ez MXR Distortion HI
Distortion pedal

entered the pedal-making business in
the '70s, being among the first US companies
to offer effects in compact, foot-operated
form. Their range of sturdily-built stomp boxes
initially proved very popular but, like so many
of their contemporaries, MXR was hit hard
by the invasion of more competitively-priced
competition from the Far East. Production
eventually ceased around 1984, and the Jim
Dunlop company subsequently acquired the
brand name. Under this new ownership the most
popular MXR pedals from the past have since
been revived, along with some all-new additions.

The Distortion lll comes into the latter category
and, as implied by the number suffix, is the third
member of MXR's distortion pedal dynasty. First
came the mini-sized Distortion +, which was later
joined by the bigger, more versatile Distortion
II. This didn't achieve the success enjoyed by its
smaller sibling and, unlike the former, has never
rejoined the range.

Instead, the Distortion + now has an all-new
partner in the form of the recently introduced
Distortion Ill. This comes in the same small,
chunky metal casing as that employed by
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MXR Distortion Il £89
& Key Notes

® Output, Tone and Distortion controls.
® 9V DC power via battery or optional adaptor.

O High Notes

¢ Usefully high output.
® Excellent control range.

Q Low Notes

® Inconvenient battery access.

John Hornby Skewes: 0113 286 5381
www.jimdunlop.com
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Seeing Red

MXR Distortion lll pedal

Clad in crimson, MXR’s latest stomp box aims to
establish a new standard of naturally dynamic,

amp-style distortion.

many MXR models. The time-tested, virtually
bombproof box ensures excellent durability, but
also means that the battery is reached in the
same old-fashioned way, ie. after removing the
four-screw baseplate — a far less convenient
method than the instant access offered on many
modern pedals. Using a 9V DC power supply
cures this particular problem, however, and the
appropriate centre-negative connection for

a mains-powered wall-wart or similar is located
alongside the input jack on the right-hand side
of the case.

The output jack lurks to the left, and
top-mounted towards the front is a trio of
controls comprising Output, Tone and Distortion.
These designations are pretty self-explanatory,
and the pots are topped with classic US design,
black plastic knobs, with a large white line as
the main position indicator on each. This offers
20/20 visibility, although there are no matching
reference markings on the casing, so accurately
repeating settings isn't as easy as it could be.

Located close to the chunky on/off footswitch
is a suitably bright status LED. This was something
of a luxury among earlier MXR effects, as not all
offered this useful visual indicator. Actually, here
its absence wouldn't really be a major omission,
as aurally there’s little doubt about when this
effect is in operation!

The heavy-duty metal case adds some mass
to pretty minimal measurements, and suitably
gripping mini rubber feet stuck on the baseplate
help keep the pedal in place. That said, it's
still pretty easy to kick around, although the
diminutive dimensions do allow the Distortion lll
to be incorporated into even the smallest-sized
pedal board, which naturally provides a much
safer and more secure stomping ground.

Performance

The Distortion Il exhibits pleasingly low
background noise, indicative of careful design
and component choice. With Output and Tone
set to halfway and Distortion at minimum, the
effected sound is virtually the same as its straight
equivalent in terms of volume and tonality,

Review by Roger Cooper

but with a gritty break-up that leaves plenty of
definition when playing chords. This amount

of transparency is very useful, as is the fact that
advancing the Output further significantly boosts
signal level, but without the need to disturb the
Distortion control, so things can stay relatively
dirt-free if desired. Such an option simply isn't
possible on many stomp boxes that can't go
louder than the bypassed signal without having
to add too much extra overdrive.

The latter is certainly available when needed,
courtesy of the Distortion control, and the higher
this goes, the greater the gain content, with
results ranging from a firm, raspy crunch up to
extended, singing sustain. Any necessary tonal
taming or tweaking is easily accomplished, and
the relevant control offers more than enough cut
and boost to keep things smooth and musical.
Full up it goes bright but not brash, and even
when all the way back, it's far from muffled or
muddy.

This pedal can be pretty hooligan if required,
but delivery stays commendably controllable
at all times, regardless of setting combinations.

It also responds well to instrument volume
changes, so backing off on the guitar’s volume
quickly cleans things up, but without destroying
the inherent dynamics.

Dishing the dirt

The size, straightforward circuitry and quite
unassuming appearance of the Distortion Ill belie
what it can do, although the red colour scheme
is well chosen, as this little pedal is certainly a hot
performer.

However, it's not just about output, as the
simple controls are capable of some surprisingly
subtle and effective results, thanks to good
design and usefully intuitive interaction. These
abilities are allied to rugged, high-quality
construction, creating an impressive partnership
ideal for players in the market for a compact,
pro-standard pedal. The MXR Distortion Il dishes
the dirt in a very effective, no-nonsense manner
that makes it well worth consideration for the
money. [iliil

August 2007 musicmart 83



