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ONTHEDVD
AUDIO DEMOS

Engage your suband
prepare for a bassquake
with our audio clips

Crank up your subwoofer and take cover! We get down and dirty
with this floor-shaking synth from the acclaimed sound designer

System requirements

PIII/Athlon 1.8GHz, 512MB RAM,
Windows 98/Vista/XP, VST/RTAS host

[YEY G4 1GHz, Mac 0S X 104,
VST/AU/RTAS host

Test system

Intel Core i7 920, 3GB RAM,
Windows Vista, Cubase 5, Ableton Live 8
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> Rob Papen’s first three soft synths - Albino,
Blue and Predator - were of the general
purpose virtual analogue variety, but the last
one we looked at, RG, was decidedly different,
being a sample-based “rhythm guitar synth”.
Rob’s latest offering, SubBoomBass, also aims to
be less generic than your average VA, being
billed as a “dedicated bass synth”.
SubBoomBass is built on the engine of Rob’s
beastly Predator synth, and while it lacks some
of the features of its progenitor, it has a few nifty
extras to make up for it, plus an eye-popping,
opinion-dividing interface (we rather like it).
Sound generation begins with the synth’s pair
of oscillators, and these are the biggest selling
point of SubBoomBass. For starters, they offer 16
of the same analogue-modelled waveforms as
Predator: you'll find staples like sine, saw, square
and triangle, as well as combination waveforms,
noise generators and some with a ‘Rez’ tag,
which are useful for accentuating filter-work.
Further oscillator functions include tuning;
free running or reset-on-note; sync; ring and
frequency modulation; keyboard-tracking
disable; symmetry (similar to pulse width, but

can be applied to any modelled waveform);
pulse-width (ie, symmetry) modulation; and a
Sub-Osc knob per oscillator, to bring in a sine or
square wave an octave below the note played.

Getting the lowdown
More unusual are the 39 sample-based
waveforms that are unique to SBB. These have
been created by pitching down samples of
various instruments, mostly of the percussive
variety, with sources including kick drums, toms,
xylophones, congas, djembe, bass guitars, etc.
You can even use the sync and ring/frequency
modulation with them, for extra grind and growl.
Following the oscillators is a simple distortion
stage - you can drive the signal to warmiit up, or
slam it to create new timbres - then a dual-filter
setup, running either in series, parallel or split
mode (ie, a filter and effect for each oscillator).
The first filter has low-pass, band-pass,
high-pass and notch modes in 6dB, 12dB, 18dB
and 24dB flavours, as well as comb and vowel
filters. It also has a dedicated envelope and LFO
with various waveshapes and tempo sync - the
LFO is handy for making wobbly bass noises,
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‘It's capable of a broad

range of cone-shaking

ones, from highly

synthetic to organic

)

and the phase can be reset on each new note.

The second filter is simpler: it has low-pass
and high-pass varieties in 6dB, 12dB and 24dB
modes, a cutoff knob... and that’s it.

The amplifier section uses the same ADSFR
envelope as found in the filter and modulation
sections. The F stands for Fade, and enables the
user to specify that instead of holding the signal
at the sustain level following the decay stage, it
will instead rise to 100% (or fall to 0%) over the
specified time period. Nifty!

Secret moves

Two panels at the bottom of the interface
conceal further options. The central panel can
display either the sequencer (see boxout) or the
Free Mods section, which offers a further
envelope and LFO to be assigned to parameters
of your choosing, plus a four-slot mod matrix. A
neat touch is the Amount Ctrl knobs for each
modulation, which, like all SubBoomBass knobs,
offer MIDI Learn via a right-click menu.

The rightmost panel conceals a pair of effects
slots (arranged in series, unless using Split
routing), with a whopping 23 on offer, including
delays, reverb, modulation, filtering, bitcrushing,
trancegate, compression, stereo enhancement,
EQ, amp simulation, distortion and more.

Global goodies include a unison function that
lacks the per-oscillator spread of Predator, but
has the advantage of additional octaved unison
modes; a knob for adjusting the envelope shape
(logarithmic/linear/exponential); analogue drift
emulation; portamento; and a pitch LFO.

There’s an optional Easy mode, with a
reduced set of controls - omitting fundamentals
such as oscillator levels, although it’s adequate
for tweaking presets. Speaking of which, there
are hundreds of quality presets.

Bassic needs
So how does SubBoomBass fare as a bass synth?
It’'s capable of a broad array of cone-shaking
tones, ranging from highly synthetic to more
organic, thanks to those built-in samples. The
latter are ideal for hip-hop, R&B, etc, and it’s not
hard to imagine SubBoomBass being a go-to
instrument for producers of these styles. It’s also
a fine general purpose synth for pads and leads.
However, there’s no escaping the fact that

The Easy modeis an
most users will stick with the normal control set

bsol doddle, though we reckon
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SubBoomBass’s sequencer is great for one-key bass motifs or rhythmic modulations

Steptoit

Hiding behind the central panel is
SubBoomBass’s step sequencer. The
Tie, Slide, Tune and Velocity rows can
be used to enter one-key basslines,
complete with slides and rests, etc. You
can play in a tune step-sequencer-style,
via your MIDI keyboard, too.

There’s a Free row for modulating
parameters of your choice within the
synth via the Free Osc panel’s Mod
Matrix. Most novel, though, are the
rows labelled Osc1and Osc2 - with
these, you can change the waveform of
either oscillator on the fly, to radically
alter the timbre as part of a sequence.

General features include adjustable
swing and glide time, latch (like holding

those sampled waveforms are about the only
thing that defines this as any more of a bass
synth than Predator (it’s basically a cut-down
version of it). While there’s no formula for
devising bass synths, we still feel that there are
areas in which SubBoomBass could be more
conducive to making bass sounds.

For instance, for the common technique of
layering a rock-solid, pure sub tone with a
complex, effected mid-range sound, you'd have
to use the Split mode... but then you’ve only got
one oscillator, one filter and one effect for each
part of the sound, which isn’t much. A dedicated
monophonic sub-bass oscillator that bypasses
the effects, main filter, etc, would be perfect
here, and is the kind of feature that would add
credence to the ‘bass synth’ tag.

Furthermore, since the unison mode is global
(ie, you can’t make an oscillator exempt from it),
it can cause wavering bass levels. And the
chorus has a low-pass filter but no high-pass
(the latter being the norm for a ‘bass chorus’).

Grumbles aside, we can’t deny that thisis a
quality instrument that dishes up some
thunderous, high-calibre bass tones.cm
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asustain pedal), locking of the
sequence (so that changing presets
doesn’t trash your carefully crafted
pattern), plus setting of the number of
pattern steps and the speed (from a
quarter to four times the tempo).

As cool as the sequencer is, it only
has 16 steps, and you can only have one
sequence per patch. It’s ashame it
doesn’t work in a similar way to Rob
Papen’s RG, where, say, one octave of
the keyboard can be used to switch
between several sequences. That’s not
tosayitisn’t useful - the JoMal preset
bank uses it to superb effect - but that
it’s best used for rhythmic motifs,
rather than programming riffs.

Alternatively

Spectrasonics Trilogy €199
cm58 >>9/10 >> €299
Heavy-weight bass module - its
sequel, Trilian, is due very soon

Rob Papen Predator
cmi12>>9/10 >> £129

A greater capacity for synthesis,
but with a different waveform set

Verdict

m Flexible oscillators

Specialised bass waveforms

Good sound quality

Can do a wide range of synth sounds
Hundreds of usable presets

No high-pass on the chorus
Only one 16-step sequence per patch
Not as bass-centric as it could have been

SubBoomBass has got more to satisfy
bass hounds than most synths and is
particularly suited to urban styles

8/10

July 2009 / COMPUTER MUSIC / 99

14/5/09 1:58:11 pm



