


a single-tone sound module with transposi-
tion, bend range, and reverb on/off controls.
Roland provides a timbre assignment func-
tion so that you can either choose to let
voices within a timbre be stolen when they
are needed or allow no new notes to play
until a voice is available. You can also decide
whether a note that you play repeatedly
stacks new voices on the note, or merely
mutes and retriggers the same voice.

An eight-timbre setup is the D-20s high-
est level in multitimbral mode. Each timbre in
asetup is assigned a volume level and stereo
pan position. Global parameters for all of the
timbres in a setup include the tuning, trans-
position, and keyboard split point, as well as
thereverbtype, level, and time. There are
eighttypes of reverb, plus a choice of no
reverbforthe setup. Reverh types are small
and medium rooms, medium and large halls,
plate, and three kinds of delay: a single slap-
back echo, a fading echo, and a fading echo
that pans left and right.

You can layer all eight timbres and the
rhythm tones in multitimbral mode by set-
ting their MIDI channels to the same channel
the keyboard is transmitting on. Since you
cansetthe keyboard tosend on different
channels above and below the split point,
you can assign any timbre’s MIDI channel to

play on either side of the keyboard.

A sound in the performance mode is
called a patch, which is made up of two tones
that can be layered across the keyboard or
assigned to opposite sides of the program-
mable split point. Alternatively, a patch can
use only one tone, which doubles the
number of voices available on the keyboard.
Each tone in a patch features the same
parameters as those in a timbre, along with
pitch-bend range and assign mode. [n addi-
tion, you can adjust the volume level of the
two tones in relation to each other.

As with the D-50, when you edit any
parameter on the D-20, you must store it
before calling up another sound or turning
the instrument off. Before you save a tone,

Pros & Cons

Pros: Multitimbral LA synthesis with
built-in reverb. Built-in sequencer with
drum machine programming. Strong
drum sounds. Built-in 312" disk drive.

Cons: One sequence in memory,
volatile sequencer memory. Disk drive
won’t store MIDI sys-ex data for external
devices. No aftertouch. Poor manual.

timbre, or patch, you can use the compare
button to hear the program that you will be
replacing. One neat D-50 edit function that
didn’t make the transition to the D-20 is the
undo feature.

Samples. Where many digital synthesizers
use a single cycle of asampled waveform, the
D-20 has 144 looped and 112 non-looped
PCM recordings. Although there are some
samples taken at low and high ends of an
instrument’s range, there are no multi-
samples in the D-20’s arsenal.

In our usual heartless manner, we care-
fully scrutinized each of the D-20's 256 PCM
sounds: We found that the majority of the
samples are noisy, and a good many of them
are very noisy. Granted, in these tests we
singled out each sample and played it very
toud. The best samples included most of the
drums, although there were some audible
problems in a few of these, most noticeably
the conga. The noisiest samples were of the
piano, bass, guitar, organ, and voice.

In non-critical live performance, the
inherent sample noise probably won't mat-
ter. However, in critical recording situations,
the D-20 may not sound as clean as some
people would prefer.

Rhythm Section, The D-20 comes with 63
preset rhythm tones, and you can also use

WHATS THE
THE D-DIFFERENCE

By Mark Vil

" WELVE DONUTS IN THE BOX, SOME
‘& chacolate-covered, some filled with
custard, some sugar-frosted, each one
uniquely enticing. Despite their differences,
however, they all share one basicingredient:
sugar.

Roland’s LA synths, which we'lireferto as
the [¥’s, include the big daddy D-50 keyboard
synth, its rack-mount brother D-550, and the
baby D's: the D-20and D-10 keyboard synths
and the D-110 rack-mount. Although
Roland’s MT-32 isn’t branded with a D, itis
directly related to the family. The common
ingredient here is LA synthesis, ahd we all
know how sweet that sounds. But what sets
each of these devices apart from the others?

Let’s take a closer look, starting with the
D-50, and work our way down. To refresh
your memnory, the D-50 {$2,095) is 16-voice
with split and layer modes, a five-octave
keyboard with velocity and aftertouch
response, stereo outputs, and built-in digital
EQ, chorusing, and delay effects. italso bas a
front panel joystick that is useful for blending
the partials in a sound. The D-550 ($1,850)
doesn’t have the keyboard or joystick, but it
uses the same sound generation circuits as
the D-50, along with the added benefits of
programmable chase play on/off and porta-
mento on/off per patch, The daddy D's have
lots of goodies, but they lack one function
that many of their competing products fea-
ture—neither unit is multitimbral.

Enter the baby D's, who love playing the
muititimbral game. Fach of them will give
you up to eight different sounds atonce

through their sterec outputs, and voice allo-
cation is dynamic—you dor’t have to assign a
specific number of voices for each MIDI
channel. What’s more, the baby D’s can store
64 programmable sounds to go with their 128
presets, compared to the 64-patch limit of the
daddy s, Finally, the baby D’s have 13 dif-
ferent programming structures (a structure
being a way of combining and routing par-
tials). The daddy D’s offer only seven
structures.

What about individual differences among
the baby D's? The D-20 {$1,795) has its own
3%" disk drive, sequencer, and, like the D-10
{$1,395), a programmable drum machine.
The D-110($995) doesn't have a sequencer or
adrum machine, but it does feature the same
63 percussion sounds found in the other
baby D’s. 1ts MIDI configurations are pro-
grammable. The home recordist will also
appreciate the D-110's additional six assign-
able outputs. You can assign any sound to
one of the programmable outputs, and it witl
bypassthe internal reverb, allowing youto
process it any way you see fit.

The MT-32 {$695) features a synthesis
architecture similar to the one used in the
baby D’s, but its signai-to-noise ratio isn't
quite as good and its drum sounds—of which
there are only 30—don’t sound as realistic as
those in the baby D’s. There are 128 presets in
the MT-32, but to program new sounds you'll
need a software editor, because the MT-32
can’t be programmed from its front panel. It
also doesn’tstore any of its performance
settings when you shut it off, so you'li either
need to reset it manually for each session or
program your sequencer o send program
changes, MIDI volume settings, and various
system-exclusive messages for each new
song.

As you can see, you pay less for a baby D
or the MT-32 than you would for a daddy D,
but you get some extras. So what gets sacri-
ficed for those extras? To start with, the little

guys won't respond to aftertouch. The D-50
and 3-550 provide three LFOs per voice, but
the baby D’s and the MT-32 have to depend
on one per voice. The D-50’s data display is
better. And you won't find the EQ and cho-
rusing effects of the daddy D’s in the fittle
guys, because the digital reverb used in the
baby D’sis different. It's only 12-bit. Not only
do the EQ and chorusing enhance the sound
of the daddy D's, but the signal stays digital all
the way through the instrument until the
outputs. The signal inababy D starts out as
digital, then gets converted to analog and
back to digital when it goesinto thé reverb.
This extra conversion process degrades the
sound quality somewhat, as Peter Gotcher
explainsin his Digital Sampling column on
page 125. The MT-32 has the same reverb as
the baby D’s, butthe surrounding circuits
aren’t of the same quality; therefore, the
MT-32 doesn’tsound quite as good asthe
baby D’s. As for the number of reverb and
delay settings offered by each type of device,
the daddy D’s give you 32, the baby D's eight,
and the MT-32 four.

Canyou hear the difference in sound
between a baby D and a2 daddy D? You sure
can. The D-50 and D-550 produce sounds
that jurmp out and tickle the eardrums. The
baby D’s make pretty sounds—they just don’t
sound as remarkable as the daddy D’s.

Whatabout programming? if you own
either the PG-1000 programimer ($495) or a
software editor for your daddy D, don't
expect to use iton a baby D, because the two
groups are incompatible. However, the PG-
10 programmer ($399,50) can be used on any
of the baby D’s, as can editor software. Unfor-
tunately, the MT-32 requires its own editor
program, and itwon’twork with the PG-10.
As for RAM card storage, the daddies and
babies use the same kind of card, but the card
memory hasto be formatted for one or the
other type of machine, The MT-32doesn’t
have a card slot. =
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any of the 64 programmable tones in pro-
gramming rhythm patterns. Sixty-three
rhythm tones are mapped across the key-
board. You can play these in manual play
mode, Since the D-20 only has 61 keys, you'll
need to transpose the keyboard up or down
a half-step to access the 62nd and 63rd tones,
You can assign rhythm tones all the way from
CTto C8 by transposing the keyboard up and
down and assigning a sound to the keys. You
can reprogram the preset drum sound layout
very easily. When you edit the key assign-
ments, the D-20s display shows the note that
you play (by name and octave), the tone that
it controls, the volume level and pan position
of thetone, and whetherreverbis on or off
for the tone. Any of these parameters is
accessible for editing by moving the cursor to
the parameter. The cursor will stay on that
parameter for any new key that you access.
Our experimental juices started flowing
when we found we could play a rhythm pat-
tern on the keyboard while randomly chang-
ing the tones with the data slider.

In pattern play mode, there are 64 preset
rhythm patterns (your basic bread-and-
butter rhythms, nothing real exciting), and
you can reprogram 32 of these yourself. A
pattern signature canrange from1/410 8/4
(the denominator is constant}, which gives
you some rhythmic freedom, but don’t
expect too much, because a pattern is always
one measure long.

The process of programming a D-20
rhythm pattern is much like working witha
drum machine, although there is no visual

display for eachdrum sound—something
most of Roland’s drum machines provide.
You can quantize events as you enter them if
you’d like; the available note resolutions are
eighth-note, eighth-note triplet, sixteenth-
note, sixteenth-note triplet, and thirty-
second-note. If youdon’tlike somethingin
the pattern, you can erase the offending
sound(s}. We found itsomewhat irritating
that the stop button doesn’timmediately end
rhythm playback—the machine continuesto
the end of the current pattern. You use the
D-20’s sequencer to string the rhythm
patterns together.

The Sequencer. First, the good points: In
multitimbral mode, the D-20’s eight-track
sequencer can play up to eight polyphonic
timbres and a rhythm pattern track. You can
overdubnote, programchange, orvolume
and pan data to an existing track, then audi-
tion the results before merging the new data
with thetrack. You can strip controller data
froma track. After-the-fact quantization is
available.

You can use track 8 to record rhythm
events performed in real time, or you can use
the rhythm track and string together rhythm
patterns, Since rhythm patterns aren’t re-
stricted to 4/4 time, you can mix time signa-
tures throughoutthe sequence, no matter
what the original signature is. The sequencer
can give you a two-bar lead-in or begin
recording when you depress a key. Punch-in
is automated.

i you have a more powerful sequencer
for putting your musictogether, the D-20"s
sequencer can still be used in live perform-
ance, because it can record sequence data in

real time from ancther sequencer on all eight
tracks at once—a real time-saver,

Now, for the bad news: The D-20 will
contain one,and only one, sequence ata
time. Therefore, when you use the D-20in
live performance, you’re forced to reload
each newsong, instead of having severalin
memory ready to go. You could separate
each song with a blank measure and stop the
sequencer between songs, but can you
imagine the kind of trouble you'll have to go
through if you need to compose a set of
songs on the D-20's sequencer?

You must save a sequence to disk before
you turn the instrument off, or you'll lose the
sequence. Yes, this is how any software
sequencer works, but most of the other
syrnth/sequencer combos keep sequences in
memory.

There are no copying functions, so you
can’tcopy data fromone track to another.
Worse yet, you can’t copy a group of mea-
sures to another part of the sequence, We
wouldn’t be so upset if there were individual
sequences thatwe could string togetherin
their preferred order. Another gripe: There
is no single-event editing.

Unlike other synth/sequencer combos
{such as the ESQ-1), a sequencer track on the
D-20can only play either one of its internal
timbres or an external MIDI device on the
proper MIDI channel—not both. Oh, and
get this—to send a track over MIDI, you
mute it. So you have an externai synth
hooked up to the D-20 while you’re working
on a sequence. You mute a track that's play-
ing a D-20timbre so you can hear another
part, and what happens? If the channel

matches up, you’ll hear the track you muted
on the other synth. Justasannoying, some
important data is not saved to disk at all. Let’s
say you create a sequence that plays tracks 5
through 8 over MIDI channeis 11 through 14,
Youfinish the sequence and save itta disk.
Foryour nextsequence, tracks 5 through 8
play MIDI channels 1through 4. When you
reload the firstsequence, tracks 5through 8
won't sound right, because the D-20 doesn’t
store MIDI channels for each sequence.
You’ll need to change them manually if
they’re not the same for every song.

The manual doesn't tell you how to trun-
cate a sequence if you let the sequencer run
inrecord mode longer than you intended,
Here'showto doit: While in record mode,
erase the data in any track, starting at the
measure after the last measure you'd liketo
hear play. When you returnto play mode,
the sequence will only run as far as the erase
point. But what if you wanted to remove part
of asingle track without truncating the entire
sequence? You can, but there’s a second step
involved. All the other tracks will still be
there, but the sequencer won’t play them. To
fix this problem, stay in (or return to) record
mode, start the sequencer, and letitrun all
the way to the sequence’s end.

We have three more gripes, but they're
minor: (1) Other than the audition capability
of the overdub function, you can’t check the
results of quantization or punchingin—the
previous data is lost. (2) The sequencer won't
stop playback until it reaches the end of the
current measure. {3) MIDI Song Position
Pointer is not implemented.

Data Storage. Anyone who has hassled
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with cassette tape data storage probably
drools at the thought of an on-board disk
drive. Randorm access can be a marvelous
thing. Unfortunately, the D-20’s disk drive
won’twork as a generic sys-ex data storage
system.

While the D-20s drive does a good job of
storing sequencer, rhythm, and sound data
to 314" disk, it’s too bad you can’t save
individual sounds, rhythm patterns, or
sequencer tracks. It takes almost 212 minutes
toformatadisk, 40to 103 seconds to save a
sequence, and about 10to 35 seconds to load
a sequence. Saving all memory data, includ-
ing a 500-bar sequence, takes about 125
seconds, while reloading takes just over 50
seconds.

Youcanuse an optional RAM card for
storing all programmable rhythm patterns
andsound data. Although you can’t store
individual sounds to the card, you can
simultaneously accesssounds on a card and
in internal memory.

Data dump commands are provided so
that you can transfer the entire contents of
memoryfromone D-20to another,ortoa
sys-ex librarian.

Front Panel interface & PG-10 Program-
mer. The D-20's front panel is laid out much
more ergonomically than the D-50, though
the LCD window is smaller. Veteran LA
programmerswill be glad to find the D-20"s
increment and decrement buttons very near
the data slider,

If you prefer to have access to more
sliders, youshould check outthe PG-10. Its
eightsliders and muitiple pushbuttons can
simplify programming. We're happy to

report that, although it uses the D-20’s MIDI
in, the PG-10 provides a utility MIDFin for
D-20 parameter data. This leaves the PG-10's
primary MIDlin available forinputfroman
external controller, in which case the PG-10’s
MIDH out acts as a theu, At the same time, the
D-20and PG-10 useeach other’s MIDI outs,
so you'll need a thru box if you intend to use
the D-20as a master controller atthe same
time you’re programming its sounds, Our
only problem with the PG-10 was that its
stiders have a refatively short throw, and
there are no increment and decrement
buttons. Imagine trying to zero in on one of
up to 129 values using aslider that has only
1% inches of movement. Increment and
decrement buttons would solve the prob-
lem. Still, you may find that paying $399.50 for
the programmer will make your life easier.
Conclusion, If you’ve been holding off on
buying a D-50 because you were wishing it
was multitimbral and had a built-in sequen-
cer, disk drive, dynamic voice allocation, and
drumsounds, the D-20is definitely worth
looking into. Qur impression is that the
sound quality isn’t quite up to the D-50
standard, but for many people the extra
features may tip the balance. We do wish we
could be more enthusiastic about both the
sequencer and the disk operating system.
They're useable, butthey’re missing some
important features that we'd expectto see on
a quality product—features that the compe-
tition has had for a couple of years, We'd
guessthat Roland is hoping that the magic of
LA synthesis will catapult the D-20 to the top
of the do-it-all synth mountain, but they may
be facing an uphill battle. E
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