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Tech // spotlight

PreSonus Sphere
Much More Than a  
Software Subscription
By Mike Levine

I t’s taken me a while to warm up to the concept of 
music-software subscriptions. Perhaps irrationally, 
I’ve worried about losing access to my multitrack files 

if, for some reason, I could no longer afford to pay the 
monthly fee for my DAW or plug-ins, or if the developer 
went belly-up. 

Of late, however, my resistance to subscriptions has 
diminished. With many of the plans now available, you arguably get 
a better value than you would by purchasing the software. A case in 
point is PreSonus Sphere, the subject of this technology spotlight. 

Sphere’s value is not only in its breadth and depth of software, 
plug-ins and sample content. It also provides access to educational 
materials and collaboration tools, online storage for your music, 
and a community of other subscribers to work with or learn from. 
Even better, the price is just $14.95 per month, or $164.95 annually. If 
you have your own studio, you probably spend a lot more than that 
annually just purchasing or updating your music software.

IN THE STUDIO
The centerpiece of Sphere is Studio One 5 Professional, which is the 
highest level of the popular and very capable PreSonus DAW. What 
makes it so sweet for Sphere members is that they also get every plug-
in, sound collection and add-on published by PreSonus for Studio One, 
including all the ones offered for purchase to retail users.

For example, in the plug-in department, Studio One Sphere 
lets you download the entire line of “Fat Channel” emulations of 
classic analog processors, each of which would otherwise cost extra. 
Sphere members also get all of the “Mix Engine Effects,” designed 
for master bus use to imbue your mix with different console or tape 
flavors. These include Brit Console (an SSL emulation), Alpine Desk 
(API emulation) and Porta Cassette. 

You also get access to a wide range of premium samples 
and loops beyond what comes with Studio One 5 Professional. 
Particularly if you produce hip hop, EDM or contemporary pop, 
you’ll find a substantial amount of useful content.

The other application that comes with Sphere is Notion, a robust 
notation program that lets you create everything from simple 
lead sheets to complete orchestral scores. It offers features like a 
video window, programmable hit points, handwriting recognition, 

interoperability with Studio One, and ReWire support for slaving 
to DAWs. 

Sphere members also gain access to a vast collection of instrument 
add-ons for Notion. These include strings, horns, woodwinds, 
percussion and more. 

Another Sphere benefit is exclusive content from Studio One’s 
Artist Exchange Portal, where users share presets, FX chains and 
other settings. Sphere users get unique Exchange content from 
artists, producers and engineers such as Neil Zaza, Alli Walker, Tony 
Succar, RMB Justize and many others. 

COLLABORATION
Whether you’re downloading content for Studio One or Notion, 
Sphere’s website makes it easy. Just click on the product’s image, 
and it takes you to a dedicated download page for that item. Once 
downloaded, installation is usually just a matter of dragging and 
dropping the icon into Studio One. Alternatively, you can right-
click it and choose Studio One. The latter method works for 
installing sound sets into Notion.

Another benefit is instant access to updates. Whenever PreSonus 
updates Notion or Studio One, Sphere users are immediately 
eligible to download the new version at no extra cost.

The applications, plug-ins and sound content are only part of 
what Sphere offers. Another valuable feature is called Workspaces. 
It’s a cloud-based collaboration system that allows you to invite 
other Sphere members or anyone who opens a free account at 
PreSonus.com to collaborate on a project. 

After setting up a “Workspace” from the Sphere website, you 
can upload Studio One files (audio and MIDI)—and files in other 
formats, your collaborator does not need to be using Studio One— 
share them with your collaborators. The Workspace infrastructure 
lets you exchange messages with the others involved and even 

Sphere’s home page makes accessing its features easy.
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attach comments to specific points in an audio 
file, which is a handy feature.

Studio One also offers an export option 
called Convert to ZIP File that lets you save your 
entire session to a cloud-based Workspace. You 
get 30 GB of storage included with your Sphere 
membership, which you can increase to 100 GB 
for an additional $3.99 a month. 

ASKED AND ANSWERED
PreSonus recently launched a new Sphere feature 
called Community. It’s like a specialized forum-
style social network for Sphere members and is 
designed to facilitate connecting for collaborative 
projects, Studio One tips and advice, and info on 
other music production topics.

When you first launch Community, the site 
asks you to create a user profile. After doing so, you 
can browse through an extensive list of topics that 
includes Arranging, Audio Editing, MIDI Editing, 
Composition, Drums, Guitar, Songwriting and so 
forth. You can choose the topics you’re interested 
in, and you’ll only see those in your browser unless 
you opt to see the complete list.

In addition to asking and answering questions, 
you can post audio files or links to Community’s 
built-in audio player to get feedback on your 
work. It’s an excellent way to tap into a network 
of Studio One users who are musicians, engineers, 
producers, video editors and so forth. 

The Learn tab on the Sphere website lets 
you access a collection of tutorial videos on 
general music production topics, including 
use of Studio One. Sphere also offers monthly 
live-streamed mix critiques hosted by two of 
PreSonus’ software specialists, which you can 
also watch later on demand. 

Also included is access to more than 60 Studio 
One tutorials from Obedia, covering a wide 
range of topics. What’s more, you can access 
a listing with links for tutorials available on 
YouTube from various Studio One experts.

While there’s no shortage of Studio One 

learning materials, there isn’t enough text 
documentation about the non-application aspects 
of Sphere, particularly Workspace, Community 
and Exchange. PreSonus does offer videos about 
them, but not enough text-based info. I don’t like 
to spend five or ten minutes watching a video just 
to find an answer to a single question. 

SPHERE OF INFLUENCE
After checking out the various aspects of Sphere, 
my overall impression is highly positive. Sphere 
does a lot more than just deliver software. It’s an 
entire music production ecosystem. It includes 
two powerful applications, a ton of content, 
excellent integration between them all, and 
cloud-based storage and collaboration. And, it 
gives you access to the talents and knowledge of 
an entire community of like-minded recording 
musicians, engineers and producers.

It does what a subscription program should: It 
gives you value. You get access to more products 
and content for your dollar than you would by 
purchasing outright. If Studio One or Notion 
were the main application I used for creating 
or producing music, I would join up without 
question. Considering that many subscriptions 
cost more and only offer processing plug-ins, 
you can see Sphere’s value.

Sphere should appeal to a wide range of users. 
Music production novices will love the learning 
features, including the tutorial videos and the 
ability to ask questions online with other members. 

If you own one of Studio One’s lower-tiered 
versions, notably Artist, making the jump to 
Sphere would increase your feature set and 
instrument-and-sample collection significantly. 
Even if you own Studio One Professional, you 
will benefit from the vast amount of content 
you’d get for joining Sphere.

That said, I don’t think that Sphere will tempt 
many longtime owners of other DAWs to switch. 
You won’t get nearly as much out of it if you’re 
not a Studio One user.

It’s a lot to ask someone to change their 
main music application, no matter how good 
the deal is. However, Studio One is a powerful 
DAW with a rich feature set and dedicated 
mastering and live performance sections. It 
could be tempting for someone unhappy with 
their current workstation.

You won’t find a Sphere demo if you want 
to check it out, but for $14.99, you could buy 
yourself a month of access. After that, I’m betting 
you’ll decide to continue. ■

PRODUCT SUMMARY 
COMPANY: PreSonus
PRODUCT: Sphere
WEBSITE: PreSonus.com
PRICE: $14.95/month or $164.95/year
PROS: Excellent value. Includes Studio One 
and Notion. Access to all premium plug-ins 
and content for Studio One and Notion. Easy 
to access. Excellent integration of features 
and apps. Cloud-based collaboration tools and 
offsite backup. Extensive collection of tutorial 
videos.
CONS: Workspace doesn’t allow direct session 
access for collaborators. No demo available. 
Lack of text documentation.

Both Studio One 5 Professional (left) and Notion (right) are included with Sphere. 

Some of the additional content available to Sphere 
members.
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