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VINTAGE SYNTAS

THE EMS VCE3 & SYNTHI A/AKS

VITAL STATISTICS:

Producadd: 1960 1o presant fout of produdtion for & shart fime
in 1080)

Total Mumber Mady: VC53, extimated 550; Synthi A/AKS,
850.

Manidaclorer: TMG {Chachoric Music Sudics), Trandacd Vacn
Bairn, Ladeck, Trure, Convveal] TRZ 4NW, Uniiiend King
ckean, Maaw dd-726-883-285 Owned hy Feter Zinovielf
from 1949 1o 1979, Datanomics took aver until 1983,
when current owner Edword Willlams stepped in.

Curment U.5. Contack Don Hossler, 1055 Loncashire Ct., Stone
Mountoin, GA 30083. (404} 292-4868.

U.5. EMS Servicing: Everctt Hafnor, EMSA [Electronic Music
Studio, America), 11 Nerh Main §t., Williamshurg,
MA 01096, (413} 268 3588.

Description: First commercially manulodured portuble anglog
synthesizers (slecronically idenncal), conceved by de
signer David Cockarall and ovant-garde composers
Tristram Cary and Feter Zinoviell. ¥L33 eomes in an
L shaped hurdwood cabinet for tobletop use; measures
A3 x 44 x 42cm (rnugmy 16-3/4" = 171 /49 5 18-
1/2'); weighs kg (clmost 20 Ibs }. Synthi A is in o
hlock ABS briefease for portability measures 48 x 38

Although Brian Lno fingurs his Minimoog in this pho
(very similar o the July 81 Keyboard cover phuln), the
LMS AKS in e hackground was alu diat o his heart,
At that tme, £netold us about in inteesting quirk thal
the AKS lad developod: “If { feod 3 loud input signol
into the ring madulator it will trigges the envelope. ..
s very usetul, because the you can use the envelope
(03 triggen arty cilier function in the synthesizen . When
1 ot it servicend have to put fitth: potes sl oven the tling
saying ‘Pon’t sivvice this part. Don't change this. ™

- % A e e e ot mm o

% 12em (roughly 18-
24" x 1 4:3/4" ¢ 4.
3/:“",, wviu‘n. 7.5ku (ubuu. 14 I/‘.I |ba]

Poatures: Two audio oceillators [0.5Hz to 20kMe, one with
suwlooth und variable-shopo sine wavefoms, the ofher
with variahle puhnﬂwiﬂlh aqnre and riving or ‘a”ing
ramp riangle waveforms), an UO {0.U25Hz fa SU0HzZ,
vorlable pulse width square ond rising- or falling-ramp
niongle wavoforms}, noise generator, lowpass hiter
{18lb/octave, varlable resonance, SHz 1 15kHz, sine-
wiave dscillation), ring modulovor, envelope shaper, dud
spring reverb, joystick contvaller, signul level/control
vohage meter, dual input channels {1/4* mono, mike,
ling, and CV levels), two outputs (1/4" moio, vio VCAS
for audio or pre-VCA for CV), headphone and scope
outputs. Buili-in stereo ompification/spoaker system.
Cphonal 3-ocave duophonic DKZ mechavical keyboard
with intemal oscillator and velocity-senshive dynamics,
ond 2-1/2-octave K$ copacitive touch-plote keyboard
und 256-ovont monophonic digital soquoncer (its inside
Synthi A's hid, resulting in the AKS).

tnsider Information; The VCSI is better known in the U5,
as tha “Muiney,” parhaps due to FMS's ariginal address
in Putney, o suburb of Landon. David Cockerell riow
works for Akai; he designed the hardware used in Akoi's
$1000 and 51100 samplars Tristram Cary is o Professor
! Elacronic Music at Adolaide Univarsity in Australia.
Gomposer Pater Zinoviefl was toking *haliday” on a
remote Scotish isle and was incommunicado during
our research. Current EMS owner Cdward Williams,
a tonmmpornary dossica! and elactronic music composer,
is perhaps best known for scoring music for television
broadeast. Ameny his projects is the long ruaning notre
series Lif on Eonth, narrated by David Atenborough.

Origina! Retail Price: VCS3, €330 (ubout $825). Synthi A,
£198 {ubout $495). AKS, £420 {chout $1,050 {U.5.
dolar o Brifish-pound eachonge rale in 1971 was 2-
1/21t1]

Currant Retail Price; New: V53, £1,450 {about $2,900).
Synthi A, £1,375 [about $2,750). AKS, £1,675 {about
$9,350). Reconditionod: VCS3, L850 {about $1,700;
Synthi A, £800 (ohaut §1,600); AKS, £988 (about
$1,075). [Current U5, dolflor t Britsh-pound exchange
ruteis 210 1.)

Current Street Price: £250 1o £500 [$500 to $1,000),

HILE MOST OF THE SYNTHESIS Al-
tention in the late '60s here in the: Unit-
od States was focuscd on the creations
of Boh Moog and Don Buchla (and
soon thereaiter, thase from ARP), there was only
one ballgame 1o follow in Curope, Out of an
advancad—ior 1969—computer-rousic studio

in London came a tablitop modular synthesizer

known here in the States as the Putney,
Developed and matketed hy TMS, the

VES3—its true name, which staod for the voli-

age-cantrolied studio, attenpt #3-.-was tiny
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("ﬁm]“é\l‘l.'l.'{ wilh its behemath Amwrican co
terpants. instoad of duzens of jacks spread acr
several square teet o menu ol fiunt pancl spu
the V(53 affered o tiny, square patel=boand o
trix. Whereas Amarican symth modules wi
connecled together using handiul, of patch
bles, sroall piny were inserted into the VCS
patch board to route control and audio sign
through the device. “ thore was aclually a v
good reason for using that patch board,” 1
plains David Cockerell, designer of the VU
“We got a good doal on them surplus, We |
a fow hundred of them pretty cheaply.”

Since 1965, Cockerell had warked for Pe
Zinoviefl, who'd purchased a DEC (Digl
Equipment Corpaoration) PRDP-8, tho fiest mi
computer, and put together one of the ca
computer music studios, According to Rol
Woad, who joined TMS in 1970 and currer
runs the company, “At least half of LMS v
A very expensive computer studio where 1
computers wese used to control prototype al
log systems, not anly for gencrating simple ai
log syathesicer sounds, bt also for soime.
sophisticatod tilter bank systems that cou’
alyze sounds. Lavid Cockerell designed «
14-channei analyzing filler bank, It was a
like: a vocoder, only it was allt under compt
control. The company was heavily into this k
of advanced computer research.”

“I here was a group of three of us,” Co
erell explaing, “Polor ZinovielT, mvscll, and 1
tam Cary, They were bath into avant garde n
sic, what you would call serious music int
classical tradition, It was toneless, and 1l
thought the keyboard was of secondary img
tance. The VCS3 wasn'Ureally a koybaard
strumoent (o slart with, We sort of added the k
board on as an afterthought.” The keyboar
question was the DKZ, a thice-octave, di
phonic mechanical affair installed with con
eloctronics in a wooden cabinet that malct
the VUS3,

Partability was an afterthaughi as well.
V(S3 was pretty awkward 1o carry aroun
Cockerell asserts. “It would have to he inal
as big as a tea chest. I didn't fold over or a
thing.” By 1971, Cockerell had squeczed
VCS3 elacironics into an oversized briclc
andd the Synthi A was barn. He also desigs
the K8, & 2-1/2-0ulave toudh-plate keybo
with 4 256-event monophionic digital sequen

Though he cherishes his ol fricne the M
maoog, assistant cditor Mark Vail often wish
it would fit in a briefcasc like the EMS A
Then again, toting that Moag-packed Anvil ¢
hedped him build arm character,
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This £t fnside the Syothi A i,
A combination of the Syntht A
and tho K§ was valled the AKS.

While Covkerell did ol the
demipging, Woed was busy with
uther dutles, *Half of my job
were to do with keeping the -
cio in order: tidying, lming up
tape machines, sweeping up,
making wape copies, The other
hall was actually concened with
demonstrating the cquiptne it o
cuite a Lot of notable pop stars,
who would come by and decide
whether they wanted to buy
something,” Ready for a hst of
whao-was-who in the tLII‘OpL‘aI‘l
rock seenet Go ahead, Kobin
“Pink Tloyd, the Whao the organ
an 'Wor't Get Fooled Again’ was
processed with the VCS3's enve.
lope shape), Roxy Music [Bran
Cno's band], King Crimson, Tan-
perine Dream, Klaus Schulze,
.’\"u_n_ldv I'”ut-.m, Courvesd Al Jcan-
Michiel Jarre, Gong, and Yes.
Todd Rundgren tone of your own)
usedd the VOS3; there's a poad
picture of it on th insidu cover
of Something/Anything. Many
other groups bought TMS gear
hut never seemed o make: use of
it: Rolling Stones, Led Zeppelin,
Fleetwond Mac, Jethro Tull, and
Deep Purple.”

Like the American analog
synihs of the time, EMS’s oscillators lended to
drift. “They were a bit dodgy onstage,” Cockerell
reponts, “You had 1 keap wning them up.”
Wood cancurs, “They're rather leimperamental
with regard (o tuning and pitch stability. People:
who used them onstage deserve a dor of credh
{or their bravory, If you wanted 10 us¢ one with
a keyboard in periommance, you had o lo 1 s
tle down for about half an hour belore you could
set the tuning, fven then, if someone were to
open the doar and letin cool air just before your
fead sola, you could vasily be in trouble. Lals
of people used them live. Pink Floyd used them
for quite a long time, But a lot of their stuft wasnt
pitched; it was just offects. There woere many
applications where the machines weic just used
as effects genorators. Jean-Michad Jarre is probs
ably the best-knawn performer who still uses
thern. He's got six of them in a big rack.”

Rock stars haven't been EMS's only support-
ors, “Educational poople consider that the VO3
has never been brttered as a ool for ieaching
people ahout sound processing, acoustics, and
analog audio synthesis,” Wood points out,
“Wer've alst got the: jingle and edfeats profes-
sionals, broadcasters, people like that. There
are younger enthusiasts who may have seen
jean Michel with his enormous aray of VOS3s,
and thoy want 1w make sounds like he does,
We get youny musicians who have listened 1o
carly Tangerine Drcam stuil, when they used
a lat of V53, We haven't only atraciod people
from the pop end. There have bocn young poo-
ple mflulunu:d by avant-garde music, acid rock,
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o1 jean-Michel Jarre”

Of all the synths we've covered in this col-
wnn, only e EMS lineuy. of VCS3, Synthi A,
and AKS is still being manufachurcd—albeit on
a custom-ordor basis. 1n fact, they were oul of
production only brielly daiivg 1900 And if you
don’t want to pay for a custom-built one, you
can save a bit of money by cidering a factory-
veiurbishod unit. But don’t look for ML con-
neclors. “We were asked hy the shop that mar-
ket those rack-mount Midimengs and Prophei-
5 modules [Studio Electronics) to MIDI the
VES3 and put it in a rack,” Weod recalls. “The
troubite with that is it would take up an cnot-
mous amount of panet space. Itwould be a
monster. None of it would be preset, you have
to make all the connections for the audio and
contro! lines, and you have o madulate all its
controls in real time. It scems like oo much
of @ sweat o start tinkering with the old design,
Why not just tell peeple to go out and buy o
MIDI-to CV converter and ke the design the
same, 50 as ot ta confuse the issue? | doosnt
fued right to me, having ane of them in a rack.
Besides, the AKS is quite handy as itis.”

Not that there woren't some design changes
along the way. “The most significant changes
came in carly '72,” Wood explains. “We call
them the Mkl and M1, Were still on the MK
tor this day. it has a redesipned power supply,
which can deliver a lot more power in order
10 crive the KS's monophanic digital sequencer.
The original design also used a different ounput
amplifier, On the MK, you can trigger the en-

EMS's carlicst analuy synths, citca 1971, Clackwise from ihe leit: the VOSI Maik D with the DK keyboard, e protatype
Synthi A fealled the Pantabella at that time). and he Synthi Kit-1 pieteype, which was sold ta progressive rock graup
Yos. The one-of its-kind Synthi KB-1 fad, in FM5%s Robin Wood's words, *an awful keyhoard” wilh miniature keys
and a scant 2. 1/3 actave range.

velope using an external audio signal. When
the amplifier reachos & conain threshold, it trig-
aors the envelape penorator, which wasn't pos-
sible on the MEls, The pateh-board matrix fay-
out was also stightly changad, On the Mk, therc
ware sepatate rows for the two oscillator wave-
inrms: sine and sawtooll, You could route the
sine wave to, say, ring modulate some sounds
while sending the sawtooth off through the en-
velope generalor to do something else, On the
Mkti, these are rixed together on one row.”

According ta Cackerell, there were elec-
tronic circolt changes as well. “In the first
VCS3s, thera woren’t any integrated clreuits,
It was all done with bransistars, 1hat’s my exeuse
for it not working very well.”

Talk about excuscs—check aul Cockerell’s
modest explanation for bringing the VC53 1o
e i was just a means of raising money for
Zinoviefl’s studin.” B

CORRECTION

it last monthv's column on the Roland MC-
8 MicroComposer, we incorrectly listed the
relaasc date for FMS’s Synthi 100 as 1974 |n
fact, TMS dclivered two Synthi T00s in 71:
one 10 Belgrade Radio in Yugoslavia, the other
to the IRC Radiaphenic Workshop in London,
Thus, the sequencer built into the Synthi 100
qualifies as the first TTL-based digital se-
guencet on the market, ot the Oberheim D3-
2 as we reported,
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