
Coupled together, the two takes on
the Maschine concept offer the most
fully rounded controller experience
I've tried — one which barely ever had
me reaching for the mouse. If you're
going to buy one, it's really worth
getting both. Let’s hope NI bring out
some nice bundle deals to make this
an affordable option! FM
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TOUCHSTRIPS Jam’s eight multi-
functional touchstrips open up a wide
array of expressive performance and
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64-PAD GRID Jam’s real triumph is
its wealth of step-sequencing modes.
It's easily one of the most flexible
sequencer controllers out there.

I
FM VERDICT

Jam is a great, creative
controller in its own right,
but it’s best used as a
counterpoint to the existing
Maschine hardware.
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