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Metric Halo ULN-8 3D
ANDREW LEVINE test drives the long-anticipated 3D upgrade 

I have been using Metric Halo’s range of 
MIOs — mobile microphone preamplifier, 
analogue-digital converter and audio 
interface combos — from 2003 on; starting 

with the 2882+DSP (introduced in 2001) after 
reading about it in Bob Katz’ classic Mastering 
Audio, then buying one of the first ULN-2, and 
hopping aboard the ULN-8 beta test train in 
late 2006.

The ULN-8 introduced Metric Halo’s 2D 
technology, namely an upgrade to the digital 
motherboard that sat piggyback on a large 
connector on the first-generation PCB. 2D 
featured a five-fold increase in DSP-processing 
power, improved clock stability, ADAT for the 
ULN-2, the Character plug-in, Console v.5 and 
completely reworked control software.

For big projects I would bring along two 
ULN-8s, a 2882 and one or two ULN-2s for up 
to 28 analogue input channels. This ensemble 
could also be used for safety-first redundant 
configurations. In the case of a three day tour 
with Patti Smith in Germany and the 
Netherlands I employed two laptops each 
controlling two interfaces, with the analogue 
channels being cross-fed to the 
complementary hardware via AES/EBU or 
ADAT.

Of course, clocking becomes more of an 
issue, and thankfully this potential source of 
confusion is alleviated by the box-healing 
properties of 3D, an upgrade to all Metric Halo 
interfaces first demoed at the 
Tonmeistertagung/VDT International 
Convention in 2016. The 3D upgrade comes in 
the form of one circuit board which replaces 
the first generation digital motherboard and 
piggy-back 2D addendum, as well as a new 
hardware backplane.

MH 3D is based on an FPGA/multi-
processor architecture about 30 times more 
powerful than the SHARC-based units, and has 
access to substantially more working memory 
(1GB per card) than the 2D expansion. All 3D 
upgraded interfaces are now +DSP: they do 
not require a separate license to access all in- 
box plug-ins. The addition of 3D means all 
interfaces are now interconnected via MH Link, 

hooked up to a computer either via USB-2 or 
transformer-isolated Ethernet, where they 
present themselves as one unified device.

My first job after field upgrading one ULN-8 
and a ULN-2 was a choral recording. The 
ULN-8 was placed in the practice hall and one 
30m CAT5E cable connected it to a ULN-2. I 
could remote control all inputs, and easily 
implement a loopback, required after we 
discovered the digital piano’s built-in 
loudspeakers shut off when a plug was 
inserted in its line outputs.

1,024 x 1,024 channel audio router
It takes some getting used to the fact that all 
inputs are available to all busses, and all busses 
can be sent to any and all physically connected 
devices (and their the outputs) across the 
system. While I am still working on visualising a 
1024x1024 channel audio signal crosspoint 
router, I can already enjoy the processor 
independent (VU, PPM and peak hold) 
metering engine.

Unlike AVB, MH 3D does not require a 
central unit to aggregate. A maximum of 128 
audio channels (at 44.1-192kHz — yes, 128 
channels even at 4x sample rates) is available 
at any node. Boxes are simply daisy-chained 
from one to the other using CAT5E or CAT6 
Ethernet cable of up to 100m length. All 
interfaces thus connected reside in one clock 
domain, one selectable unit being the 
dedicated master, and all others following 
sample rate changes almost instantaneously. A 
neat observation was that while the ADCs of 
older MIO’s (2882 and ULN-2) do not support 
sample rates above 96kHz, the DAC’s do work 
fine for monitoring at 4x rates!

I travelled to Hangzhou, China, to work on 
an interesting hybrid 3D-Audio project. We 
needed 16 channels to record excerpts from a 
Kunqu/Kun opera, so I set up a Merging Horus 
as micpre and ADC, feeding these channels to 
a ULN-8 equipped with a MADI EdgeBus card; 
the EdgeBus interface allows for a variety of 
I/O cards to be easily inserted into a MIO 
— and just as easily swapped around. The 
ensemble was close miked with four DPA 

4011’s and a U87 for the voice. There was a 
central ambisonic setup with my AEA R88 
mk2, a DPA 4006 as W- and an SE Voodoo VR 
1 as Z-channel. Ambience was picked up with a 
high DECCA-tree sporting three DPA 4006s, 
as well as four of same omnis at greater 
distances.

Using SpectraFoo (MH’s signal metering 
and analysis software) I could precisely level 
match the 16 channels, especially the 
Ambisonic main configuration, and we tracked 
at 24-bit/96kHz both in Pyramix, connected to 
the Horus, and Reaper, connected to the 
ULN-2 chained off the ULN-8, which also 
served as clock master to the Horus via WC.

I love the flexibility of MH Link, the usability 
of the new Console software, the extended 
options of the Monitor Controller (eight 
channels of digitally controlled analogue gain 
with output path processing and calibration). 
Having already been very happy with the 
sound of the 2D units, I feel the improvement 
in clocking introduced with 3D results in even 
more transparent sonics. While the unit 
benefiting the most is my 2882, the ULN-8’s 
sound stage feels deeper and more detailed 
— especially with the minimalistic miking 
approach I favour — all sound sources are 
rendered even more tangible. 

PROS MH Link for super efficient audio 
networking and a unified clock domain. 
EdgeBus options support innovative use 
cases. Next generation FPGA/multi-
processor implementation including 
+DSP for all 3D units. Ethernet and USB-2 
connection enables support for Windows 
and UNIX based systems.

CONS The now-obsolete FireWire allowed for 
bus-powering of the 2882 and ULN-2; the 
ULN-8 is a power hungry beast, so pack 
your battery for off-the-grid jobs.

www.mhsecure.com/metric_halo/ 
www.scvdistribution.co.uk
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