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K org seem to be on a 
winning-streak at the 
moment – at least in the 
eyes of retro-fetishists and 

low-price synth noodlers. Besides 
introducing the ‘fun-size’ Volca range, 
they have reintroduced the Korg MS-20 
and are about to bring the ARP Odyssey 
back from the dead. However, it’s not 
all about hardware as the much lauded 
Korg Gadget iPad app has proved. 

Motion sickness
One of the most appealing aspects of 
using knob and fader-laden hardware is 
the degree of interactivity it inspires 

and Korg’s Electribe range has always 
embraced this by combining DSP with 
hardware that encourages a hands-on 
experience. The Electribe name was 
fi rst used 16 years ago and one aspect 
of the original Electribe that has 
endured is the ability to capture and 
play back real-time changes to the front 
panel controls – so-called Motion 
Sequencing (and later found on the 
Volcas). As with the ESX-1 and EMX-1 
from ten years ago, the latest units are 
divided between ‘sampler’ and ‘preset’ 
variants. Think of the Electribe Music 
Production Station as a synth and drum 
machine with fi xed waveforms.

Opening the box the most 
noticeable thing is the modern 
monochrome design. Unlike the robust 
second and third generation Electribe’s, 
there’s no metal here – it’s plastic all 
the way. However, whilst quite slimline 
and bijou, the unit feels heavy; there’s 
something pretty dense inside, which 
stops it bouncing across your tabletop 
as you go fi ngerpad crazy. A nice bonus 
is the ability to run it off AA batteries.

Plug and go
There is a ten second boot-up delay, but 
then pressing play immediately gets 
things started. I wasn’t quite prepared 
for the lightshow emanating from 
beneath the front lip of the unit, but it 
adds a certain party vibe.

Patterns are selected from the main 
data dial, and can be suitably named, 
so I treated myself to a run through of 
the 200 factory-loaded patterns, with 
impressive results from the start. This is 
understandable given that the patterns 
have been created by some impressive 
production minds such as Mitsubishi 
and with raw audio content coming 
from third-party companies Sample 
Magic, Loopmasters and Prime Loops. 
It all appears very UK focused, perhaps 
refl ecting the infl uential melting-pot of 
British electronica.

Creating your own pattern from 
scratch is simply a matter of fi nding a 
free memory slot and pressing record. 

WHAT IS IT?
 The latest version of Korg’s 
long running standalone 
production hardware 

CONTACT
Who:  Korg 
Tel:  01908 304601  
Web:  www.korg.co.uk 

HIGHLIGHTS
1  Sounds – contemporary 
and useful 
2  WAV and Ableton export 
3  Filters 

Korg  Electribe 
Music Production 
Station  |  £329 
The new Electribe is here… Bruce Aisher ponders 
the need for a hardware Music Production Station

Backlit velocity-
sensitive pads are 
used to access the 
16 audio parts 
available per pattern. 
They also serve as a 
step sequencer and 
musical keyboard.

This X-Y pad is used to 
trigger and control 
gate arpeggiator 
effects, play notes or 
tweak the Master FX 
settings in real-time.

Pads

Touchpad

A powerhouse of 
fi lter types allows you 
to choose from 16 
low, high and 
band-pass fl avours, 
with many styled on 
classics of the past.

The starting point for 
every sound. Choose 
one of over 400 
sound voices from a 
selection with over 
250 drum sounds, as 
well as instruments, 
vocal and synth 
hits, and FX. Filter

Oscillator
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There are 16 available parts to which a 
sound can be allocated, and each 
initialised pattern is conveniently 
populated with a common electronic 
drum kit selection assigned to the lower 
set of pads (numbers 9-16). You also 
get a four-to-the-fl oor kick pattern to get 
you started. Pad pairs 13/14 and 15/16 
are initially set to mute/choke each 
other (this can be overridden) and are 
commonly assigned to elements such 
as hi-hats. All other parts are created 
equally, and with a range of voice 
priority and allocation modes, but with 
maximum polyphony of four voices in 
each case and global maximum of 24.

In fact, although the Electribe 
features both drum and instrumental/
musical sound sources, they are all 
treated equally for recording, playback 
and editing. The simplest way to 
record anything into the unit is in 

Trigger mode where each pad is 
assigned to a different part. Press the 
relevant pad and you can immediately 
select a different sound for that Part 

using the Oscillator knob.
For those wanting an x0x-style visual 

grid, the Sequencer mode uses the 16 
pads to represent 16 steps at once 
– pressing a pad toggles that step on or 
off. Keyboard mode allows you to play 
different notes on the pads. Clearly this 
isn’t a piano keyboard so you select a 
Key and Scale type, whereupon you get 
two octaves or more of correctly-
assigned notes across the pads. For 
those requiring a more ambitious 
musical approach there is MIDI 
interfacing on the rear panel (via 
1/8-inch socket adaptors) to connect an 
external keyboard or controller.

Chord mode allows each pad to 
trigger a key-appropriate chord, with 
editable note complexity. As if that 
weren’t enough, the built-in touchpad 
provides another means of ‘playing’ 
when Touch Scale is engaged.

Under the hood
The wide selection of sounds assignable 
to the Oscillator in each Part (257 
drums and 151 others) are only a 
starting point, as each can be tweaked 

via the Filter, Amp/EG and Insert FX 
sections. The Oscillator section provides 
control over Pitch, Glide and the 
somewhat enigmatic Edit parameter. 

This tweaks one 
aspect of the raw 
sound, such as 
detune for some of 
the basic layered 
wave shapes, 
though in many 
cases appears to 
apply increasing 

amounts of distortion. It would have 
been helpful for Korg to provide more 
detail here but it’s not in the manuals. 

The Filter section is particularly 
strong, with a host of fi lter emulations 
covering some classic kit. Dial-up the 
Acid LPF and see what I mean. Besides 
cutoff and resonance there is an 
envelope depth control that shares the 
output of the amp envelope to the right. 
The envelope is a basic two-stage affair. 
The Modulation section appears simpler 
than the previous Electribe series, 
though the Modulation knob in fact 
allows you to select from 64 different 
mod source/destination options. There’s 
plenty of choice, but the stripped down 
interface in this case is less successful 
in terms of immediacy.

Insert FX this time around are not 
shared between parts, so you have 16 
to play with, which certainly makes for 
a better produced overall sound. On the 
subject of effects, there is a Master FX 
slot, to which each part can be sent, 
and this includes reverbs, delays, 
modulation and dynamic effects 
besides some other more interesting 

SPECS
Maximum number of 
sounds (entire pattern): 
24 voices
Maximum number of sound 
(per part): 4 voices.
i/Os: Audio Out l/R jacks 
– 2 x mono 1/4” phone 
jacks, Audio in jack 
– stereo 1/8” mini phone 
jack, Headphone jack 
– stereo 1/8” mini phone 
jack, Sync in/Out jacks 
– 2 x mono 1/8” mini phone 
jack, Midi in/Out jacks 
– 2 x 1/8” via adaptors, 
uSB connector – micro 
USB B type
Battery life: Six AA 
batteries, approximately 
fi ve hours
dimensions:
339x189x45mm
Weight: 
1.6kg

The new Electribe loses 
the additional audio 
outputs, but this isn’t a 
huge loss given the new 
and improved WAV export 
features. Although the 
main outputs are on a pair 
of unbalanced 1/4-inch 
mono jacks, there are also 
plenty of 1/8-inch sockets. 
The most interesting of 
these are the Sync In and 
Out jacks that are 
designed primarily for 

interfacing with Korg’s 
own Volca range, though 
these could also be used 
for syncing with other 
analogue gear.

MIDI In/Out is covered 
via 1/8-inch jack to DIN 
adaptors and covers 
note-on/off, CC (for all 
front panel controls) 
and Clock transmission 
and reception.

The stereo Audio In 
socket allows you to mix 

an external source with 
the Electribe’s audio, but 
also use external audio as 
the ‘oscillator’ source for 
one of the pattern’s Parts, 
where it can be gated, 
fi ltered and effected.

A USB socket on the 
side panel appears to be 
only used for MIDI at the 
moment. It would have 
been great to allow the 
Electribe to function as an 
audio interface…

Ins And Outs

Each part gets 
its own editable 
effect. There are 
37 to choose from 
that take in 
distortion, dynamics, 
modulation and 
delay, plus some 
fi ltering and 
slicing to keep 
things interesting.

Insert FX

The Filter section is very strong, 
with a host of fi lter emulations 

covering some classic kit

The analogue revival 
continues with the 
inclusion of sync 
trigger jacks aimed 
squarely at Korg’s 
Volca range that 
uses 8th note pulses.

Sync In/Out

Whilst it has no 
audio sampling 
capability, the audio 
input can be fed into 
the sound engine 
for processing.

Audio In
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its ability to trigger finished patterns 
from the pads when in Pattern Set 
mode – though be careful not to press 
this by accident when creating a pattern 
as you’ll lose everything! Incidentally, 
there is a small playback glitch when 
writing patterns which precludes using 
this in a real-time scenario. Another 
downside for live use is the light-grey on 
dark-grey button legending, which is 
difficult to read in low-light conditions.

Overall this is a little box with some 
big ideas. My 
reservation about 
only being able to 
use preset sound 
sources was 
somewhat allayed 
by the immediacy 
and flexibility on 
offer here, though 

I can’t help wondering if Korg will 
release some ‘custom soundset’ 
versions in the future. This Electribe is 
nearly half the original price of the 
previous version, but much has 
changed since 2003 – the iPad for a 
start. However, as a standalone device, 
the Electribe Music Production Station 
is a fun and flexible beast. 

types. Its parameters remain largely 
hidden, though the touchpad can be 
used for tweaking.

The icing on the cake, and  
where the box really comes alive, is 
when you start using Motion 
Sequencing to control most of the front 
panel controls – it’s fun, addictive and 
sonically worthwhile. This automation is 
saved with each pattern, and is 
especially effective when employing 
real-time insert and master effect 

tweaks. Also worth mentioning are the 
Groove parameters, where you can 
progressively add subtle variations in 
timing and level. These are set per part 
and works alongside the global Swing 
setting to make it very easy to create 
fluid and interesting patterns from quite 
simple elements.

Tribal gathering
This Electribe is geared more firmly at 
live performance than previously, with 

ALTERNATIVES

Korg Gadget
£29.99
This clip-based iOS 
software includes some 
amazing sound sources and 
also integrates with Ableton 
– but you will have to buy 
an iPad! 
www.korg.co.uk

Electribe Sampler
£329
Similar functions to the 
Electribe reviewed here, but 
based around user 
recordable samples. 
www.korg.co.uk

Ableton Live
from £79
Although it makes a perfect 
partner to the Electribe, 
Ableton Live is well known 
as a great clip-based 
performance tool. 
www.ableton.com

VERDICT
Build 
❚❚❚❚❚❚❚❚

VALUE 
❚❚❚❚❚❚❚❚

EASE OF USE
❚❚❚❚❚❚❚❚❚

VERSATILITY
❚❚❚❚❚❚❚❚❚

RESULTS
❚❚❚❚❚❚❚❚❚

Although limited to its own onboard 
voices, this Electribe is fun, flexible 
and capable of some great results.

It really comes alive when you start 
using Motion Sequencing – it’s fun, 
addictive and sonically worthwhile

A very interesting offshoot 
of Korg’s Gadget software 
for iPad was its ability to 
export to Ableton Live. 
The fact that Gadget was 
based around ‘clips’ 
made the integration with 
Live appear extremely 
straightforward – and 
what could be better than 
to be able to easily load 
and finish your tracks in a 
‘proper’ DAW?

This same functionality 
has been brought to the 
new Electribes, and is 
accessed from the Data 
Utility menu. Here you 
can choose to export a 
Pattern as a series of 
(16-bit, 48kHz) WAV files 
– one for each Part – with 

the option of creating an 
Ableton Live project file 
at the same time. 
Exported files are copied 
to an SD card inserted in 
the side of the unit ready 
for copying to a PC or 
Mac running Live.

As a nice bonus, you 
get a free Ableton Live 
Lite licence included with 

the hardware. Sadly, this 
is limited to importing a 
maximum of eight Parts, 
but, if you do go over 
this, a separate file is 
created that includes only 
the first eight Parts used 
in a Pattern.

Each WAV includes 
Insert FX but not  
Master FX.

Ableton Live Integration
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