
Apogee Element 46 £859
This Thunderbolt-equipped interface aims for sumptuous audio 
quality and software control. Jono Buchanan gets it hooked up

CONTACT WHO: Sound Technology TEL: 01462 480000 WEB: www.apogeedigital.com KEY FEATURES I/O: 12 IN x 14 OUT Thunderbolt 
Audio I/O box, up to 192kHz/24-bit, 4 analogue inputs with mic preamps and phantom power, 4 combination inputs, 6 analog outputs: 2 XLR outputs, 2 x 
1/4" headphone outs. Thunderbolt connectivity, Optical IN/OUT, Word Clock IN/OUT, Element Control Software.  Dimensions: 29.5cm x 14cm x 4.5cm, Weight: 
1.34kg, System Requirements: Thunderbolt-equipped Mac, Memory: 4 GB RAM minimum, 8 GB recommended, OS: 10.10 or higher
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T
he Thunderbolt 
protocol is now well 
established as a go-to 
choice for audio 
recording and 
playback, and the 
battle between leading 

manufacturers of audio interfaces is 
escalating quickly. To rival the likes of 
Universal Audio’s Apollo range, 
Focusrite’s Clarett units and MOTU’s 
828X, Apogee return with a new 
interface suite of their own. The 
Element Series of interfaces includes 
three separate models in the form of 

or LCD display in sight. Don’t let the 
featureless look throw you though – 
the (optional) Remote Control unit 
might look like the more interesting 
piece of kit [see Apogee Remote 
Control], but that plain grey box plays 
host to the real action. The real ace 
up Apogee’s sleeve is that the 
Element interfaces aren’t actually 
designed for physical interaction at all 
– instead, they’re designed to be put 
to one side on a surface in your 
studio, with their microphone 
connections (front-mounted for 
convenience) the only part you’ll get 
hands-on with during the recording 
process. Everything else is handled by 
software, with that aforementioned 
Remote Control providing extra 
hands-on interaction with the 
application should you wish.

The front panel provides four 
combination inputs for mic and 
instruments in the middle, and a pair 
of stereo 1/4" headphone outputs to 
the right-hand side. Round the back 
the minimalism continues. XLR main 
output ports are fl anked by Optical 
(for ADAT/SMUX or SPDIF connections) 
and Word Clock In/Outs, while the 
power supply input and Thunderbolt 
connection port complete the line-up. 
In terms of all the other parts of a 
recording session, such as setting 
Gain levels, enabling Phantom Power, 
inverting Phase or setting up 
headphone mixes, Apogee instead 
require you to download the Element 
Control software, which is available 
for Mac, Windows and iOS platforms.

Setting it up works like so: plug in 
the hardware and register it via the 

the Element 24, 46 and 88, with the 
numbers referring to the number of 
analogue inputs and outputs featured 
on each device. The subject of this 
review is the four-in, six-out Element 
46 and as we’ll see, there’s plenty 
going on here which marks Apogee’s 
approach as separate from many of 
its competitors.

First up, let’s learn a little about 
what makes up an Element audio 
interfacing system. The main interface 
itself prioritises function over form by 
offering an extremely simple and 
rather plain-looking unit with no LED 

THE PROS & CONS

+
 Sumptuous audio 
quality and 
conversion 

 Element software 
nicely confi gured 
and highly fl exible 

 iOS compatibility – 
run a session from 
your iPhone or iPad 

-
 No rack-mounting 
kit for the Element 
interface provided 

 No thunderbolt 
cable included 

 No FX suite or 
hosting, unlike 
several rival 
interfaces The Remote Control unit 

might look more interesting, 
but that plain grey box plays 

host to the real action

PATCHING UP  The Element hardware offers 
a pared-back design, providing a ‘patchbay’ 
approach to front-panel connections, with 
neither an LCD nor LED display in sight. 

CONFIGUR ATION Setup takes place within 
the Element Control software, which offers 
input settings, output controls and up to three 
Mixer confi gurations .
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Apogee website. This prompts you to 
download the corresponding software 
package for your interface. The 
Element Control software offers a 
range of template starting points to 
help you confi gure how you want its 
GUI to look. With the full range of 
options on display, System and 
Device settings are on the left, 
controlling Clock Source, Sample 
Rate and other global preferences. 
The Channel View section is at the 
top, where Input Type, Gain, Phantom 
Power, Phase Polarity Invert, Soft 
Limiting and Grouping (mono or 
stereo-linking) settings can be 
confi gured for each physical input, 
with ladder LEDs for each of these 
above, alongside those for software 
playback levels from your computer.

If you want to set up for a quick, 
basic recording, things needn’t 
become more complicated than this 
(and indeed there’s an ‘Essentials’ 
pop-up window version of the 
software offering a stripped-down 
confi guration designed to ‘fl oat’ next 
to your DAW software), but if you 
want more comprehensive control, 
further down, you can confi gure three 
Mixer windows as well as a dedicated 
FX Send mix, for assigning Channels 
to Faders, letting you confi gure 
Headphone and Monitor output mixes 
for recording sessions, and looping in 
monitor effects while tracking. It’s 
impressive stuff, nicely designed and 
intuitive to use, especially if you’re a 
Logic Pro user, as audio input settings 
including Gain and Phantom Power 
on/off can be further controlled from 
each audio channel’s control strip. 
Apogee’s name is staked on its warm, 
clear preamps and AD/DA conversion 

means alone in doing this, but I’m 
making it my mission to wag an 
accusatory fi nger at all manufacturers 
of interfaces at this price that don’t 
supply one. It’s the grown-up version 
of the Christmas present which 
requires unsupplied batteries.

Thereafter, though, there’s an 
awful lot to like here. While nearly all 
audio interfaces now provide software 
control over hardware, Element Control 
goes further than most, providing an 
essential front end to Apogee’s 
preamps and A/D conversion. Both of 
these are of the standard which has 
become known and admired, so if 
you’re after a Thunderbolt interface 
for your Mac and you’ve been 
scrutinising the market, a compelling 
new option is here to make your 
decision even harder. 

FM VERDICT

 8.8 

 If you’re happy with software-
controlled hardware, Apogee’s 
Element interfaces offer 
glorious audio quality, and 
the preamps are among 
the best-sounding available 

and this reputation is more than 
upheld here; Element 46 sounds 
glorious, taking the best of the 
protocols offered by its top-of-the-
range Symphony interface.

There are a couple of things 
about the Element series which 
aren’t perfect. It would be good to see 
a rack-mounting option for each of 
these interfaces as desktop space is 
– for most people – at more of a 
premium than rack space, and with 
the exception of plugging in 
microphones and instruments, this is 
a box designed to stay out of the way. 
Also, you need to buy a Thunderbolt 
cable separately. Apogee are by no 

 APOGEE REMOTE CONTROL 

 The Element software is beautifully confi gured, but if 
you want hardware control over your Element interface, 
Apogee Control is available (separately). This compact 
desktop remote is powered via USB, and its controls can 
be set up via the Element software. Eight buttons (1-4 
and A-D) can control functions such as Input Levels, 
phantom power, talkback and many, many others, while 
the three buttons around the rotary at the bottom let you 
toggle between inputs, headphone setups and speaker 
controls. The wheel itself lets you dial in/out levels, and 
doubles as a button which is similarly confi gurable. 

THE ALTERNATIVES

 Focusrite 
Clarett 4Pre  
 £610 
 With four freshly 
reconfi gured 
microphone 
preamps, ultra-low-
latency recording 
over Thunderbolt and 
a compact frame, 
there’s much to 
admire here, 
especially with its 
bundled effects. 
 uk.focusrite.com 

 Universal 
Audio Apollo 
Twin MkII   
from £590 
 If you want more 
inputs, look at the 
Apollo 8 and 8p 
interfaces, but if you 
can cope with just 
two, there’s lots on 
offer, including 
sublime audio 
quality and access 
to UAD’s highly 
coveted effects. 
 www.uaudio.com 

 MOTU 828x  
 £799 
 Offering both 
Thunderbolt and 
USB connectivity, 
this latest 
incarnation of 
MOTU’s best-selling 
interface offers 
eight input channels 
and plenty of digital 
connectivity too. 
 www.motu.com 

BARE ESSENTIALS  The ‘Essentials’ window 
is designed to ‘fl oat’ above your DAW software 
so you can make tweaks to the most common 
functions you’ll need during a recording session. 

iOS CONTROL You can even control the Element 
software from your iPhone or iPad. You’ll need 
the desktop software running and an active WiFi 
connection to get both talking, though.
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