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A ll of a sudden, European bass 
builders have raised their game. 
First, it was the fantastic 

German-made Hughes & Kettner 
Quantum (reviewed in issue 15/2 and 
Gear of The Year, 15/10); then we had 
the Chinese-made, British-designed 
offerings from Laney (15/9), Hiwatt 
(15/11) and Carlsbro (16/2), and also 
the Italian/US Epifani unit (16/4) just 
for good measure. And now, hailing 
from Pescara in Italy, we have 
Markbass – the product of a company 
founded by Marco De Virgiliis in early 
2002 with the simple idea of producing 
compact, lightweight amplifiers and 
aiming to reproduce each individual 
instrument’s unique tonal qualities, 
whatever the configuration, while 
chucking out plenty of power 
into the bargain.

De Virgiliis certainly 
succeeded with the 
‘compact’ and 
‘lightweight’ part of the 
brief. The 400W, 2x10" 
CMD102P stands 479mm 
high, 594mm wide and 
475mm deep. Using strong 
yet featherlight 22mm 
poplar plywood covered in 
black carpet results in a 
paltry 20kg (44lbs) of 
lugging weight, and the 
very compact nature of the 
unit means that the 
recessed, side-fitted steel 
handles are more than 
adequate provision for 
transportation. Although 
fundamentally an oblong, 
there’s a slot cut out of the 
back of the box to enable it 
to assume a monitor 
position. Indeed, the 
presence of four solid 
plastic feet on this plane and 
only two plastic corners protecting 
the front bottom corners suggests that 
you’re supposed to choose this method 

of setup. For more evidence of good, 
practical design ideas, check out the 
top edge: you’ll find a square, Velcro-
secured section that can be painlessly 
removed for comfortable access to a 
deeply sunken back panel which is 
otherwise a pain to get to. Looking for 
porting? It’s of the slotted type, 
located on the bottom edge of the 
front of the CMD, divided into four 
sections. Otherwise, the front is 
dominated by the black steel grille, the 
expansive, black and orange Markbass 
logo sitting bottom centre, plus two 

lightweight Neodymium 10" speakers 
with distinctive yellow cones and a 
piezo tweeter beneath. 

Most of the CMD’s cosmetic 
appearance is fairly traditional, and 
Markbass follows convention by 
placing the control section between 
the speakers and front top edge. If 
you’re expecting flashing lights or lots 
of knobs or even a vague feeling of 
complexity, think again. The single row 
of black, retro controls is preceded by 
a solitary jack input, the active/passive 
conundrum being dealt with via the 
Gain dial and associated blue Clip light. 
There’s also an XLR Balanced Input – 
excellent for acoustic basses or signals 
via a microphone. 

Next comes the EQ stage with Low 
(40Hz), Mid Low (360Hz), Mid High 
(800Hz) and High (5kHz) all offering 
16db of cut or boost to the 
enthusiastic tweaker. These are 
followed by two filters: VLE (Vintage 
Loudspeaker Emulator) is designed to 

filter out high frequencies for mellower, 
more retro tones, while VPF (Variable Pre-
shape Filter) boosts lows around 35Hz 
and highs at the 10kHz mark whilst 
cutting mids at 380Hz for that 
more contemporary scooped vibe. 

The back panel contains all the usual 
suspects: Speaker Out, Tuner Out and FX 
loop jack sockets and Balanced Line Out 

XLR socket with Ground Lift switch to 
neutralise buzzing earth scenarios. The 
internal speaker is connected via an 
accessible Speakon-type socket so you 
can completely ditch the internal drivers, 
should you so wish.

SOUNDS
In time-honoured fashion, we dug out 
our trusty B-string equipped Yamaha. A 
few simple tweaks of the input Gain are 
required: plug in with no out-front 
volume and wind it up until the blue Clip 
light flashes continuously. Back it off a 
notch or two, and you’re away.

It’s fair to say that one of the defining 
qualities of a good combo is whether you 
get a true reproduction of your bass’s 
acoustic tone with a flat EQ setting… and 
yes, we’ll add the Markbass to an already 
glittering list without hesitation. The low 
strings are fat with shimmering 
harmonics that give the tone sacks of 
definition. Add to this some pleasing, 
earthy growl and you’ve got a seriously 
good full-range starting point. The lack of 
tweeter level control isn’t an issue most 
of the time: it’s superbly well attenuated 
so you don’t get any unwanted spiky 
edges until you hit the thinner, faster G 
string where its presence in the speaker 
mix becomes apparent via a slightly 
glassier edge to the note. It doesn’t 
overpower your note and, to be fair, on 

this setting it isn’t a real issue. It’s also 
very easy to sanitise the effect: cut High 
by about half and you’ve thrown a silk 
sheet, albeit a thin one, over the highs 
without losing much definition over the 
whole range.

When High is left cut by about 4db and 
Low is set to half-boost, the joyous rattle 
of fixtures and fittings and the feeling of 
subtle re-alignments of the internal 
organs is a real buzz, but the cake is still 
thickly iced with definition. Radical 
reductions diminish the Markbass’s 
volume a little too much but subtle ones 
can be useful in the appropriate scenario. 

You might well feel there’s no need to 
touch the Mid controls, but try boosting 
Mid Low halfway with a little bass boost 
in tow: all of a sudden you’re facing a 
firing squad… and they’ve all got Tommy 
guns! The best thing is that amongst all 
this testosterone there is absolutely no 

tonal driftwood: it’s just darker, punchier 
and more aggressive, and the highs are 
still clean without the hint of 
compression you get from a treble-
boosted P-bass. Try a similar amount of 
cut for a more controlled vibe; the higher-
mid bias opens the door to a modicum of 
fret noise, but this sounds natural and 
not like a tonal intrusion. Similarly 
boosting Mid High adds an audible nasal 
element but the fractional nature of this 
means it doesn’t dominate, although it 
may be too fierce for some. Boost Low to 
halfway and cut High about a quarter 
and you’ve got another tight, fat, 
aggressive yet versatile option. 

With the tweeter taking care of the 
treble zone, overly boosting High is 
unwise: the D string accrues a glassy edge 
and the G string loses too much width. 

You’ll really only want to cut this one, 
and the positive effects of doing that 
have been duly noted.

With regard to the VLE filter we took 
the combo to a rehearsal where the menu 
was strictly Stax and Motown, and simply 
rotating the VLE control to around two 
o’clock with fairly fresh strings really did 
the business. With this option, the further 
clockwise you go, the more you filter out 
the highs, resulting in a duller and 
bottomier sound. The fully-clockwise 
option is also perfect for more dub-
oriented genres. The VPF filter can be 
useful for more attack if used subtly, but 
too much, in conjunction with a tweeter 
level set in stone, gets you lots of click, 
fret noise and an annoyingly brittle vibe. 
Still, both of these offer more 
excellent variations.

Markbass 
CMD102P Combo

Beneath this Italian combo’s squat, furry exterior lies 
something that makes your bass sound rather good indeed  
– and no money will go to Gareth Morgan’s osteopath…

Review

RRP:
£970 MARKBASS CMD102P

Description: Single-channel, 400W 
2x10" transistor combo. Two 
Neodymium 10" speakers and Piezo 
Tweeter. 22mm poplar plywood 
construction cabinet with front 
porting. Made in Italy

Price: £970

Controls: Gain (with clip indicator), 
Low, Mid Low, Mid High, High, VLE, 
VPF and Master controls. Input, 
Speaker Out, Tuner Out and FX loop 
jack sockets. Balanced In and DI Out 
XLR sockets, Ground Lift switch

Range Options: 1x12" 400W combo 
(CMD121H £867), 3x10" 600W combo 
(CMD103H £1132), each with a 1" HF 
compression driver

Contact: Proel International  
☎ 020 8761 9911  

Web: www.markbass.it 

F A C T F I L E

Damn good, actually. It’s 
lightweight, loud, competitively 
priced and the fundamental sound 
is quality to the bone. The EQ 

section and filters are simple, 
practical and ooze classy variations 
with every sensible tweak. Highly, 
highly recommended.

V E R D I C T

 Front panel As easy as pie, plus two extra filters: VLE, a ‘vintage speaker’ emulator, and VPF, which adds modern-style mid-scoopiness

At a strictly Stax/Motown style 
rehearsal, the VLE high filter 
control really did the business  
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