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L ook around the shelves of 
your nearest technology 
dealer and you’ll see there are 
no shortage of USB controller 

keyboards on the market, many offering 
control sets which stretch way beyond 
mere note input. Sliders, dials, transport 
controls for your DAW of choice and 
pads for alternative note input are now 
commonplace on the more grown-up 
models and so this is a very competitive 
area for any manufacturer to launch a 
new product into. 

Unfazed, Roland’s new A-800 Pro is 
here after a previous incarnation as a 
‘Cakewalk by Roland’ controller. That’s 
because in 2008, Roland became the 
majority shareholders in Cakewalk and 
decided to brand their controllers as 
such. However the fact remains that 
these are Roland keys through and 
through and work great with any DAW. 
Hence the (sensible) renaming. 

Dual purpose
A quick scan of the A-800’s physical 
properties will tell you this is a keyboard 

designed equally for stage and studio. 
The unit can be bus-powered via its 
USB port or via a DC power inlet 
(disappointingly, this is sold separately) 
and it’s extremely light in weight for a 
61-key controller, making it an easy 
instrument to sling in the back of a car 
en route to a venue, though it’s worth 
noting that models with shorter 
keyboard lengths are also available. 

Despite this, the keyboard bears the 
proud Roland tradition of offering a 
highly playable keyboard surface with a 
good action, including velocity and 
aftertouch control. 

However, its top panel reveals its 
true intent as a studio controller, with 
nine sliders, nine dials, eight ‘Dynamic 
Pads’, a full complement of transport 
controls and a range of keyboard 
switches to quickly switch octaves, 
confi gure keyboard splits and call up 
preset or user setups. However, the ace 
in the hole for the A-800 Pro is its 
compatibility with all of the most 
popular DAWs available on the 
marketplace. Integration is achieved 
having run the bundled driver software 

(in fact the keyboard won’t 
operate as even a 

basic USB 
controller until 
you’ve done this), 

after which preset templates are 
available for each DAW. Tested on a 
Mac, the procedure involves some extra 
work in the Audio/MIDI setup window 
but everything’s clearly explained in the 
manual and works without hitches. 

Also bundled with the board is the 
Production Plus Pack which is a suite 
of music software including Sonar 8.5 
LE and three different virtual 
instruments – Rapture LE, Cakewalk 
Sound Center and Studio Instruments 
Drums, which will either get you up and 
running or expand your virtual 
instrument sets accordingly.

Conclusion
This is a thorough and worthwhile rival 
to the USB keyboard controllers already 
on the market and takes on the M-Audio 
and Novations of this world by offering 
DAW control direct from the front panel. 
There are a few considerations for 
potential purchasers – Roland’s pitch/
modulation stick is present here and 
has divided opinion for a couple of 
decades now and compared to the 
instant plug and play nature of some 
USB keyboards, set up time takes a 
little longer here. 

It is worth it in the long run though, 
as the A-800 Pro plays well and, once 
integrated, gets your hands away from 
the mouse more often than you’d 
imagine. There’s never been a better 
time to get a USB keyboard controller in 
terms of price versus features and if 
you’re shopping for a new one, a 
thorough browse and test here is 
defi nitely recommended. 

WHAT IS IT?
A USB controller keyboard 
with sliders, dials and 
buttons aplenty.
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HIGHLIGHTS
1 Impressive array of 
controllers
2 Good keyboard action
3 Generous, creative 
software bundle

SPECS
Keyboard:
61 keys (with velocity and 
channel aftertouch)
Controllers:
Pads (A1-A8), Buttons 
(B1-4, L1-L9), Knobs 
(R1-R9), Sliders (S1-S9), 
Foot Pedals (P1, P2), 
Mod/Pitch Stick 
Display: Backlit 16 x 2 
character LCD
Left Side Panel:
Power Switch, MIDI Merge 
Switch, USB Connector
DC IN
Hold Pedal: 1/4” jack
Expression Pedal: ¼” TRS
MIDI Connectors: In, Out
Dimensions:
1019 x 258 x 914mm
Weight:
4.5kg

Roland A-800 Pro 
MIDI Controller 
Keyboard | £309
Roland’s collaboration with Cakewalk sees the 
development of a range of products. Jono Buchanan 
gets handy with the A-800 Pro keyboard controller…

VERDICT
BUILD 
❚❚❚❚❚❚❚❚

VALUE 
❚❚❚❚❚❚❚❚❚

EASE OF USE
❚❚❚❚❚❚❚❚

VERSATILITY
❚❚❚❚❚❚❚❚❚

RESULTS
❚❚❚❚❚❚❚❚❚

A genuine competitor to well-
established USB keyboard 
manufacturers – impressive.
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