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By Stu Chisholm

Whenever a new 
technology emerges, 
several milestones 
are passed. Standards 
are set and reset, and, 

when that technology is either well 
established or passes into history, 
we can point to certain defining 
moments.

I remember being at a place called World 
Camera & Sound in Ferndale, Michigan, back in the 
‘70s when two such exciting milestones were first 
unveiled: the Sony U-Matic videocassette recorder 
and the Technics 1200 turntable. Videophiles 
recognize the Sony U-Matic as being the very 
first practical videocassette recorder available 
to the general public. I stood that day in 
amazement as I watched Stephen 
Spielberg’s excellent TV movie 
(and directorial debut) 
Duel in crisp, clear 

color. There had been VTRs (video tape recorders) 
previously, but few could record color and even 
fewer had very good picture resolution. The Sony 
offered more lines than the average television 
of the day could deliver. While it never caught 
on with the public due to its high cost and the 
large size of the tapes, the U-Matic became the 
workhorse of television stations everywhere. 
Meanwhile, over at the Technics display, I kept 
hearing the words “direct drive” and “torque,” 
two words that you seldom heard used 
together at the time. To professional 
DJs, the Technics 1200 became 
the standard by which 
all direct-drive 
turntables are 
judged.
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Numark D2 Director Update
Just shortly after this review was initially completed, 
Numark released a firmware update, along with an 
updated version of the Numark Librarian software. 
According to their website, it allows “improved 
handling and decoding of corrupt MP3 files. Most 
files will now be playable.” Thinking that this might 
be why some songs wouldn’t play, I installed the 
updated firmware and then deleted and re-created 
the library database on my hard drive. As a test, I 
first plugged-in the flash drive that came with the 
unit. This time the included song samples loaded 
and played without a hitch!

Next, I hooked up my main library hard drive and 
searched for the songs that the unit didn’t find 
previously. This time, they showed up and loaded 
without a hitch. Looks like their engineers had been 
burning the midnight oil!

The most noticeable improvement was the search 
feature. Track searches had been cut from minutes to 
seconds. In over a dozen searches, none took more 
than 30 seconds and most were well under 20. Artist
searches were still quite long, however.

This update was a great improvement, and 
I’m impressed with Numark’s quick response. 
According to their engineers, future releases will 
further concentrate on speed. At the pace they’re 
working, improvements should be fast and furious! 
Check the Web site often.

D2 Director - Features at a Glance
��  Support for external USB hard drives, thumb 
drives, and mass storage class music players
��  Included USB keyboard supports searching 

for songs, artists, and more
�� Large jog wheels for pitch-bend and 

scratching
��  Seamless looping with stutter-start function
��  Pitch control: +/-6, 12, 25 and -100/+25%
�� Large 5” backlit screen with easy-to-use 

interface and brightness adjustment 
�� Track Profile Visualization to see current track 

position and track events
��  3 USB ports
��  File formats supported: MP3, WAV, and AAC

(non-DRM protected)
��  Drive Formats supported: FAT, NTFS (read-

only), and HFS+
��  Beatkeeper technology with TAP override 

function
��  Fader Start
��  Onboard Playlist creation and support for 

computer-generated playlists
��  Software updates for future enhancements

MSRP: $799 / STREET PRICE: $499
www.numark.com
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Though I didn’t know it at the time, that 
day signaled a revolution that would change 
the audiovideo world forever. Now, a brand-new 
revolution is under way.

There is no doubt that audio history will 
take note of the arrival of what our industry is 
beginning to call “digital media controllers.” I 
was delighted to review Cortex HDC-1000 in a 
recent Mobile Beat (March, #106, p. 34) and, since 
my conversion to hard drive playback, I have 
been actively watching developments as several 
manufacturers are ramping up to supply the 
demand for these computerless, file-based music 
and video playback devices. Imagine my reaction 
when Mobile Beat informed me that Numark 
was shipping me their brand new D2 Director 
(pronounced “Dee-Squared”) for review…Giddy 
barely describes it!

Numark is a company also well known for 
many firsts. They gave us the first professional 
dual CD player and the first digital sampling 
mixers. More recently they introduced the first 
professional iPod mixing consoles. So, while the 
D2 Director will have to settle for second place in 
the race to store shelves, it is a very close second. 
I heard the buzz about the D2 Director first, but 
the company had delayed its release for various 
reasons. I was anxious to see how it compared!

Taking Direction
When the D2 Director arrived, I noted some 
distinct differences between it and the Cortex 
unit, the first one being its size, which is three 
rack spaces instead of two and sharing some 
cosmetic features of the rest of the Numark 
line. (It’ll look good in your rack along side 
their DVD01 dual video deck, for instance.) The 
biggest difference, though, was the display! A 
comparatively large LCD screen sits between the 
two “decks” and is very easy to read. There’s even 
a contrast adjustment, which can come in handy 
if you’re looking at the screen from an angle or 
working in bright light. And where the screen is 
easy to read, Numark has included an accessory 
that makes it easier to manage your files: a 
keyboard. This is a huge help when searching 
for songs or artists, and something I had to buy 
separately for the Cortex. Nice touch!

Looking over the included literature, I 
was confused at first. “Where’s the manual?” 
All I found were a safety pamphlet and a quick 
start guide. Puzzled, I checked the box one last 
time and found it—on a very cool thumb drive 
included with the unit. The manual is a PDF file 
and it is well written and illustrated. The drive 
also has some sample music files to help you get 
started. (These lead to a mystery which I’ll get to 
in a moment.)

As with the Cortex, the first thing you must 
do with the D2 is to check for the latest version 
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of the unit’s firmware, located on the Numark 
website. On your home PC, download it to the 
thumb drive, eject, and then plug the drive into 
the USB port on the D2 Director. When you press 
and hold the on button, the D2 will recognize 
the update and, with a click, you’re completely 
up to date! Future updates are meant to prevent 
your D2 from becoming obsolete for years to 
come, as well as provide bug fixes and expanded 
functionality.

Next, you’ll need your music library, which can 
be on an iPod, external hard drive, or even a flash 
drive converted to MP3, AAC or WAV format. While 
you can instantly play back your music using the 
file browse view, you must first prepare your drive 
by building a library database to enjoy the many 
powerful search features the D2 can perform. The 
unit can do this but, if you have a large library, it 
can tale a very long time.  I found the best way is to 
use the power of your desktop or laptop computer. 

Again, go to the Numark website and download the 
“librarian” tool. It is easy to download and install. 
Since I have two copies of my music library on 
two separate drives, and because it is very large, I 
decided to do an experiment. I let the D2 Director 
build the library on one drive while my home studio 
computer built the library on the other. It was no 
contest: the computer was finished in about four 
hours. The D2 was still working about 24 hours later. 
Yes — the next day! Either way, this can be a BIG 
job if you have a sizeable music collection, so you’ll 
want to do this well ahead of your event.

At this point I must also comment on the 
database itself. If you’re a Cortex user, you know that 
the .”db” file also takes a while to build, but is very 
small. (Mine is 209 MB)  When you add new music, 
updates are very fast. The Numark ”.library” file, by 
comparison, is a HUGE beast! (Over 1 GB!)  Updates 
aren’t nearly as fast either, but are done in less than 
an hour as the system only notes the changes. 
(Another thing Cortex users will want to know: the 
databases are NOT compatible! You’ll need both files 
if you plan to use your hard drives with both units.)

Bench Test: The Mystery of the Music Balk
After all of this preparation, I was anxious to fire-
up the D2 and put it through its paces. Hooked 
directly into my home studio, I grabbed the first 
music source at hand: the Numark thumb drive that 
came with the unit. There were only a handful of 
songs (and a couple I added myself ) so I skipped 
building the library database. File view showed 
the entire contents on the main screen. Normally, 
you would use the control knob on the face of the 
unit (or the up and down arrows on the keyboard) 
to highlight the track you want to play, and then 
press the button marked “Send to A” or “Send to B,” 
which is supposed to load the track to one of the 

two decks. I say “normally” because when I did this, 
the track name appeared in the deck, but the song 
didn’t load. No progress bar, no little “wait” symbol, 
no timer. No music. Scratching my head, thinking 
maybe the file might be corrupted, I tried the next, 
and the next. Still no music! I began to think that 
my neighbors would get worried because of the 
lack of noise from my place, when I clicked on one 
of the tracks that I loaded myself. In a flash, the 
track loaded into the unit and the time information 
appeared at the top. This activated the big, blue 
“play” button: music at last!

Examining the files on my PC, I couldn’t see 
any reason why the others wouldn’t play. They were 
regular MP3s ripped at a modest bit rate. There 
were no types of protections on them that I could 
see, and they played readily using Windows Media 
Player. As a reality check, I also loaded one into 
Adobe Audition, which won’t edit copy-guarded 
material. It loaded without hesitation. To get to 
the bottom of this mystery, it was time for a tech 
support call!

Through the Numark website, I hooked up 
with support technician and resident D2 expert, 
Matthew. He very patiently explained every detail 
of the unit at length. I was very surprised by the 
amount of time he spent with me. We hooked up 
my main music library drive and it appeared that 
I could load and play my files at will. Still, even 
Matthew couldn’t explain why the other files 
wouldn’t play. The mystery deepened.

Show Time
By the Saturday of my scheduled gig, I was pretty 
confident in my ability to quickly find and load my 
music using the D2, but just in case, I put the D2 on 
two spare channels on my regular DJ system’s mixer. 

In actual use, the D2 has many features not 
found in other controllers to date. First and foremost 
is the “record crate.” This idea borrows from how 
vinyl DJs used to use the top of their crate to pull 
songs and arrange their order. You can search by 
tracks, albums, artists, BPM, and a few other criteria 
and then toss tracks into the record crate. Going 
over the bride and groom’s list, I put their bridal 
dance and other important requests into the crate 
ahead of time, making a large part of the evening 
a point-and-click proposition. Requests could be 
instantly added as well.

There is also the option of building music 
lists, either in advance or on the fly. The difference 
between these lists and the crate is that lists can 
be stored and even named, while the crate is a 
temporary utility. You can create a play list days or 
weeks in advance so you won’t miss a single request 
from your client. Play lists load quickly into the crate 
in one operation. 

For playback, Numark has included a loop 
and stutter feature, much like the one on their CD 
decks and every bit as good. The loops are tight 
and seamless, and the stutter feature is a lot like a 
loop, which immediately returns you to the point in 
the song where you started.  The large jog wheels 
are used for pitch bending, searching through a 
song loaded onto one of the decks, or scratching. 
The scratch effect is excellent, and while the wheels 
aren’t touch sensitive, their response is very fast! 
Numark has also included their famous “Beatkeeper” 
technology, with a small display that tells you 
when beats are perfectly matched for spot-on beat 

mixing.
There were some problems. For all of the 

prep time and bulk of the librarian file, searches 
were extremely slow. There’s nothing like watching 
your song in one deck run out while the little clock 
symbol tells you a search is still in progress. Luckily, I 
kept some music at the ready on my regular system, 
so my party didn’t suffer.

There is also a bit of latency (delay) when 
looking for info. For instance, a search for “Let’s Get 
Married” produced several results. To find Jagged 
Edge instead of the Proclaimers, and find the remix, 
I had to highlight each item on the list and press the 
“info” button. Problem #1: The buttons are multi-
function, and on this screen the info button is on 
the next “page.” That means hitting an arrow key to 
access it. Very inconvenient. Problem #2: Sometimes 
it takes several seconds to show this info. Instead, 
you’re looking at the info for the last track loaded. If 
you’re not paying close attention, it can throw you.

Return of the Music Balk Mystery
When a search for “Sexyback” produced no results, 
I knew something was not right. Going to file view, 
I located the volume it was on and sent the track 
to the record crate. When it came time to cue, I 
pushed the “Send to A” button. The track name 
appeared in the deck but wouldn’t load, just like the 
sample tracks on the thumb drive. When a request 
for “Buttons” did the same thing, it dawned on me 
that both tracks were ripped from service discs I 
subscribe to. They have their own folder within my 
music files folder. For some reason, a lot of them are 
“invisible” to the D2! (A bigger mystery is why some 
are not!)  My regular system again saved the day, 
and as this article was completed, the Mystery of the 
Music Balk remained unsolved.

Standing Firm
There are many reasons why DJs prefer not to 
use computers for their shows, and products like 
the D2 Director are a response to this need. Yet in 
their dark, electronic hearts lie processors—tiny 
computers—that run on code called “firmware.” 
(Like software, only for dedicated devices.) This 
firmware is all-important. When I did my review 
on the Cortex, there were several problems with 
keyboard functionality and search among others, 
yet their software engineers produced an update 
that cured just about all of them seemingly 
overnight! To be a successful contender, searches 
on the D2 will have to become faster, as must 
updating the search files, and all music files must be 
recognized and playable. 

Considering the thought and quality that 
Numark has obviously poured into the D2 Director, 
I’m certain that a future firmware update will 
address these issues and even add some features. A 
few minutes with the D2 will tell you: these guys are 
serious. Whether this is another U-Matic moment, 
only history will decide. Yet I have a feeling that it is 
about to become a big part of my personal history, 
and at such a modest price, may well become a part 
of yours! The revolution continues. �Q
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