
Analog Harmonic Processor



About Sparks
Sparks is a stereo analog sound design toolkit with 
two unique distortion circuits, a state-variable �lter, and 
powerful modulation options. It can color your signal, 
sculpt the harmonics, and create motion. 

Every control on Sparks is smooth and continuous. It 
departs from binaries and stepped knobs, letting you 
explore all the strange in-betweens. You can use this 
device in a lot of di�erent ways, but the interface is 
playful, immediate, and surprisingly simple. 

A big thank you to our beta team and to our dedicated 
users. Kinotone wouldn’t exist without your support. 

Online manual and help
The purpose of this guide is to cover Sparks’ core 
features and help you learn its basic controls. Content 
re�ects �rmware version 1.0.  

Our online manual covers more advanced topics, like 
controlling Sparks using MIDI or CV. You can �nd this at 
kinotoneaudio.com/sparks-manual

Have questions? Join the Kinotone community to connect 
with us and other users at forum.kinotoneaudio.com

For direct support email support@kinotoneaudio.com

Check out our YouTube channel for patch ideas, 
tutorials, and a full video walkthrough.
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Getting Started
Take care to use an isolated +9VDC center-negative 
power supply rated for at least 280 mA. 

Sparks passes a stereo in / stereo out signal by default 
via TRS input and output jacks. To use it in stereo you will 
need TRS style cables. The default setting will also work 
with TS cables for a mono setup. To split a mono signal 
into stereo, you can set Sparks to mono in / stereo out. 
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A. Gain / Level knob

B. Drive or Fold / Low-Cut knob

C. Filter Cuto� / LFO Spin knob

D. Filter Mode / Blend knob

E. Filter Resonance / Gate knob

F. LFO Rate / LFO Shape knob

G. ENV Attack / ENV Sensitivity knob

H. LAYER button

I. LFO MAP button

J. LFO RANGE button

K. ENV MAP button

L. BYPASS footswitch (ON / OFF)

M. PRESET footswitch

N. Power input

O. TRS stereo input

P. TRS stereo output

Q. MIDI input

R. CV / EXP input

Inputs and Outputs

Controls



Basic controls

Each of the knobs on Sparks has two controls. 

• Primary knob controls are labeled black.

• Secondary knob controls are labeled white.

• Tap the LAYER button to access the controls you
want to edit. The LAYER LED lights up when you are
on the white layer.
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All of the controls work together. One layer isn’t 
necessarily more important. Once you get the hang of 
tapping LAYER, you’ll be navigating Sparks in no time. 

BLACK CONTROLS
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Visual feedback

Each knob has its own LED. The LED conveys the real-
time intensity of the setting, increasing in brightness as 
you rotate the knob clockwise. 

 • Black knob controls glow a gradient of blue.

 • White knob controls glow a gradient of white.

The LEDs are a visual guide. By not only listening, but 
also monitoring the intensity of the LEDs, you can easily 
track your settings.

WHITE CONTROLS
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Relative knobs

When you switch layers, the physical position of a knob 
and its parameter may be momentarily misaligned.

When this occurs, the control is responsive in a relative 
way, meaning that the knob will attenuate or increase 
the parameter based on the actual amount of space 
that’s available. Once they match up, the knob will start 
tracking again as you’d expect. This sounds complicated 
but it’s really simple, and you’ll get a feel for it by watch-
ing the LEDs.

Transparent settings

Sparks remembers your settings between power cycles. 
To start over from a blank slate at any time, there are a 
few simple tricks to achieve a clean signal. 

 • To reset all of the black and white controls to a
    transparent state, hold LAYER for 3 seconds. This
    resets the knob settings to the following positions: 

BLACK CONTROLS WHITE CONTROLS



 • To clear all LFO mappings, hold LFO MAP for 
    3 seconds. 

 • To clear all envelope mappings, hold ENV MAP for
    3 seconds. 

 • You can hold any combination of these buttons
    depending on what you want to reset. 
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Waveshaping and Utility

Sparks provides some �exible waveshaping and utility 
controls so you can dial in just the right distortion for your 
instrument and taste. It can achieve many results ranging 
from subtle to extreme and aggressive. The possibilities 
become even more wide-ranging when combined with 
the state-variable �lter. 
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GAIN / LEVEL 

The center knob sets both GAIN and LEVEL.

 • GAIN — The amount of distortion applied to your input
    signal. 

 • LEVEL — The overall output volume.

This allows you to �ne-tune things so that when the pedal 
is bypassed, your clean signal matches the volume of 
Sparks when it’s engaged.

Fair warning: Sparks has a huge amount of gain on 
tap.

If you ever experience too much distortion for your 
particular setup, there are multiple input and output 
level options to choose from.

DRIVE / FOLD

DRIVE and FOLD let you crossfade between a unique 
overdrive circuit, and a west-coast-style wavefolder. 

 • DRIVE — Provides soft sustain and controlled, 
   pleasant clipping.
 
 • FOLD — A complex, liquidy e�ect that distorts your
    input signal by inverting and folding the peaks. 



FOLD pairs best with harmonically simple material.
 
If you dime it on material that is harmonically rich to 
begin with, then it may sound a little chaotic. 

Try the wavefolder on leads, octaves, or bass guitar. 
For the electronic musician, it’s great with drum 
machines and monophonic synths. 
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100% DRIVE is fully counter-clockwise. 100% FOLD is fully 
clockwise. At 12 noon you get a 50 / 50 mix.

You can explore a spectrum of intensity by adjusting 
GAIN and playing with di�erent DRIVE / FOLD settings.

GAIN

DRIVE

GAIN

FOLD

GAIN

DRIVE + FOLD

GAINGAIN
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LOW-CUT

The LOW-CUT control is a pre-distortion high-pass �lter 
ranging from 0 Hz–12 kHz. This allows you to adjust the 
amount of low-frequency content passing through to 
the DRIVE and FOLD circuits.

Twisting LOW-CUT clockwise removes bass, brightening 
your tone and adding clarity to polyphonic material. This 
can be ideal if you’re playing dense chords on the guitar.

Counter-clockwise yields a full spectrum with a �at 
frequency response. If you want to preserve bass, then 
leave LOW-CUT closer to zero.

A pre-distortion low-cut is an essential ingredient in 
classic drive circuits. Sparks provides continuous 
control so you can tweak this however you want. 
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 • Use BLEND to set the volume of your dry signal. 

 • Use LEVEL to set the volume of your wet signal.
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BLEND

This is di�erent than a global mix control. Twisting 
BLEND clockwise introduces more of your dry signal 
from zero to 200%. 

At 12 noon, your dry signal should be about as loud as 
your playing if you bypass Sparks. Fully clockwise, your 
dry signal is signi�cantly boosted.

GATE

The GATE control mutes all sound below the threshold 
that you set and can be used to tame background noise 
sometimes introduced at high GAIN settings. 

clean
path

drive
path

LEVELBLEND
output

LE
V

EL

noise

signal signal

before after

threshold



  13

State-Variable Filter 

GATE does not a�ect your dry signal by default. 
This allows for some interesting e�ects with a parallel 
clean blend. If you would like it to gate your dry signal, 
send Sparks MIDI CC 89, value >0. 

GATE was initially quite di�erent than what you’re 
hearing. It was sputtery, immediate, and had lots of 
character. Our beta team insisted that it wasn’t very 
practical though (and you’d probably agree). If you want 
to try the original control, send MIDI CC 90, value >0. 
After applying a change via MIDI, tap LAYER and wait 3 
seconds for Sparks to save state.
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Sparks has a vibrant state-variable �lter after the drive. 
Once you’ve landed on DRIVE / FOLD settings that you 
like, you can use the �lter to sculpt your harmonics.

CUTOFF

CUTOFF adjusts the �lter cuto� point, ranging from 
20 Hz–20 kHz. What this knob does depends on how the 
MODE knob is positioned.

MODE

MODE lets you smoothly morph between �lter types.

 • HIGH-PASS       
   Rotating CUTOFF clockwise removes bass.

 • BAND-PASS      
    Reduces treble and bass. Rotating CUTOFF shifts the
    center frequency.
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 • LOW-PASS 
    Rotating CUTOFF counter-clockwise removes treble.

RESONANCE

RESONANCE emphasizes the point just before the �lter 
cuto�. The more resonance, the higher the boost. 
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Low-Frequency Oscillator (LFO)

An LFO is a waveform that changes over time and is 
used to control the e�ects, adding motion or rhythm to 
any parameter. Think of it like an imaginary hand that 
twists the knobs for you.

At max resonance the �lter will self-oscillate.

If Sparks is unexpectedly singing on its own, try turning 
the resonance down. 

The �lter is also a powerful analog tool by itself.
Set GAIN to zero if you feel like dialing back the dirt. 
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 • Assign the LFO to any knob control or to multiple.

 • You can morph between waveform shapes.

 • Speeds range from super slow well into audio rate.

Our work�ow is inspired by modular synthesizers and 
uses attenuverters. Attenu-what?

An attenuverter lets you set both the intensity and 
polarity of the modulation with a single knob. You can 
add subtle motion to one control and intense motion to 
another, one can go up while another goes down, and so 
on. Or say you want a reverse sawtooth waveform. Well it’s 
already in there — just invert the polarity. 

Mapping the LFO 

To map the LFO, tap LFO MAP. The LFO LED glows 
green and red when you are editing mappings. You can 
tap LAYER as usual to access black or white controls. The 
LAYER LED lights up if you are mapping white controls.

Now twist the knob control(s) you want to modulate.  
Since the knobs on Sparks are relative, you may need to 
sweep it �rst to get the knob and LED in sync. 

The knob works as an attenuverter. From 12 noon, the 
LED glows green to the right (positive polarity) and 
red to the left (negative polarity). 

The further from noon the greater the depth of modula-
tion. At noon there is no mapping and the LED is blank.
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Tap LFO MAP again to exit and return to your live settings. 
The LEDs start tracking the intensity of the modulation.

The knob now sets the center point that the LFO swings 
across. If you rotate the knob control you just mapped, the 
modulation travels up or down with it.

positive

negative

0%

100%-100%

Attenuverter

knob sets LFO center point

slow rise, sharp fall

sharp rise, slow fall

You can adjust the intensity of the modulation (or turn it 
o�) by re-mapping it. To clear all LFO mappings, simply 
hold LFO MAP for 3 seconds.



Sparks lets you sync the LFO to a MIDI clock! 

The LFO syncs when it receives a MIDI start message 
followed by a MIDI clock, and will continuously 
monitor the clock to stay in time. 
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RATE and RANGE

RATE controls the speed of the LFO, or how quickly the 
waveform completes a single cycle and repeats itself. 

The default range of the RATE knob is slow, ranging from 
0.1 Hz at minimum to 250 Hz at max. 

RANGE instantly doubles or quadruples the LFO speed.

 • Tap once to double the range of the RATE knob.

 • Tap again to quadruple the range of the RATE knob.

 • Tap a third time to return to the default.

 • You can also hold RANGE momentarily to activate the 
    next range, and release to return to the previous range.
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SHAPE

Try modulating MODE to create a harmonic tremolo.

 • Hold down LAYER and both MAP buttons for 3
   seconds to reset Sparks to a transparent state.

 • Tap LFO MAP, then twist MODE fully clockwise
    (100% intensity, positive polarity).

 • Tap LFO MAP again, then set MODE and CUTOFF to
   12 noon. 

The LFO swings back and forth across the whole 
range of the MODE knob, sweeping between 
high-pass, band-pass, and low-pass �lter types. 
CUTOFF sets the harmonic center of the tremolo.

SHAPE controls the shape of the LFO. You can crossfade 
between waveforms for a wide variety for sounds. 

SINE 

TRIANGLE 

SAWTOOTH 

SQUARE 

SAMPLE AND HOLD  

RANDOM RAMPS



L & R SHIFTED 180°
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SPIN shifts the left and right LFO channels out of phase 
to create stereo movement. You can use this control to 
create immersive analog soundscapes that sprawl out 
across the stereo �eld. 

IN PHASE (NO SPIN) L & R SHIFTED 360° 

SPIN
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The envelope follower listens to your incoming audio 
and creates a control signal that reacts to the dynam-
ics of your playing. You can use this to create e�ects 
like auto-wah, auto-swell, compression, and more. 

Envelope Follower (ENV) 

e  n  v  e  l  o  p  e

input signal
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Mapping the envelope follower

You can assign the envelope follower to any knob control 
or to multiple. The work�ow is the same as it is for the LFO 
and uses attenuverters. 

To map the envelope follower, tap ENV MAP. The ENV 
LED glows green and red when you are editing mappings.  
You can tap LAYER as usual to access black or white 
controls. The LAYER LED lights up if you are mapping 
white controls.
 
Now twist the knob control(s) you want to modulate. 

The knob works as an attenuverter. From 12 noon, the 
LED glows green to the right (positive polarity) and 
red to the left (negative polarity). 

The further from noon the greater the depth of modula-
tion. At noon there is no mapping and the LED is blank.

e  n  v  e  l  o  p  e

p o s i t i v e

n e g a t i v e

0%

100%-100%

Attenuverter
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Tap ENV MAP again to exit and return to your live 
settings. The LEDs start tracking the intensity of the 
modulation. 

If you have the LFO and ENV mapped to the same control, 
then its LED will convey the sum of real-time modulation.

The knob now sets the start point of the envelope. 
If you rotate the knob control you just mapped, the 
modulation travels with it.

You can adjust the intensity of the modulation (or turn it 
o�) by re-mapping it. To clear all ENV mappings, simply 
hold ENV MAP for 3 seconds.

ATTACK

ATTACK controls how fast the envelope follower tracks 
your input signal, ranging from snappy (fully count-
er-clockwise) to slow (fully clockwise). 

knob sets ENV start point 
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SENS

SENS stands for “sensitivity” and you can think of this 
like a gain control for the envelope follower. Since 
input material can vary dramatically, you may want the 
envelope follower to be more or less sensitive. To set 
the sensitivity, play your instrument and adjust SENS 
until the LED seems like it reaches its max brightness. 

Envelope style options

Sparks provides Classic, Compressor, and AR envelope 
styles. To select one, tap ENV MAP, then twist the ENV 
knob. The LED brie�y steps in color to show when you 
move from one option to the next.

 C
LA

SS
IC

    
  COMP           A

R
      

input signal, positive polarity

classic

compressor

attack release
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     CLASSIC

Medium attack and release times. Inspired by the 
envelope follower in a famous 1970s semi-modular 
synthesizer. 

Pair CLASSIC with the LFO RATE control 
(positive polarity, right of noon) to increase the speed 
of the LFO depending on the dynamics of your playing. 

     COMPRESSOR

Fast logarithmic attack and medium release times. 
With ATTACK set to noon, it mimics the response of the 
Vinyl Sim compressor. This is essentially an analog 
version of the compressor in Ribbons but with �exible 
timing controls.

Pair COMPRESSOR with the LEVEL control 
(negative polarity, left of noon) to turn Sparks into a 
great sounding compressor. 

     ATTACK RELEASE (AR)

Longer attack and medium release times. Pick attacks 
and transients trigger a synthesizer-style envelope. 

Pair AR with the LEVEL or CUTOFF control
(positive polarity, right of noon) for auto-swell e�ects.
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• For momentary e�ects — keep PRESET held down.

• For latched e�ects — tap PRESET to engage, and tap
again to disengage.

Presets are color-coded by the PRESET LED. To select a 
di�erent one, hold LAYER and tap PRESET until you 
reach the preset you want to use.

Factory presets:

Harmonic Reverse 

Gentle Drive 

Harmonic Tremolo

Auto-Wah 

Crinkled Tape 

Dynamic Envelope Tremolo

Presets
Sparks has 6 onboard presets, and you can save up to 
32 using MIDI. 

Presets can be activated momentarily or latched, 
making them a fun performance e�ect with a dramatic 
transition between a preset and your live settings.

The PRESET footswitch engages / disengages your 
preset. Out of the box this loads “Harmonic Reverse.”
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Sparks’ factory presets are designed for guitar. 

It's tricky to create patches that sound good on guitar 
and synthesizers alike. We hope that our synth pals 
won’t be too o�ended by this. 

If you ever want to restore the factory presets, check 
out the factory reset option in our online manual. 

Saving your settings 

To save settings, you can either modify and overwrite 
an existing preset, or you can save your live settings 
into a preset. The action is the same for both. 

 • If you are editing a preset (Preset LED is ON)
    and you want to commit the changes you’ve made, 
    hold LAYER and tap BYPASS twice. 

This overwrites the preset with your modi�cations. 

 • If you are editing live settings (Preset LED is OFF)
    and you want to save your settings into a preset, 
    hold LAYER and tap BYPASS twice. 

This overwrites the current preset slot with your live 
settings. If you need to, just quick check which slot is 
selected before saving over it. 



  29

Hands-free preset selection

There is an alternate way to load presets that you can 
do with your foot, which is useful for live performance.

 • Hold BYPASS for 3 seconds until the LED starts to 
   glow. This indicates that the BYPASS footswitch is
   overriding its normal functionality. 

 • Tap BYPASS to toggle through the presets. 

 • TAP PRESET to load a preset. If you want to live 
    audition them, just make sure that PRESET is engaged
    while you’re toggling. 

 • Hold BYPASS again for 3 seconds to exit and 
    return the BYPASS footswitch to normal operation. 

Mixing and Input / Output Level 
Options
To access the Mixing Menu, hold PRESET while           
applying power to Sparks. 

The LAYER LED indicates your current mix setting. Tap 
LAYER to toggle between the two options. 

 • To save a new setting press PRESET.

 • To exit without saving press BYPASS.

After saving or exiting Sparks will boot up normally. 
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         STEREO IN / STEREO OUT (default)

         MONO IN / STEREO OUT 

mono in (tip) sparks right out (ring)
left out (tip)

left in (tip)
right out (ring)
left out (tip)

right in (ring)  sparks

To access the Input / Output Level Menu, hold BYPASS 
while applying power to Sparks. 

The LAYER LED indicates your current input / output 
setting. Tap LAYER to toggle between the four options. 

 • To save a new setting press PRESET.

 • To exit without saving press BYPASS.

After saving or exiting Sparks will boot up normally.

            
        INSTRUMENT IN / INSTRUMENT OUT (default)

Ideal for most guitar players. This option boosts your 
signal at the input to maximize the amount of distortion 
available. There is comparable attenuation at the output 
to compensate.
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MIDI, CV, Expression Control
All of Sparks’ parameters can be controlled using MIDI, 
CV, or expression. 

 • Use the TRS MIDI input to create MIDI clock-synced
   tremolo e�ects. Sparks defaults to MIDI Type A,
   with the option to switch types by con�guring 
   internal jumpers.

 • Rapidly load or sequence presets by sending PC 
   messages. 

Mixing and input / output settings are persistent 
between power cycles, so you only need to visit 
these menus if you want to change them.

         INSTRUMENT IN / BOOST OUT 

Useful if you want to really overdrive your amp or the 
next pedal in your signal chain. Boosts your signal at the 
input to maximize the amount of distortion available, 
but with no attenuation at the output. 

         LINE LEVEL IN / LINE LEVEL OUT

Ideal for synths, drum machines, and DAWs. 
Provides more headroom (less distortion) than the 
instrument level options. 

         LINE LEVEL IN / BOOST OUT

Same as the previous option but with a 6 dB boost at the 
output. 
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Sparks has a SID Chip-inspired synthesizer that you 
can play using a MIDI keyboard. This internal synth 
transforms the pedal into a full-blown instrument. 

The synth could be a product all on its own, and we 
didn’t feel like we could do it justice with just a few 
pages in this guide. 

• Download our free Max for Live device to control
Sparks in Ableton.

• Map the CV / EXP input to one parameter or many
and control them using a eurorack system or an
expression pedal.

Our online manual includes more information about
MIDI, CV, and expression topics.

SID Chip Synthesizer

We made a YouTube video all about the synth that 
will help you get started. 

It’s also fully documented in our online manual. 

6581



We love to hear from our users! Connect with the 
Kinotone community to browse topics and start 
discussions at forum.kinotoneaudio.com

Firmware and Documentation 

Occasionally we may release new �rmware to address 
bugs or improve features. If you believe you’ve discov-
ered a bug you can report it by emailing 
support@kinotoneaudio.com

The latest and greatest �rmware can always be found 
on the Development Blog. This is linked under the 
Firmware Updates tab on the Sparks product page. 
kinotoneaudio.com/products/sparks

Updating the �rmware is fast and easy — you just play 
an audio �le into the device.

If any updates or changes are made to Sparks, 
our online manual is the source of truth and will be 
kept up-to-date. kinotoneaudio.com/sparks-manual
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