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within model ranges and there may be common philosophies, but consistent tonal 
signatures are vanishingly rare.

The second and dominant group is the “I want to buy a 4x10” (or other 
con�guration of your choice)” concept. Again, this is based on assumptions 
from hearing other cabs with equal or different-sized speakers and assuming 
that equal diameter speakers will have consistent tone, or that bigger speakers 
will sound deeper and fatter and that smaller speakers will sound punchier 
and brighter. But it doesn’t work like that: the cone diameter is a very small 
part of the puzzle.

So here’s some practical advice. Choose your cabs 
based on two criteria: tone and loudness. Obviously 
there are practical considerations such as moving 
them and �tting them in your car, house and life, but 
you can probably work those out for yourself. How do 
you decide what will get you the tone you need? Hear 
them at gigs, try them at jam sessions, read magazine 
reviews, browse and post on forums, try them in 
shops, ask reputable online retailers for advice, and 
so on, while always bearing in mind that so much of your tone comes from how you 
play, then the bass you play, and then the amp you’re powering the cab with: it’s an 
interactive puzzle.

How do you know which cab will be loud enough? Well the only spec that 
will reliably tell you how loud a bass cab will play is the volume displacement, 
which is its ability to move air – the thermal power handling spec tends to be 
useless, as almost all bass cabs start distorting before you reach the thermal 
limits – and unless you’re from the Lemmy school of tone, that kind of bass 
sound won’t do for all your gigs. 

The loudness you’ll get out of a bass cab obviously depends on how 
powerful your amp is – the larger the cab, the smaller the amp you’ll need to 
get it to a given loudness. I can’t say this enough times: the bigger a cab, 
the easier it is to drive and the fewer watts you need. Anyone who tells you 
that their amp is so powerful it can drive even a big cab like an 8x10” (rated 

at 1200W thermally) with ease doesn’t know what 
they’re talking about. The greater the volume 
displacement of a cab (rated in cubic centimetres), 
the more power the cab can handle, so the bigger 
an amp you can use.

Going back to our group test idea, you’ll see in 
the photo that the cars are marked up as different 
bass cab con�gurations. They’re obviously different 
physically and visually, but they get you to the same 

place – they can achieve 
similar sounds and they 
can produce those 
sounds loud enough. 
The smaller ones will 
need more power than 
the larger ones to reach 
that loudness, but if they 
can handle the power 

then that’s all good. The ones with bigger speakers or 
bigger enclosures may have more bottom with your 
EQ �at, or they may not – it will vary on a case-by-
case basis. Bear in mind that in the 70s, the standard 
con�guration for a practical family car was a four-door 
‘three box’ saloon such as a Ford Cortina, but over the 
next 40 years that con�guration changed to a �ve-door 
‘two box’ hatchback such as a Ford Sierra and then 
to a �ve-door ‘one box aka monospace’ MPV like a 
Citroen Picasso). 

So why should we still be using standard 
con�gurations? They still work �ne, but technology has 
moved on and others may work better – you might as 
well see if you’re missing out. 

“ Choose your cabs 
based on two criteria: 
tone and loudness.”
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