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If you plan on splashing

the cash on a DI box of the
highest quality, this versatile
red box should definitely
be on your audition list!

BOB THOMAS

ounded in Vancouver, Canada,
F in 2009, Sonic Farm design and

manufacture an impressive range
of original, high-quality audio hardware.
Uniquely, as far as | can tell, all of their
valve-based products are hybrid designs,
featuring EF86 pentode-based input gain
stages and solid-state outputs. The original
version of the company’s 2DI4 Pentode
Direct Box was released way back in 2014,
and it was already lovely, but now, over
a decade on, they've decided to expand its
feature set. The result is the new 2DI4 Mkl
reviewed here.

Controls & Features

As with every Sonic Farm product I've
encountered to date, the workmanship,
component quality and construction of the
MKIl are of the highest quality. The chunky,
blood-red, all-metal enclosure is similar in
outline to that of the original version, but
the latter’s solid metal handle has now been
replaced by a rubberised strap — a simple
but thoughtful change that means it's now
possible to stack multiple units. The inside
is different though, with new features and
a redesigned circuit board. And it’s not
often that | single out a power supply for
special praise, but the 2DI4 MkllI's chunky
internal toroidal mains transformer and
associated filter board were a welcome
sight. The fact that this power supply
shares an enclosure with unscreened
audio circuits, without any detectable impact
on its sonic performance, is a testament to
Sonic Farm’s engineering skills.

In terms of facilities, the 2DI4 MKl
offers the I/O that you’d expect of any DI
box, but also a lot more besides. On the
left of the front panel is a quarter-inch
jack for the unbalanced 2.2MQ input, but
you’ll also find both an auxiliary input and
a headphone output. The aux input can
accept the output of a computer, mobile
device, media player or Bluetooth receiver,
the idea being that it makes it possible to
use the device for practice; the aux signal
is routed directly to the headphone output,
where it can be mixed with the DI signal to
taste using the large chicken-head output
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level knob (of which more
later). The rear panel carries
XLR connectors for both that
main transformer-balanced
microphone-level output,
as well as an electronically
balanced line-level output.
Underneath sit two quarter-inch
jack sockets to carry the
buffered instrument-level thru
signal and an unbalanced
line-level output. Note that the
aux signal isn’t present on any
of these outputs — it's only
auditioned on the dedicated
headphone out. Finally,
there are a ground-lift switch,
a mains voltage selector and
a fused IEC mains connector.
Returning to the front,
a blue LED lights to confirm
the presence of the EF86’s
heater voltage, thus serving
as a power-present indicator,
and a Triode/Pentode mode
switch (with dual-colour LED:
green for signal-present, red
for overload) selects the valve
operating mode, of which
more in the separate ‘Pentode
& Triode Modes’ box.

You'll also find four three-position switches.

The leftmost applies a M, L or H (mid, low or high-gain)
boost. Measuring a 400Hz sine wave on my DAW’s VU
meters showed that the M (mid) boost added +7dB in
pentode mode and +3dB in triode, while H (high) added
+16.5 and 6 dB for the pentode and triode modes,
respectively. (The boosts were the same for 1and 10 kHz
sine waves). The next two switches activate low- and
high-frequency shelf boosts, and select their corner
frequencies. There are twin recessed trim pots to set
the level of these 6dB/octave shelving boosts (up to
+9dB in pentode mode and +4.5dB in triode mode),
which can be set to 300 or 500 Hz for the low shelf,
and 2 or 4 kHz for the high one. (When no filters are
engaged, the 2DI4 Mkll's frequency response is quoted
as +3dB from 10Hz to 50kHz.) A final switch can engage
a -12dB pad or mute the output.

As in a guitar or bass amplifier, the instrument input
is connected directly to the control grid of the EF86
pentode, which operates in Class A at a plate voltage of
285V. This valve is the MKII's only gain stage, in fact, and
the high voltage (in the normal range for preamp stages
of valve guitar amps) gives the Mkl a significantly higher
headroom than the many valve preamps that operate
on starved plate voltages. The EF86’s output signal
is routed to the Cinemag transformer that provides
the usual balanced DI output and, in parallel, both the
balanced and unbalanced line-level outputs.

Above, | mentioned in passing the large output level
knob found on the front panel. This has no effect on
the valve stage at all, but as well as allowing you to set
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the balance of the aux and DI signals in the
headphones output, this sets the overall
level for the various other outputs. Since it
affects the level before the signal hits the

DI output’s balancing transformer, it also
serves (in conjunction with the level of the
incoming instrument signal and your chosen
settings for the pentode/triode mode, boost,
and low and high shelf) to determine the
amount of transformer-related harmonic
distortion at this output.

In Use

Just as I'd hoped, the 2DI4 proved to be
extremely flexible and a great-sounding
DI: in both the pentode and triode modes,
there’s something extremely attractive
about the way that it adds warmth while
still bringing out the details in a sound.
The performance with electric guitars was
an instant delight, and the characteristics
of instruments fitted with single-coil and
humbucking pickups were conveyed with
impressive detail.

It's well worth exploring and exploiting
the pentode/triode switching and various
gain and EQ boost permutations to sculpt
a great guitar sound, and I'd say that’s
particularly the case if you're into re-amping
or seeking a source to drive the pedal,
amp, cab and effects models within your
DAW. In general, my personal preference
overall has been for triode mode, but there
were times when only the pentode profile
would do it for me. Do note that switching
between the triode and pentode modes
involves switching off the EF86’s screen
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Pentode & Triode Modes

The 2DI4 MKkII’s EF86 valve can be switched between triode and pentode modes, and due to the
differences in gain, harmonic distortion and bias configuration, each has its own sonic signature.

A pentode offers higher gain (about 7dB more in this case) than a triode, and there’s ample evidence
that an EF86 pentode is well suited to guitar amplification — it features in the normal channels of
Vox’s 1960s AC10, 15 and 30 amps. The pentode mode’s greater gain comes at the cost of headroom,
meaning that harmonic distortion begins at lower levels than in triode mode, but that’s not necessarily
a bad thing from a guitarist’s point of view. Triode mode might offer less gain, and be less ‘effective’ at
higher frequencies, but it delivers the warmer-sounding, more linear performance that’s characteristic
of the 12AX7 triodes found in the preamp stages of so many guitar amps.

and bias configurations — this creates loud
transients, so you should take care to mute
the Mkl before doing this.

The distortions are relatively subtle
until the levels are pushed fairly assertively.
With my early Heritage H-150’s humbuckers
on 11, pentode mode engaged, gain boost
set to high and output control fully open,
| heard a pleasant crunch coming from
the DI output. Backing the output control
off until that crunch vanished left me with
a big, warm, clean sound full of harmonic
colour. Switching to triode mode revealed
a clean sound that gave those humbuckers
a more defined, articulate character that
| really liked. Repeating the experiment with
my Strat and its custom-shop single-coil
pickups yielded similar results, with its
performance in triode mode being my
absolute favourite overall.

The results | obtained when pairing
the Mkll with acoustic guitars fitted
with magnetic or piezo pickup systems
were also impressive. Personally,
| think that valve-based preamps tend

FUSE 600mA

* DANGER! HIGH VOLTAGE! ﬁ
DISCONNECT FROM MAINS BEFORE SERVICING. MANUFACTURER ASSUMES

NO LIABILITY FOR DAMAGE TO PERSONS OR PROPERTY CAUSED BY' USE OF

MADE IN CANADA

THIS EQUIPMENT. NO USER SERVICEABLE PARTS INSIDE.
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= |n addition to the transformer-balanced mic-level output, there are both balanced and unbalanced
line-level outs on the rear and, round the front, an aux input and stereo headphone output.

to produce more natural and musical
results with pickup-equipped acoustics
than with their solid-state equivalents,
and the MKII did nothing to prove me
wrong. With basses (both electric and
acoustic), it delivered further outstanding
performances. For a bass that delivers
articulation, tonal balance and detail across
its register, the MKkIl will showcase its
abilities, and allow you to explore further
possibilities within them. Keyboardists,
especially those who record or gig with
vintage Fender Rhodes and Wurlitzer
electric pianos, should also consider
auditioning this red box. | could also see
the 2DI4 Mkll doing nice things to the
outputs of analogue and digital synths.

Final Thoughts

High-quality valve DI boxes naturally tend
to be relatively high-ticket items but, to my
mind, the performance of Sonic Farm’s 2DI4
Mkl more than justifies the asking price.
Of particular note is the EF86 pentode/
triode switching — it's something I've not
encountered in any DI box before now, and
it expands the 2DI4 MKII’s versatility and
appeal significantly.

For over a decade, my go-to DI for
acoustic and electric guitar and bass has
been a now-discontinued valve-based
device whose performance has seen off
several challengers in that time. But the
Sonic Farm 2DI4 MKIl has qualities that
complement and sometimes exceed my
ageing favourite’s capabilities, particularly
when I'm re-amping. It is that special.

The thought of having both available to
me is extremely tempting... SN

summary

A flexible, valve-based DI box with a versatility
and a performance level that more than
justifies its price.

£ £668.04 plus VAT and shipping.
T Sonic Farm +1778 863 1613

E proaudio@sonicfarm.com

W www.sonicfarm.com
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1. Sample Selection
Made Simple

Over 3 million royalty-free
samples growing monthly.

2. Instruments & Synths

Includes a curated collection of
high-quality plug-in instruments

from brands like Spitfire,
UJAM, Arturia, GForce,
Sonuscore, and more.

3. Stem Extraction

with AudioShake

An integrated stem-splitting
plug-in allows you to isolate
vocals, drums, bass, or
instrumental parts.

4. Starter DAWs Included
For newcomers, the
subscription includes lite

versions of Steinberg Cubase

and Ableton Live.

FREE PLAN

I Sign up and explore
the features

I Kickstart your creativity
with 7,800 samples

I Preview the LANDR
Mastering tool

I Preview Distribution

* Prices exclude VAT. Taxes will be applied at the UK / EU Country rate at checkout.
** Monthly price does not offer same number of Plug-ins or Sample Credits
** Also available in most countries worldwide in your local currency.

NON~ARTISTS

CREATE 7 PRODUCE 7 DISTRIBUTE

Discover SOS For Artists: A Complete

1. Mix & Effects Tools

Platform for Modern Music Creators

Your end-to-end music
production suite

Designed to support independent artists,
producers, and collaborators at every stage
of the music-making journey, SOS For Artists
brings together all the tools needed to take
your music from idea to release.

The effects collection includes EQs, Compressors, Reverbs, Delays and

Saturators from trusted names. Including
IK Multimedia, and Synchro Arts.

2. Mastering — Fast, Intelligent

1. Global Digital Distribution
Distribute your music to over 150
platforms including Spotify, Apple Music

these platforms transfer all tracks to SOS
For Artists without losing data.

2. Monetization & Royalty Splits
Retain 100% of your royalties or use
the Royalty Split feature and divide
the earnings with your collaborators.

~ ESSENTIALS
ONLY £99* or £12.99*

per year per month
I £1,000 worth of Tools inc 18 Plug-ins
I 1200 Sample Credits
I Unlimited MP3 + up to 36 WAV masters
I Unlimited Distribution

Eventide, Arturia, Baby Audio,

SOS For Artists includes access to the advanced Al mastering engine from LANDR.

3. YouTube Integration
Link your official YouTube artist channel

, to keep distributed content and
Tidal, Amazon, and Deezer. Or, if you use

subscriber base in one place.

4. Promotion & Reporting

Promotion tools include Linktree-style
landing pages and content creation tips
to help boost visibility. Detailed royalty
reporting shows trends, top countries,
and top-performing platforms.

PRO
ONLY £199* or £19.99**

per year per month
I £2,000 worth of Tools inc 64 Plug-ins
I 2400 Sample Credits
I Unlimited MP3, WAV + HD WAV masters
I Unlimited Distribution

| www.sosforartists.com
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FREE eBook
RECORDING TECHNOLOGY

BASICS
S BEYOND

SECOND EDITION

Get your FREE digital publication from Sound On Sound

This FREE illustration-rich eBook is aimed primarily
at newcomers to the subject, but will prove equally
valuable to anyone struggling with the complexities
of today’s sophisticated recording technology.

The purpose of this 170-page guide is to introduce
readers to the essential components of a modern
recording system and to explain the recording
process in an easy-to-follow way, demystifying

the inevitable jargon, both as it crops up, and with
a comprehensive glossary.

Written in the accessible, no-nonsense style of
the Sound On Sound team of authors and editors,
Recording Technology: Basics & Beyond covers:

W What to buy W Software instruments

W Studio setup m Wiring your studio

m Computers for audio W Plug-ins a5

m Audio interfaces W Recording audio e v CHOOSING ACOMPUTER FoR aupto

B Monitoring B Understanding MIDI Buying the right gear Mnmmnms&Acuﬁls’g:g’r':«rsmgﬁ

W Acoustic treatment W Recording vocals for your needs Howmsnﬂl:n};f:wm

B Mic techniques W Mixing Recorging & mixing UNDERSTANDINGYHURDAWSEJFTVSA?I?ES

m How digital audio works ® Compressors techniques explained PLUG"NS&s””"éﬁ',‘wi}zism”"'f"m

m Understanding your W Equalisation How to set up your studio PRONG aRSToH
DAW software W Mastering USING Al N MUSIC

NS
OOES T HATER WERE LR g e o VAT D0ES A CNPESSOR AETOALLY b « iy SPERRCATIONS REALYWATYER?

W Upgrading your system B ALl -in Music SARTWITHR W WHCS KADPRONS SO CHRLS? - WA A B

Don’t miss out! Sign up and share the link with friends and colleagues on social media.

https://sosm.ag/recording-ebook
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“l have been a reader of Sound On
Sound for as long as | can remember.
The amount of enlightening information,
the intelligence of the writing, the
beautiful print quality, and the personal
stories make it as useful as the audio

tools it covers. ’'m a huge fan.”

Jacquire King

Engineer, mixer, producer, Grammy Award
winner (Kings of Leon, Norah Jones, Tom
Waits, James Bay).

“Sound On Sound is informative from
cover to cover, and | always read it.

| always learn something from reading
the interviews, and | rely on the new
gear reviews. | look forward every
month to the next edition.”

Cenzo Townshend
Engineer, producer, mixer, two-time winner
of Best Mix Engineer at Music Producers

Guild Awards (U2, the Maccabees, Jungle).

“I love the magazine. There are certain
magazines you read where you take
everything with a grain of salt and
you’re not quite sure if you believe it.
And Sound On Sound, when I read it,

I believe it. It feels as though its only
agenda is people reporting on stuff
they’re interested in.”

Andrew Scheps
Engineer, producer, mixer, Grammy Award
winner (Lana Del Rey, Hozier, Jay-Z).
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