Sequential Prophet-5 - Milestone and Musical Legend
The Prophet-5 is - along with the Minimoog - possibly the most timeless of the great analog synths. An
icon, so to speak.

It laid the foundation for all those programmable polyphonic synths, and it defined the sound of the late
70s and early 80s in a way no other instrument had done. Profitting from a remarkable cooperation of
American electronic music pioneers, the Prophet-5 has maintained its legendary aura up to the present
day. And now the Prophet-6 (and the Prophet Rev2) follows as a worthy heir in its footsteps.
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Prophet-5 Rev.3 (#1417) @0 GREATSYNTHESIZERS.com

Of course there are other polyphonic analog synths with big names and remarkable sounds: Yamaha
CS-80, Roland Jupiter-8, Moog Memorymoog, Rhodes Chroma, Oberheim OB-X/Xa/8, Sequential Prophet-
T8. Not to forget the hapless Elka Synthex. But either they suffered from certain shortcomings and
technical unreliabilities, or they appeared on the market after the Prophet-5 and were able to profit from
its technical advances.

Be that as it may: the Prophet-5 was the first. And it was the most beautiful. And maybe it was the best.
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Prophet5 Rev.3 (#1417) - with Kenton MIDI and power plug modification @0 GREATSYNTHESIZERS.com

In 1978 ...

... a lot of things happend on our planet, especially in the field of electronics and especially in the musical
world. Atari released its first computer with a colored monitor and 4-part sound (one year after Apple Il
came out with the first colored monitor worldwide).

Anni-Frid “Frida” Lyngstad and Benny Andersson, from the Swedish band ABBA, got married way back
then (very, very important, we know). Neil Diamond’s und Barbara Streisand’s “You Don’t Bring Me
Flowers” was No. 1 in the USA. Stevie Wonder won the 5th American Music Award.
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Prophet-5 Rev.1 (#167) @ GREATSYNTHESIZERS.com

And ... Dave Smith presented the new Prophet-5 synthesizer to its public after a mere 8 months of
development. That instrument was unique for its combination of analog and digital technique. A pure
analog soundpath with digital keyboard scanning and data storage. Nothing less than a revolution.

“The Prophet-5 was the world’s first sexy synthesizer. It looked sexy, it sounded sexy. Before the
Prophet-5, synths had always looked complicated. Design, if companies ever took up the issue, was based
upon practicality or an appeal to the gadget freak. Then along comes this instrument out of nowhere, from
a company most people have never heard of, looking for all the world like it stepped out of a Bang &
Olufsen catalog. Nice wood, ultra-smooth panel hardware. Whoa, and it sounds Killer too? With memories?
Who cares what it costs, gimme one.”

(Julian Colbeck, Keyfax Omnibus Edition, p. 122/123)
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American team competence in alliance with a pioneering spirit

3 things (at least) characterize the background and development of the Prophet-5. Things that are
inherent to the American way of thinking: team competence, a pioneering spirit and hard work.

The Prophet-5 is a product of the efforts of many different people and individual companies. Dave Smith
and John Bowen from Sequential first come to mind, but that’'s only one side of the story. There’s also
Barb Fairhurst. One of the few women in synth business, she made it all the way to vice president of
Sequential and held that position until shortly before Yamaha took over the company in 1987.
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And then again: Dave Rossum (E-MU), Ron Dow and Solid State Micro Technology (Solid State Music /
SSM), as well as Doug Curtis (Curtis Electromusic Specialities / CEM). The former developed the
legendary SSM chips, the latter the CEM chips. Without those “complete circuits on a single IC”, there
would have been no way to create compact polyphonic synths. Without those chips, there would have
been no Prophet-5 and no future for polyphonic analog synths, none whatsoever.

And not to forget Scott Wedge (and Dave Rossum) who developed the digital keyboard scanning for E-
MU that became, in the long run, the Prophet-5 keyboard.
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Then there was the well-known British keyboarder Rick Wakeman, who convinced Dave Smith that the
new Sequential Circuits “Model 1000” had to have a REAL name.

“So a naming contest ensued, and out of all the wizardy, sword and sorcery names that were bandied
about (it almost became the Seer), the name PROPHET was selected.” (Julian Colbeck, Keyfax Omnibus

Edition, p. 123)

Wakeman was also involved in the front panel design.
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Last but not least, there was Robert Moog. Dave Smith, John Bowen and Rick Wakeman loved the look of
the Minimoog and must have had it in the back of their minds when they designed the Prophet-5: beautiful
wooden casing, 2 wheels to the left of the keyboard, a well-layed out surface with a clear signal flow.
Ingredients for a classic synth.

But it’s not all about teamwork, pioneering spirit and visual superiority. The 5-voice Prophet is a legend in

sound as well. According to Sequential Circuits ads, the Prophet-5 was the “worlds leading polyphonic
[analog] synthesizer” of the late 70s. True now as well as then.
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A glance at the list of prominent Prophet-5 users in Peter Forrests “The A-Z Of Analogue Synthesizers”
(part 2, page 165, 166) makes it obvious that it would have been easier to list those musicians who didn’t
use the Prophet - as Steve Ridley has suggested.

For many years, the Prophet-5 (“The Prophet”) has played a main part on all stages and in all studios of
this world. True in 1980 and true today. Without exaggerating, the Prophet-5 can be considered as one of
the Top-5 - or even Top-3 - polyphonic analog synths. A Milestone and a Musical Legend.

Creative Marketing

A successful product is - among other things - a result of good marketing. Classical: A company presents a
new, technically innovative instrument and attracts the buyer’s interest with features lists, etc.

Sequential went another way. They decided to try something different. They created a fictional world of
drawings for the Prophet-5: a bearded prophet (a real human!), a pilot with a synth where the wings
should be, or a Sphinx at play ... charming images that wooed the public for the Prophet-5. John Mattos,
their genial creator, is still active on the advertising scene.
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Mattos’ pictures are little masterpieces. Unique, full of fun, and innovative. Or, in the words of the
Prophet-5: legendary!

[Biography excerpt: Mattos won over 100 awards for graphic excellence from various graphic magazines
and design organizations including a Gold Medal from the New York Society of lllustrators, Gold from the
New York Art Director’s Club and Silver from the Los Angeles Society of lllustrators.

Corporate clients include Apple, Adobe ,Microsoft, Oracle, H.P., G.E., Citibank and hundreds more.]

(]

But back to the music. The following features of the Prophet-5 are not just relicts of the past, but
remember: at that time, these selling points were unique:

¢ 5-voices of polyphony (five equally equipped, but independet voice cards)

¢ Each voice card equipped with 2 VCOs, VCF with ADSR, VCA with ADSR. Rev. 1 and Rev. 2
models had the SSM2040 filter chip. Rev. 3 (and higher) used the CEM3320 filter.

¢ A microcomputer (Z-80) controlling 3 parts of the instrument:
- the keyboard scanning (and voice assignment)
- the sound storage (40 memories, later 120)
- the oscillator calibration
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Between 1978 and 1984 approx. 6500* instruments were sold, making the Prophet-5 one of the most
successful analog polyphonic synths ever. That number of units left its competitors (Yamaha CS-80,
Roland Jupiter-8, Moog Memorymoog, Oberheim OB-X/Xa/8, Elka Synthex) trailing far behind.

(*)[According to Wikipedia, which might not be the most reliable resource. Other resources - like Mark Vail
/ Vintage Synthesizers, and others - say 7200. Julian Colbeck / Keyfax mentiones “approx. 8000" units.
Anyway, any quantity above 6000 is amazing. Rev. 3.2 from 1982 carried numbers from 2470 and above.
This was followed by version 3.3. Which means that a good part (nearly half?) of the Prophet-5
instruments were built 1983/1984. And that was after (!) release of the Yamaha DX7. Unbelievable.]
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For those interested in the exact specifications and in the differences between the various Prophet-5
versions (Rev. 1, 2 and 3.x) the following link:

¢ http://users.telenet.be/prophet-5

The Prophet-5 Specialities

¢ The Poly-Mod(ulation) section (developed by John Bowen)

¢ Unison mode (10 VCOs at your fingertips!)

Glide (sadly only available in unison mode)

A Tune function (auto-tuning of all voices)

A=440 Hz button (electronic tuning fork)

Cassette interface (Rev. 3.0 and higher)

40 user-programmable memories (Rev. 3.3 had 120)

Connections: Mono Out (!), CV/GATE IN for ONE voice, CV/GATE OUT, VCF and VCA CV IN,
Release Pedal, CASSETTE IN/OUT, jacks for the Remote Keyboard and possibly MIDI (latest models)
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The most outstanding sonic feature of the Prophet-5 was certainly the Poly-Mod section:

“If there was a single feature that defined the Prophet sound, it was the poly-mod section, which enabled
you to use the filter envelope and OSC 2 to modulate the frequency of OSC 1, the pulse-width of OSC 1,
and/or the filter cutoff frequency. These modulation routings, combined with OSC 1’s sync function,
produced the trademark (and at one time hopelessly overused) oscillator sweeping sync sound, usually
variations of what was originally factory preset 33.”

(Mark Vail, Vintage Synthesizers - page 174).

Speaking of sound: this is HIGH FIDELITY

HIFI is normally relegated to questions of recording technology. But that label HIGH FIDELITY (“pristine
sound”) can be attached to the Prophet-5 without any compunctions. There are very few synths out there
that boast sustained quality throughout the audio spectrum. And the Prophet-5 is one of those, along with
the ARP 2600, as mentioned in an earlier test report.

| 12


https://greatsynthesizers.com/wp/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Sequential-Prophet-5-GreatSynthesizers-11.jpg
http://greatsynthesizers.com/en/books-en/2013/08/book-recommendation-mark-vail-vintage-synthesizers/
http://greatsynthesizers.com/en/test/arp-2600-holy-grail-of-analog/

Sequential Prophet-5 - Milestone and Musical Legend

L

@ GREATSYNTHESIZERS.com

So, maybe we should be looking at the Prophet-5 as a polyphonic ARP 26007 Although the tag “polyphonic
2600" is usually assigned to the (ARP) Rhodes Chroma, we see definite acoustic parallels between the
Prophet-5 and the ARP 2600.

The sheer intensity and power of the Prophet sound is also remarkable because the instrument only
boasts a single MONO output, meaning that special features such as stereo and layer/double sounds are
not available. And yet: despite its MONO signal, the Prophet-5 sweeps the competition off the stage (ok ok,
the Memorymoog might stand its ground ...).
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Nothing but light: the Sterling Prophet

The acoustic power of the Prophet-5 is only one side of the story. Another side (almost as important, if
somewhat controversal) is the vivacious character of its sound. Critics would be quick to imply that the
instrument is “out of tune”, since each of the 5 voices tends to go its own sweet way.

More beats, less beats, somewhat inbetween beats, than again many beats, suddenly a straight sound

(“out of the blue”) - that's the nature of the “out-of-tune” Prophet-5. And that is beautiful. Or not.
Depending on how the instrument is being used.
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If you're one of those that prefer strict professionality, and you mainly want to use the Prophet-5 for
polyphonic music (for chords ...), you won’'t get around the TUNE button. Pressing TUNE keeps the Prophet
in tune (aha!) for 15 to 20 minutes, after which you have to tune it again. We all know that, we can live
with that.

But those of you who see diverging-from-the-main (De-Tuning!) as just as important, and who also tend to

use polyphonic instruments monophonically (lead sounds, solo voices, ...), should be very cautious with
TUNE. Using TUNE shrouds the great aestetics of Prophet-5: its unbelievable vitality.
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Think of those solos with long release and individual tunings per tone: that's about the most beautiful
thing that analog technique can offer you. And Prophet-5, the great master, is unbeatable here. (Ok, ok ...
there’s also the Oberheim 4-/8-Voice and Yamaha's glorious CS-50/60/80). Vitality is at the core of
practically all of the attached sound files. Gorgeous, when every voice goes its own way (within limits) ...

(And how rare it is to find an analog synth that hasn’t been cleaned of all those irregularities, in quest of
that blanket of sameness that is somehow the sound ideal of so many professionals.)
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Irregularities: those components that give the sound a certain verve in monophonic and in polyphonic
music as well. Of course, we all know that the ear isn’t as tolerant to irregularities in polyphonic as in
monophonic music. Small divergencies from the pure intervalls are instantly registered (e.qg. if the third is
too small or the fifth just doesn’t want to sound true), whereas the ear is more patient with those small
divergencies in a single melody.

Which, of course, is why the TUNE function is necessary for polyphonic music and a clear-cut solution for
intolerances that otherwise would be deemed - well, intolerable.

On the other hand, that slightly out-of-tune Prophet has something deeply HUMAN about it. Slightly out-of-
tune chords lend warmth, naturalness, charm to any sound, so also to the Prophet.
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Solo lines sound (as we’ve already mentioned) just a little bit unclean (but not in the least bothersome),
the Prophet SINGS despite (or because of) all its inherent irregularities, something that our own voices and
acoustic instruments do as well.

In this respect the Prophet-5 is a perfect symbiosis of technical (analog) irregularity - each voice going its
own way - and useful factory features (press TUNE and enjoy the clean Prophet sound).

But wait ... aside from great HIFI sound and Tuned/Detuned charme, there’s another aspect to be
considered. Another side of the coin, so to speak. That's the Prophet’s Poly-Modulation section. Unique and
one-of-a-kind in the realm of polyphonic analog synths (admittedly, the Memorymoog isn’'t badly equipped
either, and then there’s the Rhodes Chroma with its never-ending modulation possibilities - although the
last cannot exactly be called user friendly).
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And then, too, there’s the Oberheim Xpander - but its sound is MILES away from the Prophet-5 (even if the
Xpander’s sound architecture is vastly intricate).

The Prophet’s Poly-Modulation section opens the door to wide vistas of the modular world ... even if that's
exaggerating a little! Which is to say that the Prophet can produce superb effect-sounds, crazy
modulation-stuff and so on ...

Prophet-5 acoustics in a nutshell:

¢ A strong audio signal throughout the whole audio spectrum (HIFI Sound)
¢ Vibrant sound character

- unique monophonic solo lines (beautiful out-of-tune voices)

- massive polyphonic sounds (tune or detuned, depending on your needs)
¢ Singular “Modular” sounds (thanks to the Poly-Modulation section)
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“The Prophet-5 has been used most extensively for lush washes, textural sounds (Phil Collins on practically
everything, The Cars, Japan ...) and [...] the classic polyphonic sweep. Prophet-5’s can also do a nice line in
bells and atonal noises and are by no means substandard for synth brass patches, both soft and hard. [...]

A versatile instrument, in other words.”

(Julian Colbeck, Keyfax Omnibus Edition, p. 124)

Partly cloudy: the Prophet’s performance section

Soundwise, the Prophet is in a class of its own, undeniably one of the best (if not THE best) polyphonic
analog synth. For all its assets, the Prophet-5 has deficits in the performance section (... that other
intrinsic element in musical creativity). Those musicians used to the elaborate controller sections of
Roland and Oberheim (vintage) synthesizers, will feel a pang of doubt at the sight of the two lonesome
wheels of the Prophet, which constitute its entire, slender control section.
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Love the arpeggiator of the Jupiter-8, Memorymoog or OB-87? Like the Elka Synthex sequencer? Bad news -
none of those to be found on the Prophet-5. There’s unison mode (10 VCOs at your fingertips) for massive
lead-, sync- and bass-sounds. Then there’s glide (only in unison mode, though). That's it.

At this point we’'d like to switch to the new DSI Prophet-6. That synth offers heaps of performance features
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“The Prophet-6 takes the best qualities of the original Prophet-5 — true voltage-controlled oscillators,
filters, and amplifiers — and adds enhancements such as studio-quality effects, a polyphonic step
sequencer, an arpeggiator, and more. The result is pure, unadulterated analog tone with the stability and
reliability of a state-of-the-art modern synth.”

(http://www.davesmithinstruments.com/product/prophet-6)

There’s also a HOLD button (an inconspicuous, but tremendously important little feature), and there are
new filters (LP and HP), new VCOs ... the Prophet-6 impresses! It gained an extra voice (hence the name
...), but comes with a shortened 4-octave keyboard. 4 octaves are not enough, in our humble opinion. 5
would be the minimum, 6 would be even (much) better.
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Ok, since 2017, there’s the Prophet Rev2. 5 octaves keyboard and 8 voices (expandable to 16 voices).
Another - very interesting - alternative to the ORIGINAL.

New Sequential Prophet-5/10 - return of a legend?

Pretty cool: Sequential has released a 2020 version of its legendary Prophet-5 / Prophet-10 synthesizer.
That powerful, analog goodness (as Sequential calls it) is housed in a full, five-octave, semi-weighted Fatar
keyboard with USB, MIDI, Gate and CV INs/OUTs, and a premium-quality, steel and hand-oiled, sustainable
black walnut heartwood body.

| 23


https://greatsynthesizers.com/wp/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Sequential-Prophet-5-GreatSynthesizers-17-ProphetREV2.jpg

Sequential Prophet-5 - Milestone and Musical Legend

SEQUENTiAL

— A TERFACE — —PEDAL—  — CONTROL VOLTAGE INTERFAGE —
B W oW DR MMBE A AU OO GNTOW  CVM GWTM menes soooUT

E . - _ 000 00 00 00

@® GREATSYNTHESIZERS.com

propnet-1o

WAL

prophet-1o >EOUENTIAL

— S ITERFACE—

_PECAL—  — CONTROL VOLTAGE INTERFACE —
MiLE A RIR VT GUTON  CVN  GATER NS LSOOI

B2 000 00 00 © 0O

@h GREATSYNTHESIZERS con

See www.sequential.com/product/prophet-5 and www.sequential.com/product/prophet-10 for more
information.
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The original Prophet-5: past, present and future

As with all vintage synths, time is trickling away for the Prophet-5. How about those chips? Which
components are irreplaceable? Which are not? How about MIDI? Rev 1, 2, 3 ??? What, when, how ...7 Now,
things don’t look all THAT bad for the Prophet-5. Admittedly, it’ll never come up to the high reliability of a

Roland Jupiter-8 - no American vintage polysynth comes even close to those high production standards of
Japanese synths of that time.

@0 GREATSYNTHESIZERS.com
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“If you have a Prophet-5, you don’t need some geek in a bottle telling you how useful it is. This you know,
and you've obviously balanced that against the inherent maintenance problems involved in owning one of
these classic synths. A prophet-5 needs care, like a classic sports car.”

(Julian Colbeck, Keyfax Omnibus Edition, p. 124)

What about the different revisions - which is the ideal Prophet? Well, there’'s Rev 1, 2, and 3 ... Rev 1s
were built in 1978, followed by Rev 2s until 1980.

“The original Prophets came to be known as rev 1s. Few of these have survived over the years, since they
were hand-built, without the serious bench testing for quality that was implemented much later. Rev 1s
were shoved out the door as quickly as possible so Smith and company could pay their bills. As a result,
rev 1s were buggy and fragile beats. [...] The circuit board placement was changed with the rev 2
design, so that they are easier to service than rev 1s. For example, in order to do a routine cleaning
of the keyboard contacts in a rev 1, you’ve got to remove the circuit board with the Z-80 on it. If you
accidently plug that board in backwards, you end up with a fried microprocessor. Ouch!”

(Mark Vail, Vintage Synthesizers - page 176).
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Rev 3s (1980-84) were substantially different from the earlier models, since they used Curtis chips, which
are more stable and reliable than the SSMs. Prophet-5 Rev 3s are definitely more stable and

eventually the ones to go for.

Anyway, no matter which one one chooses - Prophet-5s are extremely expensive these days! You're lucky
if you find a unit in reasonable condition for less than 5,000 Euros / 6,000 USD ... without MIDI, of course

If you want the Original Prophet-5 in a modern rackmount MIDI box, the Studio Electronics P-Five may be a

noble choice ... very rare (and even rarer outside the States).

| 27


https://greatsynthesizers.com/wp/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Sequential-Prophet-5-GreatSynthesizers-18-Reverb-Auction.jpg

MODULATION OSCILLATORS

FILT ENV

PUL WIDTH

PUL WIOTH

A-440 UNISON

Studio Electronics P-Five; photo (c) Spheremusic.com

Sequential Prophet-5 - Milestone and Musical Legend

FILTER / PROGRAMMER

RESONANCE ENV. AMOUNT

2 3 4

1
osrLy E B B

PROGRAM SELECT ———

S

6 7 8
wneos Bl O OH OB

@h GREATSYNTHESIZERS.com

And then there’s software. There are many Prophet-5 emulations out there, and maybe Arturia’s Prophet V

is one of the best:

“The virtual emulation offered in Prophet-V is an exact and faithful replica of the original instrument.”

(https://www.arturia.com/products/analog-classics/prophet-v)

Prophet V and Prophet VS in a box, both instruments can be combined: Voila - the Prophet Hybrid is born!
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All in all

If synthesizer history had to be reduced to just a few instruments, Prophet-5 would be one of those. It has
served as a pioneer for programmable polyphonic synths and it is one of the milestones on which the
modern synths are based.

But above all, the Prophet-5 is a musical legend. Its sound has influenced countless artists all around the
world and can be “heard out of” countless recordings. Its characteristic liveliness is unique and leaves
practically all of the analog polysynths produced in the least 30 years behind it.

The characteristic Prophet-5 sound is inspiring and modern, even today. Aside from a less than luxuriant
performance section, the sound quality is the epitome of ANALOG. A sound nothing can challenge ...
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The original Prophet-5 is recommended to those musicians not willing to deal with compromises in audio
quality. Sound purists looking for true HIGH FIDELITY (HIFI) will find it HERE.

The best of the best.

50 minutes of audio-files are attached. All you hear is a Prophet-5 Rev. 3, plus - rarely - the one or other
additional synth. Have fun exploring the Prophet ...
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Mix 1
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Links:

Vintage Synth Explorer

Prophet-5 - Wikipedia

Spare parts for the Prophet-5 - Syntaur

Book Recommendation - The Prophet from Silicon Valley

Gordon Reid’s Prophet-5/10 article

Arturia Prophet V

DSI Prophet-6

DSI Prophet Rev2

New Sequential Prophet-5 / Rev 4 (Reissue)
New Sequential Prophet-10 (Reissue)

Compare with:

Moog Memorymoog (review)
Oberheim OB-8 (review)
Roland Jupiter-8 (review)

Elka Synthex (review)

Youtube:
“The History of the Prophet Synthesizer” by Alex Ball
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