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Thermionic Culture
Solo Vulture £1332

PROS

* Reassuring build quality.

* All-analogue signal path, including
switching.

* Intuitive in operation, but with a helpful
manual, should you come unstuck.

* Applications both in the studio and
a bassist’s/guitarist’s live rig.

CONS

* Output levels vary significantly between
distortion types.

* A few extra features could benefit a lot
of users.

SUMMARY

One of the best distortion processors on the
market is now available as a mono device,
with extra bells and whistles to make it

well suited to guitar and bass processing —
but without compromising its suitability for
use on other sources. You could think of this
as the first half of an excellent guitar amp, or
as a great piece of studio outboard.
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The rear panel sports two different level outputs,
and a switchable power supply capable of
operating at 110V or 240V.

than anyone should need, so all tastes
should be catered for.

The clean channel is a new feature,
too, providing an active stage between
the input and output (the original Vulture
had a hard bypass). This is, of course,
for the benefit of guitarists and bassists,
who can then balance the clean and dirty
output levels so that they both present
the same sort of level to the amp.

Test Flight

To get a feel for the Solo Vulture, | played
both guitar and bass directly through it via
the front-panel DI, feeding the ‘Lo’ output
into my Fender Blues Deville’s power-amp
stage, and later tried feeding it directly
into my DAW at line level, monitoring
the dry distorted sound without any
power amp or speaker colouring the
resulting sound. | then used it as an insert
processor for a few alternative sources
with my DAW.

The first thing to say is that the unit
oozes quality. It feels nice, solid and
well built, and the case is well enough
ventilated that it didn’t get unduly warm
during my tests. The front panel is neatly

Alternatives

The character of a distortion processor
comes down very much to personal taste,
which makes it really difficult to recommend
specific alternatives, and there are few that
offer so much control, or which have been
designed so specifically with both the studio
engineer and guitar/bassist in mind. Driving
any tube or transformer-laden preamp or
processor into distortion is one alternative,
perhaps combining that tactic with a little
pre-distortion compression, but the tonal
results will vary immensely in character. For
outboard gear that's dedicated to the art of
distortion, the other Vulture processors are
worth consideration, as is the Looptrotter
Monster — and perhaps a few of the better
guitar-preamp pedals will get you into similar
territory, albeit without the same degree of
functionality and versatility.

painted in a glossy black, and it's cleanly
laid out, with plenty of space between the
controls, all of which | found very intuitive
in use. The sound is everything |'ve come
to expect from Thermionic Culture’s
high-quality valve gear, with everything
from thin and brittle, through warm and
rounded to woolly fuzz on offer, and being
able to switch between the clean and dirty
channels with a footswitch, as if this were
a guitar amp, was great. Once I'd found
a setting | liked, it was easy to balance
the clean and dirty levels, though | should
note that there’s no level-matching
between the different distortion settings,
and that you'd therefore be left with
a certain amount of juggling to do to
match the clean and dirty channel output
levels if you were to switch between
distortion settings mid-performance —
between songs at a gig, for example.
| can understand why this is the case,
but it would be nice to see the output
levels better matched, somehow. While
I'm on the subject of output levels, it's
worth noting that this thing seems to
kick out a hell of a loud signal at times,
whichever output is being used! Feeding
my RME Fireface 800’s line level inputs
(with no gain provided by the Fireface),
| was doing all the level tweaking in
the 1-2 region of the dirty channel for
some settings, to avoid overloading the
interface’s inputs, and | found this a little
fiddly — although, in the event, perfectly
doable. |It's hard to be too critical about
this aspect of the Solo Vulture, though,
as the levels are inherently related to
the settings you choose: there are much
quieter settings available, particularly
when you bring the Bias control into play,
for which you'll want to turn the output
levels up much further.

For both guitar and bass, this is
a beautiful, rich-sounding distortion
processor, but the applications stretch
far beyond that. | routed various sounds
through it to see what | could come up
with: amongst other things, it was great
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for overdriven rock vocal effects, for
smacking a bit of attitude into a humdrum
mono drum loop, for lending a bit more
grit to snare drums, and for fattening up
soft-synth patches, lending the sound

a real and desirable analogue flavour.

Conclusion

In short, then, I'm a fan, although

| probably wouldn’t quite class the Solo
Vulture as ‘perfect’ for me. As well as the
level-matching issues | discussed earlier,
I'd love to see the option to high-pass
filter the signal running through the
distorted channel, and the ability to blend
between the clean and dirty channels, as
this would make the Vulture much more
versatile on sources such as bass, drums
and vocals, allowing you to keep more of
the energy of the low frequencies intact.
‘Combi’ input sockets on the rear might
also have made integration into some
setups easier without pushing up the
cost significantly. But while such features
do appear on my wish-list, they aren’t
major criticisms, by any stretch of the
imagination. In fact, this is a stunningly
good distortion processor, and definitely
a worthwhile refinement of a piece of
gear that already deserves to be called

a classic. The price isn't in stomp-box
territory, so it a will be a serious purchase
for the non-professional guitarist or
bassist — but given the quality of design
and execution, and if you think of this

as a combination of tube preamp, tube
distortion processor and EQ, it's actually
very fairly priced. For the non-guitarists
out there, it's got just as good a chance
of making it into the studio rack as it

has a guitar-amp rig, and the price will
probably seem keener in comparison
with similar-quality studio outboard.
Recommended. NN

£ £1333.20 including VAT.
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