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Amplifying an acoustic guitar is a process 
bedevilled by questions. Which pickup 
system? With or without an internal mic? 

Undersaddle or bridgeplate transducer? What 

kind of preamp? It is usually easy enough to find 
advice on pickup systems, since that particular 
question has exercised the minds of guitarists 
since the dawn of amplification, but preamps 
are entirely another matter... That isn’t to say that 
there aren’t plenty of preamps on the market — 
there are — but advice and expertise is, in my 
experience, pretty thin on the ground. Pickup 
manufacturers are beginning nowadays to solve 
the problem for you by manufacturing integrated 
pickup and onboard preamplifier systems, which, 
thanks to modern technology, are smaller and 
less invasive than those of yore. In fact, it’s getting 
to be harder to find an acoustic pickup system 
that doesn’t incorporate a preamp of some 
kind, and, for most of us, an integrated onboard 
preamp system is the way to go.

Now that’s all well and good, but with many 
modern acoustic pickup systems you have no 
control over volume or tone, and with a lot 
of them you only have control of volume and 
perhaps the mix between an onboard mic (or 

second pickup) and 
the main pickup, be it 
piezo or magnetic. The 
vast majority of systems 
that give you control over 
tone, volume and pickup mix 
are ones that are factory-fitted 
to guitars from the big 
manufacturers — Yamaha, Taylor, 
Takamine and the like.

All this is a major pain for players 
like myself who want to fit pickups 
to guitars that were not really built 
with pickup systems in mind, and 
who also happen to play mandolin, 
banjo and other strange-fretted, 
string-driven things. In the past, I’ve 
always used external preamps and fitted 
internal microphones and separate pickups 
in the never-ending quest to get the best out 
of whatever instrument I happen to be taking 
on stage. Nowadays, I’m finding that some of 

Acoustic pickups may be getting 
better all the time, but you still 
need to control them to make 
the most of their performance. 
How about a two-input preamp 
boasting virtually every level 
and EQ function you’ll ever need, 
packaged in a format ideal for 
any performance environment?
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my usual acoustic pickup and microphone 
manufacturers are quietly dropping all my 
old favourites in favour of simplified systems 
that seem to be aimed more at driving 
modelling preamps, rather 
than striving 

instrument rigs. On a couple of my guitars, I’ve 
now got integrated systems, both with a pickup 
mic and onboard preamp, and pretty good 
they sound too. Shortly, I’ll no doubt add two 
modelling preamps into the mix, which brings 

me neatly to the problem that this Tonebone 
PZ-Pre Acoustic Preamplifier from Radial 
Engineering seeks to solve — two preamped 
guitars and the need to switch neatly between 
them on stage.

Functional, but not simplistic
This Tonebone PZ-Pre is a very functional unit. 
You couldn’t exactly describe it as beautiful, but 
it does look very purposeful in its weighty black, 
grey and brown liveried 14-gauge 
steel box, complete 

The Tonebone PZ-Pre isn’t a simplistic, 
inflexible unit by any manner of means. The 
two separate high-impedance inputs, located 
on the right-hand side of the case, each have 
a switchable Class-A piezo booster associated 

with them. This means that you can have, for 
example, a fiddle with a bridge pickup running 
into Input 1 with the piezo booster switched 
in, and a preamped mandolin going into 
Input 2 without the booster in circuit — or any 
combination of either type of source. Sadly, 
for me personally, there isn’t the facility to run 
an internal mic that requires phantom power 
alongside a piezo pickup, which, to my mind, is 

a somewhat surprising omission 
from such a flexible preamp.

Also associated with 
the inputs is a Blend/Mix 

switch that, like the PZB 
switches, sits inside 

an aperture in the 
case and can be 

activated with 
the end of 

a screwdriver 

A brilliant preamplifier designed 
specifically for acoustic instruments fitted 
with onboard piezo pickup systems. 
Although it cannot cope with powering 
onboard mini mics, its flexible twin-input 
combination, very effective filters and 
EQ, switchable boost and effects loop 
for soloing, and its plethora of potential 
connections means that the Tonebone 
PZ-Pre deserves a place in every acoustic 
instrumentalist’s performance rig.

SCV London +44 (0)20 8418 0778
www.scvlondon.co.uk
www.tonebone.com

Radial Tonebone PZ-Pre 
£269
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for the ultimate 
reproduction of the sounds 

of my instruments.
Now this isn’t a bad thing in itself since I’m 

a big fan of these new acoustic modellers, but 
I’m being forced to rethink my on-stage acoustic 

“It sounds great, works well, is built like a tank 
and I intend to buy one for my gear case.”

or biro. This 
switch defeats the 

front panel input 1/2 Toggle 
switch and allows you to use the individual 

Level controls to blend the output of two pickups 
fitted to the same instrument. For me, this is 
probably going to mean that the review unit 
stays in my setup, as I have a Guild Studio 24 
fitted with a soundhole Mimesis magnetic/mic 
combination pickup, plus a Baggs i-Mix system 
in the bridge, and the PZ-Pre will be the ideal 
companion to this setup.

Back on the PZ-Pre front panel, the top row 
of knobs, which started out on the right-hand 
side with the aforementioned channel 1/2 Level 
controls, continues with the Notch depth, the 

with a plethora 
of knobs, switches 

and connectors. In essence, the 
PZ-Pre combines a two-input preamp boasting 

virtually every level and EQ function you’ll ever 
need, with the ability to interface to a range of 
inputs and outputs, all packaged in a format ideal 
for the acoustic musician who uses two different 
instruments (or two pickup systems on one 
instrument) in a performance environment, be it 
studio or stage.
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EQ controls for High frequency, Mid level and 
Frequency, plus Low frequency, and ends with 
the Boost level, which is brought into circuit by 
the associated footswitch. Underneath that sits 
a row of slide switches controlling the (from right 
to left) Lo-Cut high-pass filter, the depth of the 
Notch Q, the Footswitch Loop/Boost function 
and the Phase of the PZ-Pre’s jack output. Just 
under those, in a shallow ‘V’ formation, sit the 
three footswitches for Toggle, Boost and Mute.

On the left-hand edge of the case sits a single 
output jack that gives an instrument level 
output primarily intended to drive a backline 
amplifier. The rear edge of the unit, in contrast, is 
a busy area indeed. From left to right, there’s the 
connector for the supplied 15V DC power supply 
and a jack output for a tuner, which is followed 
by two active DI XLR outputs — one post- and 
the other pre-EQ (and Loop and Boost) — with 
their common Phase Reverse and Ground Lift 
switches. Next to those sit the jack send and 

return for the effects loop, and finally there’s the 
aforementioned recessed channel 2 PZB in/out 
switch.

This bewildering array of knobs, switches and 
connectors actually makes a not inconsiderable 
amount of sense when the PZ-Pre is in use. In 
terms of connectors, we’ve already discussed 
the inputs, and looking at the outputs you 
can simultaneously run an effects loop, drive 
a backline amp and a monitor amp/desk with 
a suitably EQ’d signal, send a pre-EQ clean feed 

to the PA and have a tuner connected that gets 
sent signal only when the Mute footswitch is 
engaged. I don’t have any other single preamp at 
any price — and some of mine are pretty pricey 
— that can do all that all at once.

Moving onto the EQ, you’ll find the Lo-Cut 
switch can bring in a high-pass filter at 75Hz or 
220Hz, which sorts out mains hum and handling 
noise very nicely, for example, on guitars and 
mandolins respectively. The cut-only notch filter 
with switched Normal and Deep Q settings, and 
its control that sweeps the notch between 56Hz 
and 330Hz does a great job of getting rid of the 
more common body resonances in acoustic 
instruments. Personally, I always set up these two 
parts of the signal chain with no EQ, and then 
use EQ to both sort out any remaining problems 
as well as to get the sound I want on stage. The 
PZ-Pre EQ follows the well-worn, three-band 
with mid-sweep paradigm and implements it 
in a very musical fashion. Normally, you’d not 
want to have any extreme EQ settings (on the 
‘less is more’ principle), but even when I got a bit 
carried away, the EQ never sounded harsh or 
nasty. The Phase Reverse switch affects the signal 
coming out of the instrument jack output and so 
is most useful on stage, where it can help reduce 
feedback. Incidentally, in a studio setting it is the 
phase reverse switch on the XLR DI outputs that 
might help you sort out phase problems if you’re 
combining an external mic with internal pickups 
and you don’t have a phase switch on your mixer, 
sound card or recording software.

Finally, there is one footswitch with an 
associated level control and a function slide 
switch that we haven’t really got around to 
yet. The channel 1/2 Toggle switch and the 
Mute switch, and their roles, are pretty much 

self-explanatory, but 
the Boost footswitch is 
a little bit special, and it’s 
the one that will have 
most relevance to your 

performance. As an acoustic musician with 
pickups in your instrument, when you get 
to a solo break you’ve usually only got three 
choices: play louder (which isn’t always that 
good for your technique and sound), adjust the 
controls on your instrument (usually on the side 
or in the soundhole and almost invariably fiddly), 
turn up your preamp (usually on the floor or in 
a rack and which, as with your instrument, you’ll 
never get back to quite the same settings for the 
rest of the gig) or rely on your sound engineer.

Since most of us don’t have a tame sound 
engineer with us on every gig, the PZ-Pre’s Boost 
control lets you preset a level suitable for solos 
and switch it in when required with the Boost 
footswitch. Additionally, the Footswitch function 
switch allows you to use the Boost footswitch 
to bring in boost, or the effects loop or both 
together. This means that you can, for example, 
bring in a chain of pedals (with or without boost) 
for a solo with just one switch press — a pretty 
neat trick when all is said and done.

“A brilliant box”
The Tonebone PZ-Pre is a brilliant box that 
combines piezo preamps, an acoustic instrument 
preamp, an active DI box and outputs for virtually 
every eventuality. It sounds great, works well, is 
built like a tank, potentially solves the majority of 
gigging guitarists’ problems and I intend to buy 
one for my gear case.

It isn’t complete perfection though. I’d really 
like to have the facility to combine a mini electret 
condenser mic and a piezo, it would be great 
if they could have made it to run off two 9V 
batteries like the old Trace Elliot acoustic pedals 
used to, and it isn’t exactly inexpensive. The first 
issue I can deal with, the second one is a bit of 
a pain, in that I’ll always have to run power out to 
my pedalboard (luckily, I bought the PedalSnake 
multicore cable that I reviewed in the January 
issue of PM, so that’s taken care of) and the price 
is just something I’ll have to pay to get all the 
convenience and facilities that the PZ-Pre offers.

Certainly, if you don’t already have a really 
good acoustic preamp and an active DI box 
with a bunch of outputs, the PZ-Pre actually 
represents pretty good value for money. I’d get 
one if I were you.   
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    You can simultaneously 
run an effects loop, drive a 
backline amp and monitors, 
feed a tuner and send a pre-
EQ clean feed to the PA!

Radial Tonebone PZ-Pre
 Inputs 1 & 2: quarter-inch phone • 

unbalanced.

Input impedance: normal 6.8k• Ω.

Piezo input: 10M• Ω.

PZB buffers: +10dB boost.• 

Low-cut filter: 75Hz/220Hz.• 

Notch filter range: 56Hz to 220Hz.• 

Notch Q: -8dB/-16dB.• 

Low EQ: shelving type +/-12dB (75Hz).• 

 High EQ: shelving type +/-12dB • 

(7.5kHz).

 Mid EQ: semi-parametric +/-12dB • 

(82Hz to 5.6kHz).

 Power boost: unity gain to +12dB max.• 

 Effects loop: quarter-inch phone • 

unbalanced send 1kΩ/return 15kΩ.

 Switching: opto-coupler assisted, 5ms • 

rise time.

 Output (instrument): quarter-inch • 

phone unbalanced, 1kΩ output 

impedance.

 Tuner output: quarter-inch phone • 

unbalanced, 6.8kΩ output impedance.

 Pre-EQ output: XLR, balanced, 600• Ω, 

mic-level.

 Post-EQ output: XLR, balanced, 600• Ω, 

mic-level.

 Power supply: 15V DC, 400mA • 

(included), centre pin positive.

 Dimensions (WDH): 8 x 4.25 x 1.37 • 

inches (203 x 108 x 35mm).

Weight: 2.65lbs (1.2kg).• 

Tech Spec
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Radial Tonebone PZ-Pre
Acoustic guitar preamp

104 April 2008 | performing-musician.com




