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REVIEW

Bunging a compressor across the 
bus during mixing became 
particularly popular during 
the 1980s, mainly due to the 

prevalence of SSL 4000 Series consoles 
which incorporated the famous Quad 
Compressor. The fact that it was built 
into the desk meant that lazy engineers 
needn’t drag themselves over to the 
patchbay (or worse still summon the 
tape op who was skiving in the TV 
lounge) to connect up an outboard 
unit. And anyway, by the time 
you’d patched in compressors across 
individual tracks, there often wasn’t 
anything decent left to go across the 
mix. Having the SSL compressor to 
hand led to this becoming ‘The Sound 
of Records’, regardless of whether that 
would have been the compressor of 
choice. It wasn’t always top of my list, 
but it soon became a familiar sound, 
along with the channel dynamics of 
that aforementioned console type.

As the DAW and summing box have 
taken over from the large format SSL 
console, a corresponding rise in outboard 
versions of the Quad Compressor has 
occurred, with SSL’s own boxes and 
modules competing with ‘improved’ 
versions of the familiar VCA-based 
design. Like Danish company Gyraf, Serpent 
developed a DIY version of the SSL compressor 
(the SB4000) and marketed a PCB and components 
kit. The SB4001 is a development of this, Serpent 
proudly boasts that it is entirely designed and built 
in the USA — the company is based in Spring City, 
PA. Founder Mike Pildis has a background in electro-
mechanical engineering, manufacturing and product 
design but he also had a longstanding devotion to 
music production, and developed gear to suit his own 
needs. The SB4001 undoubtedly aims to improve 
on the original SSL design, with just about every 
imaginable bell and whistle.

Pildis is a big fan of the 500 Series format and its 
portability, so unlike the many 19-inch rackmount 
rivals, the Serpent SB4001 slots into two modules’ 
worth of 500 Series rack space, and relies on the host 
for power. The 500 Series route helps to make this a 
remarkably cheap solution at UK£832 (+VAT), even 
if a host rack purchase is required. The review model 
came installed in an API Lunchbox. The front panel 
manages to cram in eight knobs, three buttons and 
a jack socket, plus a black gain reduction meter with 
zero on the left — very reminiscent of the original 
Quad compressor. The knurled knobs are necessarily 
crammed rather close to each other, but switched 
knobs are very stiff and pots are heavily damped, 
so there is little chance of accidentally knocking 
settings, even though my gorgeously slender fingers 
still brushed adjacent knobs (That’s the cellist in you. 
Ed.) The knob pointers are clear and extend down the 
barrel to the clearly legended panel, so you can note 
settings easily enough.

Serpent boasts that this circuit uses a Quad VCA 
as the gain reduction element; on reading that, I 
thought this might then be a four-channel unit but it 

is not; this is a stereo (or mono) compressor. The VCA 
elements are run in parallel to improve signal to noise 
ratio. On power-up, a pair of blindingly bright white 
LED lights illuminate the meter — watch your eyes if 
you are looking downwards at it!

Controls include many enhancements to the SSL 
Bus Compressor concept. Ratio is a switched knob 
with 1.5, 2, 4, 6, 8 and 10:1 settings. Attack is  
also a switched rotary, with 12 settings between 
0.1mS and 50mS. Predefined Release times are 
stepped at familiar settings of 0.3, 0.6 and 1.2 
seconds. The SSL’s 0.1 setting is missing, but 
instead is achieved by setting to VAR and using the 
accompanying pot to sweep from 0.1S to 1.2S. This 
is like the API 2500 arrangement and allows you to 
make the compressor pump more sympathetically 
with the tempo of the song.

Also provided is the useful A1 ‘Classic Auto 
Release’ and an alternative A2 that is faster (and 
unique to the SB4001). The Threshold knob ranges 
from -20 to +20dB, while output Gain ranges from -6 
to +18dB. A Blend knob provides access to the parallel 
compression within the unit; this is a continuous pot 
ranging from fully Dry to fully Wet. Sidechain filtering 
is enabled with another rotary switch, with low 

frequency roll-off at 60, 90 and 120Hz. Furthermore, 
a Boost setting introduces a 1kHz high shelf boost, 
with a 60Hz roll-off, and, for a little less midrange 
compression, Slope introduces a sloped filter with a 
crossover at 1kHz into the sidechain.

A TRS jack socket provides a Key Input to 
the compressor sidechain; this is enabled with a 
pushbutton. The other two buttons are Comp In (which 
is a hardwire bypass when positioned ‘out’), and Grind 
which introduces some tube-style harmonic overdrive 

into the signal. It’s subtle, but certainly 
adds a bit of midrange bite and juicy 
aggression to the sound.

In use, the familiar rubbery SSL 
sound glues things as expected, with 
medium-fast attack, A1 auto release, and 
a ratio of 4:1. A kick-heavy mix caused 
pumping which would usually have me 
backing off the threshold but the Serpent 
offers several solutions to mitigate this. 
For a start, notching up the Filter in 
the sidechain prevented the kick from 
dominating the compression. In my track 
the 120 setting sounded great, leaving 
some air; the Boost setting was similar but 
just slightly dulling, while Slope seemed 
to add an element of de-essing, taming 
bright peaks for a gooey warm sound, 
albeit with a lovely subtle sheen on top. 
An alternative or additional means to 
reduce the obvious compression artefacts 
is to wind back the Blend knob towards 
the Dry position for some onboard parallel 
compression — this is an increasingly 
popular feature to have on a compressor 
and is often useful.

I flipped the Release knob to A2, 
and as a lover of fast release, this I 
felt was a definite improvement on the 
old Auto setting, making things much 
more dynamic. Experimenting with Ratio 
settings, I soon found that higher ratios 
often sounded smoother than the lower 
ones, which can be slightly lumpy. Having 
a couple of extra settings between 4:1 and 
10:1 is certainly helpful in some situations. 
Popping in the Grind button crunched up 

the midrange, noticeably affecting the snare sound in 
a positive way. But in the complex rich arrangement of 
my already finished mix, although a subtle effect, I felt 
it just went a bit too far in making the midrange vocals 
grate a bit. Mixing into it works superbly though, and 
I imagine that many users will just leave this button in 
all the time.

Audio performance is terrific; noise is incredibly 
low, and the specs table boasts extraordinarily low 
distortion and a super-flat frequency response. With 
all the appeal of the original and just about every bell 
and whistle add-on feature imaginable, the Serpent 
is a hugely flexible beast. There is every possible 
option to achieve the right result across just about 
any mix. Pildis promises some standalone 19-inch 
rack offerings from Serpent over the next year or so; 
I can’t wait. n
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CONS

PROS Familiar classic mix compression; huge raft 
of enhancements built on the classic design.

500 format means closely spaced controls.

Serpent Audio SB4001
The compressor in the SSL 4K console has left a legacy that has been mimicked and ‘improved’ on. 

GEORGE SHILLING finds a box that takes the principle to another level.

MASTERPIECE.
THE WIRELESS

A pinnacle of innovation, this is the best-in-class digital 
wireless system available and a future-proof investment. 
We’re lifting the curtain. 
 
DIGITAL 9000 – The Wireless Masterpiece.
www.sennheiser.com

Every detail counts for perfect live sound. Take 
the evolution 900 series: conceived of as a 
harmonically calibrated family, these high-end 
microphones combine demanding sound with 
unmatched reliability. Uncompromising stage 
equipment for uncompromising professionals.

evolution — One of a Kind.

sennheiser.com/evolution

German Engineering — Uncompromisingly Reliable.

volution 900 Series

Runs in the Family.
Reliance
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