Drg microKorg S

Korg microKorg S £411

Korg bring back their vocoding mini synth with some added
extras. Simon Arblaster asks if this little noise-maker can keep

up with the times. ..

CONTACT wHo: Korg TEL: +44 (011908 304600 WEB: www.korg.com KEY FEATURES 1/0: Headphone out. L (mono) &R line outs.
Audio In 1 (mic and Line). Audio in 2 (Line). MIDI: In/Out/Thru. 2+1 speaker system DIMENSIONS: 524 x 232 x 70mm WEIGHT: 2.5kg (without batteries and

included microphone) INPUT: 37-note, velocity-sensitive mini keyboard. Gooseneck condenser microphone
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org have spent a
lot of time
catching up with
some old classics
over the past few
years, with some
releases more
surprising than others. So when the
Japanese manufacturer announced
they were updating their diminutive
vocoding synthesizer, the microKorg,
it didn’t quite have that same feeling
of excitement that we got from the
likes of, say, the ARP Odyssey or the
MS-20 reissues. Still, we're not ones

THE PROS & CONS
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64 new presets and
64 user slots make
for an overall
impressive soundset
with possibilities

Speakers are a
handy addition for
certain situations
and battery power
offers full portability

Further sonic
expansion with
two audio inputs
which can take
external waveforms
and process

them internally

Rarely are mini keys
done well — even
velocity sensitivity
can't save them.
Too spongy and
cramp-inducing

Editing is a bit on
the clunky side

to let that sort of thing dampen the
spirit and decided to explore this
new S version a little closer.

First things first, that ‘S’ we're
presuming stands for ‘speakers’, or is
that ‘special edition’? We can't quite
decide. There is no mention of it
anywhere in the documentation, or
even on the website, so your guess is
as good as ours. Aside from the
obvious change in livery, it'’s the
speakers, battery-powered portability
and new presets that are key selling
points in this new ‘S’ edition.
Everything else remains the same.
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The exterior has taken on a clean
and clinical feel with the white
finish, taupe detailing and lettering.
Aside from the large bank of editing
functions daubed across the front,
the interface is sensible with sound
selection and tweaks easy to achieve.
The editing, however, feels rather
clunky. You can see where Korg are
coming from with two edit dials to
select functions and a bank of five
smaller rotaries to adjust individual
parameters, all to eliminate the need
for a screen and menu-diving. The
five dials are numbered and in their
default state act as filter, enveloping
and tempo controls; with Cutoff as
number one, Resonance number
two, and so on. However, when
moving over to the editing side, the
Cutoff has now moved over to dial
number two, rather confusingly, and
when editing functions on the dials
four and five, the ocularly challenged
among you may need to deploy a
ruler to get a bearing on the matrix
of functions at your disposal, as the
typeset is rather small.

Moving onto the sounds and Korg
have added an extra bank of 64 new
presets and a bank of empty user
slots giving the microKorg extra
longevity. The new presets are good

and certainly do sound fresh. There
are plenty of Dance-orientated
basses, leads and pads. It’s not all
brash floor-filling sounds though,

as there are also a good deal of
delicate and nuanced tones suitable
to all walks of electronic music.

On the vocoding side of things,
everything is pretty much the same
as before. The detachable gooseneck
condenser mic is still as unruly as it
was before and a bit on the flimsy
side, so you will find yourself
wrestling it into place quite often.
Going around the back of the unit
you can see the vocoder utilises the
Audio In 1 section. Should you wish,
you can swap out the gooseneck for
your own microphone and a dynamic
mic input is also available. Making
use of the Line selection switch and
volume control will allow you to input
any audio source through the
vocoder, expanding the sonic
possibilities there.

Speaking out

Onboard speakers usually scream toy
machines and are not often taken
seriously, but over the past few years
more and more smaller instruments
are including speakers and battery
power as standard. On the microKorg
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THE ALTERNATIVES

Roland JD-Xi
£409

Vocoder, minikeys...
it's all there with the
addition of an
analogue voice
alongside Roland’s
SuperNatural engine.
It's not as nice
looking as the
microKorg though.
www.roland.com

Novation
MiniNova £7/9
The MiniNova is the
cheapest option by
far in the vocoder/
synth stakes and
even comes as a
Giorgio Moroder-fied
special edition

too, which is still
cheaper than the
Korg at £320,
despite the limited
numbers made.
global.
novationmusic.com

Kor%Minilogue
£49

Okay, so there’s no
vocoder here, but
we're in analogue
territory and for just
under £90 extra, it
will prove more
versatile in the

long run.
www.korg.com

PITCH MoD

PROGRAM NUMBER
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INS & OUTS Headphone, left (mono) ~ ARPEGGIATOR A feature-packed arp
with six modes, six resolution types,
swing function and step editing, with
waveforms to be processed internally.  varying end points.

and right line outputs on offer, with
Audio In 1&2 able to take external

the speakers aren't just tacked on for
the hell of it, but a well thought-out
solution (see 2+1 Speaker System
below). Their hidden nature does
mean that some of the higher
frequencies are attenuated and the
sound lacks any real clarity.

It is worth noting that some of
the more bombastic sounds struggle
when being pumped out of the
speakers and you will find yourself
tweaking the volume quite often.
That said, the speakers do perform
admirably well even at high volumes
for most of the sounds available and
they are quite loud indeed, although
you won't be ditching the P.A
anytime soon. Note that when
running on battery power the volume
is reduced, which is presumably to
save on power.

To buy or not to buy?

The original microKorg was released
back in 2002 and proved rather
popular, so it's no wonder Korg
wanted to tap back into that market.
However, that was 14 years ago and
a lot has changed since then.
Musicians’ and producers’ standards
have been raised by the onslaught of
i0OS music making and all that can
be achieved there, not to mention
the rise of cheaper analogue
componentry, something that Korg
themselves have had a hand in.

So does the microKorg S have
what it takes to make it relevant to
today’s user? Well sort of, yes.... The
newly added presets feel in line with
current trends but, considering this
is an all-digital machine, it's easy to
feel a little cheated. That's not to say

KEYBED Mini keys aren’t great
generally and the action here is as
spongy as you'd expect. One saving
grace is they are velocity-sensitive.

2+1 Speaker System

acoustic instruments.

The big change to the new S version is the addition of a
three-speaker system. Much like your average 2.1
system, the microKorg S features a stereo pair of

3.5cm drivers kicking out 0.5 Watts each and a 4cm
subwoofer with 3 Watts of power. Quite cleverly, the
stereo pair are located underneath the keybed and the
subwoofer is mounted within a box. The driver is roughly
located underneath the two centre edit dials. The
subwoofer and its enclosure are designed to add tactile
feedback associated with the feel when playing

PORTABILITY A 2.1 speaker system

is deployed within the microKorg and
six AA batteries will have you up and
mobile in no time.

there’s anything wrong with analogue
modelling per se; it's just that, with
the likes of Roland’s JD-Xi featuring
an analogue voice as part of its
hybrid architecture, you are missing
out on some of that analogue warmth
and meat. There isn’t enough here to
entice owners of the original to
upgrade, unless you really must have
battery-powered portability and
onboard speakers. And it's perhaps
the speakers that let this fun little
unit down a tad. There's no doubt
they are well engineered, but when
comparing them to the headphone
and line outputs, they do lack clarity
in the upper frequencies and there’s
usually some adjustment required to
get the best out of them.

Despite this, for new users or
budding producers, there are plenty
of presets to keep your interest
piqued and with the 64 empty user
slots, you can get stuck into some of
your own sound design. Except that
it's not the nicest editing workflow
we've come across. FM
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All the fun and charm of
the original is retained with
more updated presets a
plus, but you may find that
you will want more.




