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TASCAM’S DA-88 IS proof that a product 
doesn’t have to be perfect to succeed. It just 
needs to be in the right place at the right time. 

DA-88s were expensive by today’s standards, but very 
cheap when compared to the available alternatives at 
the time. Loaded with sockets and option slots they 
could be integrated into existing workfl ows without 
too much drama although they were not especially 
reliable unless regularly maintained at high cost. In 
some ways they were quirky with lots of early issues 
about machine control and sync and even the audio 
interface. Despite all this the DA-88 quickly became 
ubiquitous in applications ranging from fi lm and TV 
post, through live recording all the way down to the 
back bedroom.

After the all-conquering success of the DA-88, its 
siblings and progeny, Tascam and many others had 
tried and thus far failed to repeat the trick with hard 
disk 8-track, 24-track and now 48-track machines. 
Tascam considered the MX-2424 a success in sales 
terms but it was still a pale shadow of the DA-88.

The latest attempt is the X-48. Despite the word 
‘workstation’ in its title this is a digital multitrack in 
the great DA-88 tradition. Mixing and DSP effects are 
there because they can be, but nobody is going to 
make you use them. Workfl ows have changed to the 
point where I seriously doubt any hardware recorder 
will ever emulate the DA-88’s success but the X-48 
seems set to do better than most.

Tascam is no stranger to the relatively recent idea 
of co-development with an outside consultancy and 
this is how the X-48 came about. SaneWave, founded 
by Bob Tudor, the guy behind the Mackie digital 

console, is the partner. Previous collaborations 
led to the Tascam IF-FW/DM FireWire interface 
and US-2400 universal DAW controller.

The X-48 hardware is pure Tascam 
with many familiar parts from the 
bin including the transport controls 
(sadly the cheaper feeling version) 

and internally illuminated buttons, etc. I 
couldn’t resist taking the lid off for a look under 

the hood. Build quality is quite excellent. Attention 
to detail is everywhere evident and there is an air of 
obvious robustness that suggests the X-48 should 
be well up to life on the road. I’m not advocating 
dropping it, the hard drive wouldn’t like it, but I 
see no reason why the X-48 should not be more 
mechanically reliable than any tape recorder.

At its heart the X-48 is a PC running embedded 
Windows on a 2.8GHz Intel Celeron processor with 
1Gb of RAM. The single fi xed hard drive is a SATA 
device. For a 48-track the front panel of the 4u box is 
remarkably sparse. Two rows of 24 track meters with 
associated arm buttons and indicator LEDs fi ll most 
of the space. The DVD-recorder is bottom left with 
the transport controls and their indicator LEDs to the 
right. The rest of the panel has indicators for Status, 
Sample Rate, Timecode Rate, Systems indicators and 
the power switch at top right. There’s a backlit LCD 
display below and 18 buttons for control, navigation 
and system functions below that.

The UK£3599 (inc. VAT) X-48 offers 24-bit 
recording at up to 96kHz across all 48 tracks. There 
are two record modes, conventional non-destructive 
and destructive. Both have their place and some fi lm 
mixers have long favoured the destructive mode. 
Recording can be One-Touch (you only have to press 
the Record button) or conventional Rec plus Play. 
Punch-in can be manual or automatic between two 
markers and there is a dedicated Rehearse transport 
button. Input monitoring has three modes. Normal, 
where any track armed for recording switches to 
Input regardless of transport mode, ADR Mode, 
where tracks are only switched to Input when the 

transport is in record, and All Input, which, as the 
name implies, switches all tracks to Input regardless 
of transport state. The punch-in crossfade time can be 
set from 0 to 90ms in 10ms increments.

Tracks can be named for reference and to provide 
the seed names for auto-naming recorded fi les. Native 
format is BWAV and AAF export is supported to give 
greater compatibility with workstations. Apart from 
the 80Gb internal hard drive and DVD writer, external 

FireWire and USB-2 hard drives 
plus Gigabit Ethernet cater for extra 
storage and transfers between 
systems. As standard you get 48 
channels of TDIF I-O and two 24-
channel option slots for analogue 
or digital I-O cards. Physical Inputs 
can be routed to tracks individually 
or in blocks of 8 and an input can 
feed several tracks if you wish. The 
maximum number of active inputs 
is 48 regardless of the number 
of physical inputs installed. Sony 
P2 9-pin serial control, timecode 
generate and chase and MTC/MMC 
are all present along with Word 
clock and video sync (including HD 
tri-level). All the common pull-up 
and pull-down rates are supported 
as is varispeed.

The majority of recording and 
playback functions can be accessed 
from the front panel but adding a 

screen, keyboard and mouse is obviously essential for 
editing and/or mixing.

When used in partnership with an MX 2424 
recorder and/or a DM-3200 or DM-4800 digital 
mixer the X-48 can be used as the host computer 
running MX-View and/or TMC (Tascam Mixer 
Companion) software which is pre-installed (That’s 
pretty smart. Ed).

The track view is clear and uncluttered. You can 
zoom in time and track height and an overview pane 
can be toggled on or off. The track display can scroll 
with fi xed cursor or you can select None, which locks 
the current view, or Page Flip with moving cursor 
and the next chunk of timeline appearing when you 
hit the edge of screen. Editing is simple and quick 
using mouse tools chosen from icons at the top of the 
screen. Clips can be crossfaded by dragging them over 
each other while holding down Ctrl. Time stretch/Pitch 
shift is available as a process.

The mixer provides 4-band parametric EQ, 
compression and six pre/post-fader aux sends. There 
are 12 groups, six aux returns and a stereo master. 
Automation is limited to volume ‘rubber-band’. 
Although you can mix down to stereo outputs, 
including the SPDIF, you cannot reroute the mixer 
outputs back to record inputs internally. Processing 
is 32-bit fl oat. The machine defaults to mixer bypass 
thus minimising latency and CPU load for recording. 
The only plug-ins currently qualifi ed for the X-48 are 
Waves 5 and Antares Auto Tune 4 with installers. 
Other VST plug-ins can be installed if they have 
installers (or without when you know how) at your 
own risk. 

The X-48 designers have missed a few rather 
obvious tricks. First, it’s very noisy (cooling fans). In 
a room full of PCs it drowned out all the rest including 
a noisy old offi ce machine. Admittedly the racket will 
be reduced in a rack but, since the X-48 is obviously 
intended to be in close proximity to the operator 
in some applications, these days there really is no 
excuse for not engineering the noise out.

There is currently no option to replace the internal 
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IDE DVD writer with a removable hard drive caddy. 
This is less important than it used to be but would have 
been nice. More to the point, the X-48 seems to be a 
natural for an E-SATA (External SATA) connection 
for external drives. You do get two FireWire ports 
and USB-2 ports and a disk benchmarking utility 
that gives an indication of how many tracks can 
be supported reliably, but E-SATA would be a much 
better option. Gigabit networking renders some of 
these comments almost irrelevant, always providing 
that it fi ts into your workfl ow. While on the subject of 
interfaces, there is no MADI option. 

The editor/mixer begs for a hardware controller 
to take full advantage of what is on offer yet the 
only hardware controller currently supported is the 
Tascam US-2400.

The GUI is less elegant than many workstations. 
It uses the suddenly trendy ‘Tabs’ model as well as 
pull-down menus. A pretty screen is really irrelevant 
but it is annoying that only 42 of the 48 tracks will 
fi t on a standard 1280 x 1024 LCD screen. It should 
be easy enough for SaneWave to adjust the graphics 
to fi t the full 48 at minimum track height, if only as 
an option. On the plus side, a wide range of screen 
resolutions is supported so, if you have a monitor 
capable of displaying higher resolutions, this won’t 
be a problem.

The Time bar only offers the choice of SMPTE 
or samples. Film feet would have been nice but are 
perhaps increasingly irrelevant today.

As with the MX-2424 there is a ‘housekeeping’ 
pause after you hit Stop at the end of a recording. 
After a long recording, especially with several punch-
ins this pause can last a considerable time although 
the X-48 is noticeably better in this respect.

One annoyance that really makes the GUI feel 
dated is the complete absence of right-click functions 
and context menus. I’m guessing this may have been 
done in the interests of supposed Mac compatibility 
but System X supports at least two buttons and my 
new Mac Pro even arrived with a multibutton mouse 
(Rob James has bought a Mac; the sky is falling! 
Ed). Another irritation is transport controls placed at 
the top of the screen that cannot be moved to the more 
logical location of bottom right. In fact all window 
and pane positions and sizes are fi xed depending on 
what is displayed at any given moment. While this 
is sensible for consistency, it would have been nice 
to be able to change some of them even if this was a 
set-up function.

The X-48 could be the one to bring Tascam back 
to the top of the heap. Despite the niggles this is a 
tour de force. 48 tracks of recorder with a plethora of 
interface options at a sensible price. For applications 
suited to them, the mixer/editor functions are more 
than adequate and the learning curve is refreshingly 
shallow.

An extensive list of activities would benefi t from 
this device. Some of the more obvious applications 
are location recording, studio tracking, video post, 
fi lm dubbing and a whole range of tasks in the house 
of worship business. With any device as complex and 
wide ranging as this one the only real way to discover 
if it is for you is to try it in your particular situation. 
I found it to be relatively easy to use and, although 
I have a few reservations about the logic of the front 
panel set-up buttons, I’m sure these would become 
obvious with experience.

Tascam has a good track record for the sound 
quality of its devices and, although I did not have any 
analogue convertors for this test, I have no doubt they 
are well up to the standard of the others.

For those who are asking, ‘Why bother, my DAW 
does all this and a great deal more.’ I would suggest 
they try setting up their workstation to make simple, 
reliable 48-track recordings with proper punch-ins 
across all 48 tracks and see how long it takes, 
assuming it is possible, and then compare the prices of 
the complete systems including fl ightcases, etc.

In live recording, there is more than a whiff of 
security blanket about having a single box as a recorder 
(or two with one for back-up if you’re paranoid). It is 
still much easier to trust a single recorder than an 
overt PC or Mac. Much the same applies in some fi lm 
dubbing workfl ows. There is an undeniable attraction 
in a single purpose box. Once set up it takes around a 
minute and a quarter from cold boot to ready to record. 
Try doing that with a DAW. ■

PROS 48 solid tracks of 24/96 at an 
attractive price; shallow learning curve; 
convenience.

Very noisy; record media options could 
be more comprehensive; GUI feels 
dated.

CONS
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Ranged across the top of the rear panel are two option slots for analogue, ADAT 
or AES-EBU digital I-O cards. When analogue cards are fi tted the operating 

level can be set in software to -9, 14, -16, -18 or -20dBFS. Below come six D-Sub 25-pin sockets for the built-in 
TDIF I-O, MIDI In and Out sockets, balanced jacks for timecode I-O, a footswitch jack and the Sony 9-pin RS-422 
serial socket.

Below, Video sync In and Thru, Word clock In, Out and Thru are all on BNCs and SPDIF I-O on phonos. Next 
come the PC sockets. Mini Dins for keyboard and mouse, the 15-pin compact D-sub VGA socket, an Option 9-pin D-
sub that doesn’t do anything and 
apparently never will, four USB-
2 sockets, two RJ-45 Ethernet 
ports and two FireWire sockets.

When fully populated, serious 
thought will need to be given to 
cable support to avoid straining 
the connections. 

I F - A N 2 4 X  ( 2 4 - c h a n n e l 
balanced analogue I-O) £949 
(inc. VAT); IF-AE24X (24-channel 
AES-EBU I-O) £865 (inc. VAT); IF-
AD24X (24-channel ADAT optical 
I-O) £499 (inc. VAT). 

Socket city

Shows optional IF-AN24X x 2 analogue I-O.

review




