Migration to the Box11 System
I’ve enjoyed the Dotcom Portable cabinetry for years, always loving the classic look and size the Portable cabinets provide.  But ever since I first saw the Box11 System, I wanted at least part of my rig transferred to those cabinets.  And I finally got the opportunity!  This is some of my experiences I had when expanding from 88 spaces of four Portable cabinets to 99 spaces of two Portable cabinets and a Box11-55 configuration.

Here is what I had to start with…
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This is what my modular synth looked like from my chair in my studio.  With my back problems, I have to play seated.  But patching often required me to stand up and sit back down, stand up and sit back down, over and over again, even with the entire rig on amp stands only about eighteen inches from the floor.  After an hour, two at the most, I was in too much pain to play any longer.  So the task was to get this rig along with some additional modules into a configuration that would enable me to patch and play seated without standing up.

When I decided to get a few more modules for my system, I figured on using a 44-space Box11 configuration with three remaining Portable cabinets.  But much to my surprise, when I started playing with SynthInvent, I found that the third Portable occupied by modules that would easily fit in another Box11!  The reason was that I would no longer need some power modules and multiples, and the space necessary was now less than anticipated.  So I photoshopped together this Box11-55 configuration from Roger’s Configuration Ideas images.
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It was a bit of a radical idea having the top Box11 canted over the top so much, but after analyzing where the center of gravity would be compared to the center of support, I thought that it would be stable.  It turns out that it is very stable, a monument to the flexibility of the Box11 System.  One does not have to be limited to the configurations already thought up; the cabinetry can now be just as much of a ‘modular’ concept as the modular synth itself.
So, I placed my order, and in the typical timeliness of placing a Dotcom order, I received the following bubblewrapped goodies in three boxes.
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It should be noted that while two of the boxes were delivered in pretty much pristine condition, the third one looked like someone had attempted to run over it with a ‘big brown truck’.  Nonetheless, because the contents were so well-packed in plastic peanuts and bubblewrap, none of the contents were damaged in the least.  Upon unwrapping the bubblewrap, I beheld the contents.
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I now had the joy of assembling the Box11 cabinets ahead of me.  To make sure that I did it correctly, I studied the enclosed Box11 datasheet that detailed how they were to be assembled.  They are not hard to assemble, but it would be easy to make mistakes if the assembly instructions were not followed.  Only after I felt that I had a good understanding of how they are assembled did I proceed.

The first thing one must think through before beginning assembly is:  How do you want to assemble the various Box11 cabinets together?  One must consider how the Box11 cabinets are to be connected to each other, and then consider how the Straight and Angled Sides are to be attached.  If two Straight Sided cabinets are attached together such that they are straight with each other, then one must have the Straight Sides reversed to the Straight Sides of the other.  It’s a simple idea to think about, but if one does not think about it first, the Sides could end up having to be removed and then re-attached, and it’s best not to have to do that.  In my case, after thinking about how the Straight Sides related to the Angled Sides and each other in my chosen configuration, I realized that the Straight Sides on every cabinet should be attached in the same manner.

Now to remove the side bracket of one of the cabinets…  To do so, you remove the five machine screws that hold the side brackets on.

[image: image5.jpg]



You must remove the side bracket from the cabinet before attempting to attach the Sides.  Do not try to cut corners and attempt attaching the Sides with the side brackets still attached.  The biggest problem you run into is that you could mess up the Box11 power circuitry.
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And even when you remove the side brackets, you must be careful how you handle the Box11 cabinet such that you don’t bend the pins or components of the power circuitry.  Once you get everything installed, it’s not a problem, and, along with the built-in mults, the installed power circuitry is one of the greatest space-saving aspects of the Box11 System.  You just have to be careful while you’re putting things together.
Here is the side bracket once it’s removed from the Box11 cabinet.
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Now, remind yourself how you want to attach the Side to the bracket.  Then, remind  yourself again how you want to attach the Side to the bracket.  Then, align the Side’s screw holes with the screw holes on the side bracket, and install a wood screw into one of the holes.

The instructions say that after you put the cabinets together, you may have to loosen the screws and adjust the Sides to get everything to line up correctly and to get the Box11’s to sit even on the surface.  I personally found that if I aligned the holes such that the Side screw holes were centered in the side bracket holes, and then I installed the first wood screw into the center hole and only tightened that screw down after I made sure that the holes were thusly aligned, and did this consistently with all of the cabinets, that the Box11 cabinets assembled straight and even and sitting nice and flat and even on the table they sat on.  
So I put in the first wood screw like this.
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After getting that first wood screw tightened down with the screw holes aligned, I put in the remaining two wood screws
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After getting all three wood screws in, I reattached the side bracket to the Box11 cabinet with the five machine screws.

[image: image10.jpg]



Doing both ends of the Box11 cabinet with the Straight Sides, I had a cabinet that looked like this.
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I did three more Straight Side cabinets with the Sides aligned in precisely the same way because that worked for my desired configuration.  That may not be the case with yours, so think it out!

After getting all of the Straight Side cabinets done, I did the Angled Side cabinet.  With the Angled Sides, you have another choice to make.  You have a set of screw holes that are parallel to the longest side for attaching the cabinet straight, and another set of screw holes that are angled to the longest side for attaching the cabinet at an angle.  In my configuration, the angled set of screw holes were appropriate.  So I assembled the fifth Box11 with the Angled Sides, choosing to use the angled set of screw holes.  When completed, it looked like this.
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You will notice that there is a Q115 Reverb module in this cabinet.  The Q115 was one of the modules that I had ordered with the Box11’s, and I had originally intended on putting it in one of the two remaining Portables by installing the spring tank inside of the Portable.  Imagine my joy when I not only found the Q115 Reverb module screwed into the Box11 cabinet but a matching flat black spring tank attached to the back!
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There are holes for the screws, cables, and everything needed to attach the spring tank externally to the back of the Box11 cabinet.  All you have to consider is how the Box11 cabinet with the spring tank attached is positioned in your configuration.  If a horizontal Straight Side cabinet is to lay flat on a surface or, vertically, go completely against the wall, you will not have sufficient clearance with the spring tank attached.  With Straight Sides, or with Angled Sides with the straight set of screw holes, the Sides do not extend far enough to clear the spring tank.  However, if a vertical Straight Side cabinet does not have to go completely against the wall, there should be no problem.  Likewise, an Angled Side cabinet using the angled screw holes has plenty of clearance for the spring tank, so I chose the Angled Side cabinet to have the spring tank.  The Angled Side cabinet was pretty close to where I would want the Q115 anyway, so it was just a matter of some module rearranging to accommodate the idea.
But my Box11-55 configuration was still experimental.  Even though I was fairly certain that the center of gravity was going to work out and that everything was going to be completely stable, I thought it best to test out the configuration before I had it completely stuffed with modules.  So I opened up the Stacking Plates and assembled the Box11-55 configuration empty, as such.
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It looked OK from the front, and it also looked OK from the side.
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I pushed on the top of it backwards, wiggled it around, and did everything but sit on it to see how sturdy and stable it was.  It was sturdy, and it was stable.

My thumb was not, though.  It did not take all thirty-two Stacking Plate thumbscrews for me to get a nice big blister on my thumb and index finger from thumbscrewing the thumbscrews into the metal inserts.  Fortunately, it also did not take all thirty-two thumbscrews for me to notice that there is an Allen screw recess in them.  I figure that they are probably 3/16” Allen screws, but I only had a set of metric Allen wrenches available, and a 4mm Allen wrench worked equally nice to disassemble the cabinets in my living room floor and reassemble them in my studio.

Which is what I did after assembling a perfectly appropriate table such that I could reach everything while sitting in my studio chair...  Let us merely stipulate that the table went together without a hitch, since we’re not here for table assembly tips.
I reassembled my Box11-55 configuration (using an Allen wrench) on top of the table, and I adjusted the two amp stands I’m using to hold the two remaining Portable cabinets so that the Portables sit perfectly beside of the Box11’s.  And using my SynthInvent image of my planned system, I proceeded to move modules from the previously used Portables into the Box11-55 and the two remaining Portables.

Installing modules in the Box11’s are easy.  One uses machine screws instead of wood screws, and the machine screws can be almost completely inserted with the fingers.  If the screws don’t go in easily with the fingers, you’re probably putting them in wrong, so back the screw up and try again.  Once it goes in correctly, it will go in almost completely with just your fingers, only needing tightening with a screwdriver.  I used a power screwdriver to remove the wood screws from the Portables, but I used a manual screwdriver to tighten the machine screws.

And so, over and over again, I’d remove a module, install a module.  Remove a module, install a module.  And as we are all familiar with, I would occasionally look at my SynthInvent config, look at the module I was getting ready to install, and think, “I got a better idea!”  So the modules didn’t go in entirely as planned, but hopefully it’s better than planned.
One other thing I did that I would strongly suggest is this:  Determine how many power harness wires will be needed in the Box11.  There are five long ones and five shorter ones in each Box11 cabinet.  (Yes, I know that a Box11 has eleven MU spaces.  But  it’s very unlikely that all of the modules in a Box11 are going to be single-space modules.)  After determining how many long and short wires are needed, coil the remaining wires and secure them with a wire tie, and place electrical tape over the ends to protect them from shorting out.
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The inside of the cabinet will be much neater with the remaining wires secured.  It’s also extremely unlikely that a short could ever occur without covering the ends, but doing so makes it virtually impossible. 

The end result is that I got all of the modules moved from the cabinet it was in previously and into the cabinet that I now wanted it.  You know, with the usual considerations?  Like making sure that the power connector is connected…  Like making sure (in a Portable) that you don’t install a filter or reverb in front of a power supply…  Like making sure (in a Portable) that you install the bottom-row modules first so gravity sliding modules around in their screw holes doesn’t cause you problems…

After I did all of this, I ended up with a system like this, a Box11-55 system with two Portable ‘wings’.
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The left ‘wing’ has these modules, things that I may not necessarily need to adjust a lot while playing a keyboard.
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Here is the bottom cabs of the Box11-55, mostly EG’s, VCA’s, Pan/Fades, filters…
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The next higher level of Box11 cabinets, basically VCO and VCF intensive…
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And the next level above that, also VCO-intensive…
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And the very top, containing utility modules that I want available but not in the way…
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And, last but certainly not least, the right-hand Portable ‘wing’ containing modules that I just might want to reach easily while playing a keyboard…
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And so, I went from this Portable-88 system…
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To this simply amazing Box11-55/Portable-44 system…
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The amazing thing that I noticed immediately upon using it for the first time is that I can reach absolutely everything in this system while sitting in my chair.  My primary goal had been met.  I can patch with ease while seated, I can twiddle and tweak with ease while I’m playing, and most of the stuff I wish to twiddle or tweak while playing keyboards can be adjusted while playing the QKB-15S keyboard strategically placed closer than any of the others.  The entire thing is sturdy, stable, close at hand, ‘ergonomic”, and should I ever desire to take it apart and haul it all elsewhere, it will be relatively easy to do so, easier to move, and easier to reassemble.
Oh!  The QPS5 Box11 power supply is a wonderful device!  It has enough power to handle the 66 spaces of six Box11 cabs, and it has six DC power cables for attachment to the DC power sockets on the back of the Box11’s.  There is plenty of clearance under all circumstances for the angled DC power connectors to clear the table top or wall.  The cabinet DC power sockets are all oriented such that the power plug will always plug in at the same angle.  At least, that was the case with all of mine.  There are screw holes on the back of the Box11 cabinets that allow one to attach the QPS5 externally to the back of the Box11.  It would be more difficult for me to reach the On/Off switch, so I decided against it.  The QPS5 has a bright orange sticker on top of the switch that warns the user to make sure that it’s set for the proper voltage.  How to do that is not necessarily evident without reading the instructions.  If you read the instructions, it will be both evident and easy to tell, as well as easy to change should you need to so.
Given that each of my two remaining Portables have a QPS1 power supply with a DC power jack, and given that the QPS5 has a single remaining DC power cable, that means I can expand with three more Box11’s without having to be concerned where the power is coming from.

My conclusion is that the Box11 System is a ‘modular’ system of modular synth cabinets that let the modular synthesist take the design of their synth to another level of modularity.  The whole intent of The Modular Way has been flexibility for the electronic musician to decide what goes into his rig and how it is arranged.  That just got immensely more flexible with the Box11 System.

