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Orla Stage Ensemble Digital Piano

by CHRIS JONES

Hi Cavalcadian friends, this month | have the pleasure
of taking a look at a brand new instrument from our Italian
organ friends at Orla. They have been making musical in-
struments for 40 years and have a considerable knowledge
of what we the “punters” (i.e. home keyboard enthusiast’s!)
like and don't like.

Orla’s ofecial British importer & distributor is well known
to many, Paule Wise is a regular face and friend from Cav-
alcadian festivals over the years. Paule has a
vast knowledge of the organ/keyboard
business and he has a big input into the
design of Orla instruments, his input is
invaluable in making the products right
for U.K. end users.

I was erstintroduced
to the Orla Stage En-
semble at a recent
Music Land Music Fair
in Bexley. My erst im-
pressions were good,
it is a nice looking dig-
ital piano, with a very
neat and compact size,
measuring 52” x 13” x
5 1/2”. The model on
review is enished in a
very pleasing simulated
Cherry wood effect with
a gold switch panel and
front and back panels.
So overall erst impres-
sions are of a sturdy,

compact & attractive piano design.

Being a concert artist, as well as a home player,
my next thoughts were about portability and how
heavy it would be? Orla’s baby piano comes with a matching
wooden stand and clear plastic music rest and even with
these attached it is relatively easy to pick up. The top of the
piano weighs 23 Kilos, and would ¢t very neatly in a padded
gig bag, so although not ultra-light weight it is nicely port-
able and comes supplied with a sustain pedal and electric
mains adapter.

The keyboard action is nicely weighted, full 88 keys, with
great matt black sharps and ats. The touch sensitivity is
adjustable with off, hard, normal and light settings. All the
buttons, sliders and the bright green LCD screen are located
in the centre of the top panel. As | got into playing the instru-
ment | was really impressed at the convenient locations of
the more important buttons and controls, nice and close to
hand, reaferming Orla’s reputation for ease of use. Looking
at the panel from left to right there are 3 volume sliders; Main,
Drums, Bass/Accompaniment. Then controls for; Rhythm
Start/Stop, Fill-ins 1 and 2, Intro/Ending, along with Tempo
and other Function buttons. In the Centre is the LCD screen

with a numeric keypad to the right with controls for selecting
upper 1 and 2 and left sounds. To the far end are controls
for the sequencer/USB memory stick socket and registration
memories. All very well laid out in my opinion.

SOUNDS:

A huge total of 476 sounds are available plus 8 Drum
and 1 sound Effect kit. Included in the list is the standard
128 General Midi set of sounds, plus a whole selection of
other interesting voices. As with most modern instruments
the large range of voices means we can't cover them all in
a review, but | want to give you a taster of the range and
quality that is available.

We start off with a top class Grand Piano sample, this
has a nice balance of tone over the whole keyboard, it also
features One and Two Octave plus Bright variations. A useful
dedicated Grand Piano button is provided in the middle of
the panel. Next | tried some very smooth Electric Piano’s, |
particularly like the Soft variation. Some of the presets avail-
able are mixtures of pianos with strings, choirs and organ
sounds, | found these to be very pleasant and eminently play-

able. | also found a very realistic Vibes voice with

nice vibrato within the Percussion instruments

section. Moving through the list | found the usual

Organ, Guitar, Bass and String sections,

many of the voices here are
nicely useable but not
particularly outstand-
ing, although we must
remember that this is
Piano erst & foremost.
Looking at the Organ
sounds, | noted the Ro-
tary Organ, with it’s bright
sound complete with a fast
Leslie speaker effect, Gos-
pel organ is similar though
not so bright. In the Guitar
selection | like the Jazz
Guitar presets and sev-
eral mixtures are avail-
able including a blend
with Vibes. The Bass
sounds feature Electric and Acoustic
presets with a Bass+Ride setting which is useful. Mov-

ing on, there are plenty of String sounds available String 2
being fuller and more rounded than string 1 or 3. There are
also some Octave presets, which are very full indeed. Also
available are some nice mixtures with String and Flute, Horn,
Oboe and a Huge "Dynamic Orchestra” sound, which mixes
Brass/Horns with Strings and Timpani and Crash cymbal to
the lower end of the keyboard. The comprehensive range
of voices continues with the Choir section, which includes
some nice Scat and pop Voice. The Brass includes Soft
and big band settings, Woodwind including Tenor Sax and
Clarinet with sampled vibrato and a very realistic Soprano
Sax. Atthe top end of the list of voices is a great selection of
40 Accordion and Musette instrument sounds. Here you will
nd titles like Bandon, Tuba Fisa, Brilliant, Violino, Celeste
and Tremolo. Some of the voices in this section were a erst!
for me, as | hadn'’t heard several of them before, but they
were all very interesting. Reverb and Chorus effects can
be easily added to the various voices as well as changing
the Octave position of the right hand sounds, independently
for Right 1 and 2. Any two sounds can be mixed for the right
hand along with a separate sound for the left. In addition
“Orla Magic Chord” (OMC) takes the chord information of
the left hand and adds the appropriate notes to the right
hand sounds, for a fuller more professional sound, ideal for
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organ and big band registration. The whole instrument can
also be transposed up or down 12 semitones in addition to
a *ne tune facility.

AUTO ACCOMPANIMENT:

A grand total of 260 styles are available, each with 2
variations and 2 Fill-In, Intro and Ending. I'm very pleased
to note that unlike many similar priced products Orla have
provided many variations of popular rhythms styles rather
than just say one or two. For each style an “Overall Touch
Setup” (OTS) is also available. With this button selected the
instrument automatically sets a suitable voice set and tempo,
it also activates the Intro and Sync Start, all ready and wait-
ing for you to play your erst chord. Generally | was very im -
pressed with all of =
the registrations
provided. Look-
ing at Quickstep
there are 7 dif-
ferent patterns
with, Big Band, 7T 7 i S
Jazz and Organ | ([ | [ ([ [[[]] ’
genres available. '

Quickstep 1 has
a full Big Band
registration with
Saxophones for the right hand with “Orla Magic Chord” ideal
for all your favorite Quickstep numbers. I'm pleased to note
they all really bounce along with a happy foot-tapping beat.
Similarly when you look at other Ballroom styles plenty of
Foxtrots with great drum brush effects are here, in fact Varia-
tion 1is perfect for “Bye Bye Blues”. There are many Waltzes
to choose from, both fast and slow, some with full Piano
Introductions and !owing Arpeggios. The Latin beats are
also numerous, with sve Rhumba’s, Rhumba 2 working par-
ticularly well
with “The
Breeze and
I”, no less
than seven
Bossa’'s
along with
many Disco,
8, 16 beat
and Ballad
styles. Even
after | had
been playing through the styles selection for a good while,
a new Style or Intro would come up and surprise me, so
the selection is comprehensive with plenty of variations!
Some of the styles | noted as particularly interesting were
the Swing Band, this features a great Piano Solo Intro and
swingy Guitar Strumming with additional Brass stab’s in the
2nd variation. Show Bands features a big brassy Intro with
lots of Cymbal crashes, and a driving Drum Brush beat.
The Dance Band and Big Band Ballad are both ideal for all
your slower Glen Miller type numbers. The Easy Jazz voice
features a great Mellow
Tenor Sax registration,
ideal for “Laura”. Next
| tried Fast Swing 2,
this rolls along at 220
beats per minute, with
a nice Cassotto Accor-
dion, idea for “All of Me”.
20’s Swing features one
of the best Honky-tonk Pianos I've heard in a while, great
for Mrs Mills numbers like “Whispering”. Great Stride and
4 different Dixie Styles cover a great range from slower to
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more up-tempo songs. There are also plenty of Rock, Blues
and Country beats. Towards the end of the list are some
interesting Arabic, Turkish and other more unusual styles. In
summary I'm sure you would end a style to suit your chosen
piece of music, the range is very extensive & comprehen-
sive. In addition a dedicated Metronome is provided with 8
different time signatures.

Tempo for the Accompaniment/Metronome is set with “+ &
-" button or a Tap Tempo function, where by you tap a button
on the panel 3 or 4 times at the speed you wish the rhythm to
run, much like a Dance Instructor would clap their hands or
bang their foot or stick on the !oor for the pianist or dancers
to get the speed. I'm pleased to note that in addition to the
_ lashing Start/Stop
button indicating
at the start of each
bar, 4 indicators
are provided on
the LCD screen to
show the position
in the bar. In addi-
tion the screen in-
dicated the notes
being played on
the keyboard, this
is a particularly useful feature for people learning to play.

PIANIST MODE:

In the main, I like to play this sort of instrument like an organ
or keyboard with the split keyboard function on. It is useful
to note that the split position can be moved anywhere on the
keyboard, as required. In “split” mode the Piano operates very
well and features the option of single or sngered ¢ hord modes,
with the chord being played clearly displayed on the cen-
. tral LCD
screen.
Being
a piano
though I'm
pleased
to note it
also has a
very good
Pianist
%  mode, an

invention
of good old Technics, many years ago. Some different
manufacturers never quite get it right, but I'm very pleased
to say on the Digital Ensemble it functions in a very musical
way, turning the instrument into a full dynamic piano at the
touch of button. I noted that the LCD screen does not display
the chord in Pianist mode!

REGISTRATIONS:

At the right hand side of the panel are 5 buttons marked
M1 through M5. These
are fully programmable
registration memories
and can control sounds,
octaves, effects, vol-
umes, rhythm and tem-
po etc. I'm pleased to
note Orla have provided
a “lock” button which
stops the Rhythm and tempo changing, making the whole
instrument much more controllable. | also note there are a
total of 4 banks of 5 memories available and these can all







