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For those of us involved with audio, eight 
is an interesting number; and not just for 
our formative relationships with eight-bit 
computer systems, the eight-bits-make-a-byte 

schoolboy mantra, or even the reminder that the fi rst 
real plug-and-play media was the 8-track cartridge. 
No, it runs deeper than that — 8 is also the atomic 
number of Oxygen (This better not be heading 
towards Jean-Michel Jarre. Ed), and there are eight 
notes in an octave of a major or minor diatonic scale. 
But even before that relationship was formalised, 
eight was signifi cant: in Europe’s middle ages, eight 
was the number of unmoving stars in the sky, and 
symbolised incoming planetary energy, while further 
East, exactly eight Islamic angels carried The Holy 
Throne of Allah to heaven (Enough of eight already…
Ed). Even the Buddha’s principle teaching manifests 
itself as the Noble Eight Fold Path. Which all leads me 
to believe that it was therefore pre-ordained that I, and 
the other chosen-ones like me, should become sound 
mixers: because notwithstanding my twin opposing 
thumbs, the number of digits I possess to move faders 
with, is eight.

Perfect timing then, in an evolutionary sense, for 
the eagerly awaited Sound Devices 788T, launched 
at NAB 2008; an 8-track location recorder that acts 
as the fl agship and a coming-of-age for the Sound 
Devices 7-series product range, which up to now has 
been limited to a maximum 4-track capability. It has 
some stiff competition as it steps up a league, however, 
its peer group includes the serious engineering of the 
6-track Nagra VI, the Fostex PD6 and the yet-to-be-
seen Sonosax SX-62R, the 8-track HHB Portadrive 
and, of course, the Deva 2 from Zaxcom with its 
integral 8-input mixer and 10-track capability.

Even with just a model number on the front face, 
the 788T is unmistakably a member of the Sound 
Devices 7-series family; and that is certainly no 
bad thing. They all share similar satin and brushed 

aluminium looks, and equally one other important 
characteristic — the ability to inspire confi dence from 
the very fi rst touch. The 788T certainly looks as 
capable as the other 7-series products — the 744T, 
the 722T and the baby 702T — for handling the very 
harshest of environments, so what does the 788T 
offer a location sound recordist, to get them to take it 
on the road with them in the fi rst place? 

In short, eight high-quality line/mic inputs with 
48V phantom powering, peak limiters and adjustable 
high-pass fi lters; coupled with a routing fl exibility 
that allows each input to be directed towards mixed 
or isolated tracks, which can then be recorded with 
variable Time Code rates, to either an internal 160Gb 
SATA hard drive or on-board Compact Flash media 
with UDMA support, or sent externally to a FireWire 
or DVD-RAM drive (although the bus-powering 
of those drives does depend on the 788T working 
from its mains supply). The 788T can even act 
as a high-speed mass storage device for Mac and 
Widows computers equipped with USB2 and FireWire 
400/800; and if that précis is the kind of thing that 
sounds interesting to you, you will fi nd the detail of 
the 788T even more so.

With more and more location shoots requiring the 
sound recordist to provide feeds to and from multiple 
camera set-ups, the 788T can hold its own in terms 
of connectivity at least. For cameras with AES3 
audio capability — such as the Sony XDCAM range 
of disk-based camcorders — it offers eight channels 
of balanced AES3 digital input and six channels 
of balanced AES3 digital output. The 788T can be 
clocked from Word clock or from video syncs, and 
the on-board timecode reader/generator includes an 
auto-record feature to chase external record-run signal 
sources, as well as the ability to Record Run, Free 
Run, Free Run/Jam Once (sniffi ng and jamming to an 
external timecode source) and 24 Hour Run (when 
the generator free-runs from the time-of-day clock 

on power-up). Conveniently, metadata such as roll, 
disk or take number, or the shooting date — the stuff 
normally assigned to tape User Bits or Broadcast wave 
iXML or bEXT header chunks — are easily entered by 
using the plug-in USB keyboard option; more suited 
to a production mixer with a trolley of course, rather 
than a recordist operating ‘over-the-shoulder’.

The analogue line/mic inputs are on the left-hand 
side of the machine; the fi rst four being XLR-3F 
sockets, with inputs 5 to 8 being neatly arranged 
space-saver TA3 connectors. I would be interested to 
know if the mic amps are the same as the 744 I tested 
a while ago now, because on this 788T they seemed 
even quieter — which is no mean feat, given how 
impressively quiet the earlier models were. Alongside 
the four small input sockets on this left-hand side is 
the knurled knob of the headphone volume control, 
an infi nitely adjustable pot.

The bottom panel houses the 7.2V Sony L-type 
Li-ion camcorder battery, secured in place by a simple 
but neat pivoting latch and ball-catch; the Compact 
Flash slot for Type I, Type II and Microdrives; the 
USB-A female connector for the USB keyboard, and 
the multifunction DE-15 pin connector that acts as 
AES3 inputs 1-8, AES3 outputs 5-6 and Logic In 
and Out.

The right-hand side panel is busier, yet still neat, 
with four TA3 connectors carrying the analogue 
balanced outputs, next to the two headphone sockets 
— ¼-inch and 3.5mm — alongside which is the 
mirror image of the right hand panel’s headphone 
volume knob, a multifunction rotary switch that 
curiously does not control the volume of the 
headphones it sits next to, but instead steps through 
and selects the menu parameters on the front panel 
screen — it’s the only illogically positioned control 
on the whole device.

Analogue outputs 5 and 6 are available unbalanced 
on a 3.5mm socket, situated next to the twin 

Sound Devices 788T
It’s compact, intelligent and eminently up to all the tasks a sound recordist could throw at it. NEIL HILLMAN has gr8 expectations for the 

788T and ponders the signifi cance of the number while counting his fi ngers.

Resolution October 08 V7.7.indd   24 21/9/08   21:11:11



25October 2008 resolution

review

headphone sockets. The balanced AES3 output pairs 
of 1&2 and 3&4 sit on two further TA3 connectors, 
next to the familiar miniature 5-pin Lemo timecode 
I-O connector, above which are located the FireWire 
800 and 400 sockets, used to connect the 788T to a 
computer or a FAT32-formatted FireWire drive; and 
a USB-B socket that is used to connect the 788T’s 
internal hard drive and Compact Flash card to a 
computer. There are BNC connectors for Word clock/
video sync. In and Word clock out are mounted on 
an elegantly recessed end-panel at the bottom right 
corner of this side, accommodating the tall nature 
of their bayonet sleeves, and also housing the 4-pin 
Hirose connector for the external 10–18V DC In.

The fi rst third of the front panel is taken up with 
the eight rotary input-gain pots, surrounded by a tri-
state LED ring showing their input activity: glowing 
green is an indication that a digital or analogue signal 
is present at the input, and an increase in intensity 
means an increase in the signal level; with red 
showing the input level is approaching clipping, and 
with yellow showing the input limiter is attenuating 
the input. Between the two rows of rotary pots are 
non-latching, spring-loaded toggle switches that are 
used as input selectors and solo switches: push to 
the left for odd numbered inputs, to the right for the 
even inputs. Selecting an input using this switch solo’s 
the channel in the headphones, and displays the 
channel settings in the display window for as long as 
the switch is held. The central LCD display screen is 

beautifully backlit according to its operating state: Red 
when in Record, Green in Playback mode and White 
in Standby mode, and provides the essential sound 
recordist HUD — showing battery level, time and date, 
Fs and timecode frame rate, fi le name and number, the 
drive in use, bit depth, the monitored channels, and 
largest of all, the timecode display itself. 

At each corner of the rectangular screen are small, 
oval, rubberised push buttons: the one top left — Menu 
— accesses the set-up menu tree, which is scrolled 
through with the right-hand panel’s rotary selection 
switch. Bottom left is the HDD fi le-viewer button, 
used to navigate between storage media, folders and 
fi les, editing fi le properties and for selecting fi les for 
playback. Top right is the Tone key, which is pressed 
and held to activate the oscillator; its frequency, level 
and routing being determined in the set-up menu. The 
bottom right button toggles the intensity of the LCD 
screen and front panel’s backlighting.

Centrally below the LCD screen are familiar 
transport buttons for FWD, Play and REW; further to 
the right are the Stop and REC buttons. Two further 
pushbuttons, above the Level Meter LEDs, control 
Input Track Routing and Power On/Off. When the 
Input and Stop buttons are simultaneously pushed, 
the routing menu is accessed, allowing any of the 
inputs to be routed to any of the recording tracks. 
Multiple tracks can be routed to a single track to create 
a mono-mix or sent to a pair of tracks to create a 
stereo recording. Eight 13-segment Level Meter LEDs 

indicate recording level with respect to dBFS, and their 
ballistics and peak-hold times are selected through the 
eminently straightforward set-up menu. The fi rst two 
segments of each pair of the track Level Meters are 
Track Arm LEDs, and these show solid blue when at 
least one input is routed to it.

As for the recordings themselves, the 788T can 
record either mono or polyphonic interleaved .WAV 
fi les, the tracks of which can be later separated by 
using the Sound Devices Wave Agent software; 
and each track in a fi le can be given a unique and 
descriptive name, making tracks easily recognised in 
postproduction.

If it sounds like a complicated product, be reassured 
that it is; but then they all are in this group. The reality 
is that the 788T is superbly engineered, and in use 
it is more subtly sophisticated than devilishly deep. 
In fact all it takes to get confi dently underway with 
this capable recorder is a smattering of familiarity 
with fi le-based recording; that and a pair of thumbs 
opposite your eight fi ngers — the input faders are 
rotary knobs. ■

ProS infi nity and cosmic consciousness 
are synonymous with the number 8, 
apparently; well here’s two more: 
affi nity and cost-consciousness; at less 
than US$6,000 the 788t is a steal at 
almost whatever the exchange rate.

it’s a recorder, not a mixer; those rotary 
faders are just a little too fi ddly and 
un-feeling to herald the end of the 
dedicated mixer, quite yet.
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