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REVIEW

F rance-based Al.So’s Olivier Bolling has 
an impressive CV with involvement in 
the design of Neve’s 88R and a stint at 
Plus XXX studios in Paris designing and 

building control rooms and studios. I looked at the 
quirky Al.So (Alternate Soundings) Dynax2 stereo 
limiter a couple of years ago (Resolution V7.5), and 
this latest creation is (similarly) an optically controlled 
dynamics unit but it’s mono with a little more control 
and flexibility.

Unlike the hefty Dynax2, the Hellax is astonishingly 
lightweight. Aluminium sides are sturdy enough, but 
top and bottom panels seem rather flimsy, and the 
front panel, while thicker than some, is certainly 
not as chunky as that on the Dynax2. Also gone is 
the external power supply, with an internal torroidal 
unit provided here. The Hellax doesn’t have quite 
the visual beauty of the Dynax2’s finish, but Bolling 
promises that no compromises have been made 
regarding sound quality. The single circuit board is 
neatly constructed but remarkably compact, with just 
the odd heatsunk transistor as evidence of quality 
-– there are no audio transformers here. DC servo 
op amp circuitry is employed, with an electronically 
balanced output. The opto circuit uses a Vactrol cell, 
and the design comes from the Ezax unit, which 
was developed by Bolling in 2007 but was never 
launched. 

On the front panel, the demonic themes (Hell-
ax, geddit?) are hammed-up extensively: the meter 
illuminates in red on power-up and power is activated 
when the large toggle is pulled downwards towards 
the icon of a demon with a three-pronged fork. 
And under the meter are the words Mon6 Opt6 
Compress6r, spelling out the number of the beast. Yes, 
as everyone knows, the devil has all the best music 
(Country & Western? Ed) and, in the gag that has 
surely been done to death, the knobs go to eleven.

Despite the devilish styling and vintage switchgear, 
the front panel doesn’t quite have the cool factor 
of the Dynax2. Yes, the smart vintage knobs look 
great, have clear pointers, and feel supremely smooth 
in operation, but the chicken head knobs are set at 
different heights, three different toggle switch types 
are used, and the rather utilitarian font used for 
legending appears in a mixture of sizes, making the 
panel design look rather uncoordinated. But hey, this 
is all about the sound…

The Hellax is designed particularly for use on 
vocals (spoken and sung), acoustic guitars and 
drums. But in Low Ratio mode I initially struggled 
to make the Hellax’s Gain Reduction meter move at 
all. The fixed Threshold is set high and even with the 

Compression knob (which drives the sidechain) fully 
clockwise, you need to be sending a very hot signal to 
make the needle waggle, even with the fastest Attack 
setting. A sine wave 
from Pro Tools at full-tilt 
(0dBFS) with the line up 
at the conventional -18dB 
setting failed to move the 
gain reduction meter until 
the compression knob was 
raised to 4 (on a scale of 1 
to 11). And at maximum 
setting the meter only 
deflected to about -9dB on 
the fastest release setting. 
I certainly couldn’t bend 
the needle to the end stop.

However, with a level 
boost on the way in, the 
clean opto compression 
was soon taking effect. 
And very clean it was too, so I was quickly tempted 
into clicking through to the Medium and High Ratio 
settings. The Medium setting actually equates to 
about 10:1, while High is brickwall limiting. The 
Attack and Release can be set to incredibly fast 
settings at extreme counter-clockwise — with helpful 
legending to tell you which way to turn the knobs. 
And at the other extreme things are very slow indeed. 
At the fast end of things, acoustic guitars become very 
fluttery, but by increasing the Attack, a huge amount 
of bite can be achieved, and by slowing the Release, 
a lovely smoothness is possible.

But the most fun can be had by setting the Hellax 
to extreme settings for the most drama, with a bit of 
attack to enhance transients, then carefully balancing 
the Make Up gain knob (which has plenty of range to 
restore level) and the very useful Blend control, which 
allows you to mix the compressed signal with the 
dry (bypassed) sound. In this way, some normality 
is reintroduced to the proceedings but with some of 
the character and craziness of extreme compression 
or limiting. Of course, parallel compression can be 
achieved by other means, but it is much more likely 
to be used with a knob right there to do it, and it 
sounded terrific on vocals and most signals.

Another feature I loved was the Bass Drive sidechain 
EQ, with settings to filter the low frequencies below 
300, 200 or 100Hz (or Full range). This is more often 
used for bus compression but I found it had great 
merit even when used with acoustic guitar, preventing 
pumping on deep thrumming chords while keeping a 
handle on the more trebly parts.

Oddly, there is no provision for stereo linking 
of two units -– I’d have thought the Hellax would 
make a great bus compressor in stereo form. The 
TRS jack socket on the rear comprises send and 
return insert points for the sidechain — useful for 
de-essing or ducking off another signal. Obviously 
with an external circuit, such as is commonly used 
with 1176s, you could achieve stereo linking, but 
this was not a priority for Bolling who points out that 
the Dynax2 is designed for accurate stereo imaging 

and such accuracy is not easily 
achieved by linking two mono 
machines.

The VU ballistics are 
excellent, the nice large meter 
(with red illumination) always 
displaying gain reduction, 
and clearly representing and 
reflecting what the ears are 
telling you. Following feedback 
from the New York AES Show, 
the Bypass toggle was added. 
Some of the publicity photos 
omit this, but it is certainly a 
useful addition to the feature 
set, even though you can turn 
the Blend knob to Dry for 
similar effect.

I liked the Dynax2, although it is perhaps something 
of a one-trick pony. The Hellax is undoubtedly a more 
flexible and adaptable unit, and somewhat more 
affordable at €1620 (+ VAT). The range of adjustment 
on the Attack and Release knobs is useful; the Hellax 
is particularly good at changing the character of 
transients — without distorting things. I love the 
Bass Drive circuitry, and the sound is astonishingly 
transparent and detailed. This is a unit for fans of 
‘clean’, and for vocals, acoustic guitars and bass in 
particular, this is a great way to contain and enhance 
the performance without introducing unpleasant 
(or even pleasant) distortion. Perhaps the hellish 
connotations imply something of a beast of a unit, 
but this is a devil with a clean and pure heart. This 
demon is not going to offend even the most deeply 
religious recording engineer but the Hellax can clearly 
lead anyone into temptation. n

pRos super-clean optical compression with 
huge range of Attack and Release 
settings to cover all eventualities; very 
useful variable bass Drive sidechain filter 
circuit; handy wet/Dry blend knob

threshold seems too high in low ratio 
setting; panel layout; cleaner sonics than 
the aesthetics might suggest!
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Al.So Hellax
The company that gave us a capable stereo compressor has returned with a mono box with 
a bit of dark side to it. GEORGE SHILLING is led into temptation.




