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FEATURES
49	 R2D4

Expire for von Karajan? Got to your great reward

for Charlie Parker? Fall upon a sword for Jethro

Tull? It’s February and time once again for

Stereophile’s annual “Records To Die For” listing!

EQUIPMENT REPORTS

78	 Oracle Delphi Mk.VI Second

Generation turntable & Oracle-SME

tonearm	

by Art Dudley

91	 PS Audio BHK Signature 300

monoblock power amplifier

by Michael Fremer

103	Morel Octave 6 Limited Edition

Bookshelf loudspeaker

by Herb Reichert

113	 Tannoy TS2.12 powered subwoofer

by Larry Greenhill

119	 Chord Mojo D/A headphone

amplifier

by John Atkinson

129	Acoustic Signature WOW XXL

turntable

by Robert Deutsch

133	 Herbie’s Way Excellent II

Turntable Mat

by Robert Deutsch

133	 Harmonic Resolution Systems ADL record weight

by Robert Deutsch

136	Soundsmith Zephyr MIMC phono cartridge

by Robert Deutsch

FOLLOW-UP
127	 Apogee Groove USB D/A headphone amplifier	

by John Atkinson

128	Dynaudio Excite X14 loudspeaker

by Herb Reichert

131	 Acoustic Signature TA-1000 tonearm

by Robert Deutsch

133	 Nordost Valhalla 2 phono interconnect

by Robert Deutsch

135	 Bryston BDP-2 media player

& BDA-2 D/A processor

by Larry Greenhill
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COLUMNS

3	 As We See It

High-end audio is thriving in Japan in the shape of headphones

and personal listening, says John Darkø.

11	 Letters

Readers thank Stereophile for putting its readers first, ask about

using USB for audio and how to describe sound quality, and request

tolerance for “cable deniers.”

Get on your Soapbox! Visit the forums at

www.stereophile.com.

15	 Industry Update

High-end audio news, including the shows and dealer-sponsored

events taking place in January 2016 and February 2016, plus new

products from Bowers & Wilkins, Naim, and Rega.

Want to know more? Go to the “News Desk” at

www.stereophile.com for up-to-the-minute info.

21	 Analog Corner

Michael Fremer cleans up his act with AudioQuest’s Niagara

7000 Low-Z Power Noise-Dissipation System.

29 Listening

Art Dudley auditions Master & Dynamic MH40 headphones.

37	 Gramophone Dreams

Herb Reichert puts record players from Acoustic Signature and

VPI under the musical microscope.

139	Record Reviews

Adding extra material from sextet sessions with Art Davis and

Archie Shepp, John Coltrane’s masterpiece, A Love Supreme, has

been reissued again, this time as A Love Supreme, The Complete 

Masters, which is February’s “Recording of the Month.”

141	 	 Manufacturers’

	 Comments

Roger Skoff, Robyatt, VPI,

Oracle, and PS Audio respond

to our reviews of their products

and our comments on their

activities.

146		 Aural Robert

Founding another LP reissue

label in 2015? Intervention

Records owner Shane Buettner

talks analog master tapes,

Stealers Wheel, and not being

coy, with Robert Baird.

INFORMATION
152	 Audio Mart

150	 Manufacturers’
Showcase

150	 Dealers’ Showcase

151	 Advertiser Index
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LETTERS
TAKE HEED! Unless marked otherwise, all letters 
to the magazine and its writers are assumed  
to be for possible publication. In the spirit of  
vigorous debate implied by the First Amendment,  
and unless we are requested not to, we publish 
correspondents’ e-mail addresses. 

FEEDBACK TO THE EDITOR

However, I will say that I do not feel 
sorry, either, for the foo—no, let’s be kind 
here—for the avidly consuming demo-
graphic who spend 10, 20, or 30 large 
for their stereo cables. Oftentimes, “the 
price is the product,” as many are aware—
though perhaps not Michael, in this case, 
at least not at present. —Judy Adams

judiad@gmail.com
New York, NY

Toscanini in stereo!

Editor:
Always a pleasure to read Art Dudley’s 
“Listening” column. There was a small 
factual error in November 2015 (p.35), 
when he wrote “Toscanini never recorded 
in stereo, Living or otherwise.” Toscanini 
can be “heard” in one stereo recording: 
www.amazon.com/Toscanini-April-
1954-Final-Concert/dp/B000001OJL. 
Greetings from Berlin. —Barnaby Weiler

bdweiler@gmail.com

USB for audio?

Editor:
I have been somewhat remiss: I haven’t 
read Stereophile in the last three to four 
years. I’m pretty happy with my setup: 
a pair of Alon 4 speakers, a Conrad-
Johnson PL-2 line stage and MF 2300 
amplifier, a Meridian 508.24 CD player 
with a Benchmark DAC1, along with an 
Aragon 47K phono stage and a service-
able Dual turntable. With 10,000+ LPs 
and 15,000+ CDs, I listen all the time I 
can.

I picked up a magazine a few days 
ago, and all I see is USB this and USB 
that . . . when did all of this happen? I 
thought USB is what links my external 
hard drives to my laptop. Am I missing 
something? If so, I would like to know 
more. Where would be a good place to 
start? —Jack Lundrigan

agr2663@gmail.com

Yes, Mr. Lundrigan, the world has changed. 

Changes

Editor:
Global warming, children disobedient to 
parents, writers leaving Stereophile (“Let-
ters” and “Industry Update,” November 
2015)—what is the world coming to? 
Will this madness ever end? (It was 
John Marks’s April 2010 column on the 
Gurrelieder—see www.stereophile.com/
thefifthelement/the_fifth_element_59/
index.html—that first attracted me to 
Stereophile.) —Andrei Sharko

andreisharko@xtra.co.nz

Standards

Editor:
Thank you, Stereophile, for continuing to 
do what you do. In particular, thank you 
for putting the reader first.

It has not escaped my attention that 
one can publish a larger, glossier maga-
zine—chock-full of ads—by never ranking 
equipment (except by price) and never 
measuring its performance. Those tactics 
protect manufacturers from embarrass-
ment, but they hinder the reader.

Stereophile, in contrast, persists in rank-
ing equipment in classes and measuring 
tons of gear. While I don’t agree with 
everything you write, I commend your 
strong allegiance to the readership and, 
in your measurements, your desire to ad-
vance the science of hi-fi, not just expand 
its market.

Keep it up! —Mike Prager
Portland, OR

hifi@almeja.router5.com

Quandaries

Editor:
Having spent my professional life in the 
fine arts, with attention focused on sculp-
ture, I find it interesting that professionals 
in the audiophile world spend more than 
a New York minute concerning them-
selves with the complaints of general mu-
sic listeners. In my mind, this is equiva-
lent to a fine-arts professional mixing it 
up with a segment of the public who are 
satisfied with posters of pretty landscapes 
and large-eyed children over the value of 
a Francis Bacon painting or Richard Serra 
sculpture. With the possible exception of 
satisfying the argumentative hunger of 
those who don’t care to hear what you 
hear, there is simply no good reason or 
purpose in such engagement. Do I care if 

someone or 500 someones vehemently 
dislike Francis Bacon, Jeff Koons, or other 
notable artists? No, I could care less—the 
work of these artists, and of many, many 
others, will simply take care of itself.

I must say, as a collector of music and, 
consequently, a collector of sound and 
devices that improve sound to my taste, I 
take umbrage with your use of the term 
hobbyist, a term that, when applied to any 
serious pursuit, makes my hair stand on 
end. The audiophiles I know are discern-
ing collectors of sound and equipment 
used for the improvement of sound; by 
improvement, I mean for our pleasure and 
our interest. A sizable and economically 
serious industry is supported by such 
collectors, as is the art market by art 
collectors—both are serious enterprises 
populated by smart, serious people.

Please never utter that word, hobbyist, 
again; and I advise that you leave those 
who are vehemently uninterested—really, 
how does that work?—in adjusting sound 
to their personal tastes without the plea-
sure of argument, response, or apology.

—Dale M. Lanzone
Fine Arts Advisory and Logistics

dmartinlanz@verizon.net

The Cable Deniers

Editor:
I wouldn’t go so far as to say, with Mi-
chael Fremer, that I feel sorry for cable 
deniers (“Analog Corner,” December 
2015, p.27). Do let us, without any 
whiff of scorn, allow them their place in 
our open forums of thought. I suppose 
that, like the poor, they are always with 
us—much as those “Recommended 
Components” issues every six months, in 
which RadioShack wires, at $30/50', are 
judged by Stereophile folk to be okay, and 
maybe every bit as good as many of the 
thousands-of-dollars-per-8'-length-of-tru-
ly-time-consumingly-constructed cables.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR should be sent 

as faxes or e-mails only. Fax: (212) 915-

4167. E-mail: STletters@sorc.com. Please 

note: We are unable to answer requests 

for information about specific products 

or systems. If you have problems with 

your subscription, call (800) 666-3746, 

or e-mail Stereophile@palmcoastd.com, 

or write to Stereophile, P.O. Box 420235, 

Palm Coast, FL 32142-0235.

CONTINUED ON PAGE 143

Thank you,  
Stereophile, for  
putting the  
reader first.

STRP-160200-LETTERS.indd  12/4/15  10:09 AM  PAGE 11



MUSIC LIVES HERE  

SHOP THE BEST AUDIOPHILE EQUIPMENT

DEAN MARTIN

DREAM WITH DEAN
AAPP 076

A classic Dean Martin album, mas-

tered by Ryan Smith at Sterling 

Sound, pressed on 200-gram vinyl 

pressed by Quality Record Pressings. 

Visit acousticsounds.com for details.

STEREO LP

ALSO AVAILABLE ON HYBRID 

STEREO SACD

 THE BEACH BOYS

PRESENTED IN 

ULTIMATE QUALITY

14 classic Beach Boys titles, mas-

tered by Kevin Gray at Cohear-

ent Audio & pressed on 200-gram 

vinyl by Quality Record Pressings. 

Visit acousticsounds.com for details.

AVAILABLE AS MONO OR STEREO LP

AND HYBRID SACD

ROGER WATERS

AMUSED TO DEATH
AAPP 468761

The 2015 two LP 200-gram vinyl 

edition, remastered audio complet-

ed by longtime Roger Waters / Pink 

Floyd collaborator and co-producer, 

James Guthrie, pressed at Quality 

Record Pressings. 

ALSO AVAILABLE ON HYBRID MULTICHAN-

NEL SACD /  NEW 5.1 SURROUND REMIX

 BY JAMES GUTHRIE

VARIOUS ARTISTS

THE WONDERFUL 
SOUNDS OF CHRISTMAS

ALEXANDER GIBSON

WITCHES’ BREW

DAVID OISTRAKH

BRUCH: SCOTTISH 
FANTASIA

(Hybrid SACD Only)

LONDON SYMPHONY 
ORCHESTRA

-;8)ˆ)
(Hybrid SACD Only)

NINA SIMONE

LITTLE GIRL BLUE

CAT STEVENS

TEA FOR THE
TILLERMAN

We are pleased to announce the pressing of three great Henry Mancini works that will be sure to perk your ears up in anticipation. Featuring Hatari!, The Pink Pan-
ther, and Peter Gunn, these titles are a perfect fi t for any audiophile looking to add to their collection of historical classics. Pressed on 200-gram vinyl at Quality 

Record Pressings, each one is also available on Hybrid Stereo SACD. Visit acousticsounds.com for more details on these works and more.

33 1/3 RPM
AAPP 2559

45 RPM / 2 LPs
AAPP 2795-45

45 RPM / 2 LPs
AAPP 1956-45

GREGG ALLMAN

LAID BACK
AAPP 091

Gregg Allman’s 1973 solo debut also became 
his biggest hit, a No. 13 LP featuring his Top 20 
classic “Midnight Rider.” Analogue Productions 

now brings forth a sparkling reissue of this classic 
disc, mastered from the original analog tapes by 
Ryan Smith at Sterling Sound. And presented as a 
200-gram sonic superstar plated and pressed at 

our own Quality Record Pressings!

STEREO LP
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ROGUE
AUDIO AURALiC  CHORD

ELECTRONICS LIMITED 

SPHINX v2
HYBRID INTEGRATED AMPLIFIER

w/ remote, 100 wpc

VEGA
DSD - COMPATIBLE

DIGITAL AUDIO PROCESSOR

ARIES MINI
WIRELESS STREAMER / DAC

MOJO Mobile
DAC / HEADPHONE AMP

ROGUE 
CRONUS MAGNUM II

<]JM�1V\MOZI\ML�)UXTQÅ�MZ�_��ZMUW\M������_XK

CHORDETTE
2QUTE DAC

Available in Silver and Black

Available in Silver and Black Available in Silver and Black Available in Silver and Black

M SPHINXB E VEGA E MOJO

M CMAGIIB E ARIES MB E 2QUTES

CHORD
ELECTRONICS LIMITED

MOJO Mobile

HIGH OUTPUT HIGH OUTPUT LOW OUTPUT LOW OUTPUT HIGH OUTPUT

ORTOFON CLEARAUDIO ORTOFON MC DENON SOUNDSMITH
2M BLACK

T 2M BLK

MAESTRO V2 EBONY
T MAESTRO

MC WINDFELD
T WINDFELD

DL-304
T DL-304

THE ZEPHYR II
T ZEPHYR

CLEARAUDIO

SME Model 15

Precision TurntableRECORD CLEANING

COMPLETE SYSTEM KIT

Complete System Kit  
includes: Record Washer and Lid, 4 oz. 
bottle of  Record Cleaning Concentrate, 
32 oz. bottle of  Record Cleaning Concen-
trate, 2 pair of  Wahser Brushes MKII, 1 
pair of  Washer Rollers MKII, 7 washable 
Drying Cloths and instructions. 

The Model 15 could be described as “the ultimate in recovery vehicles,” allowing the cartridge to retrieve the last nth of  re-
corded material, whether digital or analog, from the vinyl disc and approaches the ultimate in perfection. Receiving its inspi-
ration from the superb Model 10 precision turntable, the Model 15 seeks to emulate the excellence of  the SME Models 20/3 
& 30/2 turntables while retaining the more compact footprint preferred by many enthusiasts. The SME Model 15 has been 
designed with the same attention to detail combined with simplicity of  operation that has come to be expected from all SME 
products. Its superb performance together with laid-back styling make it a glamorous addition to your sound system that will 
astound and amaze listeners for many years to come.

E WASHSYS PKG

SPIN CLEAN DR. FEICKERT
ANALOGUE 

NEXT GENERATION

UNIVERSAL PROTRACTOR

G PNG

T SME15-ARM

With SME Model 309 SPD Pickup Arm

ACOUSTICSOUNDS.COM  |  SUPERHIREZ.COM  |  800.716.3553
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Enjoyed Worldwide.

“The Sigma SSP can be regarded as a superb stereo analog 

preamp, and all the rest of its bells and whistles as a gift.”

Kal Rubinson, Stereophile, USA

“It combines the fl exibility of a Swiss Army knife with the pre-

cision of a surgeon’s tool in an easy-to-use package. There’s 

simply not enough room here to even pretend to detail what 

you can do with this processor. It’s just awesome.”

Theo Nicolakis, Audioholics.com, USA

“Oh my, what a wonderful system Classé has provided 

with the Sigma range. It shows that audiophile sound is 

not the sole preserve of stereo and equally that it is not 

incompatible with reliable and convenient operation.”

Stephen Dawson, Audio Esoterica, Australia

“This Sigma system is a huge achievement which everyone 

must absolutely discover.”

Adrien Rouah, Québec Audio & Video, Canada

“But most impressive is the sound quality. This is real high-

end at a price that must be considered reasonable. And 

the step up from the traditional home cinema receivers is 

nothing but huge.”

Ludwig Swanberg, HemmaBio, Sweden

ClasseSigmaQuotesAd-Stereophile.indd   1 9/3/15   12:51 PM
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plus $1000/pair for matching stands), 
HTM1 ($6000 each), and HTM2 
($4000 each). In fact, as I write, a work 
force of some 170 is working three 
shifts, six-and-a-half days a week, to 
keep up with demand.

Perhaps the most obvious change 
with the D3s is that their enclosures 
have been reversed: their front-firing 
woofers are mounted in the curved 
surfaces that formed the backsides of 
their predecessors. These rounded, 
nearly cylindrical shapes are built up of 
layers of thin panels pressed together 
in molds by giant presses. On the flat 
panels now at the back are mounted 
the crossover networks, on vertical, 
decoupled panels. The 803 D3, and 
the larger 802 D3 and 800 D3, now 
each have a separate head unit; the 803 

UK: WORTHING,  

WEST SUSSEX

Paul Messenger
In 1979, when Bowers & Wilkins 
launched their first 800-series loud-
speaker, the 801, the idea of mounting 
the midrange and high-frequency 
drive-units in a separate “head” unit 
was so outrageous that B&W disguised 
it under a squared-off foam cover. 
Seven iterations of the 800s later, in 
late 2015, B&W released the D3 ver-
sions of the line, which demonstrate 
all sorts of improvements over their 
immediate predecessors, the 800 Dia-
monds, which were launched a decade 
ago. B&W claims that, of the 896 parts 
that comprised each Diamond model, 
868 are new and different in its D3 
counterpart. Indeed, the only signifi-
cant things that remain are, apparently, 
the tweeter’s diamond dome and the 
terminals of oxygen-free copper (OFC).

Such has been the success of the 800 
series that production of the D3 gener-
ation began in March 2015, to “prime 
the demand pump.” But while the 
design of the new top model, the 800 
D3, is finalized, production of it has 
been deferred until early 2016 because 
B&W’s factory in the UK is already 
working at maximum capacity turning 
out the less expensive D3 models, the 
802 ($22,000/pair), 803 ($17,000/pair), 
804 ($9000/pair), 805($6000/pair 

SUBMISSIONS: Those promoting audio-related
seminars, shows, and meetings should e-mail
the when, where, and who to JAtkinson@
enthusiastnetwork.com at least eight weeks
before the month of the event. The deadline for
the April 2016 issue is January 20, 2016.

CALENDAR OF 

INDUSTRY EVENTS

ATTENTION ALL AUDIO SOCIETIES:  

We have a page on the Stereophile

website dedicated solely to you:

www.stereophile.com/audiophile-

societies. If you’d like to have your

audio-society information posted

on the site, e-mail Chris Vogel at

info@XLinkAudio.com.

Please note that it is inappropriate

for a retailer to promote a new product

line in “Calendar” unless this is

associated with a seminar or similar

event.

california

❚ Sunday, January 31, 2–5pm: The

Los Angeles & Orange County 

Audio Society will hold its monthly

meeting at The Source Audio/Video 

Design Group, in Torrance (3035

Kashiwa Street). Our hosts, Steven

and Jason Lord, will demonstrate

top-of-the-line equipment in spaces

custom-designed to maximize your

musical and visual enjoyment. Listen

to Boulder, Dan D’Agostino, Denon,

Linn, Marantz, MBL, McIntosh,

Pearl Evolution, Simaudio Moon,

Sonus Faber, Totem Acoustic,

Wadia, and other fine examples

of high-end equipment that will

allow those attending to make

comparisons and/or just enjoy the

music. Special industry guests will

include David Janszen, electrostatic

guru and president of JansZen 

Loudspeaker Co., Ltd.; and Bruce

Ball, vice-president of Questyle 

Audio Technology, presenting

preamplifiers, headphone amplifiers,

wireless solutions, and portable

high-resolution players. Jason Lord

will also make a special presentation

of Pearl Evolution loudspeakers.

Eastwind Import will be on hand to

offer personally selected vinyl and

CDs for sale. A raffle is planned and

an extraordinary lunch will be served.

Free parking nearby. Guests, visitors,

and new members are invited. For more

information, visit www.laocas.com or

call Bob Levi at (714) 281-5850.

Clockwise from top: The B&W 

805 D3 stand-mount offers both 

superb sound quality and a superb 

fit’n’finish; With its computer-

optimized design, Bowers & Wilkins’ 

new 802 D3 is said to equal the per-

formance of the older 800 Diamond; 

B&W’s traditional “Matrix” cabinet 

construction has been optimized 

using FEA techniques; The B&W 

D3 speakers feature a “free-edge” 

midrange unit with a cone made from 

a proprietary woven material called 

Continuum. 
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1 See www.stereophile.com/content/bw-dm-
6-loudspeaker.

tive diameter of a cone made of it will 
decrease with increasing frequency, and 
hence maintain decent dispersion.

The 800 D3s also have new woofers. 
Rohacell has been replaced by B&W’s 
Aerofoil—a foam-in-carbon-fiber ma-
terial, which is fatter in the middle area 
of the cone and thinner at the center 
and edge. The new drivers were pri-
marily arrived at using computer simu-
lations and Finite Element Analysis, as 
were many of the other changes—such 
as replacing the Diamonds’ head unit, 
which was made from Marlan, an 
extremely hard resin, with what B&W 

calls a “Turbine” head, somewhat 
smaller and cast of aluminum alloy. 
The tweeter-mounting tube has also 
been significantly beefed up.

Finite Element Analysis simulation 
has also been applied to the Matrix 
stiffening of the enclosures, which is 
now somewhat less dense than before 
and is made of plywood instead of 
MDF, with metal inserts where ap-
propriate. The clever plinth can accept 
casters or spikes, and the speakers’ 
packaging is neatly designed to make 

and 804 each have a 5" (130mm) “free 
edge” midrange driver; the 802 and 
800 have a 6" (165mm) midrange.

But perhaps the most significant 
change with the D3 800s is the 
introduction of a new midrange cone 
material that B&W calls Continuum, 
and which, they claim, is much softer 
and sounds better than the Kevlar 
they first used in the DM-6, from 
1977.1 Work on Continuum began in 
2007—it has taken this long to ensure 
the material’s consistency and stability. 
Like the Kevlar it replaces, Continuum 
is woven, which means that the effec-

❚ Sunday, February 21, 2–5pm: The

Los Angeles & Orange County Audio 
Society will hold its monthly meeting

at Scott Walker Audio, in Anaheim

(1215 N. Tustin Avenue). Building on

last year’s huge success, Scott Walker

will host “The Best in Affordable High-

End Audio—Part II.” He will have six

demonstration rooms showcasing

some of the highest-value high-end

gear currently available. Complete

systems will range from $1500 to

$15,000. Presenters to be announced.

Eastwind Import will be on hand to offer

personally selected LPs and CDs for sale.

A raffle is planned and a wonderful lunch

will be served. Parking is free. Guests,

visitors, and new members are invited.

For more information, visit www.laocas.

com or call Bob Levi at (714) 281-5850.

florida
❚ Saturday, January 16, 2–5pm: The

Sarasota Audiophile Society will hold

its monthly meeting in the Crestwood

Villas Clubhouse (4300 Brittany Lane,

Sarasota). Douglas Hurlburt (founder

and designer) and David Sckolnik

(sales and marketing), of Naples-based

Dynamic Sounds Associates, will

present the latest versions of their Phono

II phono preamplifier and Pre I line-stage

preamplifier in a system also featuring

products from Kanso, Luminous, 
Spendor, Tweek Geek, and VPI. RSVP

to Jeff Cantor (SAS) at jeff_cantor_99@

yahoo.com; or to David Sckolnik (DSA)

at david@dynamicsounds-assoc.com or

(386) 873-2388.

georgia
❚ Saturday, February 6, 2–5pm: The

*/$"/%&4$&/$&

T H E  C A B L E  COM PAN Y  3UHVHQWVT H E  C A B L E  COM PAN Y  3UHVHQWV

2QO\�DW�7KH�&DEOH�&RPSDQ\
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last visited Naim more than three years 
before, to hear about the DR upgrade 
for the outboard power supplies of 
their preamplifiers, CD players, and 
so on.2 I quickly arranged to upgrade 
my Naim NAC 552 preamplifier3 to 

life easy for the installer.
The bottom line, according to B&W, 

is that the new 802 D3 can match 
the performance of the earlier 800 
Diamond—a claim I hope soon to test.

UK: SALISBURY,  
WILTSHIRE
Paul Messenger
Last November, I visited 
Salisbury to hear the new 
Discrete Regulator versions 
of Naim Audio’s power 
amplifiers, which are finally 
going into production. I’d 

2 See Stereophile, October 2012, Vol.35 No.10.

3 The original version of the NAC 552 was reviewed 
by Michael Fremer in 2003; see www.stereophile.
com/solidpreamps/880/index.html.

Audio Video Club of Atlanta and The 
Audio Company (146 S. Park Square NE,

Marietta 30060) are hosting a showcase

of fine audio products, including

AudioQuest, Clearaudio, Constellation 
Audio, Creek, Focal, Magico, Music 
Hall, Ortofon, Tannoy, Transrotor,

VAC, Wilson, and others. Kevin Hayes,

founder and chief engineer of VAC, will

present his latest amplifier creations.

Guests welcome, refreshments provided.

For more information, contact John

Morrison, President, at (770) 330-3919)

or jhm3@bellsouth.net; or Chuck Bruce,

VP, at (770) 550-1434); or visit the club

website for latest information: www.a-

vcoa.org.

illinois
❚ Friday–Sunday, April 15–17: The 2016

AXPONA show will be held at the

Westin O’Hare (6100 North River Road,

Rosemont). Visit www.axpona.com/

default.asp for more information.

minnesota
❚ Tuesday, January 19, 7–9pm: The

January Audio Society of Minnesota

meeting will be held in our newly

remodeled and much larger listening

room at the Pavek Museum of

Broadcasting (3517 Raleigh Avenue,

St. Louis Park 55416). The January

meeting—our annual bring-and-brag

listening session—is one of our most

popular each year. Members and guests

are encouraged to bring in their vinyl

and CDs for an extended listening

session on our high-performance audio

system. Refreshments will be served,

and guests, visitors, and new members

are welcome to attend. For more

DR status; I was so pleased with the 
improvement in sound quality that I 
did the same for the 555PS supply that 
powers my Naim CDS3 CD player 
and the SuperCap supply that drives 
my SuperLine phono stage.

Naim is now applying something 
broadly similar to its power ampli-

Until the launch of the Statement, the two-box 
NAC 552 was Naim’s flagship preamplifier.

That’s right.  We’re the only Hi-End Headphones Lending Library.

"CZTT�"VEJPRVFTU�"VEF[F�'PTUFY�(SBEP�)J'JNBO�4FOOIFJTFS�$IPSE

�GDQD�HR�MN�ADSSDQ�V@XÅÅÅ

to know a headphone's performance, 

system compatibility, and long term 

comfort, than with an extended 

in-home audition. 

Based upon the pBased upon the prototype of our 

Cable Library, we offer the Hi-End 

Headphone Lending Library. 

Headphone
Amps too!

We want to take you higher...We want to take you higher...

5SZ�IFBEIPOFT�BU�IPNF�CFGPSF�ZPV�CVZ�

800-FATWYRE or 215-862-4870    cable@TheCableCo.com    New Hope PA 18938 USA    www.TheCableCo.com       
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Furthermore, the NAP 250 DR, 
NAP 300 DR, and NAP 500 DR are 
all now fitted with new NA009 power 
transistors, which Naim and specialist 
semiconductor manufacturer Semelab 
Ltd. originally developed for use in the 
Statement power amplifier. These are 
mounted on an aluminum-oxide sub-
strate, for optimal thermal conductivity 
and significantly lower capacitance.

During my visit, I listened to before 
and after examples of the three DR 
models. In my opinion, power ampli-
fiers affect sound quality less than do 
some other component types, so I was 
impressed by the clearly audible im-
provements between non-DR and DR 
models across the NAP model range, 
from 250 to 300 to 500.

UK: SOUTHEND-ON-SEA, 

ESSEX

Paul Messenger
Rega Research at first struggled to 
meet demand for the Apheta 2, the 
new version of their Apheta moving-
coil phono cartridge, and very politely 
asked me not to review it or even 
mention its existence. Production has 
now caught up with demand, and an 
entirely new cartridge model, the Aph-
elion, is promised—at a price.

The Apheta 2 costs £1000 in the 
UK—or, effectively, £700 when 
bundled with Rega’s excellent RP10 
turntable. (The US price is $1895.) 
I’ve been using an Apheta 2 regularly 
for a couple months now, and it seems 
to me a real bargain. The mild treble 
peak of the original Apheta has been 
engineered out—I suspect by reducing 
by 50% the mass of the iron cross on 
which the coils are wound—yet retains 
the fine, lively, fast character that pre-
sumably results from the original’s lack 
of damping. In my experience, few 
other MCs at any price can best it.

But one that probably will is the 
new Aphelion, which at time of 
writing was about to go into produc-
tion for a retail price of £3000 (US 
price to be determined). Much about 
the Aphelion will be familiar to those 
who know the Apheta.4 Although the 
new model uses selected examples of 
the common ingredients, some work 
has gone into refining the generator 
mechanism, which now boasts a 
more powerful neodymium magnet. 
However, the main reason for the 
Aphelion’s high price is the engineer-
ing problems posed by its cantilever, a 
solid rod of boron.

Affixing a stylus to an aluminum 
cantilever is a relatively straightfor-
ward matter of punching a rectangular 
hole through the cantilever’s flattened 
end, inserting the stylus, and adding 
a drop of glue. Although a boron rod 
has lower mass and greater stiffness 
than aluminum, both of which offer 
benefits in sound quality, securing the 
stylus is much more difficult; because 
boron can’t be flattened, the process 
requires the use of a diamond-cutting 
tool. Rega has arranged for a Japanese 
stylus-and-cantilever specialist, the 
Namiki Precision Jewel Company, to 
cut a long, square-section groove down 
through the end of the rod to provide 
a more secure hold. The normal Vital-
profile stylus is then adjusted so that its 
mounting matches the groove. n

fiers, and is again using the DR suffix 
(though the term “Discrete Regulator” 
is not, strictly speaking, appropriate 
in every case here). The update was 
first mentioned at the May 2015 High 
End show in Munich, and has been 
included in the production of most 
new amplifiers since late last summer—
though there was some delay with the 
NAP 500, as the upgrade procedure 
for that costly model is more elaborate 
and complex.

The prices of the new DR versions 
of the amplifiers are slightly higher 
than their predecessors; eg, the NAP 
300 now costs £7295 in the UK 
($13,995 in the US) instead of £6995. 
The other price increases are roughly in 
the same proportion: £70 for the NAP 
200 DR, £100 for the NAP 250 DR, 
and £705 for the NAP 500. Upgrading 
an existing Naim amplifier to DR spec 
is more costly: eg, £1495 for the NAP 
300, or £1850 with a full service.

Contrary to what its name sug-
gests, the output stage of the NAP 
200 DR remains unregulated, but this 
descendant of Naim’s original power 
amplifier delivers a DR-type supply—
essentially the same as that used in the 
HiCap DR—to a separate preamplifier. 
The modifications are more extensive 
among the more upmarket amplifiers 
that use regulated power supplies—
no fewer than 20, in the case of the 
NAP 500. Naim designer Steve Sells 
discussed with me the issues relat-
ing to zener-diode design, pointing 
out that although these diodes were 
originally created by Clarence Zener 
in the 1950s, another researcher, Bob 
Dobkin, developed the much quieter 
subsurface variation on the zener in 
the 1970s. Along with other tech-
niques, the result is a power supply 
with a noise floor 30dB lower than its 
predecessor.

information about this meeting, visit our

website: www.audiomn.org.

❚ Tuesday, February 16, 7–9pm: Roger

Sanders, founder and CEO of Sanders 

Sound Systems, in Conifer, Colorado,

will be joining the Audio Society of 

Minnesota for an evening of spirited

discussion about new ways to view

audio conventions. Roger will take up

the controversial topic of preconceived

notions in the audiophile community

and how they can obstruct our ability

to obtain the best sound possible.

The meeting will be held at the Pavek

Museum of Broadcasting (3517 Raleigh

Avenue, St. Louis Park, MN 55416).

Refreshments will be served, and guests,

visitors, and new members are welcome

to attend. For more information about

this meeting, visit our website: www.

audiomn.org.

washington, dc/ 

virginia/maryland

❚ Saturday, January 23, 11am–5pm:

Command Performance (115 Park

Avenue, Suite 2, Falls Church, Virginia)

welcomes Kevin Harris of Devialet

for a special event. Devialet will

demonstrate their innovative Expert

audiophile systems and groundbreaking

Phantom wireless powered speakers.

Refreshments will be served. RSVP

to (703) 532-7239 or e-mail info@

commandav.com.

canada

❚ Friday–Sunday, March 18–20: The

Chester Group’s Salon Son & Image

takes place at its traditional venue,

the Hotel Bonaventure Montreal

(900 Rue de la Gauchetière Ouest,

Montreal). Visit www.chestergroup.

org/salonsonimage/2016 for more

information.

4 See Art Dudley’s review at www.stereophile.com/
phonocartridges/1206rega/index.html.

Rega’s $1895 Apheta 2 moving-coil cartridge.
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BY MICHAEL FREMER

INSIDER VIEWS ON EVERYTHING VINYL

A
re you old enough to remember when the wires 
connecting speakers to even the most expensive 
and sophisticated electronics were 16-gauge, mul-
tistrand lamp cord, and the terminals on speak-

ers and amplifiers were just little screws? Sometimes those 
screws wouldn’t even secure all of the wires’ strands, but 
as long as loose strands from one screw didn’t touch loose 
strands from the other, it was good enough . . . and back 
against the wall went your bookshelf speakers. 

And do you remember plugging the plugs of lamp-cord-
like AC leads into any old wall sockets, themselves con-
nected to any old household circuits?

I remember all of that. No doubt the first high-quality 
stereo system I ever heard, back in the mid-1960s, was 
hooked up that way—and it sounded amazing. I’ll never 
forget that system: all McIntosh electronics, Benjamin Mira-
cord turntable . . . and lamp cord. I didn’t know it was lamp 
cord, I didn’t see it, but I’m 100% certain it was there. At the 
time, that’s all there was.

I wonder how much fun might it be to go back half a 
century with the latest in interconnects, speaker cables, 
power cords, and power conditioners, and hear how much 
better such a system might have sounded. “No better” 
would surely be the answer from some folks whose opinions 
regularly hit my inbox. “Enjoy your lamp cord,” I respond, 
and move on. 

In the 1960s, today’s electrical problems didn’t exist: a 
lot more bad stuff of the digital kind plugged in at home 
and all over the neighborhood, placing far greater demands 

on our now-ancient grids. That technology was essentially 
designed for lighting and motors, and is now stretched to or 
beyond capacity; at the same time, contemporary audio gear 
is capable of delivering far wider dynamic range—and is in 
ever greater need of clean power. Large power amplifiers 
pull a great deal of current, front-end gear not so much, but 
both need some way to filter out the noise caused by radio-
frequency interference. RFI noise is the enemy of dynamic 
range and transparency, among other qualities we demand 
from our systems.

This column isn’t the place for a critical overview of the 
various theories about how to filter noise from AC power 
lines, and I’m definitely not qualified to write one. Still, I’ve 
been fortunate to have some of these theories explained to 
me, in ways that even I can understand, by various experts 
in the field. Though these experts approach the problem in 
different ways, their goal is the same: reduce noise in the 
power line without limiting the amount of current delivered.

The non-experts put a simple low-pass resistor-capacitor 
(RC) filter, capacitor-input (Pi) filter, or isolation trans-
former in a box and call it a day. Or they put in even bigger 
capacitors than the other guy’s and call it a week. Throw in a 
noisy sinewave, out comes a clean one, and voilà . . .

But filters are vulnerable to unwanted oscillation or 
ringing, which can produce a transient edge that, in some cir-
cumstances, listeners mistake for increased detail. Addition-
ally, as measurements that I’ve seen appear to demonstrate, 
simple low-pass power filters can impede current delivery 
by producing highly reactive loads, as seen by the power 

supplies of the components 
you’ve connected them to—
and those filters can operate 
in ways analogous to how 
a speaker’s varying imped-
ance sometimes modulates a 
power amplifier’s frequency 

AudioQuest  
Niagara 7000  
power conditioner

THIS ISSUE: Mikey
cleans up his act.

In the 1960s,  
today’s electrical 
problems  
didn’t exist.
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phen Mejias, paid me a visit. We spent 
some time listening to music through 
my system, which included my long-
time reference power conditioners: 
two sets of Shunyata Research’s Hydra 
Triton v2 ($6995) and Hydra Typhon 
($5995) power distributors, one for the 
preamp and source components, one 
for the power amps across the room. 
I’ve visited Shunyata’s impressive facil-
ity in Poulsbo, Washington, and have 
the greatest respect for their products, 
and for designer Caelin Gabriel’s work 
and expertise. More important, their 
power conditioners and cords work as 
promised, which is why, for years now, 
various iterations of their conditioners 
have been my references.

After a few happy hours of playing 
tunes, during which no one faulted the 
sound, we swapped out the two sets of 
Shunyata Hydras for a single Niagara 
7000, using long runs of AudioQuest 
power cord from the amps to the Ni-
agara, which I set up across the room 
on my Harmonic Resolution Systems 
equipment rack.

Snazzy Looks

With its beveled and black-chrome-
plated faceplate and sculpted waterfall 

I became an audio writer, and it’s 
obvious to me that he’s doing it as 
much for the pleasure of seeing what 
his hires can come up with as for the 
money-making potential. 

For the project that eventually 
resulted in the Niagara 7000 Low-Z 
Power Noise-Dissipation System, Low 
hired Garth Powell, gave him the title 
Director of Power Products, Engineer-
ing, and unleashed the former Furman 
Sound engineer to do his thing. It 
seems Powell had ideas that extended 
beyond the staid engineering practices 
of his former employer.

For instance, at the 2015 Consumer 
Electronics Show, the loquacious Pow-
ell demonstrated to a group of mostly 
veteran audio critics that ground wires 
are directional. He played a recording 
of a trumpet piece, then reversed the 
green ground wire and played the file 
again. We didn’t use an A/B/X box to 
go backandforthandbackandforthand-
backandforth in order to remove 
“confusion”: The difference was easily 
audible to everyone. (What confused 
me was Powell’s explanation of why 
there was a difference.)

A few months ago, Powell, along 
with AudioQuest’s Joe Harley and Ste-

response.
The point is, there is no simple way 

to remove noise from power lines 
without also affecting current flow, 
line impedance, and voltage flow—all 
of which are interrelated. But good 
designers know what the problems are, 
and work to reduce them by making 
wise choices. In the end, though, any 
power-filter design must be evalu-
ated on the basis of not only how it 
measures, but of how it does or doesn’t 
affect the quality of the sound. You 
have to listen to it.

AudioQuest Enters the 

Power-Conditioner Market

In the past few years, cable company 
AudioQuest has branched out into 
other areas, including the manufacture 
of highly regarded DACs and head-
phones. (A cynic might say that the 
company sees the wireless handwriting 
on the wall.) But before he entered 
these crowded and well-established 
markets, AudioQuest founder and 
CEO Bill Low hired highly talented 
people, then gave them the time and 
resources to design products that im-
mediately distinguished themselves. 
I’ve known Low since 1982, before 
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includes “optimized radio-frequency 
lead directionality, run-in capacitor 
forming technologies developed by Jet 
Propulsion Laboratories and NASA, 
and AC inlet and outlet contacts with 
heavy silver plating over extreme-
purity copper assuring the tightest grip 
possible.” In addition, says AQ, “The 
Niagara 7000 uses our patented AC 
Ground Noise-Dissipation System, 
the world’s first Dielectric-Biased 
AC Isolation Transformers, and the 
widest bandwidth-linearized noise-
dissipation circuit in the industry”—the 
last something I was unable to measure 
and confirm. “Our unique passive/
active Transient Power Correction 
Circuit features an instantaneous cur-
rent reservoir of over 90 amps peak. 
. . . Most AC power products featuring 
‘high-current outlets’ merely minimize 
current compression; the Niagara 7000 
corrects it.” (AQ’s emphasis.)

On the Niagara 7000’s rear panel 
are 12 AC outlets, four with “High-
Current/Transient Power Correction” 
and eight claimed to offer “Ultra-
Linear/Dielectric-Biased Symmetrical 
Power.” The Niagara’s AC jacks are the 
most difficult to use I’ve ever encoun-
tered, but also have the most effective 

graphic, AudioQuest’s Niagara 7000 
Low-Z Power Noise-Dissipation 
System is an uncommonly attractive 
power conditioner. In an advertising 
one-sheet long on marketing lingo and 
short on technical detail, AQ bills it as 
a “complete rethinking” that “revo-
lutionizes the art and science of AC 
power,” and provides a cogent rationale 
for a conditioner: “it can be proven 
that up to a third of a high-resolution 
(low-level) audio signal can be lost, 
masked, or highly distorted by the vast 
levels of noise riding along the AC 
power lines that feed our components. 
This noise couples with the signal cir-
cuitry as current noise and through AC 
ground, permanently distorting and/or 
masking the source signal.”

AQ acknowledges that “many 
approaches can yield meaningful 
results,” then lists some of the com-
mon power-conditioner shortfalls 
I’ve already outlined: ringing, current 
compression, and nonlinear distortions. 
What AQ describes as the solution 
is conceptually very similar to what 
Shunyata espouses: “unimpeded cur-
rent delivery across a wide range of 
frequencies.” However, AQ claims 
a more comprehensive solution that 

grip. According to the informative and 
excellently written owner’s manual, 
the grips’ purposes are to lower 
impedance, improve transient-current 
delivery, and reduce noise, “to name a 
few.” The four High Current outlets 
are hard-grounded. The eight others 
are divided into two groups of four, 
each group 100% isolated from the 
other, and both 100% isolated from the 
High Current outlets.

AQ’s other bullet points:
❱❱ Direction-Controlled Ultra-Low-
Resistance Solid Core Wiring
❱❱ Ultra-Linear AudioQuest AC RF 
Filtering Capacitors
❱❱ Dielectric-Biased AC Isolation 
Transformers
❱❱ Transient Power Correction
❱❱ Patented Ground Noise-Dissipation 
System: 6 banks of direction-controlled 
ground noise dissipation
❱❱ Ultra-Linear Noise-Dissipation 
Technology: More than 21 octaves of 
AC differential and common-mode fil-
tering with linear response, optimized 
for varying line and load impedance
❱❱ Non-Sacrificial Surge Protection
❱❱ Zero Ground-Contamination 
Technology
❱❱ Over-Voltage Shutdown with Auto-
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I’d taken what I’d heard at CES with a 
pound of salt.

That’s because, in these kinds of 
comparisons, it’s important not to 
make the speaker-shopping mistake of 
being attracted to the brighter-sound-
ing test subject. This can be prevented 
by giving your brain a rest between 
trials by listening to something “as is” 
instead of “in comparison to.” That 
wasn’t possible in AudioQuest’s CES 
room.

So, keeping that in mind; and 
depending on your perspective; and 
depending on the system in which you 
install any of these conditioners; and 
remembering that different record-
ings will produce different results, in 
turn dependent on their inherent tonal 
character, some benefiting more from 
one presentation than from the other; 
and painting in broad strokes: The 
Shunyatas’ sound is either exception-
ally velvet-pure and free of artifacts, 
with jet-“black” backgrounds—or the 
price paid for those undeniably silent 
backgrounds are somewhat blunted 
transients, and high frequencies that 
are somewhat veiled and not fully ex-
tended. Or the Niagara 7000 sounded 
more transparent overall and more 
wide open on top, with fast, well-de-
fined transients—or somewhat “zippy” 
on top, with over-sharp transients.

One thing I can tell you for sure: 
plugging my system into the wall in-
stead of into either the AQ or Shunyata 
conditioners produced a major degra-
dation of the sound, especially in terms 
of background silence, overall transpar-
ency, and resolution of microdynamics. 
The Niagara 7000 better resolved fine 
detail and threw a deeper, more ex-
pansive soundstage—but the Shunyata 
had more bottom-end drive, and bass 
overall was more forceful and impact-
ful, even if transients weren’t quite as 
well defined as with the Niagara.

For instance, I played a file I’d made 
of “Up on Cripple Creek” from an RL 
(Bob Ludwig) pressing of The Band 
(LP, Capitol STAO-132), and while the 
sound of the small recording studio—
Sammy Davis Jr.’s cabana—was more 
fully revealed through the Niagara, 
the weight and slam of Levon Helm’s 
loosely tuned pawnshop drum kit had 
more wallop through the Shunyatas.

Last time the Shunyatas were in 
my system, for some reason I played a 
Japanese reissue of the Beatles’ Some-
thing New (LP, Capitol EAS-80564) 
that I hadn’t played in many years—I 
remembered that, on this LP, “I’ll Cry 

prong grounded cord?”
“Why, yes.” 
“And does it revert to AC power 

when the battery is exhausted?”
“Yes.”
“Well, unplug it and plug it into the 

Niagara, and that should fix it.”

And then . . . 

Boy, did it ever! All of us were relieved. 
What had happened?

Powell surmised that, because none 
of the components connected to the 
darTZeel were referenced to ground 
and the darTZeel was, the result was 
a major-league ultrasonic oscillation 
that we heard as gauzy, transparency-
destroying glare. The more high-
frequency energy the music contained, 
the more of this unpleasantness we 
heard. And that’s what we all heard.

That problem solved, now what did 
we hear?

A very different sound from the one 
I’d gotten used to, which already was 
damn good.

As I write, the Niagara 7000 has 
been in my system for a period of a 
few months, in the middle of which 
I installed Marten’s Coltrane III 
loudspeakers (review in the works). 
I got a good handle on the speakers’ 
sound. A few days ago, I removed the 
Niagara 7000 and associated power 
cords, reinstalled both Shunyata Hydra 
Triton v2s and both Hydra Typhons, 
gave them all a day or so to break in 
(with music continuously fed to them 
by my Meridian Sooloos server), then 
sat down to listen to a stack of LPs, 
high-resolution digital downloads, 
ripped DVD-Audio discs, and my own 
24-bit/96kHz rips of vinyl.

Here’s the interesting thing: Switch-
ing from the AudioQuest Niagara 
7000 to the Shunyata Hydras produced 
the same difference I’d heard at the 
2015 CES, where AQ had set up a 
stack of well-known power condi-
tioners and was offering to directly 
compare any and all of them with the 
Niagara 7000. The first choice of com-
parison for everyone in the room was 
Shunyata, which for many has long 
been the standard by which all power 
conditioners should be judged. I know 
the impression that I’d formed, but un-
til this comparison in my own system, 

matic Reset
Whew!
Because of Garth Powell’s back-

ground in pro audio, you can be sure 
there’s a Ground Fault Circuit Inter-
rupter (GFCI) for the two groups of 
four outlets that use isolation trans-
formers, because their outputs are sym-
metrical (balanced), which produces a 
voltage potential on Neutral relative to 
Ground. This is not a problem unless a 
connected component’s power supply 
suffers a catastrophic failure, in which 
case there’s a slight chance of the pres-
ence of AC voltage on the chassis. In 
that case, the GFCI would, within a 
fraction of a second, shut off the main 
power switch.

The Niagara 7000 measures 17.5" 
wide by 5.24" high by 17.2" deep, and 
inside it is a lot of stuff: 81 lbs’ worth. 
It will set you back $7995, or $98.70/
lb. Powell may come from pro audio, 
but he’s brought to this product some 
serious audiophile sensibilities. (And 
Powell notes that, at his previous gig, 
those sensibilities often brought him 
into conflict with technicians who 
measured but didn’t listen.)

At first, not impressed

We connected everything to the Ni-
agara 7000: The big darTZeel NHB-
458 monoblock amps were plugged 
into the High-Current outlets; the 
PureAudio Vinyl and Ypsilon VPS-100 
phono preamps were plugged into one 
of the two remaining groups of outlets, 
with the Simaudio Moon Evolution 
650D transport-DAC, Lynx Hilo 
A/D–D/A converter, and Meridian 
Sooloos Digital Media System plugged 
into the other.

Then we began replaying some of 
the recordings we’d just listened to. 
The subhead “At first, not impressed” 
refers not only to my reaction, but 
to that of the three AudioQuesters—
not that anyone said anything. But I 
could tell from their body language, 
including the creeping discomfort on 
Powell’s face, that they weren’t happy.

After a few minutes, I broke the 
silence. “I’m not liking what I’m hear-
ing. Are you?”

All agreed. They didn’t like it either. 
Powell: “Are you sure everything is con-
nected to the Niagara?”

“Well, not the darTZeel NHB-
18NS preamp, because that’s battery 
powered. I plug its charging-circuit 
cord into whatever outlet. That can’t 
possibly be affecting this.”

Powell looked at me. “Is it a three-

Transients sounded 
faster, less thick, more 
naturally expressed.
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its dynamic range—something not all 
power conditioners of my experience 
have managed. 

But I have to hand it to Bill Low. 
He’s scored big in diversifying his 
successful cable company first by 
hiring Gordon Rankin to design the 
reasonably priced, high-performance 
DragonFly USB DAC. Then, seeing 
an opportunity in the burgeoning 
headphones market, he brought aboard 
Skylar Gray to design the innovative 
NightHawks. And he gave Garth 
Powell free rein to come up with the 
Niagara 7000—a power conditioner 
that joins a few others at the head of 
the class. (And as for that damn Audio-
Quest JitterBug, WTF?!) n

Michael Fremer (fremer@analogplanet.
com) is the editor of AnalogPlanet.com, a 
Stereophile website devoted to all things 
analogical.

sounded better through the Niagara 
7000. In the Tagliaferro—one of my 
two “Records to Die For” for 2016—
the piano was recorded in a pleas-
ingly reverberant space (or I’m fooled 
by studio reverb). Transients of the 
struck notes sounded faster, less thick, 
more naturally expressed through the 
Niagara, as did the length of the notes’ 
decays. Tagliaferro’s pedal work was 
definitely better defined, especially 
when she tapped the damper pedal. 
Also more distinct was the sense of 
separation of the sound of the record-
ing space from the image of the piano. 
The Mahler is a somewhat dark, rich, 
mid-hall recording; with the Niagara, 
the horns—which sounded velvety 
through the Shunyatas—had more 
brass bite, and more convincingly solid 
images that were better separated from 
the hall reverb.

Conclusions
The AudioQuest Niagara 7000 and 
Shunyata Research’s Hydra Triton v2 
and Hydra Typhon are all outstanding 
power conditioners, well designed by 
people who know what they’re doing. 
Both brands substantially improved the 
sound of my system without limiting 

Instead” has the most amazingly clear 
tambourine sound. (Don’t ask how my 
brain works.) And yes, it still does—it’s 
amazingly clear. But now, with my 
system having been upgraded so often 
and so effectively in the meantime—
especially by the addition of the SAT 
tonearm—the tambourine wasn’t just 
amazing, it was amazing! I could hear 
each and every zil shimmer and shake 
as they produced that unmistakable 
sound.

When the Niagara 7000 had been 
up and running a while, I played it 
again and, yes, the soundstage was 
more expansive, each of the many vo-
cal overdubs on most of the songs were 
presented in greater relief, and the 
tambourine zils sounded more metal-
lic and sparkling and somewhat less 
muted, with no added negatives.

The last records I played through 
both the AQ and the Shunyata condi-
tioners were two vinyl reissues: D’ombre 
et de lumière . . . , Magda Tagliaferro’s 
recital of Spanish piano music (LP, 
EMI/Electric Recording Company 
ERC 0120); and Mahler’s Symphony 3, 
with Zubin Mehta conducting the L.A. 
Philharmonic (LP, Decca/Analogue 
Productions APC 117). I felt that both 
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IN SEARCH OF THE EXCEPTIONAL

LISTENING BY ART DUDLEY

they didn’t completely isolate the user from 
the sounds of his or her surroundings). I wasn’t 
aware of the Sennheisers at the time—obviously, 
I was too busy listening to the Moody Blues and 
the Firesign Theatre from a supine position—but 
the HD 414s crossed my radar three years later, 
when I landed a part-time job in a hi-fi shop that 
just happened to sell Sennheisers.

The HD 414s broke with tradition in another way: Rath-
er than the vibrant grays and browns so popular with audio 
manufacturers—science had yet to discover the aphrodisiacal 
effects of brushed aluminum—the Sennheisers’ earpads were 
bright yellow, set against a jet-black headband. Although 
Mother Nature uses that color scheme to elicit caution 
and fear in the presence of bees, wasps, hornets, venomous 
spiders, and school buses, Sennheiser used it to stir in the 
beholder a different emotion: whimsy, German-style.

At 19, I admired the HD 414s for their jaunty appearance 
and their clear sound. But although I could have bought a 
pair for myself for cost plus 10%—the shopkeeper’s standard 
deal for staff purchases—I saved my money for books and 
records: I had no use for headphones. (This in spite of the 
fact that most integrated amps of the day had headphone 
jacks, my Sansui AU 505 included.) Even with open-ear 
’phones, that style of listening made me feel cut off from my 
surroundings and caused me no small amount of anxiety. 
Whenever someone in my household needed my attention, 
the only way they could get it was by startling me—and I 
hate being startled. Besides, the combination of headphones 
and long hair tended to make my ears itch.

But there was something else behind my antipathy, 
something even more significant than anxiety or itchy ears. 
For me, filling a space with the music of my choice was like 
homesteading: a declaration of ownership, or at least tenan-
cy, that signaled my independence from parents and friends, 

I
n my sophomore year of high 
school, one of the greatest chal-
lenges my friends and I faced was 
the search for the perfect after-

school hangout, perfect being defined 
as “having the least amount of adult 
supervision.” Some of us lived in single-
parent homes, but only one had a single 
parent for whom weekday surprise 
inspections were impossible, and that 
was Scott. So Scott’s place—a downstairs 
apartment in a nice older house not far 
from school—got the nod.

Scott’s place was also where I 
learned to distinguish the differences 
between monophonic and stereophonic 
playback. Most of us had our own 
mono record players at home, but the 
centerpiece of Scott’s living room was a 
console stereo whose two loudspeakers 
were built into individual subenclosures 
that could be removed from the console 
and placed as far away as their wires 
would allow—probably no more than 8'.

I’m sure the idea behind that design 
was to accommodate larger rooms 
and greater numbers of listeners, but 
my friends and I put it to a use that was at once smaller 
and more grand: We placed the speakers on the floor, ap-
proximately 15" apart and facing each other, and took turns 
lying on our backs with our heads between them. Thus did 
our favorite albums—Abbey Road, Are You Experienced, the 
Woodstock soundtrack, et al—reveal their spatial secrets with-
out benefit of intoxicants (with which none of us was yet 
acquainted). This approach to listening also offered the dual 
benefits of not wasting amplifier power and not disturb-
ing the peace: For all the upstairs neighbors knew, we were 
studying.

Hearing a phase-shifted guitar solo zizz back and forth 
from speaker to speaker was great fun for the 16-year-old 
me. But such experiences may also have set the stage for 
a post-adolescent attitude in which spatial effects take top 
honors on my personal “No Fucks Given” list. Indeed, by 
the time I was told, in print and in person, that the primary 
goal of a high-end system was the accurate reproduction of 
something called a soundstage—silly me, thinking this was 
all about music!—I had already had enough spatial gim-
mickry to last me a lifetime, much of it endured while on 
my back.

Can do

Ironically, that was just about the time when the German 
firm Sennheiser introduced their model HD 414, often 
described as the world’s first open-ear headphones (ie, 

Personal Fidelity
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effects of brushed 
aluminum.
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Sennheisers to test a DAC’s built-in 
headphone amp. Yet in October of 
2015 I changed course, after attending 
a multi-brand event at the Manhattan 
dealer Stereo Exchange. It was there 
I ran into Master & Dynamic’s Mary 
Martin, whom I’d met at the 2014 
Brooklyn Audio Show, and who had 
impressed me as the rare marketing 
specialist who understands her custom-
ers and her products. When she asked 
if I’d like to try a pair of the company’s 
MH40 headphones ($399), I surprised 
myself by saying Yes.

When the MH40s arrived, I enjoyed 
the M&D experience as would a 
paying customer: The packaging and 
presentation were first-rate, and the 
headphones themselves appeared 
well made. The MH40s’ earcups 
are machined from aluminum alloy, 
while various structural bits—most 
notably the pins around which the 
size-adjustment mechanisms pivot—are 
stainless steel. The earpads, made of 
a memory foam, are covered in soft, 
supple lambskin, as is the headband’s 
underside; the headband’s top is made 

unlikely I am ever to use such things. 
Spending the same amount of money 
on a rare record, to enjoy at home with 
the whole of my attention: That would 
bring me far greater pleasure.

Beats me

Forty-two years later, those feelings 
come to the fore whenever I see older 
friends, especially those who no longer 
enjoy independent living, who have 
been forced to do all of their listening 
via headphones. I’m not ready for that, 
and, with the grace of God, I never 
will be. 

But the middle-aged me is an 
equipment reviewer, and there isn’t a 
single type of product I haven’t been 
asked to review, headphones included. 
Because Stereophile forbids reviewers 
from accepting loans of products they 
don’t intend to review—a policy that 
helps prevent us from being beholden 
to equipment suppliers, just as it 
discourages the growth of unhealthy 
attitudes toward the not-small matter 
of value in consumer audio—I’ve ac-
cepted headphone samples only twice: 
when I wrote about Stax’s electro-
static headphone technology, and 
when I borrowed a pair of latter-day 

howsoever beloved. Playing my music 
out loud was like painting the walls or 
putting up posters. Good music, like 
good love and good food and good 
woodworking and good films, was and 
is often messy, sprawling, unpredict-
able stuff; it has almost never occurred 
to me that I should try to fit it into the 
smallish space behind my eyes, nor 
have I ever considered that the musi-
cal art with which I surround myself 
should be non-evident to the others in 
my life, unless they actively dislike it.1

And because the adolescent me 
cared for neither headphones nor back-
ground music, it’s a safe bet he would 
have had no interest in listening to 
music while walking, biking, jogging, 
driving, or raking leaves, all of which 
require thinking, to greater or lesser 
degrees. Thus the stage was set for 
the adult me to ignore the Walkman, 
the Discman, the iPod, and even the 
PonoPlayer (as much as I admire the 
last and hope it will succeed). On one 
or two occasions I have been tempted 
by materialism’s siren song—to hold 
in my palm an Astell&Kern AK240 
was to covet it, if only as a piece of 
beautifully made machinery—but I 
have always kept in mind how very 

1 A case in point being my wife’s feelings about 
Ravel’s L’enfant et les sortilèges and my daughter’s sur-
prising disdain for XTC’s English Settlement.

CLEARAUDIO Concept

$1,599

VPI Prime

$3,799

MUSIC HALL MMF-2.2

$299

REGA RP10

$5,495

AVID Acutus Reference SP

$26,995

PRO-JECT Debut Carbon DC

$399

VPI Prime

2016 MUSIC DIRECT CATALOG

Get a FREE copy of our new 278-page 

catalog. Call us or visit our website.
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balanced in a manner that prevented 
sonic artifice from overwhelming the 
musical message. Put another way: The 
MD40s had just the right amount of 
bass extension in proportion to their 
treble extension, and vice versa—and 
although I never lacked for informa-
tion at the frequency extremes, neither 
was I bombarded with “boom and 
sizzle,” to use the phrase coined by 
loudspeaker pioneer Jim Winey.

Were the MH40s accurate in their 
reproduction of the soundstage? Beats 
me. Since there’s really no such thing 
as a “soundstage,” and since the com-
pulsion to apply to the ephemeral such 
words as “accurate” and “correct” is 
best left to autocrats and their most ar-
dent followers, I can’t provide a useful 
or relevant answer. I might as well tell 
you that, while listening to a WAV file 
of “Sapokanikan” from Joanna New-
som’s Divers (CD, Drag City DC561), 
the guitarist was seated firmly in the 
marginal portion of my sulcus cinguli, 
just to the left of the corpus callosum, 
and an accordion-like sound appeared 
near the subparietal sulcus—while the 
drums were spread out just above the 
left and right cerebellar hemispheres. 
All of which is true.

of cowhide. (Obviously, this is not a 
product for vegans and/or biocen-
trists.) The MH40s weigh 360gm, and 
their 45mm, neodymium-magnet–
powered drivers present a load of 32 
ohms—with which my AudioQuest 
DragonFly DAC–headphone amp 
seemed happy.

Although I’m not qualified to rank 
the MH40s in the greater context of 
contemporary headphones, I can tell 
you that these Master & Dynamic 

headphones sounded clear and 
explicit—qualities they delivered in 
a manner that was smooth rather 
than brittle. My first impression, 

formed while listening to AIFF 
files ripped from Tony Rice’s Unit 
of Measure (CD, Rounder 11661-

0405-2), was that the MH40s were 
tonally on the warm side of neutral. 
It took only an additional hour of 
listening to correct that impression, as 
I came to realize that the M&Ds’ were 

These Master &  
Dynamic headphones 

sounded clear and  
explicit.

Master & Dynamic MH40 headphones

EARTH’S MIGHTIEST NEW TURNTABLE

800-449-8333  |  MUSICDIRECT.COM

VPI Avenger

from $9,500-$21,000
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new there.
A final observation: I’m easily 

exasperated—too easily, I’m sure—by 
headphones that don’t make it im-
mediately clear which earcup is meant 
for the left ear and which for the right. 
At first, I was cross with the M&D 
MH40s for seeming to commit that 
sin. I then discovered, at 7 o’clock on 
the right earcup, a little metal nub, on 
the end of which is painted a tiny red 
dot—and when I pushed it, that little 
nub turned out to be a mute switch. 
I was very impressed, and from that 
moment forward my isolation anxiety 
went down a notch: I knew that I 
could rouse myself with the push of a 
button.

in A (33CX 1399). Once again, each 
LP will be pressed in a limited edition 
of 300 and priced at £300, with the 
pledge that no reprints will be made.

There is no greater folly than telling 
someone else how to spend his or her 
money, but I’m happy to share the per-
spective that serves me well enough: I 
am personally acquainted with scores 
of audio enthusiasts who wouldn’t balk 
at spending $500 or more on a tweak 
whose sonic benefits are dubious at 

on a single LP. Nevertheless, those 
three ERC LPs—which, in addition to 
re-creating the sounds of the original 
LPs, were packaged in period-correct, 
letterset-printed jackets—have sold out, 
and are now collectibles in their own 
right. Many subsequent ERC reissues 
have also sold out.

One day after the copy deadline 
for this issue of Stereophile, the Electric 
Recording Company announced plans 
to reissue three more Martzy LPs, 

which will be available by the time 
you read this. The recordings, which 
Martzy made in 1954 with pianist Jean 
Antonietti, are all of music by Franz 
Schubert: the Sonatinas in D and a 
(33CX 1359), the Rondo in b (“Rondo 
brillant”) and Fantasy in C (33CX 
1372), and the Sonatina in g and Sonata 

best—I have done so myself—and expe-
rience tells me that few such products 
remain in the buyer’s system for longer 
than a year. On the other hand, only 
once in my life have I ever discarded 

Silly me, thinking this 
was all about music!

2 Listener, May/June 2001, Vol.7 No.3.

3 See www.stereophile.com/content/listening-127.

In a general sense—by which I 
mean that these comments could 
apply equally well to all headphones, 
and not just to the MH40s—I found 
that personal listening suited some 
musical styles and types of recordings 
better than others. Studio recordings 
of adventurous, ornately arranged 
pop music were very well served. 
On the other hand, when trying to 
enjoy more visceral music, or music 
in which the sonic whole is far greater 
than the sum of its parts (the Scherzo 
of Bruckner’s Symphony 9 comes to 
mind), I often found myself confound-
ed by a fiddly, ants-in-my-brain sonic 
presentation that seemed bent on 
making me listen to everything as if 
it were a Yes album. But I guess what 
I’m really talking about here is the 
reality of different styles of listening 
for different styles of people. Nothing 

IT’S TIME

John McEuen of the Nitty Gritty Dirt 
Band tells an amusing story2 about the 
father of bluegrass music, Bill Monroe. 
In 1971, when the Dirt Band was in 
the process of inviting first-generation 
bluegrass stars to appear on their next 
album—which would be the monu-
mental three-LP set Will the Circle 
Be Unbroken—McEuen approached 
Monroe and asked if he would like 
to participate in the sessions. Monroe 
turned him down. But after the album 
came out and sold in the millions, 
giving a huge shot in the arm to the 
careers of all the older stars who par-
ticipated—including Earl Scruggs, Doc 
Watson, Jimmy Martin, and Merle 
Travis—Monroe approached McEuen 
at a festival and said, “If you ever do 
another one of those Circle records, 
give me a call this time.”

It’s with this in mind that I report 
news of a pending LP release from 
the Electric Recording Company, the 
London reissue house that, in 2012, 
set tongues a-wagging by offering 
for sale, in a very limited edition, an 
ultra-high-quality remastering of one 
of the most collectible records of all 
time: Johanna Martzy’s recordings 
of J.S. Bach’s Sonatas and Partitas for 
solo violin.3 Each of the three LPs was 
remastered from the original 1956 tape 
using period equipment, the acquisi-
tion and refurbishing of which cost in 
excess of £1 million. Only 300 copies 
of each disc were offered for sale, at 
£300 each. ERC’s is a unique business 
model—and, yes, $456 is a lot to spend 

The cover for 

one of three new 

ERC reissues,  

on the press.
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    oldenEar’s World-Beating New Triton One Wins 
Stereophile’s 2015 Co-Loudspeaker-of-the Year!

“… the mere fact that it is not unreasonable to compare the sound of the $4999 (pair) 
Triton One with the sounds of speakers costing tens of thousands of dollars more  

per pair says a lot about their level of performance …”  – Robert Deutsch, Stereophile

“ A Giant-Killer Speaker … Borderline Class A” 
– Stereophile Magazine

Winning Stereophile’s Loudspeaker-of-the-Year, is perhaps, the highest 
honor that a loudspeaker can achieve. Plus, this is doubly significant 
for such an affordable loudspeaker as the One, when you realize that 
the co-winner sells for $25,000 a pair, winners often sell for $50,000, 
$100,000, or $200,000 a pair, and you have to go back to 2007 to find 
another winner under $20,000 a pair (at $18,000, not much under). And, 
of course, Borderline Class A is a similar, very special achievement, when 
you realize the average Class A speaker, this year, sold for $54,000 a pair.

“ An absolute marvel … shames some speakers costing 
ten times as much.” – Caleb Denison, Digital Trends

The Triton One is an evolutionary speaker that builds upon all the 
advanced technologies that have made the Tritons mega-hits around the 
world. This new top-of-the-line flagship was engineered to deliver even 
better dynamics and bass than the extraordinary Triton Two, along with 
further refinement of all aspects of sonic performance. How well have we 
succeeded? In the words of HD Living’s Dennis Burger, the Triton One 
delivers, “… the sort of upper-echelon performance that normally only 
comes from speakers whose price tags rival a good luxury automobile”. 

Triton One “creates visceral, tangible waves of pure 
audio bliss” – Dennis Burger, HD Living

Great sound is what it is all about and the Triton Ones are, as HiFi+’s 
Chris Martens raved, “jaw droppingly good … one of the greatest high-
end audio bargains of all time with a dazzling array of sonic characteristics 
that are likely to please (if not stun) the finicky and jaded of audiophiles”. 
The Ones were specifically engineered to excel with all types of music 
as well as movies. Best of all, they offer previously unheard of value, as 
Brent Butterworth wrote in Sound & Vision, “I heard a few people saying 
the Triton One sounded like some $20,000-and-up high-end towers, 
but I disagree: I think they sounded better than most of them”. Darryl 
Wilkinson summed them up best, “A Masterpiece … GoldenEar has fully 
ushered in the Golden Age of the Loudspeaker”. Hear them for yourself 
and discover what all the excitement is about.

Triton One Tower
$2499 ea.

www.goldenear.com
PO Box 141, Stevenson, MD 21153 (410) 998-9134

Like us on Facebook! Follow us on Twitter!
facebook.com/goldenear twitter.com/goldeneartech

Two 5.25ʺ High-Definition Cast- 
Basket Bass/Midrange Drivers 

w/ Multi-Vaned Phase Plugs

High-Velocity Folded Ribbon  
Tweeter (HVFR) w/ Zobel Network

Open-Cell Polyurethane  
Foam Damping Pads and 
Complex Internal Bracing

Three 5ʺ x 9ʺ Quadratic Sub-Bass 
Drivers in Semi-Line-Source Array

Hybrid Phase-Perfect  
Electronic/Passive Low 

Frequency Crossover

Linear-Phase Fully Balanced 
Crossover Network

Accelerometer-Optimized  
Non-Resonant Cabinet  

w/ Non-Parallel Walls

Four Inertially-Balanced Quadratic 
Planar Infrasonic Radiators:  

Two On Each Side of Cabinet

1600-Watt 56-Bit DSP-Controlled 
Class D Digital Amplifier

Optimized Dual-Chamber  
Upper-Bass/Midrange Enclosure 

with Angled Rear Walls
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going to buy myself the occasional lav-
ish gift, I would rather it be a thing of 
lasting value, in case someone else gets 
hold of it when I’m gone. 

is of sufficiently universal appeal to 
warrant a DIY piece in Stereophile, but 
eventually I will post a few pics on 
Stereophile.com, for anachrophiles who 
desire a few pointers in how—or maybe 
how not—to do a job such as this. n

Art Dudley (art.dudley@sorc.com) stays 
snug and warm in his listening room in 
wintery upstate New York.

pleasure the best records have given 
me, in contrast to the pleasure afforded 
by most tweaks, is simply too great to 
be measured. Life is brief—and if I’m 

seams want filling, and the 
whole thing requires finish-
sanding and lacquering, but 
the basics are done: After a 
month-long break, my Gar-
rard will be back in service in 
just a few more days.

I don’t imagine this project 

an LP—I don’t want to get too specific 
here, so let’s just say it had a picture of 
a morning glory and the words Sheffield 
Track Record printed on it—and the 

BOARDED UP

A final note: Five years after building 
it, I’m finally getting around to put-
ting a veneer on the stacked-plywood 
plinth I use with my primary source 
component, a vintage Garrard 301 
turntable. My veneer of choice is 
cocobolo, which, even after thickness-
sanding, is a full 2mm thick. (Perhaps 
cladding is a more appropriate word 
than veneer.) As you can perhaps tell 
from the accompanying photos, a few 

Master & Dynamic

New York City, NY

Tel: (888) 814-5411

Web: www.masterdynamic.com

The Electric Recording Company

123 Westbourne Studios

242 Acklam Road

London W10 5JJ

England, UK

Fax: (44) 207-575-3047

Web: www.electricrecordingco.com

CONTACTS

Left: The original plinth for the 

Garrard 301, in its unadorned glory. 

Above: Don’t look too closely: AD’s 

freshly veneered plinth.
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“What struck me most was not the sub’s powerful and deep low frequency  
output, which I expected, but rather it’s unusually high degree of  

tautness, transient speed and control”  – Chris Martens, The Absolute Sound

“ Sonic bliss … remarkably powerful … they kick ass, 
totally … down to the infrasonic” – Mark Henninger, AVS   

 GoldenEar’s new award-winning SuperSub XXL is an elegantly styled, 
finely finished and surprisingly compact subwoofer. It can effortlessly generate 
mega-sub-bass pressure waves of extremely high amplitude, while delivering 
extraordinarily detailed, accurate and precise low-frequency performance 
that is both highly impactful and extremely musical. Simply put, it is equally 
adept at recreating dramatic cinematic sound effects, as well as the subtle 
musical excellence of Ron Carter, Sting or Yo Yo Ma. To achieve this, we 
have engineered a unique, paten t-pending 360 degree dual-plane inertially-
balanced active driver and sub-bass radiator topology, and combined it with 
a very advanced 56 bit DSP controlled 1600 watt Class D digital electronics 
package originally developed for our award winning Triton One.

“ Blew me away … the perfect balance of power and  
control, impact and unobtrusiveness, fury and finesse”  
 – Dennis Burger, HD Living

 Housed within the gorgeous piano gloss black enclosure are two 
horizontally-opposed 12ʺ ultra-long-throw active drivers and two vertically-
opposed 12-3/4ʺ x 14-1/2ʺ planar infrasonic radiators. This dual-plane, patent-
pending dynamic inertial-balancing preserves and focuses all the energy 
produced by the transducers, in order to more effectively move the air in the 
room, rather than wasting energy moving the box. It also enables you to hear 
all the fine subtle details in your recordings. The benefit is a new achievement 
in state-of-the-art subwoofer performance that, not only “rocks the house”, 
as Big Picture Big Sound’s Chris Boylan raved, but is also, “strong, pure and 
controlled” as Sound&Vision’s Mark Fleischman wrote.

“ The SuperSub XXL has looks to kill and is built to 
rock the house when duty calls”  – Sound&Vision 

 Best of all is GoldenEar’s signature combination of high-end performance, 
superb build quality, gorgeous styling and extraordinary value. Mark Henninger 
raved, “The SuperSub XXL ups the ante down low”. Secrets of Home Theater’s 
Robert Kozel clearly stated, “… this is a bargain for a sub of this performance”. 
Visit your nearest GoldenEar dealer and experience this super sub today.

SuperSub XXL
$1999 ea.

www.goldenear.com
PO Box 141, Stevenson, MD 21153 (410) 998-9134

Like us on Facebook! Follow us on Twitter!
facebook.com/goldenear twitter.com/goldeneartech

oldenEar’s Extraordinary New Dual-Plane 
Inertially-Balanced SuperSub™ XXL

W169609-STRP-160200.pdf 11:47:23 AM__12/09/2015 Ad Insertionyellowmagentacyan



stereophile.com  n  February 2016 37

GRAMOPHONE 

DREAMS
BY HERBERT REICHERT

EXPLORING THE ANALOG ADVENTURE

E
veryone in the room 
can hear the differ-
ence when I swap 
one phono cartridge 

for another. Same thing 
happens with loudspeakers. 
This is because both of these 
magnet-based transducer tech-
nologies are electromechanical 
devices, traditionally made of 
paper, wood, iron, and copper. 
(Nowadays, polymers, alumi-
num, and carbon composites 
are more typical.) Both are 
motor-generator mechanisms 
that either convert mechanical 
energy into electrical en-
ergy (cartridges) or vice versa 
(speakers). As audio devices, 
they are spool-and-wire 
simple, but even tiny changes 
in the materials and/or how 
those materials are configured 
can cause easily audible dif-
ferences in how they transmit 
or present recordings of music. Why? Because every gross 
fragment and subatomic particle of these electromechani-
cal contraptions is moving and shaking—shaking everything 
from the tiny jumping electrons to the wood, metal, and/or 
plastic containers that fix and locate these motor generators 
in space.

Think of the sounds made when you shake a tin bucket 
full of stuff (rattlesnakes, wood sticks, and iron bolts, for 
example). Then imagine I that swap the contents of your 
bucket for plastic dishes and ceramic shards. Imagine strik-
ing a series of bells, each made of a different material: brass, 
aluminum, stainless steel, carbon, or MDF. These imagin-
ings describe the resonant nature of our audio systems, 
as impacted by the electromechanical shock waves of our 
music signals. These imaginings go a long ways toward il-
luminating why your hi-fi sounds more like a snake bucket 
than a live band. 

Specifically, not only does a phono cartridge generate 
an electrical current, it also outputs mechanical pulses that, 
when impressed upon the combination of your hi-fi system 
and your  listening room, act instantly—like a hammer 
blow—as a potent seismic wave on everything, from your 
tonearm to your speaker cones, listening room, back yard, 
and maybe even the entire universe. It’s difficult to hear, but 
even on the molecular level, your whole stereo sounds like 
buckets of juddering bolts and ringing bells. Unavoidably, 
portions of this electromechanical cacophony become im-
printed on our music in too many noisy, chattering, blurring 
ways to describe right now.

Today’s story is about two very different phonographs at 
two very different price points: the German-built Acoustic 
Signature WOW XL turntable ($2295) and TA-1000 tone-
arm ($1595), and the latest US-made VPI Scout Jr. turntable, 
with its new stainless-steel tonearm ($1600 complete, with 
Ortofon 2M Red cartridge).

ACOUSTIC SIGNATURE WOW XL TURNTABLE 
AND TA-1000 TONEARM

When I first noticed the Acoustic Signature WOW XL, I 
had this weird LSD flashback to Michael Fremer’s Septem-
ber 2001 review of AS’s Final Tool turntable, which then 
cost a reasonable $2000 (now discontinued).1 Final what? 
Who thought up that name? But then, who thought up 
WOW XL? And folks, didn’t I just spend a few hundred 
words describing the wherefore and how-comes of “acoustic 
signatures”? 

The new, belt-driven WOW XL is, remarkably, the 
lowest-priced high-quality turntable I know of that can be 
purchased with a blank armboard ready to fit your favorite 
9" to 10" tonearm. It’s also built like a German-engineered 
Ziegelscheisshaus. Its 14-lb aluminum platter rests on a 
0.475"-diameter hardened steel bearing shaft that rotates 
within oil-impregnated, sintered bronze bushings. The en-
tire axle-platter assembly rests on Acoustic Signature’s own 
Tidorfolon thrust plate. It appears that one of the less obvi-
ous cost-saving features of AS’s lower-priced WOW models 

Phonographic Bundles

THIS ISSUE: Record players from
Acoustic Signature and VPI are put

under the musical microscope.

The Acoustic 

Signature WOW XL: 

Devo wants their 

feet back!

Imagine striking a series 

of bells, each made of a 

different material.

1 See “Analog Corner” in the September 2001 issue, Vol.24 No.9. 
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carbon tube inside a larger carbon 
tube. The inner tube is centered within 
and connected to the outer via three 
longitudinal carbon “connecting ele-
ments.” The inner tube would seem 
to offer both effective damping and 
extra rigidity without increasing mass 
(and thus energy storage) to any great 
extent. 

Precise phono cartridge alignment is 
eased by the inclusion of a high-quality, 
metal alignment protractor. Vertical 
tracking angle (VTA) and stylus rake 
angle (SRA) are adjusted by loosening 
and tightening an arm-base setscrew 
of the usual sort and moving the arm 
pillar up or down. Azimuth can be 
precisely if not so easily adjusted with 
three hex-head setscrews located 
where the arm passes through the hori-
zontal bearing housing. Antiskate force 
is supplied by a weight on a string 
that’s connected to a rear-facing lever 
on the aforementioned bearing hous-
ing; the weight hangs within a cylinder 
whose position can be adjusted so that 
the weight and string remain perpen-
dicular to that lever: a nice touch.

I played the WOW XL with 

designer Gunther Frohnhöfer did with 
those feet, it seems to have worked: 
With this Acoustic Signature turntable, 
acoustic feedback was never a prob-
lem—and neither was structure-borne 
energy. Matter of fact, the WOW XL 
performed in a rock-steady, extremely 
quiet manner throughout its long stay 
in my isolated music bunker.

Walter Swanbon of Fidelis Music 
Systems, Acoustic Signature’s US dis-
tributor, told me that many WOW XL 
users add a Rega Research 202 tone-
arm ($400) or, more often, a Rega 303 
($700). But he delivered my review 
sample with AS’s own new TA-1000 
($1595), a 9" medium-mass arm made 
of aluminum and brass, with gimbal 
bearings and  a Dual Carbon armtube 
(10" and 12" versions are also available).

Dual Carbon is a rather nifty con-
cept: Frohnhöfer has created a tonearm 
wand that is actually one small, stiff 

is that their bearing axles are solid, 
one-piece designs whose shafts have 
rounded bottoms; the bearing shafts 
of their more expensive models—such 
as the Triple X ($5995), which Art 
Dudley reviewed in the August 2015 
issue2—have a captive ball.

The WOW XL’s beveled plinth of 
“high-density wood” (MDF?) is 1" 
thick, and its elegant aluminum top 
plate is 7⁄16" thick. This sturdy, layered 
plinth is mounted on three stepped 
cone feet made of polished aluminum. 
Please forgive my youthful ignorance, 
but I’m not sure what—besides hold-
ing the plinth level and still—these 
attractive devices are intended to 
accomplish. Of course, they must in 
some fashion siphon energy away from 
the vibrating mass of the tonearm and 
plinth into whatever wood, metal, or 
stone support they’re placed on. But 
does that mean these Devo-esque 
feet are equally good—maybe even 
better?—at transmitting floor- and rack-
borne energies into the WOW XL? 
(When debating the ancient engineer-
ing paragone of turntable coupling vs 
isolation, my sentiments usually run 
toward isolation.)

That said, whatever it was that 

The WOW XL 
performed in a 
rock-steady, 
extremely quiet 
manner.

2 See www.stereophile.com/content/acoustic-signa-
ture-triple-x-turntable-ta-1000-tonearm.
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taking you from the dark realm of sin 
and suffering to the light realms of joy 
and exclamation. 

Through my LFD LE phono stage, 
Line Magnetic LM-518IA integrated 
amplifier, and Technics SB-C700 
speakers, the Acoustic Signature 
WOW XL and TA-1000 plus Ortofon 
2M Black reproduced this music in a 
way that sounded so acoustically real 
and so physically tangible that I had to 
call all my friends and tell them about 
it. I first played it at 3:10pm, and was 
still listening to this same chest-shaking 
disc at 5:39. This combination of glob-
ally sourced components played this 
deep Bach with reach-into-my-chest 
humanity and power. The WOW XL, 
TA-1000, and 2M Black (or Sound-
smith Carmen) played every record-
ing I chose with balanced force, vivid 
color, and suave precision. 

direct-drive machine. I loved my 
HW-19 and was loyal to it for many 
years—until I began a midlife-crisis 
affair with a Linn LP12 Valhalla. VPI, 
too, then abandoned the HW-19, and 

listening and imagining in the early 
Christian world. Recordings of hymns, 
masses, chants, and “chapel pipes” 
have transported me to stone basilicas, 
their cold walls warmed only by fires, 
and monks in hoodies. One of the 
most outstanding discs I played on the 
WOW XL was Hans Heintze playing 
J.S. Bach’s Prelude and Fugue in b, 
BWV 544, on the Arp Schnitger organ 
(1686) of the Ludgerikirche in Norden, 
Lower Saxony, Germany (LP, None-
such H-71321). Folks, this is music for 
which a hi-fi’s ability to do grand scale, 
rich tone, and forward momentum 
are the minimum requirements for 
achieving blissful attentiveness and 
spiritual elation. The purpose of this 
famous contrapuntal composition is to 
draw you in (prelude), sit you down 
(exposition-imitation), set you up for a 
shift in consciousness (development), 

machines, and analog accessories. Their 
first product was a record weight. I 
bought their second product, the HW-
16 record-cleaning machine, and their 
fifth, the HW-19 turntable.3

My first-ever belt-drive ’table, the 
HW-19 replaced my Denon DP-3000 

TA-1000 a lot: off and on for a year, 
including long stints with the Or-
tofon 2M Black moving magnet 
($799) and Soundsmith Carmen 
moving-iron ($799) cartridges. I used 
also the Zu Denon DL-103 ($495) 
and Jasmine Turtle ($699) moving-
coils, to hear how the medium-mass 
(9.3gm/237mm effective length) 
TA-1000 would handle the low-com-
pliance (5 x 10–6cm/dyne) Zu Denon 
and the high-mass (14.5gm) Jasmine. 
Acoustic Signature specifies the TA-
1000’s ranges of cartridge mass and 
compliance as 4–22gm and 8–20cu. 
I thought the TA-1000 with the low-
compliance Zu Denon DL-103 would 
have some tracking problems, but the 
Zu passed every challenge Shure’s Era 
IV test record and my own ears could 
throw at it. 

I’ve been spending my late nights 

VPI INDUSTRIES SCOUT JR. 

TURNTABLE AND TONEARM

VPI Industries is a family business, 
founded in a New Jersey basement in 
1978 by Sheila and Harry Weisfeld. 
Ever since, VPI has been manufac-
turing turntables, record-cleaning 

3 Reviewed by J. Gordon Holt in 1984. See www.
stereophile.com/turntables/384vpi/index.html.
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the armtube within its slightly thicker 
rear-section collet. Direct from the fac-
tory, everything on the Scout Jr. was set 
better than good.

Finally, all I had to do was find a 
secure, shake-free, level surface to set 
Jr. on, then fine-tune the leveling of 
the plinth by turning one or more of 
the four aluminum cone feet in their 
threaded sockets until the bubble in 
my bubble level (not supplied) was 
precisely centered. (There are 164 
good reasons to get a turntable per-
fectly leveled, so take your time to get 
it right; ultimately, it’s the platter you 
want level, so check that again later 
with the level placed near the rim of 
the platter.)

Next, I simply lowered the 1"-thick 
machined-aluminum platter onto the 
bearing spindle; placed the separate 
rubber-footed motor assembly in its 
cozy niche on the left-hand side of the 
plinth; stretched the black rubber band 

equipped with an Ortofon 2M Red 
cartridge already mounted and aligned, 
attached to a tank-sturdy tonearm with 
gimbal bearing, this in turn mounted 
on a steel-reinforced plinth of 
1.25"-thick MDF. On my sample, the 
tonearm’s balance weight, which sets 
the VTF, had already been tightened 
at precisely 1.6gm—which is the Orto-
fon’s minimum recommended track-
ing force. Cartridge VTA and SRA 
are set in the old-school way: slide the 
arm pillar up and down, then tighten a 
setscrew. The Ortofon 2M Red in my 
review sample sounded better than I’d 
ever heard that cartridge model sound 
(see below), so I didn’t touch the VTA 
or SRA. The cartridge’s azimuth set-
ting was also dead on, and locked tight 
with two hex-head setscrews that allow 
the user to rotate the front section of 

moved on to create the TNT, the Ar-
ies, the Scout, the Scoutmaster, and the 
Super Scoutmaster. Then, to celebrate 
their 30th year in business, VPI intro-
duced my favorite in that lineage,  the 
Classic ($3000)—a paradigm shift of 
design for VPI with its inboard motor 
and understated classic styling. Most 
recently, VPI added the entry-level 
Nomad, with built-in phono stage and 
headphone amplifier ($1000); the mid-
level Prime ($4000); and the ferocious-
looking, magnetic-drive Avenger 
($9000 and up).

Mat Weisfeld, the President of VPI, 
told me, “The Scout was originally 
named after Sheila Weisfeld, since 
she was very active in the Girl Scouts. 
After her death, we had made the 
Traveler in her memory, but the 
Traveler was not easily upgradable and 
had the inboard motor. The Scout Jr. 
was made to replace the Traveler, and 
serve as a ’table to celebrate Mom’s life 
rather than her passing.”

The Scout Jr. record player ($1600) 
offers, at a reasonable price, the ability 
to play now—and then, later on, if you 
so desire, you can opt for a slew of 
upgrades, including: the 13⁄8"-thick 
platter from VPI’s standard Scout 
($400); JMW 10" unipivot tonearm 
($2200); JMW 10" 3D-printed tone-
arm ($3000); HR-X Feet ($500); and 
Prime Feet ($450). I haven’t tried any 
of those, but I can tell you this: Don’t 
underestimate the quality of the Scout 
Jr.’s stainless-steel tonearm or silky-
smooth, non-inverted, oil bath platter 
bearing: They’re the main reasons I felt 
I had to tell you about this deceptively 
“more-than-entry-level” record player.

The Scout Jr. is very nearly 
plug’n’play phonography. It comes 

But could it  
truck like the  
Doo-Dah Man?

Top: VPI’s Scout Jr. in action. Bottom: Setting up 

the Scout Jr. with the Dr. Feikert protractor.
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ties of Bach and Bartók while retriev-
ing hyper-rich ambient textures and 
blowing mice out of 16' organ pipes. 
The XL made the Soundsmith Car-
men sound like a discounted Kiseki. 

So go now . . .

Look under the mattress. How much 
you got? $1500? $4500? I promise to 
always go to extreme lengths to find 
and report on reasonably priced audio 
gear that will let you enjoy your music 
and forget about audiophile neuroses 
for a long time. Therefore, I swear: 
Both of these phonographs play music 

apart from other turntables that cost 
less than $2000. It made LP playback 
seem less mechanical and more sophis-
ticated. 

I Hate Comparisons

How do the Acoustic Signature’s 
WOW XL and TA-1000 and VPI’s 
Scout Jr. stack up against other turn-
table-and-tonearm packages in their 
price range? I hate questions like that, 
but I will try to answer because I know 
it helps everyone (including myself) 
put audio products in perspective. The 
Scout Jr. and WOW XL are quieter, 
richer, and more transparent sounding 
than my Technics SL1200, the Pioneer 
PLX-1000, or the Thorens TD 124. 
The Scout Jr. and WOW XL were a 
bit slower afoot than all of those, and 
had less rhythm, tempo, pacing, and 
boogie factors than, say, a Linn or a 
Rega. Neither had the finesse or strong 
bass of something like a Dr. Feickert 
Analogue Woodpecker ($6500) or a 
VPI Classic ($3000). What both did 
have was the considerable ability to be 
quiet and sophisticated sounding: to 
let me play one record after another 
and almost never think audiophile 
thoughts.

The Scout Jr. specialized in a type of 
certified American organic-ness that 
I found very appealing. It made the 
Grateful Dead, Bob Dylan, and the 
Electric Flag more appealing than they 
already were. The Jr. could make bud-
get cartridges like Ortofon’s 2M Red 
and 2M Black sound like a discounted 
Lyra. In contrast, the Acoustic Signa-
ture WOW XL plus TA-1000 exuded 
a sort of E-Class German precision that 
could really sort out complex music, 
and the WOW XL’s perfect accuracy 
of speed showcased the finer complexi-

Acoustic Signature

AS Distribution GmbH

Ulmer Strasse 123

73037 Göppingen

Germany

Tel: (49) (0)7161-3898135

Fax: (49) (0)7161-3898137

Web: www.acoustic-signature.com

US distributor: Fidelis Music Systems

460 Amherst Street, Route 101A

Nashua, NH 03063

Tel: (603) 880-4434

Fax: (603) 880-4433

Web: www.fidelisav.com

VPI Industries

77 Cliffwood Avenue #5D

Cliffwood, NJ 07721

Web: www.vpiindustries.com

RTOM Corporation

550 Industrial Road

Carlstadt, NJ 07072

Tel: (201) 507-8282

Fax: (201) 507-8890

Web: www.rtom.com

CONTACTS

The Acoustic Signature (left) and VPI turntables occupy the top shelf in Herb’s bunker.

around the motor’s grooved capstan 
and the grooved platter edge; and 
installed the thin foam platter mat.

I added a black disc and almost im-
mediately thought, Wow! I have never 
heard an Ortofon 2M Red sound this good. 
It was richer, deeper, and more organic 
sounding than I had ever heard it. 
Usually, I find the sound of the 
2M Red a little brightly lit and 
unsupple, and also generalized and 
not finely detailed. It was the opposite 
of that on the Scout Jr. 

When I installed an Ortofon 2M 
Black, the results were the same. I 
played Schola Antiqua’s Tenth-Century 
Liturgical Chant in Proportional Rhythm: 
Masses for Christmas Day and Easter Sun-
day, directed by R. John Blackley (LP, 
Nonesuch H-71348), and those free 
rhythms of long and short notes took 
me immediately to that dreamy place I 
love to visit. The Chapel of the Good 
Shepherd seemed bigger and more sol-
id than it had with the 2M Red. Space 
and air felt more tangible. The decays 
of the voices’ tones were long, easy, 
and sensual—exactly like the slowing 
of the Scout Jr.’s platter, which took 
between two and three minutes to go 
from 331⁄3 to 0rpm. (Maybe there’s a 
connection?) I imagine that a bearing 
on which a platter spins easily, with 
obviously little friction, also has a low 
noise floor—which lets the recorded 
ambient information expand and decay 
longer before being absorbed into the 
bearing’s white noise.

I’m extremely familiar with Or-
tofon’s 2M Red and 2M Black, and 
it seemed to me that the Scout Jr.’s 
tonearm and silky platter bearing made 
both cartridges play deeper, richer, 
and darker than I’d ever heard them. 
I also found that this slight darkness 
made the kinds of spacious music I like 
sound more relaxed and enjoyable. But 
could it truck like the Doo-Dah Man?

I’ve only recently begun to appreci-
ate the charm and artful ease of the 
Grateful Dead, whose American Beauty 
(LP, Warner Bros. WS 1893) seems 
to be a good barometer of system 
quality and proper cartridge alignment. 
Playing this album to test the Scout 
Jr.’s basic sound quality, I used Schiit 
Audio’s Mani phono preamp and the 
Line Magnetic LM-518IA integrated 
to drive Dynaudio’s excellent Excite 
X14 speakers. Every song was creamy 
rich, detailed, and as easy-flowing 
as R. Crumb’s Mr. Natural. The Jr.’s 
slight darkness and seductively quiet 
spaciousness are what I believe set it 
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my hand a little blue pillbox. Drugs! I 
immediately thought, or . . . a cartridge! 
But when I got in the car and looked 
at it. The cover said, “moongel damper 

pads: Non-toxic, cleans with soap and 
water. www.rtom.com.” When I got 
home, I called Walter and inquired 
about the pads’ purpose. He said, 
“Drop your stylus gently onto it—let 
the tip sink all the way in. It will clean 
the diamond perfectly!”

Wow! Dang! And it sure as hell 
does. Moongel is a sticky, wiggly, 
translucent blue gel sold by RTOM 
($6.50/4 pads) to damp ringing and 
resonances in snare-drum heads. But if 
you lower your cartridge gently into its 
quivering mass, it strips all the fuzzy, 
crusty sea urchins off your Shibata or 
line-contact stylus.

I was concerned that Moongel 
might muck up my diamonds or 
lube up my LPs, so I’ve been closely 
studying its effects with a powerful 
magnifier. I am no longer worried, 
but I am deeply impressed. Nothing 
has ever cleaned my styli this well—or, 
apparently, this safely. n

Herb Reichert (Stletters@sorc.com) fills  
his Bed-Stuy man cave with exotic audio 
equipment, both ancient and modern.

in an easy, truthful, inspiring manner. 
Both do all the audiophile tricks—
they’re quiet, detailed, and tuneful, 
with great bass. Either will make you 
feel as if you’ve purchased a high-
quality record machine commensurate 
with its price. Most important, either 
will make you feel entitled to buy lots 
and lots of black discs—and make you 
proud that you are a stylus-cleaning 
record hound.

Speaking of which . . .

RTOM MOONGEL

I was at another of those password-re-
quired, secret-handshake audio soirées. 
This one, called Walterfest, took place 
at a seaside mansion with an under-
ground tunnel, English-style gardens, 
and a spectacular widow’s walk. The 
complete history of Fairchild turn-
tables and Neumann cartridges was on 
active display. Field-coil RCA horns 
with either selenium or Tungar recti-
fiers in their power supplies provided 
the exotic sounds, while the Chairman 
of the Board and the Queen of Soul 
generated musical pleasures. It lasted 
three days. 

As I was leaving, my host looked 
around nervously, then slipped into 

Blue Moongel: Herb’s new favorite stylus cleaner.
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"Unbeatable Powered Bass"

QUATRO WOOD CTMade in the U.S.A.   Contact a Vandersteen Dealer Today

Michael Fremer’s Stereophile reviewwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwMichael Fremer’s Stereophile reviewwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwww

lauded Vandersteen’s flagship for its “unbeatable powered bass.” Of course 
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Pangea Audio Introduces the $29.95  
AC-14 Power Cable and Something  
Unexpected Happens…

Jay Victor, Designer

Four years ago, Pangea 

Audio decided to develop 

a low price power cable as an 

upgrade to the cheap power 

cables that came in the box 

with nearly all high-end audio 

gear. They asked veteran cable 

designer, Jay Victor, for help. 

Holder of more than forty pat-

ents and trademarks for audio 

gear, Jay Victor has designed 

high-end audio cables for over 

a dozen high-end audio brands. 

Jay designed the Pangea Audio AC-14 AC power cable 

specifically for source components like preamps, CD players, 

and DACs. Jay kept the price low – $29.95/1M – by keep-

ing the design elegantly simple and by using high-integrity 

molded connectors. Pangea Audio loved the AC-14 cable 

and introduced it to the market. 

Shortly after AC-14’s introduction something unexpected 

happened. Audiophiles around the country began reporting 

the inexpensive AC-14 sounded better than other upgrade 

power cables costing five to ten times more. Word of AC-14’s 

excellent performance quickly spread among audiophiles. 

Over the next few years, more than twenty thousand AC-14 

cables were sold. 

Pangea Audio’s AC-14 was quickly followed by the massive 

seven-gauge AC-9 power cable for the high-current demands 

of power amplifiers, and then by other more advanced “SE” 

Pangea Audio cables. These newer cables featured better 

shielding and higher grades of Japanese-made copper for 

improved performance. The new cables sold extremely well. 

Then one day – without any warning – the Japanese company 

announced it was no longer making the high-end copper.

Pangea Audio began searching for a new high-grade replace-

ment copper.

Years earlier, industry veteran, 

George Cardas, was unhappy 

with the quality of the copper 

available for his high-end cables. 

George decided to make his own 

copper conductors. His search 

eventually led him to a small 

conductor manufacturer in New 

England that was about to close. 

George’s orders revived the 

factory, and it’s still operating 

today.  

Pangea Audio contacted George 

and asked if he would be willing 

to sell them his premium copper. 

“Why not?” was George’s reply and they struck a deal.

Mined in Arizona, the copper is shipped to New Eng-

land, where it is melted down and then slowly drawn into 

conductors using a custom-build Argon gas-filled extru-

sion machine. Argon gas is used to ensure that no oxygen 

impurities get into George’s copper. The Cardas Grade One 

Copper is then flown to the Far East, where each Pangea 

Audio cable is carefully hand made.

George’s copper costs a bit more than the Japanese copper 

Pangea Audio had been using. One listen, however, and 

Pangea knew the difference was worth it! 

George calls Cardas Grade One Copper “the most amazing 

audio conductor I have ever experienced. It is quite simply 

the best copper on the planet.”

American Solution Courtesy of George Cardas

George Cardas 

Cardas Audio

AUDIO ADVISORAUDIO ADVISOR

W169351-STRP-160200_L.pdf 09:36:47 AM__12/11/2015 Ad Insertionyellowmagentacyan



To Order Call Audio Advisor (800) 942-0220 or Visit audioadvisor.com or amazon.com

*Free Shipping in Continental US, PR & APO/FPO Boxes

*NEW* Pangea Audio AC-14SE MkII fourteen-gauge 

upgrade power cable for audio source gear featuring Cardas 

Grade One Copper and solid copper blade AC contacts, 

1.0M, Regular $200, now only $49.99 with *Free Shipping

*NEW* Pangea Audio AC-9 MkII seven-gauge upgrade 

power cable for power-hungry audio gear featuring Cardas 

Grade One Copper and DeathGrip™ IEC connectors,  

1.0M Regular $250, now only $99.99 with *Free Shipping

Two Amazing New Power Cables with Cardas Grade One Copper

Amazing New Power Cables With Cardas 
Grade One Copper – Priced Under $100!
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W
hat’s your favorite record? It’s a simple enough question, but one that dedi-
cated music consumers never tire of asking each other. And so, every year, we 
ask the distinguished writing staff of this magazine to choose a pair of favorites 
and tell us a little of what seems so compelling about them. Oddly enough, 
most writers never choose the same record twice—though one did choose the 
soundtrack album for Casper three years running! Music in any recorded for-
mat is fair game, the only restriction being that it must still be available, if only 
in the deep, dark recesses of the Internet. Of course, favorites come and go 
in minds and hearts—speaking of dark recesses—but these are Stereophile’s 
takes on the essential music of the moment. Enjoy!—Robert Baird

NOTE: If a recording listed here was previously reviewed in Stereophile, whether 
in “Record Reviews” or in a past edition of “Records to Die For,” the volume and 

number of the pertinent issue(s) appear in parentheses at the end of the review. For example, a listing of “(Vol.35 No.12)” 
indicates that a review of the recording appeared in the December 2012 issue.

©
 T

h
in

k
s

to
c

k

Records to Die For 2016

STRP-160200-R2D4.indd  12/4/15  1:54 PM  PAGE 49



Directionality: 
It’s All About Noise

Metal Drawing Dies

If you’ve ever wondered about the arrows on AudioQuest 
cables, read any of our educational materials, or merely 
followed any of the online chatter regarding our products, 
perhaps you’ve wondered what this “directionality” thing is 
   all about. Maybe you’ve even made the incorrect assumption 
that it’s the analog or digital signal that’s directional. 

There is, of course, the widely accepted version of directionality: 
In most audio-grade shielded interconnects, as compared to 
standard coax, negative has its own internal conductor and 
the metal shield is attached to ground at only one end, thus 
defi ning the cable’s directionality. Many cable manufacturers 
end their exploration of directionality there, going only as 
far as to mark their cables for directionality based on the 
relationship of shield to ground, but altogether neglecting 
conductor directionality. Because we believe in directing 
noise to where it can do the least harm, we, too, believe in the 
advantages of controlling for the attachment of the shield. In 
fact, long before we controlled for conductor directionality, 
AudioQuest interconnects were also controlled for direction 
based on the relationship of shield to ground. 

Yet, our exploration of directionality has continued to evolve 
and progress. In the simplest terms, we state that our conductors 
have been “controlled for low-noise directionality.” But what 
do we mean by that? 

Over the years, our own understanding of conductor 
directionality and its effect on audio performance has 
steadily evolved, growing stronger and more complete. 
While we’ve always been keenly aware that directionality 
plays a signifi cant role in the overall sound of any hi-fi  system, 
we couldn’t completely explain it. This was okay: We trust our 
own ears and encourage listeners to do the same. The test 
is easy enough: Simply listen, then reverse the direction of the 
cable, and listen again. 

In one direction, music will sound relatively fl at and a little 
grainy, as though being forced through a screen door. In the 
opposite direction, the obstruction is removed and music will 
be communicated with a natural ease, depth, and an open 
invitation to pleasure. When presented with a cable whose 
conductors have been controlled for the correct low-noise 
directionality, a listener feels a sense of comfort and relief: 
Ahh…Music!

But, for many, including us, the defi nitive empirical evidence 
of directionality demands seeking a scientifi c explanation: 
What is the technical explanation for directionality? 

In order to fabricate copper or silver into a strand or conductor, 
it must fi rst be cast and then drawn through a die—a process 
that inevitably creates a directional, chevron-like pattern in the 
conductor’s internal grain structure and a non-symmetrical 
overlay of grains at the conductor’s surface. While most are 
either unaware of conductor directionality or have chosen to 
ignore it, we have learned to use conductor directionality to 
our advantage. 

A conductor’s asymmetrical surface structure causes a 
diff erence in impedance in one direction vs. the other at very 
high noise and interference frequencies. Due to skin-eff ect, 
such high-frequency energy travels almost exclusively on the 
surface of a conductor, giving signifi cance to the directional 
diff erence in impedance at these frequencies. Because all 
energy will always take the path of least resistance, when 
a cable is oriented so that the high-frequency noise, whether 
from a computer, radio station, cell tower, etc., is “directed” 
to ground, or to the end of the cable attached to less 
vulnerable equipment, the dynamic intermodulation and 
associated ringing generated in the active electronics will 
be greatly reduced.

Noise-Dissipation System, Dielectric-Bias System, JitterBug USB filter, 

Niagara 1000, and Niagara 7000—all work toward the proper dissipation 

of noise to enable cleaner, clearer, more naturally beautiful music.

Our eff orts toward the proper dissipation of noise are not 
limited to our analog and digital cables, but extend to other 
AudioQuest products, as well—most recently evidenced in 
our Niagara 1000 and 7000 Low-Z Power Noise-Dissipation 
Systems, in which every single link in the conducting path 
has been properly controlled for low-noise directionality.

As always, the proof is in the listening. 

The unpleasant, strained sound that occurs when conductors 
have the wrong orientation is the result of noise entering 
and causing misbehavior and intermodulation in an active 
circuit. The more relaxed, full-bodied sound of correctly 
oriented conductors is the product of less high-frequency 
interference—conductor directionality fully acknowledged 
and put to its best use!

Ahh…Music!
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DAVID R. ADLER

JULIAN LAGE
WORLD’S FAIR
Julian Lage, acoustic guitar

Modern Lore 99767 (CD). 2015. 

Julian Lage, Matt Munisteri, 

prods.; Armand Hirsch, eng. DDD. 

TT: 37:56

At 26, Julian Lage sat 
down with his 1939 

Martin 000-18 and mostly 
original compositions and 
delivered one of the great 
albums in the chronicles 
of solo guitar. From the 
speedy intricacy of “Peru,” 
“Gardens,” and “Missouri” 
to the contemplative 
beauty of “40’s” and 
“Day and Age,” Lage set 
the bar high for personal 
expression and unforced 
assimilation of influences. 
Echoes of folk, country, and 
American roots, jazz early 
and modern: Lage rendered 
it all with a singing tone 
and fierce yet remarkably 
easygoing technique, 
creating moments “on 
the knife’s edge of guitar 
mischief,” to quote co-
producer Matt Munisteri 
from the liner notes.

WEATHER REPORT
WEATHER REPORT
Joe Zawinul, keyboards, piano, 

woodwind, percussion, voice; 

Wayne Shorter, tenor & soprano 

saxophones; Jaco Pastorius, 

electric bass, percussion, voice; 

Peter Erskine, drums, drum 

computer, claves; Robert Thomas 

Jr., percussion

Columbia FC 37616 (LP). 1982. 

Joe Zawinul, prod.; Brian Risner, 

eng. AAA. TT: 40:38

The final offering 
of the Pastorius-

Erskine years isn’t widely 
acknowledged as a 
stunner, but it is. Zawinul’s 
composing is full of depth 
and surprise, and Shorter’s 
single entry, “When It 
Was Now,” is a marvel of 
harmonic weirdness and 
quasi-mechanical groove. 
The ballad “Speechless” 
treads water a bit, but 
“Current Affairs” is 
timeless, undulating 
beauty, sandwiched 
between the ripping 
opener “Volcano for Hire” 
and the ambitious swing 
suite “N.Y.C.” Pastorius 
used to knock Zawinul for 
“technological overkill,” but 
dig those synth textures—
they’re still dynamically rich 
and otherworldly, without 
doubt rooted in a jazz 
aesthetic.

JOHN ATKINSON

RACHMANINOFF
PIANO CONCERTO 
2; SIX MOMENTS 
MUSICAUX, OP.16
Dejan Lazic, piano; London 

Philharmonic Orchestra, Kirill 

Petrenko

Channel Classics CCS SA26308 

(SACD/CD; DSD64, 24/192, 

24/96, 24/44.1, MP3 downloads). 

2008. Jared Sacks, prod., eng. 

DDD. TT: 64:15

I had always liked 
Rachmaninoff’s 

music, but I fell in love with 
the Russian composer in 
February 2000. In a private 
recital hall in Santa Monica, 
I was recording Robert 
Silverman performing, 
on a Bösendorfer 290SE 
player piano, Beethoven’s 
32 piano sonatas. Our 

host had a file for the 
Bösendorfer, transcribed 
by Wayne Stahnke from a 
piano roll, of Rachmaninoff 
himself performing his 
transcription of Mendels-
sohn’s Spinning Song. As I 
wrote in our January 2001 
issue, “this was better 
than any hi-fi I had ever 
experienced—I actually had 
Sergei Rachmaninoff in the 
room, playing Mendels-
sohn just for me.” Since 
that formative experience, 
I have been working—no, 
playing my way through his 
symphonies, sacred music, 
chamber music, music 
for piano, and the piano 
concertos, especially No.2. 
The DSD64 file of this live, 
award-winning perfor-
mance by Dejan Lazic has 
been in constant rotation 
this past year. The Croatian 
pianist offers the perfect 
balance of passion, power, 
and lyricism, pointed by 
the occasional moment of 
hushed expectancy. He is 
supported by superb sound 
quality, with a rich, lush 
orchestral balance—and 
while the piano image is 
a little larger than life, it 
doesn’t detract from the 
sweep of this lyrically sub-
lime music.

TALK TALK
LAUGHING STOCK
Verve 847-717-2 (UK CD). 1991. 

Tim Friese-Greene, prod.; Phill 

Brown, eng. AAD. TT: 43:29

Although Craig 
Roseberry made this 

fifth and final album from 
the UK’s Talk Talk one of 
his 2004 “Records to Die 
For,” I was late to the party, 

listening to the band’s two 
post-rock albums only 
after reading engineer Phill 
Brown’s autobiography, 
Are We Still Rolling? I was 
aware of Brown’s ability to 
make audiophile-quality 
rock recordings with true 
dynamic range and a real-
sounding sense of space 
from Steve Winwood’s first 
solo record, which was one 
of my “R2D4” selections for 
2012. But when I read how 
Laughing Stock had been 
made—drummer Lee Har-
ris playing unaccompanied 
patterns and grooves for 
12 hours at a time, miked 
with a single Neumann 
U47 30’ away in London’s 
Wessex Studio, with spot 
mikes on the snare and kick 
drums—I had to hear the 
result. Brown ended up with 
48 reels of 2” tape from 
which producer, keyboard-
ist, and songwriter Tim 
Friese-Greene and singer-
songwriter-guitarist/
keyboardist Mark Hollis 
would select the drum 
take they liked best. From 
that take they would then 
create a song by overdub-
bing all instrumental and 
vocal parts. The result is 
a collection of sonically 
sophisticated explorations 
of space and groove that 
Roseberry described as “a 
haunting, meditative, intri-
cate masterpiece.” I can’t 
say it better—I turn to this 
extraordinary album when I 
need to be transported into 
alternate worlds and differ-
ent times—but the music 
will not be for everyone. The 
best summing up is given 
by Brown: “I settled Sally 
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[wife], Becca and James 
[children] in front of my 
12” Tannoy speakers and 
turned out all the lights. 
‘I just want 40 minutes of 
your time to play you what 
I have been up to for the 
past year,’ I said. . . . I then 
played them the whole of 
Laughing Stock at a moder-
ately loud volume. Nobody 
said a word. When it was 
finished Sally turned on the 
lights, and life continued 
as before. She made no 
comment on the album and 
never listened to it again.” 
We’ve all been there! (Vol.27 

No.2)

ROBERT BAIRD

BAD BRAINS
BAD BRAINS
Dutch East India Trading DEI2001-

1 (LP). 1982/1990. No prod. 

listed; Bad Brains, mix prods.; Jay 

Dublee, eng., mix prod.; Wayne 

Vican, mix; Stanley Moskowitz, 

mastering. ADD. TT: 36:18

It was a revolution-
ary idea in 1979 and 

it remains so today. As it 
was put to me, they were 
“four African-American 
cats who mixed Bob Marley 
and the Sex Pistols, if the 
Pistols could have actually 
known how to play their 
instruments.” Washington, 
DC, native Gary Miller, 
better known as Dr. Know, 
was a fusion jazz guitar 
guy who veered way off 
the reservation, recruiting 
bassist Daryl Aaron Jenifer, 
drummer Earl Hudson, and 
“throat” H.R. (Paul Hudson) 
to form Bad Brains. Their 
peak did not last long, re-
ally only two records: this 
1982 cassette-only debut 

and 1983’s Rock for Light, 
the latter produced by, of 
all people, the Cars’ Rick 
Ocasek. After that, the vi-
sion proved too fragile and 
the quartet split into two 
factions, one headed by Dr. 
Know and wanting to play 
more metal-leaning rock, 
the other led by H.R. and 
determined to move toward 
reggae. But for three or 
four years, Bad Brains were 
the baddest-assed live act 
on the planet. I had the 
pleasure of seeing them 
just after buying this ROIR 
Records cassette. After I’d 
raised my lower jaw and re-
membered how to breathe 
again, I was shocked at 
how much raw energy the 
music had: loud, fast, and 
very real.

Listen to the side-by-
side tracks of a menacing, 

frenzied “Banned in D.C.” 
and the chill “Jah Calling,” 
and the power of the band’s 
unique mix of speed and 
volume in league with/op-
position to groove and soul 
becomes clear. Driven by 
Know’s fast riffing, the brief, 
rumbling “Pay to Cum” is 
the Brains’ best-known 
track; in comparison, 
the work of most white 
punk-rock bands of the era 
sounds weak and washed 
out. Clearly, anything 
recorded on cassette has 
audio problems—this is by 
no means an audiophile 
recording—but this 1990 
LP reissue by Dutch East 
Trading Company and a 
1996 ROIR CD have greatly 
eliminated the distortion 
and broadened the sound 
palette. At this writing, Dr. 
Know/Gary Miller was in 
the hospital, reportedly in 
grave condition from an un-
specified illness. Hopefully, 
by the time you read this he 
will be well on his way to a 
full recovery.

HANK MOBLEY
SOUL STATION
Hank Mobley, tenor saxophone; 

Wynton Kelly, piano; Paul 

Chambers, bass; Art Blakey, 

drums

Blue Note ST-84031/

AWMXR-0001 (XRCD). 

1960/2009. Alfred Lion, orig. 

prod.; Rudy Van Gelder, orig. 

eng.; Joe Harley, reissue prod.; 

Alan Yoshida, reissue mastering; 

Robert Bantz, exec. prod. ADD. 

TT: 37:31

Rather than contem-
plate my exit from this 

mortal coil, and the margin-
ally more cheerful subject 
of the records I’d take with 

JIM AUSTIN

EMILIANA TORRINI
FISHERMAN’S WOMAN
Rough Trade RTRADCO185 (CD). 2005. Dan Carey, 

prod.; Mark Rankin, eng. DDD. TT: 39:29

HJALTALÍN
ENTER 4
Sena SCD588 (Icelandic CD). 2012. Hjaltalín, prod.; 

Sveinn Helgi Halldórsson, eng. DDD. TT: 47:28

In 2013, on a trip to Iceland, I visited 
12 Tónar, Reykjavik’s famous record 

store. I bought four CDs that day. Two of 
them turned out to be classics.

Even if you haven’t heard of Emiliana 
Torrini, you’ve probably heard her: She sang 
“Gollum’s Song” over the closing credits of 
the film The Lord of the Rings: The Two Tow-
ers; reportedly, Björk had turned down that 
gig. Indeed, Torrini’s early work was deriva-
tive of Björk’s, but by 2005, when Fisher-
man’s Woman was released, Torrini was 

making classic acoustic folk pop: intimately 
recorded voice, acoustic guitar, subdued 
electric instruments, and the occasional, 
comfortable creaking of a ship’s hull. When 
you’re out on that fishing boat for days at 
a time, thinking of her late at night, you 
needn’t worry: She’ll be “Waiting for you by 
the window / With the brightest red lipstick 
on my lips.”

The relationships portrayed on Hjaltalín’s 
Enter 4 are less, um, conventional. The 
album is about masochism, narcissism, 
psychosis, and the apparently unsatisfi-
able desire for sufficiently intimate human 
connection. In “Forever Someone Else,” 
Sigríður Thorlacius sings Högni Egilsson’s 
lyrics: “I want to feel your touch / I want to 
be felt. I want to be seen / I just want you to 
hit me. Don’t wait, hit me.” It gets weirder. 
It’s intensely sad throughout, and it’s lovely. 
Available in the US as an import on CD and 
LP, and on iTunes.
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XRCD from Audio Wave 
Music (2009), and a new, 
$19.95 vinyl reissue from 
Blue Note/Universal. I 
aspire to someday pull off 
a Lufthansa-level heist and 
spend all the loot on a origi-
nal pressing of this stone 
classic. (Vol.20 No.9, Vol.29 No.2, 

Vol.34 No.2)

LARRY BIRNBAUM

PATATO & TOTICO
PATATO & TOTICO
Eugenio “Totico” Arango, 

vocals; Carlos “Patato” Valdéz, 

percussion; Arsenio Rodríguez, 

tres; Israel “Cachao” López, bass; 

Mario Muñoz “Papaito” Salazar, 

Francisco “Panchín” Valdéz, 

percussion; Hector Cadavieco, 

Mario Cadavieco, Juan “Curba” 

Dreke, Virgilio Martí, Tony Mayari, 

vocals

Verve 86244 (CD). 1968/2004. 

Teddy Reig, Pete Spargo, prods.; 

Val Valentin, eng. ADD? TT: 36:19

Unlike the pure vocal-
and-percussion folk 

rumbas of resident Cuban 
troupes such as Los Mu-
ñequitos, these expatriate 
street rumbas are accom-
panied by the tres guitar 
of Arsenio Rodríguez and 
the bass of Israel “Cachao” 
López, two of Cuba’s 
musical legends. Still, the 
album’s main draw is the 
blazingly intense conga 
drumming of Patato Valdéz, 
along with the trenchant 
lead singing of Totico Aran-
go. Among the highlights 
are a transformation into a 
rumba of Jorge Ben Jor’s 
Brazilian samba “Mas Que 
Nada,” and the irresistibly 
throbbing “En el Callejón,” 
whose scattered pop-
culture references include 
the chorus “Llegó Super-
man, bailando rock’n’roll” 

(Superman came dancing 
rock’n’roll).

MUDDY WATERS
THE BEST OF MUDDY 
WATERS
Chess/MCA CHD-31268 (CD). 

1958/1987. Leonard Chess, prod.; 

Bill Putnam, eng. AAD? TT: 35:40

One of the first best-of 
albums by a blues art-

ist, this one, despite many 
subsequent Waters collec-
tions, remains a landmark. 
Containing virtually all his 
early Chess hits, it captures 
Waters as he morphs the 
Delta blues of his native 
Mississippi into the electric 
blues of his adopted Chi-
cago. Brilliantly assisted by 
harmonica ace Little Walter 
and others, Waters brings 
bottomless depth of feeling 
to material such as “Long 
Distance Call,” “Louisiana 
Blues,” and “Hoochie 
Coochie Man.” But he’s just 
as profound when accom-
panied only by his guitar 
and Big Crawford’s bass 
in “I Can’t Be Satisfied,” 
his debut hit, and “Rollin’ 
Stone,” the song that gave 
that English rock band their 
name. (Vol.20 No.7)

THOMAS CONRAD

CHET BAKER
THE TOUCH OF YOUR 
LIPS
Chet Baker, trumpet, vocal; Doug 

Raney, guitar; Niels-Henning 

Ørsted Pedersen, bass

SteepleChase SCCD-31122 (CD). 

1979/1986. Nils Winther, prod.; 

Freddy Hansson, eng. AAD? TT: 

42:56

Chet Baker made 
lots of records. With 

his drug habit, he had 
no choice. From his vast, 

me, I decided to choose for 
this, my 20th R2D4, at least 
one of the records that, 
over the past 12 months, I 
spent the most time with, 
that spoke to me most 
often. While this choice will 
be ridiculously obvious to 
jazz fans, Hank Mobley’s 
Soul Station has called my 
name all year long. To fans 
of bebop, the tenor saxo-
phone, and original Blue 
Note Records, the album 
is one of the most familiar 
milestones in jazz. In all 
his recordings, the man 
had/has the proverbial “in-
stantly recognizable” tone. 
The loose blues of the title 
track, one of four originals 
here, shows how enjoyable 
he could be in a fun, relaxed 
mode. And his smooth, as-
sured take on Irving Berlin’s 
“Remember” is perhaps 
the most representative 
cut of his entire oeuvre. 
Neither a restless seeker 
like Coltrane or Newk, nor 
a skronker like Ornette, nor 
a floater like Lester Young, 
Mobley had a tone and 
approach that occupied 
a very appealing middle 
ground in the history of 
that horn. Often underrated 
and overlooked because 
his records were acces-
sible, Mobley lived at a time 
when groundbreaking tenor 
players abounded. But time 
has proven him to be his 
generation’s quiet genius, 
with ideas that were fresh 
and inventive, and a tone 
that has become not only 
instantly recognizable but a 
classic of the bebop genre. 
Like all sessions engi-
neered by Rudy Van Gelder, 
this recording is full of 
detail and presence. In this 
age of Internet auctions, 
Mobley’s original Blue Note 
recordings routinely com-
mand astronomical prices. 
I listened to a French Blue 
Note LP reissue (1984), 
a set of 45rpm LPs from 
Music Matters (2008), 
a 24-bit Super Analog 

uneven discography comes 
this little-known album, 
a jewel in his tarnished, 
battered crown. (Had Baker 
really owned a crown, he 
would have pawned it.) It is 
a low-key session recorded 
in Copenhagen, doubtless 
with minimal preparation, 
in 1979. There are only two 
sidemen: Jimmy Raney’s 
son on luminous guitar, and 
one of the great bass play-
ers in jazz history. In 1979, 
Baker still had the chops 
to support his existential 
knowledge of the darkness 
within the human soul. With 
his spare, rapt trumpet 
lines, he could touch feel-
ings you never knew you 
had until he played them.

STEFANO BOLLANI, 
JESPER BODILSEN, 
MORTON LUND
GLEDA
Stefano Bollani, piano; Jesper 

Bodilsen, bass; Morton Lund, 

drums

Stunt STUCD 05012 (CD). 2005. 

Jesper Bodilsen, prod.; Hans 

Nielsen, eng. DDD? TT: 57:05

The single best way to 
hear Stefano Bollani, 

one of the world’s great 
piano players, is in what he 
calls his Danish trio. Gleda 
comes from 2004, only two 
years into their association. 
The program of traditional 
and popular songs from 
Scandinavia spans 100 
years, and is rich in melo-
dies only Scandinavians 
will have heard before. The 
songs were also new to Bol-
lani of Italy, and the way he 
respectfully renders them, 
then expands and trans-
forms and ascends from 
them, is extraordinary. They 
provoke him to ecstasy. 
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Includes three-song EP: Live at 

Hollywood High

I always start my 
R2D4 process by 

contemplating past 
submissions and how I 
felt about them, then and 
now. At one point, Armed 
Forces was playing, and I 
tried to remember what 
other album I’d picked 
that year. I looked, looked 
again, and was stunned 
to discover that Armed 
Forces had never been one 
of my R2D4s. Wow—it’s 
been one of my absolute 
favorites since the first 
time I heard it, and in my 
opinion is one of the best 
rock albums of all time. 
Every song is intricately and 
intelligently crafted, with 
layers of musical and lyrical 
nuance. Costello’s delivery 
strikes just the right tone, 
the sound is great, and 
Nick Lowe’s production 
assembles it all beautifully. 
(Vol.17 No.1)

ROBERT DEUTSCH

JONAS KAUFMANN
NESSUN DORMA: THE 
PUCCINI ALBUM
Jonas Kaufmann, tenor; Santa 

Cecilia Academy Rome Chorus & 

Orchestra, Antonio Pappano

Sony Classical 88875092492 

(CD). 2015. Philipp Nedel, prod.; 

Giacamo de Caterini, eng. DDD. 

TT: 60:52

I first heard Jonas 
Kaufmann on a 

recording (alas, I haven’t 
heard him in person), sing-
ing “Che gelida manina.” 
First impression: beautiful 
voice, with a dark, almost 
baritonal timbre—not the 
kind of voice that copes 

well with this aria’s exposed 
high C, which some tenors 
sing a semitone lower. But 
no problem for Kaufmann, 
who seemed to find an 
extra register in his voice: 
the C rang freely, with the 
proper ping.

In this latest recording of 
Puccini favorites, Kaufmann 
sings with great passion as 
well as sensitivity. One of 
the selections is a duet 
from La Bohème, “O soave 
fanciulla,” in which he’s 
joined by soprano Kristine 
Opolais. As scored, at the 
end of piece the soprano 
goes up to a C and the 
tenor down to an E, but 
most tenors today go up to 
the C with the soprano, the 
effect often being “Anything 
you can sing I can sing 
louder.” Kaufmann resists 
this temptation, sings the 
scored E, and the effect is 
ultimately much more 
moving. He gets idiomatic 
support from conductor 
Antonio Pappano, and the 
sound is excellent.

FRANK SINATRA
ULTIMATE SINATRA
Various orchestras & conductors

Universal B00224360-02 (4 

CDs). 1939–1994/2015. Charles 

Pignone, compilation prod.; 

Robert Vosgen, mastering. AAD/

DDD. TT: 5:18:33

Timed to coincide with 
a documentary about 

Frank Sinatra shown on 
PBS, this 4-CD set—each 
disc is nearly 80 minutes 
long—takes you from 
Sinatra the big-band singer 
(1939–1942), through the 
Columbia years (1943–
1952), the Capitol years 
(1953–1962, 1993–1994), 
and the Reprise years 

Secure within one of the 
tightest piano trios on the 
planet, he takes audacious, 
brilliant liberties.

BRIAN DAMKROGER

PACHELBEL & FASCH
ORCHESTRAL WORKS
Pachelbel: Canon in D, Suites 

for Strings in B-flat and G. 

Fasch: Trumpet Concerto in D, 

Symphonies for Strings in G 

and A.

Maurice André, trumpet; Pierre 

Pierlot, Jacques Chambon, oboes; 

Jean-François Paillard Chamber 

Orchestra, Jean-François Paillard

Musical Heritage Society MHS 

1060 (LP), Erato 98475 (CD). 

1968/1995. Michel Garcin, prod.; 

Guy Laporte, eng.; Ysabelle Van 

Wersch-Cot, mastering. AAA/

ADD. TT: 53:15

Like everyone else, 
I got this album for 

something like a dollar by 
joining the Musical Heritage 
Society. I listened almost 
exclusively to rock back 
then, but Pachelbel’s Canon 
in D started me down a 
path from which there was 
no turning back. I loved it, 
and went on to be mesmer-
ized by every work on this 
album. It quickly taught 
me that my taste leaned 
toward chamber music, 
and this recording remains 
my model for the genre to 
this day. As for the sound, 
it sounded great to my ears 
the first time I heard it, and 
even now, after decades 
and drastic changes in my 
expectations, it still sounds 
great.

ELVIS COSTELLO & 
THE ATTRACTIONS
ARMED FORCES
Columbia 35709 (LP). 1979. Nick 

Lowe, prod.; Roger Bichirian, eng. 

AAA. TT: 36:40

(1960–1988). My favorites 
are the songs from the 
early Capitol years, but, 
putting aside age-related 
changes in his voice, Sina-
tra’s singing is remarkably 
consistent throughout. The 
set as a whole represents 
lessons in the interpreta-
tion of songs of the Great 
American Songbook. What-
ever your taste in music, it’s 
a must-have. The transfers 
are outstandingly good, 
especially considering the 
dates of many of these 
recordings.

ART DUDLEY

JOANNA NEWSOM
DIVERS
Drag City DC561 (LP). 2015. 

Joanna Newsom, prod.; Noah 

Georgeson, prod., eng.; Steve 

Albini, eng. ADA. TT: 51:56

Joanna Newsom’s 
fourth full-length 

album finds the songwriter 
taking her melodic skills in 
a slightly more adventur-
ous direction and adding 
even greater depth to her 
uniquely literate writing 
sensibilities. On Divers, 
the singer-harpist opts for 
a more keyboard-heavy 
sound—Mellotrons and an-
alog synths abound—and 
the results are consistently 
brilliant. Only “Goose Eggs,” 
which relies overmuch on 
churning electric pianos, 
fails to take off. Newsom’s 
subject matter is darker 
and less cozy—a little less 
warmly familial—than 
on past outings, but the 
inspired history/whimsy/
reverie of “Sapokanikan” 
and “Waltz of the 101st 
Lightborne” will delight old 
fans and newcomers alike. I 
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keyboard improvisation 
in “Alifib” morphs into an 
eerily sad chord sequence 
and vocal melody. Mel-
lotron, Arp synthesizer, and 
harmonium dot the oth-
erwise piano-driven land-
scape, as do intentionally 
compressed and downright 
Frippish electric-guitar 
improvs (Mike Oldfield’s 
playing in the first half of 
“Little Red Robin Hood 
Hits the Road” is exquisite), 
and thus the production 
has an early-’70s stamp 
in the best possible way. 
Essential listening for fans 
of eccentric pop. (Vol.30 No.2, 

Vol.34 No.3)

MICHAEL FREMER

MAGDA 
TAGLIAFERRO
D’OMBRE ET DE 
LUMIÈRE . . 
Music of Albéniz, Falla, Granados, 

Villa-Lobos

Magda Tagliaferro, piano

Ducretet-Thomson/EMI/Electric 

Recording Company ERC012 

(180gm LP). 1960/2015. N/A, 

remember thinking Joanna 
Newsom was unlikely to top 
her 2006 masterpiece, Ys. I 
was wrong. (Vol.38 No.12)

ROBERT WYATT
ROCK BOTTOM
Virgin V2017 (LP). 1974. Nick 

Mason, prod.; Steve Cox, Dick 

Palmer, engs. AAA. TT: 39:03

Recorded one year 
after a fall from a 

window left the former 
Soft Machine drummer 
paralyzed below the 
waist—the title refers to his 
paraplegia and, presum-
ably, his state of mind 
during several months 
in the hospital—Robert 
Wyatt’s Rock Bottom is the 
archetypal British art-rock 
album. Wyatt’s lyrics range 
from deliberate nonsense 
to almost shocking blunt-
ness—the opening number, 
“Sea Song,” is a heartfelt 
and, at times, uncomfort-
ably candid love song to 
his wife—and the music 
sometimes veers suddenly 
from whimsy to melan-
choly, as when an extended 

prod., eng.; Pete Hutchison, 

remastering. AAA. TT: 53:01

Risking your life for 
a piece of vinyl? Why 

not make it a rare and valu-
able one like this 1960 re-
cital of fiery Spanish music, 
stunningly performed by 
Brazilian pianist Magda Ta-
gliaferro, and regularly sell-
ing for $500 on the used 
market? The Electric Re-
cording Company’s reissue 
of this Ducretet-Thomson 
Records release was made 
from the original master 
tapes using ERC’s lovingly 
restored, all-tube Ortofon-
Lyrec cutting system. It’s 
limited to 300 copies, each 
costing around $450. ERC 
reproduces every aspect of 
the original—including old-
school letterpress printing 

of the jacket—to make 
their reissues look and feel 
authentic. The spacious, 
stereo sound is positively 
spectacular.

THE L.A. 4
JUST FRIENDS
Bud Shank, alto saxophone; 

Laurindo Almeida, guitar; 

Ray Brown, double bass; Jeff 

Hamilton, drums 

Concord CJD-1001(direct-to-disc 

LP). 1978. Carl E. Jefferson, prod.; 

Phil Edwards, eng.; Ken Perry, 

Gene Thompson, Jay Maynard, 

disc cutting. AAA. TT: 35:26

Many direct-to-disc 
recordings achieve 

sonic greatness, but few 
do so musically because 
of the risks involved—one 
bad note blows the entire 
lacquer. Producers and 
musicians play it safe with 
both repertoire and perfor-

LARRY GREENHILL

BEETHOVEN
SYMPHONY 7, LEONORE 
OVERTURE 3
Michael Tilson Thomas, San Francisco 

Symphony

SFS Media 54 (SACD/CD). 2012. Jack 

Vad, prod.; Marie Ebbing, Roni Jules, 

Hal Soogian, Jonathan Stevens, Une 

Willenbacher, engs. DDD. TT: 53:40

I downloaded this recording as a DSD64 file and 
played it through the superb onboard DAC of Mark 

Levinson’s No.585 integrated amplifier, which I was 
reviewing. I’d heard Symphony 7 a few weeks before, at a 
concert in New York, with Edward Gardner conducting the 
Mostly Mozart Festival Orchestra. I was bowled over by the 
music’s dynamics, and the timbre of each instrument was 
distinctly audible. The audience applauded “to the point 
of ecstasy” (as the concert’s program notes described the 
reaction of the work’s very first audience, on December 
8, 1813). Listening to the Tilson Thomas/SFS recording at 
home, I was similarly engulfed by the orchestra and the 
ambience of the concert hall. I could distinguish many of 
the individual instruments, even within a sea of dynamic 
orchestral contrasts. Since then, it has become both a ref-
erence recording for my reviewing and something I listen 
to for pure pleasure.

PATRICIA BARBER
CAFÉ BLUE
Patricia Barber, vocals, piano; John 

McClean, guitar; Michael Arnopol, double 

bass; Michael Walker, drums, percussion

Premonition/Mobile Fidelity Sound Lab 

UDSACD 2002 (SACD/CD). 1994/2002. 

Patricia Barber, prod.; Jim Anderson, 

Jeffrey Lane, engs. AAD? TT: 53:44

This album hooked me when I first heard Barber’s 
cover of Miles Davis’s “Nardis,” through Dynaudio’s 

loudspeaker exhibit at the 2010 Consumer Electronics 
Show. This track combines remarkable dynamic range with 
startlingly natural reproduction of the original acoustic. In 
his liner note, former Stereophile contributing editor Chip 
Stern writes, “the musicians play as much with the sound 
of the room as they do with each other, letting notes ring 
in the ether, relishing the decay, and bathing in glow of an 
exceptionally resonant acoustic space before raising the 
emotional stakes to a fever pitch.” I also love Barber’s own 
“Too Rich for My Blood,” which mixes her wry blues lyrics 
with Michael Arnopol’s driving bass line, and ends with an 
explosive drum solo by Michael Walker. Recording engineer 
Jim Anderson used an analog acoustic chamber for the 
reverberation, which in part accounts for this recording’s 
remarkable ambience. (Vol.18 No.10, Vol.19 No.2, Vol.30 No.1, Vol.35 

No.1)
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APHEX TWIN
COMPUTER 
CONTROLLED 
ACOUSTIC 
INSTRUMENTS PT.2
Warp WAP375CD (CD). 2015. 

Richard D. James, prod., eng.; 

Beau Thomas, mastering. DDD? 

TT: 27:56

This is an inspired 
mish-mash of sam-

pled acoustic instruments, 
mixed and deposited in a 
dizzying array of instru-
mentals. Strummed pre-
pared piano, tricky wood/
metal percussion and drum 
patterns, distant children’s 
voices, and CinemaScope 
soundstaging all coexist 
without clashing. “Com-
puter Controlled” my ass—
Richard D. James had his 
hands on the knobs, sculpt-
ing the sounds and textures 
of these electroacoustic 
pasteups to mind-warping 
effect. Every time you play 
this CD you hear more: Try 
it first through speakers, 
then with a decent pair of 
headphones—each track 
will reveal completely differ-
ent aspects of the mix.

JON IVERSON

CRACKER
THE GOLDEN AGE
Virgin 8 41498 2 (CD). 1996. 

Dennis Herring, David Lowery 

prods.; Joe Chiccarelli, Wayne 

Cook, others, engs. ADD? TT: 48:17

This one was sup-
posed to be the 

major-label breakthrough 
for Cracker, but alas, it 
whistled right past the 
target. Nonetheless, it has 
stood the test of time, for 
being both a demo-worthy 
recording (in spots) and full 
of great songs. “Big Dipper” 
and “Dixie Babylon” stand 

out as great-sounding, 
crunchy, hippie country 
blues numbers, nestled 
between more aggressive 
outings that cash in on the 
1990s’ grunge leanings. 
What happened? Probably 
nothing here is a stone-cold 
hit to anchor the rest of the 
great material, and in those 
days, that could make or 
break you.

NIYAZ
SUMUD
Six Degrees 657036-1187-2 (CD). 

2012. Azam Ali, Carmen Rizzo, 

Loga Ramin Torkian, prods., engs. 

DDD? TT: 46:22

Built on a strong 
rhythmic foundation, 

Niyaz’s music is an elec-
tronica version of Dead Can 
Dance’s Middle Eastern 
tendencies. Unfortunately, 
the sound is short of audio-
phile ecstasy due to some 
aggressive processing, but 
the album still follows my 
favorite precept: modern 
realizations of ancient tex-
tures and forms. The musi-
cianship is topnotch, while 
Azam Ali’s singing, mostly 
in Persian (as well as Turk-
ish and Arabic), beguiles 
as her voice weaves in and 
out of the shifting beats. 
These are timely songs 
of cultural struggle and 
endurance—Sumud means 
“steadfastness”—but even 
without the deeper mean-
ings encoded in the lyrics, 
there’s plenty to enjoy.

FRED KAPLAN

MARIA SCHNEIDER 
ORCHESTRA
THE THOMPSON 
FIELDS

ArtistShare AS0137 (CD). 2015. 

Maria Schneider, Ryan Truesdell, 

mances. This bossa nova–
infused direct-cut disc is 
anchored by superior musi-
cianship and sophisticated 
arrangements; it sounds 
superb and is musically 
worthwhile. At my store 
appearances, even when 
I play a less-than-pristine 
copy (my mint copy stays 
home!), Just Friends never 
fails to amaze. A recent 
reissue on two 45rpm LPs 
from Groove Note, cut by 
Bernie Grundman from the 
backup tapes, sounds very 
good—until you hear this.

STEVE GUTTENBERG

THE ROLLING 
STONES
FROM THE VAULT:  
THE MARQUEE CLUB 
LIVE IN 1971
Eagle Vision EVSBD30983 (2 CD/

BD). 2015. Derek Randal, prod.; 

Glyn Johns, eng.; Mazen Murad, 

mastering. ADD? TT:2:16:37 

Well alright, here 
we have the Rolling 

Stones in a London club tap-
ing a TV special on March 
23, 1971. Have I got your at-
tention? The set list includes 
“Brown Sugar,” “I Got the 
Blues,” “Dead Flowers,” and 
“Bitch,” all from Sticky Fin-
gers—which hadn’t yet been 
released! Most live Stones 
albums are sourced from 
big arenas and stadiums 
where they trot out tired old 
tunes, but here the band is 
at a peak with fresh mate-
rial, and Mick Taylor’s guitar 
and Bobby Keys’s sax leads 
are positively scrumptious. 
When the guys stretch out 
on “Midnight Rambler,” 
you’ll remember why the 
Stones were called “the 
greatest rock’n’roll band in 
the world.”

prods.; Brian Montgomery, eng. 

DDD. TT: 77:25

ELLA FITZGERALD
TWELVE NIGHTS IN 
HOLLYWOOD
Verve 80012920-02 (4 CDs). 

1961/2009. Norman Granz, orig. 

prod.; Richard Seidel, release 

prod.; Val Valentin, eng.; Seth 

Foster, mastering. AAD. TT: 

4:10:56

To avoid repeti-
tion—there are, after 

all, only so many records 
to die for—I’ve restricted 
my picks this time to: a) 
albums released in this 
century that b) I haven’t 
chosen before. Maria 
Schneider’s The Thomp-
son Fields marks a new 
peak for our era’s top big-
band composer, for both 
her musicians (many of 
whom have been with her 
for a decade or more) and 
contemporary big-band 
music in general: a mix of 
classic Americana, with 
lush harmonies, muscular 
rhythms, and orchestral 
voicings as complex yet 
as accessibly vibrant as 
anything around. And 
the sound is luscious and 
detailed. (Vol.38 No.9)

Twelve Nights in Hol-
lywood is a pure gem 
excavated from the vaults, 
its existence previously 
unknown: Ella Fitzgerald, 
in her prime, singing with 
her small group in a small 
club. It was taped not by 
some bootlegger dangling 
a wire from upstairs, but 
by the same Verve crew 
of topnotch profession-
als that laid down her 
big studio albums. It’s 
every bit the marvel you 
never bothered to hope for, 
capturing the First Lady 
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of Song with an intimacy 
unfound in any of her many 
other albums. The original, 
limited-edition boxed set is 
now available as two 2-CD 
packages.

DAVID LANDER

BUD POWELL
JAZZ GIANT
Bud Powell, piano; Ray Brown 

(tracks 1–6), Curly Russell (tracks 

7–13), double bass; Max Roach, 

drums

Verve 829 937-2 (CD). 1950/1998. 

Norman Granz, prod. AAD. TT: 

40:16

Psychopathology was 
endemic in the bebop 

world, and it particularly 
plagued the pianist Bud 
Powell, an immensely influ-
ential modern-jazz innova-
tor with dazzling keyboard 
technique. In a British 
Journal of Psychiatry paper 
published in 2003, Geoffrey 
Wills, a clinical psychologist, 
suggested that Powell’s 
abnormal behavior was the 
result of schizoaffective dis-
order, an affliction that can 
cause hallucinations, manic 
episodes, and depression. 
Powell was institutionalized 
for three-and-a-half years 
in all, and—amazingly—re-
corded much of this album 
during a 1949 leave from 
a New York psychiatric 
hospital that lasted mere 
hours. A nurse accompa-
nied him to the gig, which 
yielded stellar performanc-
es of tunes that included 
four originals. Powell’s 
fleet, often mind-spinning 
pianism is at a peak on this 
CD. If the music stems from 
torment, it nevertheless 

flowers, transcending pain.

J.S. BACH
SUITES 1–6 FOR SOLO 
CELLO, VIOLA DA 
GAMBA SONATAS 1 
& 2
János Starker, cello; György 

Sebok, piano

Mercury Living Presence 432 

756-2 (2 CDs). 1963–66/1991. 

Harold Lawrence, recording dir.; 

C. Robert Fine, Robert Eberenz, 

engs.; 3/2-channel conversion, 

Wilma Cozart Fine. ADD. TT: 

2:19:42

János Starker was 
a cello prodigy born 

in 1924 in Hungary, to 
Jewish parents. Germany’s 
Nazi cluster was already 
vomiting infection, but he 
managed to evade the pan-
demic that ensued. After 
World War II, Starker moved 
to the US, where he taught 
at Indiana University for 
more than 50 years while 
winning global acclaim as 
a soloist—one critic called 
his style “aloof, sober, con-
trolled.” With his bald pate, 
carved features, and pierc-
ing gaze, Starker resembled 
a Yul Brynner film char-
acter, though he report-
edly seemed more like The 
Magnificent Seven’s stern 
gunfighter than the gushing 
symphonic conductor in 
Once More, With Feeling!. 
While he recorded Bach’s 
six solo cello suites five 
times, these performances 
from 1963 and 1965 benefit 
from Robert Fine’s fabled 
three-microphone tech-
nique and the care lavished 
on the CD conversion by his 
widow, Wilma Cozart Fine. 
Also available on SACD. 
(Vol.28 No.2)

MICHAEL LAVORGNA

TOM WAITS
MULE VARIATIONS
Anti- 86547-1 (2 LPs). 1999. Tom Waits, 

Kathleen Brennan, prods.; Oz Fritz, Jacquire 

King, engs. AAA. TT: 70:33

I first heard Tom Waits’s wit 
and gravel in 1976, on the way 

to a Rick Derringer/Foghat concert a friend had invited 
me to at the last minute. In the back seat of my friend’s 
older brother’s car, which I was not old enough to drive, 
I sat drinking Bud tall boys. “The Piano Has Been Drink-
ing” caught my ear, tickled my brain, and served as my 
introduction to a lifelong love affair with Waits’s music. 
And it wasn’t just about music. It was about escaping a 
suffocating insipid sameness perhaps best expressed by 
Rick Derringer’s performance of “Rock and Roll, Hoochie 
Koo” later that evening. Waits’s Small Change offered hope, 
humor, and dreams.

Fast-forward twenty-odd years to Mule Variations, for 
which Waits corralled all of the voices he’d picked up, 
screeching some through a megaphone like a carnival 
barker offering depraved salvation. Marc Ribot, Charlie 
Musselwhite, and a host of other great players help move 
the music forward as Waits stomps around exploring some 
of his favorite haunts: religion, paranoia, love, loss, telling 
all his stories with glee, melancholy, doom, and, ultimately, 
redemption. “Come down off the cross. We can use the 
wood. Come on up to the house.” (Vol.22 No.8)

FILLE QUI MOUSSE
TRIXIE STAPELTON 291: SE 
TAIRE POUR UNE FEMME 
TROP BELLE
Mellow MMP197 (LP). 1971/1994. Gérard 

Terronès, prod.; Christophe Henault, eng. 

AAA. TT: 35:16

In 1971, French journalist and 
musician Henri-Jean Enu and a collection of like-mind-

ed leftists entered the Futura Records studio and, in one 
day, laid down their one and only album. Due to Futura’s 
financial difficulties, Se Taire Pour Une Femme Trop Belle 
(the album’s original title) sat on the shelves for a few years. 
In 1973, five test pressings appeared.

Some credit the album’s revival and subsequent reis-
sues, official and not, to its inclusion in the infamous Nurse 
with Wound List, which came with that band’s 1979 debut 
album, Chance Meeting on a Dissecting Table of a Sewing 
Machine and an Umbrella. Recently, on Mellow Records’ 
Bandcamp webpage, I happened on Se Taire Pour Une 
Femme Trop Belle, listened to a few tracks, and hit Buy Now 
without batting an eye. Internet meandering at its most 
fortunate.

Psychedelic rock, surrealist poetry with barking dogs, 
jazz, found sounds, drone, noise, etc., etc.—and a song! 
Stick any one label on Trixie Stapelton 291: Se Taire Pour 
Une Femme Trop Belle and you’ll come up worlds short. 
I’d call it . . . simply wonderful. For the perfect accompany-
ing reading material, I recommend the Comte de Lautré-
amont’s Les Chants de Maldoror, first published in 1868.
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beauty of the title track, a 
double waltz in 6/8 with a 
lovely loping tune to which 
these words are exquisitely 
sung: “Yesterday and just 
around the corner / Oh I 
was playing cowboys in the 
sun / I had a little dog that 
really loved me / There’s 
times I feel like she was the 
only one // O darlin’, you 
know you I’m just foolin’ / 
You know I know your love 
for me is true // I remem-
ber loving Susan Parker / 
That’s not the kind of thing 
that you’d forget / It’s funny 
you know sometimes I 
imagine / I’m kinda sweet 
on Susan Parker yet // 
Oh darlin’, you know I’m 
just fooling / You know the 
only one for me is you / 
Humour me, humour me / 
Oh I would pay no mind if 
I were you.” We’ve all been 
there, if perhaps few of us 
have known ourselves well 
enough to sing that chorus. 
And I’ve heard it described 
in no other song.

Winchester was a devout 
believer all his life, and 
seemed to take closest to 
heart the core teachings of 
compassion. His take on 
sinners, “They Just Can’t 
Help Themselves,” is more 
loving than the sermons of 
most preachers I’ve heard: 
“They hear a little voice / 
That lives down in their soul 
/ saying ‘Let’s go and find a 
cozy little Hell’ / And no one 
tells them No / And they 
just can’t help themselves.” 
The gentleness with which 
Winchester sings these 
lines is tender beyond 
belief. You’ll have to hear it 
for yourself.

A beautiful lesson in how 
to live a loving life. Irresist-
ible. (Vol.12 No.3)

BRUCKNER
SYMPHONIES 00–9
With: Adagio from String Quintet 

(arr. Skrowaczewski), Overture 

in g

Stanislaw Skrowaczewski, 

Saarbrücken Radio Symphony 

Orchestra

Oehms Classics OC 025 (12 CDs). 

1991–2001. Thomas Reisig, prod., 

ed., mastering; Markus Brändle, 

prod. (6–8 only); Erich Heigold, 

eng. DDD. TT: 11:22:36

More than a century 
after his death, the era 

of Bruckner’s music seems 
finally to have arrived. A 
steady and accelerating 
flow of performances and 
recordings of his sympho-
nies by several generations 
of conductors seems to 
have at last got his music’s 
measure, and perhaps the 
finest of these still living is 
the Polish-born Stanislaw 
Skrowaczewski, very active 
in his 93rd year. These 
recordings of Bruckner’s 11 
symphonies, made over a 
decade by the same forces 
in the same hall with the 
same crew, are remarkable 
for their leader’s consis-
tency of insight, freshness, 
grasp of orchestral bal-
ances, and sense of these 
immense works’ overall 
arcs. The performances 
are as humble as they are 
powerful—never is there the 
sense of a conductor feeling 
the need to express himself 
or make a point. Rather, 
what is expressed is the 
music itself, and the points 
made are Bruckner’s own.

What makes this 

RICHARD LEHNERT

JESSE WINCHESTER

HUMOUR ME
Sugar Hill SH-CD-1023 (CD). 

1988. Jesse Winchester, prod.; Bil 

Vorn Dick, prod., eng.; Jim Loyd, 

mastering. ADD. TT: 52:21

Jesse Winchester 
never quite caught 

the break his artistry 
deserved, and two years 
ago he died. Humour Me 
is country, a bit of Carib-
bean, lots of quiet soul—the 
restraint of Al Green can 
be heard in almost every 
track, especially in the slow 
smolder of “I Want to Mean 
Something to You.” And 
look at the players on this 
album of pristine country 
pop: Russ Barenberg, Sam 
Bush, Jerry Douglas, Béla 
Fleck, Edgar Meyer, Mark 
O’Connor. The tunes are 
polished, the melodies 
memorable, and Win-
chester’s languid phrasing 
and velvety voice—he had 
the sweetest falsetto in the 
business—make each track 
a primer in the art of song 
interpretation. Winchester 
was that great rarity: an 
emotionally mature pop 
musician with a healthy 
respect for the complexities 
of life and love. He articu-
lates subtle states of heart 
and mind, nuances of rueful 
regret and acceptance, that 
are part of every life but 
that even sensitive singer-
songwriters seem to have 
trouble discerning. As in all 
his albums, he never grand-
stands—he seems the 
opposite of the romantic 
cliché of the dark, danger-
ous, intense, love-’em-and-
leave-’em guitar-slinger. 
As he says in “Pushover”: 
“I’m a pushover, there ain’t 
nothin’ to me / A pushover, 
you can see right through 
me / Some people may say 
it ain’t true / Oh but hey, 
baby, maybe they don’t 
push like you.”

It’s hard to top the 

set—available for under 
$40—even more valuable is 
how much stature, dignity, 
and substance Skrowac-
zewski finds in the earliest 
symphonies: 00, 1, 0, and 
2 (in order of composi-
tion). These works are not 
turned in as a completist’s 
obligatory footnotes, but as 
being all of a piece with and 
in an unbroken continuum 
leading up to the colossi of 
the symphonic repertoire 
that Bruckner was later to 
compose. In fact, Skrowac-
zewski’s recording of the 
underrated Symphony 1 
may be, with Abbado’s final 
recording of that work (Lu-
cerne Festival Orchestra), 
one of the two very best. 
The breadth and depth of 
his readings expands with 
the subsequent sympho-
nies—a stately Third, a 
joyous Fourth, a majestic 
and smiling Fifth, a crisply 
bracing Sixth, a Seventh 
of Alpine clarity, a monu-
mentally precise Eighth, a 
searing Ninth—each in a 
performance of romantic 
ardor in precise balanced 
classical poise. Add to this 
the bonuses of perhaps the 
finest recording of Bruck-
ner’s little-known Overture 
in g and Skrowaczewski’s 
own sumptuous arrange-
ment for string orchestra of 
the Adagio from Bruckner’s 
String Quintet.

It is difficult to imagine 
an orchestra playing these 
works with greater intimacy 
or sensitivity or power than 
the Saarbrücken RSO: 
the strings are rich and 
astringent at once, and the 
brass—particularly the all-
important horns, Wagner 
tubas, and trumpets—are 
miracles of lyric virtuosity. 
I don’t know if the Kon-
gresshalle Saarbrücken 
has particularly miraculous 
acoustics for a postwar 
hall, or if Skrowaczewski’s 
engineers are remark-
ably gifted, or both, but 
the sound of this set is as 
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without words—cannot be 
incredibly sad. The album 
is a series of sadnesses, 
complaints, and angers, 
but even without the text, 
who could do without the 
acoustic guitar intro in the 
title track? The recording, 
too, is stunning. Of course, I 
now have almost all of PF’s 
catalog, but this CD is the 
one to die for.

VERDI
SIMON BOCCANEGRA
Piero Cappuccilli, Simon 

Boccanegra; Mirella Freni, Amelia; 

José Carreras, Gabriele; Nicolai 

Ghiaurov, Fiesco; José van Dam, 

Paolo; Milan Teatro alla Scala 

Orchestra & Chorus, Claudio 

Abbado

Deutsche Grammophon 289 449 

752-2 (2 CDs). 1977/1998. Rainer 

Brock, prod.; Günter Hermanns, 

eng. ADD. TT: 2:16:30

In addition to being 
my favorite recording 

of this somewhat trouble-
some opera, this remains 
the standard by which 
others must be judged. 
In 1977, the 42-year-old 
Mirella Freni was vocally at 
her most juicy and lovely, 
José Carreras had the most 
beautiful tenor voice in the 
world, Nicolai Ghiaurov’s 
dark, rolling bass was at 
its most expressive and 
handsome, and Piero 
Cappuccilli, in the title role, 
was using his grand sound 
with authority and utter 
security. Van Dam, in the 
small but pivotal role of 
Paolo, is simply luxurious. 
Claudio Abbado’s firm but 
loving control of the superb 
La Scala forces—were they 
ever better?—brings out 
the pathos and grandeur 

of this dark-tinged score. 
Perfect Verdi singing and 
playing.

PAUL MESSENGER

THE B52’S
THE B52’S
Island ILPS 9580 (LP). 1979. Chris 

Blackwell, prod.; Robert Ash, 

prod., eng. AAA. TT: 39:14

In 2008, the B52’s 
finally realized their 

error and dropped from 
their name the “grocer’s 
apostrophe,” which was 

perfectly consistent as it 
is consistently perfect—a 
sense of immense space 
commensurate with the 
size of orchestra and music, 
but never so much that a 
single note or resonance, 
or of Bruckner’s lucidity of 
counterpoint or transpar-
ency of orchestral texture, 
is ever lost. Each symphony 
unfolds as if every note or 
phrase is a musical thought 
of crystalline clarity that 
no one has thought before, 
exquisitely shaped as it 
emerges from primor-
dial silence. If you want a 
single complete set of the 
Bruckner symphonies, end 
or begin your search here. I 
know of no other that does 
these easily misunderstood 
scores such ideally unsenti-
mental justice.

ROBERT LEVINE

PINK FLOYD
WISH YOU WERE 
HERE
Columbia 68522 (CD). 1975/1997. 

Pink Floyd, prods.; Doug Sax, 

digital remastering. ADD? TT: 

44:15

What with Wagner’s 
Ring and Arvo Pärt 

cluttering my listening 
habits, I came to Pink Floyd 
late—but when I first heard 
this CD, just moments after 
the release of this remas-
tering, I realized what I’d 
been missing. For start-
ers, it’s simply beautiful 
music—the 25-minute 
“Shine On You Crazy 
Diamond” is exquisite in 
its clarity and layering, and 
gives the lie to people who 
believe that music—even 

such an integral element 
of this 1979 vinyl release. 
The band was founded, 
almost by accident, in 
Athens, Georgia, and has 

SASHA MATSON

SHIRLEY HORN
HERE’S TO LIFE
Shirley Horn, vocal, piano; Johnny Mandel, 

arr.

Verve 314 511 879-2 (CD). 1992. Johnny 

Mandel, prod.; Al Schmitt, eng. AAD? TT: 

62:00

Here’s to Life has been 
a continual part of mine since its release, in 1992. 

Shirley Horn was a mature artist when this long-planned 
collaboration with composer and arranger Johnny Mandel 
finally came to fruition. It was a match made in heaven. 
Horn’s deep mezzo is surrounded by exquisite arrange-
ments and world-class orchestrations. The sound is beau-
tiful, thanks to Al Schmitt’s brilliant engineering. Unfortu-
nately, no LP version exists—I hope someone will rectify 
that. The music is gorgeous, heartbreaking, magical! Miles 
Davis thought so, too; he’d agreed to play on two tracks, 
but passed away before that was possible. Here’s to Life is 
dedicated to him.

BERNARD HERRMANN
VERTIGO: ORIGINAL 
SOUNDTRACK
Muir Mathieson, City of London Sinfonia

Varèse Sarabande VSD-5759 (CD). 

1958/1996. Robert Townson, prod.; 

Onno Scholtze, mastering; Joel 

Gastwirt, Ramon Breton, remastering. 

ADD. TT: 64:10

Exhibit A of the power of great music combined with 
a great film is Bernard Herrmann’s score for Alfred 

Hitchcock’s 1958 masterpiece, Vertigo. Herrmann brings 
searing emotional life to Hitchcock’s profoundly unnerving 
film. Herrmann was the first true musical minimalist; Philip 
Glass should be sending royalties to the Herrmann estate. 
This release dates from the restoration of 1996, in which 
the original stereo music tracks were used for the first time. 
If you get hooked on this, as so many have, at some point 
you’ll want to play this CD in a green Jag while driving the 
hills of San Francisco.
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a delightfully light touch—
a fine sense of humor 
comes through strongly in 
numerous tracks, espe-
cially the wonderful “Rock 
Lobster.” Can the B52’s 
be categorized? Possibly 
not, but I hear echoes of 
1950s rock’n’roll alongside 
punk-rock sensibilities, all 
underpinned by delightful 
tongue-in-cheek humor. 
This band never takes itself 
seriously, yet manages to 
be utterly original. Therein 
lies its charm.

BOB DYLAN
THE FREEWHEELIN’ 
BOB DYLAN
Columbia CL 1986 (mono LP). 

1963. John Hammond, prod. AAA. 

TT: 50:06

I was just 14 years old 
when this disc first 

appeared, so it’s hardly 
surprising that it slipped 
through my net. The other 
day I saw the man himself 
perform live at the Royal 
Albert Hall—he played 
a wonderful version of 
“Blowin’ in the Wind” that 
was quite different from 
the standout track on this 
album. Although I’ve long 
been chary of vinyl reis-
sues, which usually lack 
the dynamic impact of my 
originals, I can say only that 
my recent purchase of this 
mono LP of Freewheelin’ is 
very much the exception. It 
sounds just wonderful, it’s 
well crammed with classic 
tracks—and it’s back in 
print, including a hi-rez 
download version from 
PonoMusic.

FRED MILLS

SPIRIT
TWELVE DREAMS OF 
DR. SARDONICUS
Epic/Legacy EK 65003 (CD). 

1970/1996. David Briggs, prod., 

eng.; Bob Irwin, reissue prod. 

AAD. TT: 54:20

There never was 
and never will be an 

American rock band quite 

Those who’ve been 
following “Records 

to Die For” for the past 20 
years or so, or have bur-
rowed into Stereophile’s 
online archives, may have 
noticed that I first recom-
mended this recording in 
1995. Why again? Simply 
because this review, and 
the one that follows, reflect 
the fact that, in 2015, we 
lost one of the most promi-
nent film composers of the 
modern era: James Horner.

Sneakers was primarily 
distinguished for its cast 
(Robert Redford, Sidney 
Poitier, Dan Aykroyd, Ben 
Kingsley, River Phoenix), 
but its earnings barely 
covered its costs. It was 
released on DVD in 2004, 
but came out on Blu-ray 
only last year. Horner 
embellished the relatively 
obscure film with a subtle, 
reflective score that is one 
of his most original efforts. 
Like many film composers, 
who work on exception-
ally tight deadlines, he was 
often criticized for “borrow-
ing” snippets and themes, 
though he seems to have 
lifted mostly from his own 
earlier work. Nevertheless, 
his scores were always 
exceptional. I could have 
chosen a dozen of them, 
but Sneakers remains 
one of my favorites, and 
its extended “Playtronics 
Break-In” sequence is still 
one if my go-to demo cuts. 
The superb recording is 
laid-back, with impres-
sive ambience rather 
than sounding dry and in 
your face. It captures the 
orchestra, wordless chorus, 
and Branford Marsalis’s 
clarinet contributions to 
near perfection. (Vol.18 No.2, 

Vol.34 No.2)

JAMES HORNER
APOLLO 13: ORIGINAL 
SOUNDTRACK
James Horner, conductor

MCA Soundtracks MCAD-11241 

(CD). 1995. James Horner, prod.; 

Died Pretty. The Pretties’ 
1986 magnum opus, along 
with the preceding Out of 
the Unknown and Next to 
Nothing EPs (both featured 
on disc 2 of this expanded 
reissue, which also includes 
some excellent live tracks), 
have aged well enough to 
still stop you in your tracks, 
as much for Ron Peno’s 
feral howl and Dylan-Reed 
lyrics as for the ambitious 
arrangements wrought by 
Brett Myers’s blistering 
guitar and Frank Brunetti’s 
magisterial keys. Transla-
tion: sinewy, cinematic 
psychedelia powered by 
pure punk poetry.

THOMAS J. NORTON

JAMES HORNER
SNEAKERS: ORIGINAL 
SOUNDTRACK
Columbia CK 53146 (CD). 1992. 

James Horner, prod.; Shawn 

Murphy, mix. AAD? TT: 72:31 

so willfully (perversely?) 
eclectic as Spirit. Five 
colliding musical visions 
(six, if you count producer 
Briggs’s) magically meshed 
on their fourth LP, from 
1970: a masterpiece of 
psych, folk, pop, and rock. 
The quasi-concept album is 
a broad-reaching counter-
cultural commentary equal 
parts utopian ideals and 
post-Altamont cynicism. 
Guitarist Randy California 
passed away in a tragic 
drowning incident in 1997, 
but luckily, the year before, 
had penned detailed 
liner notes for this reis-
sue—expanded with four 
bonus tracks—of his band’s 
acknowledged classic. I 
interviewed him in the early 
1990s, and he remains for 
me an inspiring hero. (Vol.26 

No.2)

DIED PRETTY
FREE DIRT
Aztec Music AVSCD041 (2 CDs). 

2008. Rob Younger, prod.; Dave 

Connor, Alan Thorne, engs. AAD. 

TT: 2:11:46

The mid-1980s were 
arguably Australia’s 

golden era of independent 
rock, thrusting into the in-
ternational eye such acts as 
Hoodoo Gurus, Scientists, 
Celibate Rifles, Stems, and 
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Shawn Murphy, mixer. AAD? TT: 

72:21

Unfortunately, an 
orchestral-score-

only CD of the Apollo 13 
soundtrack was never 
released. Of this CD’s 72 
minutes, 31 are filled with 
the original recordings of 
the 1960s pop music used 
here and there in the film, 
along with brief snatches of 
dialogue—an arrangement 
that was likely a marketing 
hack’s dream of a plati-
num album. Fortunately, 
there are also 41 minutes 
of key music from one of 
James Horner’s best scores 
(tracks 1, 9, 13, 14, 17, 22, 
and 23—the CD tray card’s 
numbering is totally out 
of whack). Like Sneakers 
(above), Apollo 13 offers 
more than a trace of subtle, 
evocative music, but offers 
plenty of more energetic 
cuts as well.

Like many soundtrack 
albums, Horner’s often 
include one or more “tone 
poems”—extended suites 
that are thrilling and 
often moving, even when 
experienced apart from 
the film. There are at least 
three fine examples here: 
“All Systems Go—The 
Launch” (track 9) “End 
Titles” (23), and “Dark 
Side of the Moon” (17). 
The last—no resemblance 
to Pink Floyd!—borrows 
heavily from Sneakers, but 
definitely works here.

As with Sneakers, the re-
cording quality is outstand-
ing. Mix engineer Shawn 
Murphy is, in my judgment, 
unsurpassed in his ability 
to convincingly capture a 

British Invasion. Terry Cox, 
Pentangle’s percussionist, 
wrote and performed a 
song about him. High Water 
Sound’s Jeffrey Catalano 
describes Moondog as 
“universal innocence.” This 
world-famous blind street 
musician who dressed 
like a Viking was a gentle, 
worldly-wise poet whose 
every act—from making his 
own instruments and writ-
ing down each note of his 
compositions to publishing 
his own music and living in 
Central Park—was an act 
of love.

ARETHA FRANKLIN
AMAZING GRACE
Atlantic SD 2-906 (2 LPs). 1972. 

Aretha Franklin, Arif Mardin, Jerry 

Wexler, prods.; Ray Thompson, 

eng. AAA. TT: 94:18

It is no coincidence 
that most great 

American singers were 
praying and singing church 
people: think Blind Willie 
Johnson, Charlie Patton, 
Elvis, to name just a few. 
The church component 
was what made their music 
strong and deeply moving. 
And in my record collection, 
the Queen of Soul is surely 
also the Queen of Church. 
Aretha Franklin’s soul-shak-
ing live performances on 
Amazing Grace will show 
you heaven and shake all 
your devils out. It will also 
show you what a full-range, 
only lightly compressed live 
recording can do in your 
stereo system. Clean, deep 
bass; big, breathy space; 
and spiderweb detail 
combine with extraordinary 
tone to raise you up ’til you 

full symphony orchestra 
in any genre, not just the 
one in which he’s chosen 
to work. Audiophiles first 
became aware of this with 
his work for Glory, another 
film scored by Horner. In 
addition to Horner (with 
whom he worked up to and 
including Titanic, in 1997), 
Murphy records nearly 
all of the scores of John 
Williams, James Newton 
Howard, and many others. 
He did some of his best 
work, including these two, 
at the old Todd-AO scoring 
stage, now sadly con-
verted to office space—or 
something. Reportedly the 
largest such facility in the 
US, it had superb acoustics 
that are evident on both 
of these recordings, and 
was able to accommodate 
an orchestra of over 100 
musicians.

HERB REICHERT

MOONDOG
THE VIKING OF  
SIXTH AVENUE
Honest Jon’s Records HJRLP18 

(2 UK LPs). 1949–1995/2006. 

Compilation by Mark Ainley, 

Edwin Pouncey, Howard Williams. 

ADA? TT: 72:44

Louis Thomas Hardin, 
aka Moondog (1916–

1999), is often compared to 
Sun Ra and Harry Partch. 
He was an artist whose ec-
centric wardrobe, edgy mu-
sical aesthetic, and dodgy 
relationship to the main-
stream music industry were 
forged as poetic responses 
to the Great War, the 
Second War, the Cold War, 
the Vietnam War, and the 

can see them shiny gates. 
(Vol.15 No.2)

KALMAN RUBINSON

BIBER
BAROQUE 
SPLENDOR: MISSA 
SALISBURGENSIS
With: Sonata for 8 Trumpets 

and Timpani, Plaudite Tympana, 

Battaglia à 10

Jordi Savall, La Capella Reial de 

Catalunya, Hespèrion XXI, Le 

Concert des Nations

Alia Vox AVSA9912 (SACD/CD). 

2015. Manuel Mohina, Nicolas 

Bartholomée, engs., mastering. 

DDD. TT: 71:40

It’s always Biber 
time around here, for 

the passion that bursts 
from all his music. From 
the ecstatic but personal 
Mystery or Rosary sonatas 
(of which there are three 
marvelous new recordings 
this year alone) to this glori-
ous Missa Salisburgensis, 
Biber’s music never fails to 
communicate. Recorded in 
La Collégiale du Château 
de Cardona, this multichan-
nel recording finds just the 
right balance of spacious, 
reverberant acoustic with 
clarity and coherence for 
the singers and players. 
This and Jordi Savall’s 
magisterial pace reveal the 
rich complexity of Biber’s 
53-part scoring as no com-
peting recording does. The 
additional works lead and 
prepare the listener for the 
thrilling experience.

BEETHOVEN
BEETHOVEN, PERIOD: 
COMPLETE SONATAS 
& VARIATIONS FOR 
CELLO & FORTEPIANO
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tered. Weston himself is su-
perb on piano, hitting notes 
that reverberate forever, 
like a thunderous reply to 
our ancestors. (Vol.33 No.2)

room to allow such jazz 
stalwarts as Billy Harper, 
Dewey Redman, and guests 
Pharoah Sanders and Dizzy 
Gillespie, to shine unfet-

JASON VICTOR SERINUS

CAROLYN SAMPSON
FLEURS
Songs by Boulanger, Britten, 

Chabrier, Debussy, Fauré, Gounod, 

Hahn, Poulenc, Purcell, Quilter, 

Schubert, Schumann, Strauss

Carolyn Sampson, soprano; Joseph 

Middleton, piano

BIS 2102 (SACD/CD). 2015. Jens 

Braun, prod., eng. DDD. TT: 68:50

Not for several decades has anyone brought such a 
fresh voice to art song. Treasured as an early-music 

specialist, Carolyn Sampson waited until she was almost 
40 before recording this delightful anthology of songs 
about flowers. While Sampson may not yet radiate her 
predecessor Elly Ameling’s exquisite refinement, Victoria 
de los Angeles’s incomparable charm, or Arleen Augér’s 
emotional depth, her tone is so pearly fresh, her inno-
cence so compelling, that Fleurs demands to be heard. 
The piano is occasionally too dominant, but the beauty of 
the singing and the sound’s hi-rez clarity deserve a major 
recommendation.

MAHLER
SYMPHONY 9
Iván Fischer, Budapest Festival 

Orchestra

Channel Classics CCS SA 36115 

(SACD/CD). 2015. Hein Dekker, 

prod., eng.; Jared Sacks, eng. DDD. 

TT: 75:55

What a musical and 
engineering triumph! 

Iván Fischer, far less indulgent than Leonard Bernstein, 
prefers a direct approach that allows Mahler’s cries of pain 
and near-overwhelming sadness at the state of his health to 
pour over the listener. Fischer’s fortes are things of wonder, 
horns piercing a huge soundstage in which the glowing 
colors of different instrumental groupings speak with an 
emotional directness and clarity too rarely encountered in 
recordings of such large forces. To sit before a great system 
and play the entire symphony, from its first sighs to its last 
dying whispers, is a revelatory experience. (Vol.38 No.9)

DAVID SOKOL

THE ZOMBIES
THE SINGLES COLLECTION: AS & BS 1964–1969
Big Beat/Ace CDWIKD 200 (mono CD). 2000. Various, orig. prods.; Nick 

Robbins, mastering. AAD? TT: 71:22

Although they had only three Top 10 hits in the US and 
none in their homeland, the Zombies are rightfully 

regarded as one of the most inventive British Invasion 

music is still elaborately 
arranged and composed, 
but you can tap your foot to 
a lot of it. Still avant-garde, 
40 years after its release. 
(Vol.10 No.8)

RANDY WESTON
THE SPIRITS OF OUR 
ANCESTORS
Randy Weston, piano; Talib 

Kibwe, alto flute, alto saxophone; 

Billy Harper, Dewey Redman, 

tenor saxophone; Pharoah 

Sanders, tenor saxophone, 

gaita; Dizzy Gillespie, Idrees 

Sulieman, trumpet; Benny Powell, 

trombone, bass trombone; Alex 

Blake, Jamil Nasser, bass; Idris 

Muhammad, drums; Big Black, 

Azzedin Weston, percussion; 

Yassir Chadly, genbri, karkaba, 

clapping, vocals; Melba Liston, 

arrangements

Verve 511 857-2 (2 CDs). 1992. 

Randy Weston, Jean-Philippe 

Allard, Brian Bacchus, prods.; Joe 

Lopes, J. Newland, engs. ADD. 

TT: 106:29

The liner notes allude 
to a rough birth for 

The Spirit of Our Ancestors, 
but these two CDs of Mo-
rocco-inspired jazz betray 
no such hardship. Instead, 
they highlight the “two peas 
in a pod” dynamic that 
occurs whenever Randy 
Weston and Melba Liston 
collaborate. Here, Liston’s 
arrangements are as warm 
and open as the African 
vistas they channel, infus-
ing Weston’s compositions 
with enough breathing 

Matt Haimovitz, cello; 

Christopher O’Riley, fortepiano

Oxingale/Pentatone PTC 5186 

475 (2 SACD/CDs). 2015. David 

Frost, prod.; Richard King, eng., 

mix, mastering. DDD. TT: 2:20:00

The boutique label 
Oxingale has formed a 

relationship with Penta-
tone; this is a tasty fruit of 
their efforts. Haimovitz and 
O’Riley bring fresh exuber-
ance to their comprehen-
sive survey of Beethoven’s 
works for cello and piano. 
Rarely have I felt such a 
consistent sense of discov-
ery from seasoned virtuosi. 
The feeling of novelty is 
enhanced by the use of 
period instruments, whose 
sounds intrigue the ears 
and engage the mind. All is 
captured in immediate and 
transparent multichannel 
sound that lets me savor 
the players’ intensity and 
the subtle decays of their 
instruments’ overtones. 
(Note: On disc 1, tracks 4 
and 8 are swapped in the 
listings on the jacket and in 
the booklet.)

ROBERT SCHRYER

FRANK ZAPPA
APOSTROPHE (’)
Zappa ZR 3851-1 (LP). 1974/2014. 

Frank Zappa, prod.; Steve Desper, 

Terry Dunavan, Barry Keene, 

Bob Hughes, Kerry McNabb, 

engs. Mastered directly from the 

original 1⁄4” analog master tapes. 

ADA. TT: 32:02

Evidence suggests 
that what Frank Zappa 

feared most was to create 
music that might be clas-
sified as easy listening. No 
surprise, then, that Apos-
trophe (’), a straight-ahead 
rock record by Zappa stan-
dards, became his biggest-
selling US release. This 
doesn’t mean it’s watered-
down Zappa; to quote his 
son Dweezil, Apostrophe (’) 
has “everything you could 
ever want. It’s got the rock, 
jazz, funk, the attitude and 
the humor, all at once.” The 
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The chants and 
dances of the Mardi 

Gras Indians are now fairly 
well known, especially after 
the Black Indians were 
used as one of the main 
story lines of David Simon’s 
epic HBO series Treme, 
about the recovery of 
culture in New Orleans 
after the flood that followed 
hurricane Katrina in 2005. 
But only a few years before, 
the Black Indians were still 
virtually secret societies 
whose Sunday “practices” 
at various New Orleans 
locations were hermetic 
undertakings attended 
only by the initiated. In 
1987, this historic recording 
took us inside one of these 
practices for the first time, 
when engineer Mark Bing-
ham, who would later open 
the studio Piety Street 
Recording, in New Orleans, 
recorded for posterity Big 
Chief Monk Boudreaux and 
his gang, the Golden Eagles. 
Accompanied only by voic-
es and percussion, Monk is 
more than just a storyteller 
in these tracks as he sings 
“Two-Way-Pak-E-Way,” 
“Shallow Water, Oh Mama,” 
“Shotgun Joe,” “Indian Red,” 
and “Sew-Sew-Sew.” Monk 
is a conjurer, a celebrant at 
a profoundly spiritual event, 
and the reverie that built at 
this service must be heard 
to be believed. n

Ken Laxton, Roberta Grace, engs. 

AAA. TT: 35:32

Over the course of the 
past half century, Allen 

Toussaint (1938–2015) was 
the most important musi-
cian of New Orleans music: 
a peerless producer, song-
writer, performer, organizer, 
conceptualist, and public 
persona, and a man who 
had time to listen to every-
one he met and a kind word 
for all. Southern Nights, his 
masterpiece, underscores 
the subtlety of his approach 
to music. Toussaint was a 
master craftsman in the 
studio, with an unerring 
ear for popular success in 
his productions of other 
people’s music, but his own 
records are understated, 
magnificent works of art. 
The title track is well known 
for the thumping hayride 
that Glen Campbell turned 
it into, but Toussaint’s origi-
nal shimmers like gossa-
mer in an ethereal whisper 
that actually evokes the 
spooky feeling of a humid 
night in subtropical Louisi-
ana, when the gentle Gulf 
breezes caress the live-oak 
leaves into a soothing, 
rustling dreamscape. This 
aural fantasy shows a great 
artist at work on material 
that is beyond commercial 
considerations.

THE GOLDEN EAGLES 
FEATURING MONK 
BOUDREAUX
LIGHTNING AND 
THUNDER
Rounder 2073 (CD). 1988. Ron 

Levy, prod.; Mark Bingham, eng. 

DDD. TT: 46:53

bands of the mid- and late 
1960s. “She’s Not There,” 
“Tell Her No,” and “Time of 
the Season” stand the test 
of time, but it’s their lesser 
hits and deeper cuts that 
make this collection such 
timeless fun. Blessed with 
golden-throated singer Co-
lin Blunstone, classical- and 
jazz-influenced keyboard 

whiz Rod Argent, and bassist Chris White (individually, Ar-
gent and White wrote most of the songs), the Zombies were 
masters of pop melody and romantic angst. White’s “I Love 
You,” a big hit for San Jose band People in 1968, is full of de-
licious lovelorn drama, as is his masterful B-side “Leave Me 
Be.” Arranged chronologically, the 28 tracks of The Singles 
Collection, in original punchy mono, take us from 1964 to 
1969, with all the hits, shoulda-been hits, and misses. From 
start to finish, these Zombies nuggets are to die for.

AIMEE MANN
I’M WITH STUPID
DGC DGCD-24951 (CD). 1995. Jon 

Brion, prod.; Mike Denneen, Jack 

Joseph Puig, Jonathan Wyner, 

engs. AAD? TT: 56:19

Aimee Mann’s early 
struggles in the music 

business are legendary, and 
she never again reached 
the commercial heights of 
“Voices Carry,” the song that took her band, ’Til Tuesday, 
into the Top 10 in summer 1985. But as Mann’s star power 
declined her songwriting blossomed, beginning with her 
glorious swan song with TT, Everything’s Different Now—
perhaps the greatest breakup album ever recorded—and 
continuing with her solo career in the 1990s and beyond. 
I’m with Stupid is her second solo album, and never have 
the themes of love and longing and record-company 
neglect been more articulately woven together, particularly 
in the perfect album-closing “It’s Not Safe,” in which she 
throws down the gauntlet: “A thousand compromises don’t 
add up to a win.” I’m with Stupid is power pop at its richest 
(see radio hit “That’s Just What You Are”), and the guest 
list includes composer and record producer Jon Brion, 
Squeeze’s Glenn Tilbrook and Chris Difford, and Mann’s 
soon-to-be husband, Michael Penn. For the squeamish 
(I doubt Stereophile has many of those), Mann has no 
problem using the F word, and no one sings it with as much 
genteelness and relish as she does in “Long Shot” and “It’s 
Not Safe.” Mann would see a much-deserved commercial 
spike a few years later, with the Magnolia soundtrack, and 
would continue to make acclaimed top-shelf albums—but 
I’m with Stupid remains her greatest and smartest master-
piece. (Vol.19 No.6)

JOHN SWENSON

ALLEN TOUSSAINT
SOUTHERN NIGHTS
Reprise MS 2186 (LP). 1975. Allen Toussaint, Marshall Sehorn, prods.; 
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just to the physical size of this gigantic mono block. 
 Rather, it merrily evokes the ultimate high-performance 
capabilities with which nature and our scientists – not exactly 
in that order – have endowed it.
 MAX never fails to play with an ease that’s as fascinating as 
it’s formidable. Add to that stunningly elemental, tonal accuracy 
and striking macro- and micro-dynamic precision. 
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Our mighty MAX does not emit harmful substances and has no secret test detection software. It did win “best sound” 
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three suspension points, one tonearm board, and one bubble 
level, the last thoughtfully included to aid setup. The sus-
pension points—aluminum rings about 2" in diameter—were 
lowered onto spring-loaded towers, themselves fastened to 
a one-piece clear acrylic plinth measuring 14.5" by 19" by 
3⁄4" thick. Acrylic was also chosen for the tonearm board, 
centered within a somewhat larger aluminum ring that 
was closer than the suspension points to the center of the 
subchassis. At that center point was a bearing that supported 
a one-piece aluminum platter, around whose perimeter 
ran a thick rubber damping ring. A DC motor drove the 
platter’s integral hub by means of a flat neoprene belt, and 
pushbuttons near the plinth’s front edge offered the choice 
between 331⁄3 and 45rpm. The platter mat was made of soft 
Sorbothane elastomer, and a low-mass aluminum record 
clamp 3.5" in diameter held the LP in intimate contact with 
the mat by being screwed down onto the threaded spindle. 
Also supplied was a washer of tapered thickness, intended to 
be placed under the label areas of records whose outer edges 
are otherwise reluctant to contact the mat. 

But all of that is so 1979: A few things have changed since 
then—many put into effect by co-managing director Jacques 
Riendeau, who took the place of brother Marcel when the 
latter left the company to pursue a different career. The 
clear acrylic plinth remains, as does the petroglyph-shaped 
aluminum subchassis and the basic suspension design. But 
the motor changed from DC to AC. The soft Sorbothane 
mat gave way to a hard mat made of vinyl-like polymer. The 
separate 331⁄3 and 45rpm power switches were redesigned, 
and the suspension-spring towers got decorative caps. 
(Now they’re sexy, too.) The one-piece acrylic armboard 

T
he stats are impressive: Quebec’s Oracle Audio 
Technologies, formerly Trans Audio,1 has been in 
business for 37 years, during which they’ve sold 
nearly 11,000 Oracle Delphi turntables. That’s 

not bad for a perfectionist turntable—and especially not bad 
for a perfectionist turntable whose first and most estimable 
competitor, the Linn Sondek LP12, was well established by 
the time of the Delphi’s debut, in 1979.

And yet . . . one might also say that the LP12, having 
created the market for high-end turntables, plowed the 
road for the Delphi. True though that may be, there’s no 
mistaking the skill with which Oracle distinguished their 
premier product as no mere me-too turntable, but a distinct 
alternative. Where Linn decreed that a felt mat was the only 
way to support a record, Oracle provided an elastomer mat 
and a clamp. Where Linn touted AC synchronous motors, 
Oracle’s first export models had servo-controlled DC mo-
tors. And where the LP12 looked conservative, even dowdy, 
the Delphi was, well . . . sexy. One wonders how many 
Oracle Delphis were sold simply by putting a sample in the 
shop window.

Description

Where did all that sexy come from? Polished aluminum and 
clear acrylic, that’s where. Trans Audio’s founder and chief 
designer, Marcel Riendeau, elected not to hide the subchas-
sis of his suspended-subchassis turntable, but rather to shape 
it with an eye to both form and function. The resulting 
subchassis outline—pods of varying length extending from 
an amorphous center—was strikingly modern, combining 
style with seriousness of purpose: art in the service of the 
(audio) revolution.

The five splayed pods of that aluminum subchassis were: 

ORACLE DELPHI  

Mk.VI Second Generation 

Belt-driven, suspended-

subchassis turntable. Motor: 

AC synchronous. Speeds: 

33 1⁄3, 45rpm.

Dimensions 18.5" (475mm) 

W by 5.9" (150mm) H by 

14.2" (363mm) D. Weight: 

35 lbs (16kg).

Serial number of unit  

reviewed 11087.

Prices $8950 with wall-wart 

power supply; add $800 for 

Turbo power supply ($1150 if 

purchased separately). 

ORACLE SME TONEARM 

Pivoted, dynamically bal-

anced, nominally 9" tonearm 

with one-piece, die-cast, 

magnesium-alloy armtube. 

Pivot to spindle: 215.35mm. 

Effective length: 233.15mm. 

Offset angle: 23°. Overhang: 

17.8mm. VTF: Dynamic, 

adjustable, 0–3gm. Effective 

mass: 10–11gm.

Serial numbers of units  

reviewed 58001 (first), 

59422 (second).

Price $6750.

BOTH

Approximate number of 

dealers: 25. Warranty: 2 

years.

Manufacturer  

Oracle Audio Technologies, 

6136 Boulevard Bertrand 

Fabi, Suite 101, Sherbrooke, 

Quebec J1N 2P3, Canada.  

Tel: (819) 864-0480.  

Fax: (819) 864-9641.

Web: www.oracle-audio.com.

SPECIFICATIONS

E
R

IC
S

W
A

N
S

O
N

ART DUDLEY

Oracle Delphi Mk.VI  
Second Generation
TURNTABLE

1 In the interest of readability, this narrative oversmooths a bumpy chronology.
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Riendeau’s efforts to pause every so often and explain his 
actions may, in fairness, have accounted for at least an hour 
of that.

I don’t see much need to describe, step by painstaking 
step, that setup procedure—other than to give some idea 
of the Oracle Delphi’s degree of adjustability (high) and 
to convey the levels of ingenuity and build quality applied 
to making it so (also high). Of particular interest are the 
color coding of the Delphi’s suspension springs—denoting 
a different degree of compliance for each of three support 
points—and the two-piece aluminum armboard. Of the 
latter, the topmost layer is the arm-mount surface itself, 
while the bottom layer serves as a clamping ring; the result 
is an extremely rigid coupling of armboard to subchassis 
that nonetheless permits infinite rotational adjustment when 
slightly loosened.

At the risk of jumping the gun on my listening com-
ments, I’ll describe here the effectiveness of Oracle’s adjust-
able suspension-damping scheme. As Jacques Riendeau 
came to the end of his ministrations, he said he wanted to 
begin by listening to the Delphi without its suspension damp-
ing, and asked for a decent-quality recording of simple mu-
sic: no audiophile spectaculars (not that I keep such things 
on hand). I selected “New Chance Blues” and “Green Light 
on the Southern,” from Norman Blake and Tony Rice’s 
Blake & Rice (LP, Rounder 0233); the former is a duet for 
mandolin and guitar, while the latter is a solo vocal by Blake, 
accompanied by two guitars; I believe M. Riendeau enjoyed 
both selections.

Through the undamped Oracle with Oracle SME tone-
arm and my own well-worn Denon DL-103 cartridge, both 
cuts were vibrantly colorful and present, with an absolutely 
enormous sense of scale; musically, they were good, but the 
playback lacked the really good sense of momentum and 
flow that I associate with my favorite record players. To be 
shallow and crass about it: The sound rated an 8 or a 9, the 
musicality a 6. 

All right. Riendeau then lowered the damping fingers on 
the bottom of the subchassis ever so slightly, until their tips 
just barely dimpled the surface of the silicone pools below. 
I estimate that no more than 1⁄8" of each finger was sub-
merged. We played the two recordings again, and Riendeau 
and I heard a considerable change for the better. Without 
putting words in Riendeau’s mouth, I guessed from his tone 
and his facial expression that even he was a bit surprised 
by the degree of improvement. On the negative side of the 
ledger, the damping gave the playback a slightly smaller scale 
that was still by no means small; everything else was wildly 
positive. What benefited most was musical timing: The 
songs now unfolded in a natural way, the players and singer 
leaning into the music in a way I hadn’t heard earlier. The 
sound was also a bit more open, and bass notes, such as they 
were—especially from Tony Rice’s old Martin D-28, previ-
ously owned by the great Clarence White—were clearer, 
with more precise pitch. 

But, again, this was all about the timing: Switching from 
no suspension damping to just a teensy bit was, for the 
Oracle Delphi, the difference between excellent sound and 

was replaced with a two-layer aluminum board. The platter 
bearing was redesigned so that the position of its shaft is 
now determined by six adjustable, hard-polymer setscrews—
perhaps inspired by the bearing design of the original Well 
Tempered Turntable.

And within the last five years alone, Oracle created for the 
Delphi a suspension-damping system—three height-adjust-
able fingers on the underside of the subchassis dip into three 
small tubs filled with silicone—and a new outboard power 
supply, the Turbo. (For the Oracle Delphi, an outboard 
supply, whether a wall wart or a more sophisticated design, 
converts household AC to 27V DC, while onboard circuitry 
converts the DC to 16V AC, with separate crystals for the 
two running speeds. The platter’s speed of rotation can be 
fine-tuned with separate 331⁄3 and 45rpm trim pots on the 
turntable’s rear edge.)

During its commercial lifespan, the Oracle Delphi has 
progressed from Mk.I to Mk.VI status.2 Now, as of late 2015, 
we have the Delphi Mk.VI Second Generation ($9750—or 
$16,500 when paired with the Oracle SME tonearm), which 
offers:

❱❱ An improved version of the Turbo power supply, claimed 

to produce cleaner DC. (The Mk.VI Second Generation is 

available with a plain wall wart for $8950; the Turbo can be 

bought separately for $1150.)

❱❱ Improved onboard drive electronics, for which a 15% 

increase in motor torque is claimed.

❱❱ A urethane coating for the platter-bearing well, intended 

to damp vibrational noise.

❱❱ A two-piece platter: The outer platter now sits on a 

smaller-diameter subplatter whose outer edge is in contact 

with the flat rubber drive belt. This two-piece arrangement 

offers the possibility of less overall vibrational energy, 

given that one element in a two-element platter tends 

to damp the other. Of even greater significance is the 

improvement in the quality of life this enhancement repre-

sents to the person installing an Oracle Delphi or replac-

ing its drive belt: It’s easier to loop a rubber belt around a 

small-diameter subplatter than around a hub recessed into 

the underside of a one-piece platter. Far easier.3

A word about the Oracle SME tonearm ($6750), with 
which the Delphi is so often paired, and with which my re-
view sample of the Mk.VI Second Generation was bundled. 
This is, essentially, a standard SME V with monocrystal 
silver wiring—which Riendeau specially orders from SME’s 
factory in Sussex, England. Since the SME V’s introduction 
30 years ago, enough ink has been spilled4 on the technol-
ogy behind its design that there’s little sense in me dribbling 
any more; brief thoughts on its ease of setup and its sound 
can be found below.

Installation and setup

My review samples of the Oracle turntable and Oracle SME 
tonearm were installed and adjusted by Jacques Riendeau. 
As he worked, I watched closely so that I might know what 
to do when it came time to swap out arms and, ultimately, 
dismantle and pack the player for shipping. The Oracle 
turntable, like others before and since—most notably the 
Linn LP12—is best viewed as a kit: Its design requires that it 
be packed and shipped in pieces, and that those pieces be as-
sembled with care. Taking into consideration all three major 
components—turntable, tonearm, cartridge—I estimate that 
setup took about four hours from carton to music, although 

2 Reviewed by Michael Fremer in March 2010. See www.stereophile.com/
content/oracle-delphi-mkvi-turntable. 

3 Compared to earlier Delphis, only the Voyd—a superb, British-built turntable 
that in the late 1980s enjoyed a too-brief moment in the sun—was more difficult to 
install in this regard.

4 See www.stereophile.com/content/sme-series-v-tonearm.
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an SME arm. I needed to do 
only a bit of fiddling to rig an 
Abis mount that was not only 
rigid but infinitely adjustable 
in terms of spindle-to-pivot 
distance; consequently, I was 
able to swap the Abis arm 
between platforms with relative 
ease and speed—which, as you’ll 

see below, helped me arrive at my conclusions about the 
Delphi’s sound.

That was the happy part. The sad part was later having 
to install and set up, on my own, the new Oracle SME—at 
which time I realized, all too late, that I may not have paid 
sufficient attention to M. Riendeau’s efforts in that regard: 
Whoops. The greatest challenges were posed by three 
aspects of the SME arm’s design: 1) its cartridge-mounting 
provisions do not permit fine-tuning of offset angle; 2) the 
means of adjusting the height of its cueing platform are ar-
cane and ineffective to the point of frustration; and 3) the fat 
end of its drastically flared armtube can foul against the edge 
of an LP—in the case of a warped LP, feel free to substitute 
will for can—within all but the tiniest range of arm-height 
and spindle-to-pivot settings.

This most recent experience of the SME V—I’d encoun-
tered the arm a couple of times before, when I was younger 
and more forgiving—left me thinking it a somewhat flawed 
design: An otherwise laudable if excessive fixation on some 
aspects of adjustability and ergonomics had resulted in very 
real shortcomings in others. (The means of adjusting and 
locking in arm height is also a bit of a goat-rope.) And the 
problems caused by the overly flared armtube indicate an 
even more fundamental design flaw: I can’t help wondering 
if perhaps, by the time that shortcoming became apparent, it 
was simply too late to change the tube’s dimensions without 

okay musicality on the 
one hand, and excel-
lent sound and excellent 
musicality on the other. 
That same shallow, crass 
reviewer would now rate 
both at 8. 

I’ll spare you the agony 
of slogging through one 
of those setup epics; suffice it to say that that teensy amount 
of damping was our window—as we dialed in more, the 
benefits began to slip away, if not quite go to hell in a hand-
basket.

Anyway, by the time Riendeau finished, the Oracle 
sounded fine, to his and my satisfactions, with one excep-
tion: a slight hum that had begun life as a not-so-slight hum 
but had been beaten down by our trial-and-error grounding 
regimen. When M. Riendeau left to return to Quebec, the 
slight hum remained—and, as a certain M. Murphy might 
have predicted, within hours it got worse. Much worse. 
Worse in a way that made it clear that, all along, the prob-
lem had been in the tonearm’s internal wiring: Lifting up 
the armtube by hand and moving it from the outer edge of a 
record toward the spindle created a racket of hums, buzzes, 
and crackles. To make a long story short, when Jacques 
Riendeau got home, he dispatched to me a new, presumably 
factory-fresh Oracle SME arm.

While waiting for the new arm, I set about transferring 
my review sample of the Abis SA-1.2 tonearm ($1775) from 
my Thorens TD 124 turntable to the Oracle. As (good) luck 
would have it, that wasn’t nearly as daunting as it sounds: 
The Abis’s arm collet has precisely the same inner diameter 
as the collet of my EMT 997 arm—and it just so happens 
that I have on hand a collet for the latter that was specially 
machined for use with the characteristic sliding mount of 

The Oracle 
turntable, like 
others before 
and since, is 
best viewed 
as a kit.
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moment—the sort that leads a 
listener to muse: If it gets better 
than this, it can’t be by much.

Indeed, when I moved the 
Abis arm and Denon cartridge 
back over to my vintage Thorens 
turntable and replayed that track, 
the results were different but not 

necessarily better. Driven by the TD 124, the sound was a 
bit meatier, the sense of scale a bit larger—but timing and 
momentum were no better. The musicians leaned into the 
song to no greater or lesser extent than they had with the 
Oracle Delphi.

The Oracle-Abis combination also sounded wonderful 
with piano music. Liszt’s Sonata in b, played by the great 
Clifford Curzon (LP, Decca/Speakers Corner SXL 6076), 
moved before my ears not like a machine but like a river, 
full of stored energy and unpredictability and human nu-
ance. Chords and single notes alike bloomed with color 
and body. Adding another instrument to the mix, as with 
Mstislav Rostropovich and Martha Argerich’s recording 
of Schumann’s Adagio and Allegro for Cello and Piano in 
A-flat (LP, Deutsche Grammophon 2531 201), resulted in 
sound and music-making that was similarly involving, with 
the same caliber of realistic timing and excellent scale—
though I noted slightly less bass weight than I hear from this 
great record when I play it on my combination of Garrard 
301 turntable and EMT 997 tonearm. The Oracle player 
wasn’t at all lean, but I would not have wanted any less bass 
extension than it gave.

Later on, after installing the second sample of the Oracle 
SME arm—and, of course, realigning the Denon cartridge—I 
returned to some of the tracks I’d played earlier, focusing in 
particular on the bluegrass album by Weissberg et al. There 
was much to admire: Gordon Terry’s fiddle solo leapt from 
the speaker with, if anything, even greater presence, stand-
ing prouder of the rest of the mix than when I’d played this 

incurring financial ruin.
Two final setup notes that 

aren’t really setup notes, but 
I don’t know where else to 
put them: First, during my 
time with the Delphi, I didn’t 
encounter any LPs that required 
the spindle washer in order to 
be pinned flat against the mat—but even if I had, I’m not 
sure I would have chanced such groove-bending. Second, 
every time I pressed the 331⁄3 or the 45rpm start button, 
there was a delay of 1.5 seconds, accompanied by a peevish 
little groan, before the platter began to turn. What’s up with 
that?

Listening

My in-depth experience of the Oracle Delphi Mk.VI Sec-
ond Generation really began when I combined it with the 
Abis SA-1.2 tonearm and Denon DL-103 cartridge. That 
trio’s reproduction of “No Title Yet Blues,” from Eric Weiss-
berg, Marshall Brickman & Company’s New Dimensions in 
Banjo & Bluegrass (LP, Elektra EKS-7238), was extremely 
impressive, and presented a textbook rendering of almost 
every facet of the LP’s superiority over other playback 
media. Weissberg’s competent banjo playing had an amaz-
ingly good sense of touch, with tone that comprised equal 
measures of richness and (appropriate) clatter. Jimmy Bond’s 
double-bass playing was revealed as superb: nothing fancy in 
terms of his choices of notes, but his sense of momentum—
his sheer drive—came through loud and clear. And against 
that steady temporal backdrop, the full brilliance of Clarence 
White’s guitar playing was revealed, from the deliberately 
irregular timing of the bass lines he plays behind Weissberg’s 
banjo to the way he arpeggiates a chord by raking his pick 
across the strings—this at the one point in his solo when the 
listener least expects it. This song, heard through this com-
bination of gear, was a true Stop there and fetch my checkbook! 

All of that is 
so 1979: A few 
things have 
changed since 
then.
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Widow arm looked about 
as dignified as a white-belt-
ed polyester leisure suit. It 
was actually kind of creepy.

The constants were 
the Delphi’s basic ideas, 
technological and aesthetic; 
Oracle’s means of realizing 

them were the things that had evolved, mostly unobserved 
beneath pretty skin. The Delphi appeared to have been 
enduringly nourished by a steady diet of new ideas, most of 
them subtle instead of radical.

How many high-end turntables have come and gone 
since 1979? I can think of dozens, including the Linn Axis, 
the CJ Walker CJ-55, the Conrad-Johnson (née Sonogra-
phe) SG-3, the Voyd, the Pink Triangle, the Micro Seiki, the 
original Roksan Xerxes—the list goes on and on. Each was 
worthy in its way, and some (the Xerxes and the Voyd) were 
especially brilliant.

Yet the Oracle Delphi saw them all off. 
A simple recommendation of the Oracle Delphi Mk.VI 

Second Generation could begin and end there, but this is 
a review: I didn’t set out to tout this player, but began with 
as neutral a point of view as I’ve ever brought to a new 
product. I assumed this one would sound at least okay, while 
realizing that my ultimate opinion could go either higher 
or lower than that. At the end of the day, I was pleasantly 
surprised: I found that my enjoyment of the new Delphi 
was considerably higher than usual for a new turntable. As 
for pricing, my enthusiasm is slightly more nuanced: Com-
pared with $16,500 for a full-monty Delphi plus Oracle 
SME tonearm, the $11,525 cost of the same turntable with 
Abis SA-1.2 tonearm is an excellent value—and offers better 
performance in the ways that matter most to me.

I won’t be leaving my Garrard or my Thorenses by the 
curb any time soon, but during their absence from my 
system, the Oracle Delphi Mk.VI Second Generation enter-
tained and fulfilled me in a way that most things don’t. n

track using the Abis arm. And Clarence White’s steel-string 
guitar had a distinctly richer tone, and a seemingly greater 
range of dynamic contrast between his background bass runs 
and his solo. But that solo no longer had the momentum I’d 
heard when the Abis arm did the honors—the arpeggiated 
chord ceased to be anything special—and Jimmy Bond’s 
double bass no longer drove the song forward: Notes from 
that instrument were, again, temporally flat.

Replaying Curzon’s Liszt Sonata in b with the Oracle 
SME revealed a similar recalculation of strengths. Again, for-
ward momentum was diminished, but the music’s dynamics 
were fine, inasmuch as sudden bursts of volume and inten-
sity seemed natural, and occurred with great ease and natu-
ralness. Listening to the Liszt, it was easy to get caught up in 
the colorful, billowing clouds of sound. The piece no longer 
had the tension or chaos I’d heard with the Abis SA-1.2 arm 
in place, but it had no shortage of drama of a different sort. 
With the SME arm, the sonata’s Grandioso theme was all the 
more triumphant—and the final chords, by contrast, were 
meeker and more resigned, as is appropriate.

One of the many beautiful moments on Joanna New-
som’s brilliant Divers (LP, Drag City DC561) occurs in the 
chorus of “You Will Not Take My Heart Alive”—and in the 
two measures leading up to it, as the tempo slows and the 
time signature changes. On my Thorens and Garrard rigs, 
those changes were accompanied by a palpable increase in 
musical tension and a slight increase in scale, as the music 
seemed to grow in size as well as in gravitas. The combo of 
Oracle turntable and Oracle SME arm missed that tension 
and that change in scale, though the song was otherwise 
colorful and engaging.

The famous recording of Falla’s The Three-Cornered Hat by 
Ernest Ansermet and L’Orchestre de la Suisse Romande (my 
copy is London CS 6224, though it’s more famous in its UK 
Decca incarnation) is one of the most spectacular record-
ings ever made of a symphony orchestra; the combination 
of Oracle turntable and Oracle SME tonearm did the sound 
justice, and brought to the music-making enough tension 
and impact to keep me very involved. I’m by no means a 
“soundstaging” obsessive—far from it—yet even I could not 
help enjoying the exceptional width, depth, and even height 
of the imaginary stage. Massed strings had tremendous 
color and texture: every bit the equals of the Thorens-Abis 
combination. The bottom two octaves sounded magnificent: 
the kettledrums didn’t have quite as much weight as I hear 
when I play this on my Garrard-EMT combination—the 
former in a notably hefty stacked-plywood plinth—yet the 
sound was weighty enough, and bass clarity, especially in the 
piano parts, was exceptional. Another Stop there moment, for 
sure, and as fine a place as any to wrap up.

Conclusions

While preparing this review, I did a Google image search 
on the Oracle Delphi, expecting to see a simple, graphic 
narrative of the changes visited upon the model across its 
37-year history. Instead, the results were a geeky twist on 
the archetypal horror-movie scene in which photographic 
evidence suggests an antagonist who has walked the Earth 
waaaay longer than the rest of us: In picture after picture, 
the Oracle looked ageless and constant, with its partnering 
tonearms and cartridges cast as variables: hapless mortals, all 
too vulnerable to the insults of age and death—and fashion. 
In one photo, an S-shaped Alphason arm stuck out like an 
unfortunate Christmas sweater; in another, an Infinity Black 

The full  
brilliance of  
Clarence White’s 
guitar playing  
was revealed.

Analog Sources Garrard 301, Thorens TD 124 turntables; 

Abis SA-1.2, EMT 997 tonearms; EMT OFD 25 & OFD 15 & 

TSD 15 pickup heads; Denon DL-103, Miyajima Premium BE 

Mono II cartridges.

Digital Sources Halide Designs DAC HD USB D/A con-

verter; Apple iMac G5 computer running Audirvana Plus 

1.5.12; Sony SCD-777 SACD/CD player.

Preamplification Hommage T2 step-up transformer, 

Shindo Laboratory Aurieges Equalizer Amplifier phono 

preamplifier & Masseto preamplifier.

Power Amplifiers Shindo Laboratory Corton-Charlemagne 

(monoblocks) & Haut-Brion (stereo).

Loudspeakers Altec Valencia, DeVore Fidelity Orangutan 

O/96.

Cables USB: Wireworld Revelation 2.0. Interconnect: Audio 

Note AN-Vx, Nordost Blue Heaven, Shindo Laboratory 

Silver. Speaker: Auditorium 23. AC: manufacturers’ stock 

cords.

Accessories Box Furniture Company D3S rack (source & 

amplification components), Audiodesksysteme Gläss Vinyl 

Cleaner.—Art Dudley

A S S O C I AT E D  E Q U I P M E N T
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EQUIPMENT REPORT

DACs, and other prod-
ucts that occupied niches 
carefully carved from the 
crowded wall of high-
performance audio.

But it was long be-
fore all that—way back 

in 1985—when PS Audio created the product that lifted 
them into a far higher echelon of circuit sophistication and 
sound quality: the company’s first “muscle amp,” the 200C, 
designed by former Harman/Kardon engineer Bob O’Dell. 
(O’Dell replaced Stan Warren when Warren left to form 
Superphon—another company producing budget-priced, 
high-performance gear.) Anthony H. Cordesman and J. 

W
as it more surprising that, in 2015, 
PS Audio would produce a mono-
block class-AB power amplifier 
containing vacuum tubes, or that 

PS Audio would release a monoblock power 
amplifier at all? I’m not sure.

In 1974, Paul McGowan and Stan Warren 
founded the company to produce and market a 
standalone, phono preamplifier, sold directly to 
consumers for $59.95. From there they naturally 
progressed to a series of line-level preamplifiers. 
Toward the end of the ’70s, PS Audio produced 
the Model One, the company’s first power 
amplifier. In the mid-1980s came the high-
performance, moderately priced ($495) 4.5 and 
4.6 preamplifiers. I reviewed—and bought—a 4.6 
a few years after I began reviewing gear for The 
Abso!ute Sound; Tom Norton reviewed the 4.6 for 
the September 1988 issue of Stereophile.1

In 1990, McGowan left PS Audio to join indus-
try veteran Arnie Nudell at Genesis Technologies, 
the high-end speaker company Nudell founded 
after exiting his previous startup, Infinity. The 
latter company produced, among other things, 
the legendary IRS—perhaps the most expensive ($45,000/
pair in 1988) and sophisticated loudspeaker ever made. 
Meanwhile, PS Audio’s new owners concentrated on DACs, 
one of which, the UltraLink, was highly recommended by 
Stereophile. Financial problems caused PS Audio to close in 
1997; shortly thereafter McGowan bought back the name 
“PS Audio,” left Genesis, and relaunched his company. The 
new PS Audio, located in Boulder, Colorado, grew rapidly, 
mostly on a diet of AC-regenerating power conditioners, 

Description Hybrid tube/

transistor monoblock 

amplifier. Tube comple-

ment: two hand-matched 

6922/6DJ8. Input connec-

tions: single-ended (RCA), 

balanced (XLR). Speaker 

binding posts: 2 pairs, 

gold-plated copper. Output 

power: 300W into 8 ohms 

(24.8dBW), 600W into 4 

ohms (24.8dBW), 1000W 

into 2 ohms (24dBW). 

Frequency response: 

10Hz–20kHz, ±0.1dB; 10Hz–

200kHz, +0.1/–3.0dB. Volt-

age gain: 30.5dB, ±0.5dB. 

Sensitivity: 1.2V. Damping 

factor: >350 (8 ohms, up to 

1kHz). Output impedance: 

0.1 ohm at 50Hz, 2.8V RMS. 

Input impedance: 200k 

ohms balanced, 100k ohms 

unbalanced. THD: <0.01%, 

1kHz, 1W/8 ohms; <0.1%, 

20Hz–20kHz, 1W/8 ohms; 

<0.1%, 1kHz, 200W/8 ohms 

(120VAC mains input); 

<0.1%, 1kHz, 400W/8 ohms 

(120VAC mains input). Sig-

nal/noise: <–85dBV, 100Hz–

20kHz. Power consumption: 

75W at ready, 175W at idle, 

850W at rated power into 8 

ohms, 1600W at rated power 

into 4 ohms. 

Dimensions 17.1" (434mm) 

W by 8.7" (221mm) H by 14" 

D (355mm). Weight: 83 lbs 

(37.7kg) net, 92 lbs (41.8kg) 

shipping.

Finishes Black, Silver.

Serial numbers of units  

reviewed NPWA-A1-

5G0062, ’5G0063.

Price $14,998/pair.  

Approximate number of 

dealers: 60. Warranty:  

3 years; tubes, 1 year.

Manufacturer  

PS Audio,  

4826 Sterling Drive,  

Boulder, CO 80301.  

Tel: (720) 406-8946.  

Fax: (720) 406-8967.  

Web: www.psaudio.com.

SPECIFICATIONS

MICHAEL FREMER

PS Audio BHK Signature 300
MONOBLOCK POWER AMPLIFIER

The 200C was one of PS 
Audio’s last attempts at 
power-amp greatness—
until now.

1 See www.stereophile.com/content/ps-audio-46-preamplifier.
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I
began to perform a full suite of 

measurements on the PS Audio 

BHK Signature 300 (serial no. 

NPWA-A1-5G0062), using my 

Audio Precision SYS2722 system (see 

www.ap.com and the January 2008 “As 

We See It,” www.stereophile.com/con-

tent/measurements-maps-precision). 

First, however, I preconditioned the 

amplifier by running it at one-third the 

specified power, 100W, into 8 ohms for 

60 minutes. At the end of that time, its 

top panel was warm and its heatsinks 

were hot, at 122.1°F (50.1°C). The 

percentage of THD+noise at this power 

level was 0.0145% with the amplifier 

cold, 0.0164% with it fully warmed up.

The BHK 300’s voltage gain at 1kHz 

into 8 ohms was a little higher than 

usual, at 30.5dB with both balanced 

and unbalanced input signals. Both 

inputs preserved absolute polarity (ie, 

were non-inverting), and the single-

ended input impedance was 47k 

ohms at low and middle frequencies, 

decreasing slightly and inconsequen-

tially to 39k ohms at the top of the 

audioband. The balanced input imped-

ance was exactly twice these values, 

as expected. The output impedance 

(including the series resistance of 10' 

of speaker cable) was on the high side 

for a solid-state amplifier, at 0.16 ohm 

at all audio frequencies.

After that point, having been 

powered up for two hours, the BHK 

300 became unstable. Both with signal 

present and with the input shorted to 

ground, there was a tone at 270kHz 

present at the output at a level of 3V. 

The front-panel light remained illumi-

nated. (With a fault condition, it is sup-

posed to flash.) I put the amplifier into 

standby with its front-panel button, 

then turned it off with the rear-panel 

switch. When I turned it on again and 

let it go through its turn-on routine, 

it worked fine for about a minute, 

operating with a 1kHz tone at 1W into 

8 ohms with very low distortion, after 

which the ultrasonic noise reappeared. 

provide a reference-quality system 
and listening room with which to 
evaluate the project as it developed. 
He also provided the ultimate en-
dorsement for the finished product: 
“The first amplifier I gave up a 
lifetime obsession with tubes for.”

For more background on the 
development of the BHK Signature 300 and its stablemate, 
the BHK Signature 250 Stereo Amplifier ($7499), you 
can watch the videos on PSA’s website.4 There you’ll hear 
from McGowan, Nudell, and King—who finally gets his 
initials carved into one of his electronic designs. These guys 
describe themselves as old—the videos are sprinkled with age 
jokes—but with age, they claim, comes experience and the 
wisdom to make wise choices. They hype and pitch with 
the best, so enjoy the show, but don’t get sucked in too far. 

Gordon Holt reviewed the 200C in Stereophile late 
in 1985.2 With certain caveats, AHC said that he’d 
not heard a better amp at any price. While JGH 
was somewhat less effusive, he was still mightily 
impressed: “I’ve never heard this kind of high-
end sound from an amplifier in the 200C’s price 
range.” He concluded by calling it, “if not a world-
beater, at least a world-class amplifier.”

I’m going into such detail about a 30-year-old, 
discontinued product because the 200C was one 
of PS Audio’s last attempts at power-amp great-
ness—until now. That’s a big deal. 

What’s It All About, Paulie?

What prompted Paul McGowan and PS Audio 
to re-enter the power-amp market at this point 
in time? I didn’t ask, but it appears to have been 
a combination of peer pressure, an opportunity 
worth seizing, and a good feel for managing the 
clock in the fourth quarter of the game. The result 
is the BHK Signature 300 ($14,998/pair), a power-
ful tube-MOSFET hybrid monoblock, designed by 
Bascom H. King and beautifully made in America.

In the 1990s, King reviewed amplifiers for the 
defunct Audio magazine. He is also responsible for design-
ing Constellation Audio’s considerably more expensive 
and highly regarded amplifier line, as well as amplifiers for 
Conrad-Johnson and Marantz. In 1979, he developed the 
Infinity Class A hybrid amplifier (tube input, solid-state out-
put), which JGH said, at the time, was “the best sounding 
amplifier I have ever heard.”3 The BHK Signature 300 amp 
presented King with an opportunity to again come up with 
a unique hybrid design, while giving McGowan a chance 
to produce a statement model for his company. It appears 
that Nudell—who began working with King back in 1980, 
while developing the electronics used in the IRS speaker—
was there to kibitz, offer advice sonic and otherwise, and 

M E A S U R E M E N T S

Fig.1 PS Audio BHK Signature 300, balanced 

frequency response at 2.83V into: simulated 

loudspeaker load (gray), 8 ohms (blue), 4 ohms 

(magenta), 2 ohms (red) (0.5dB/vertical div.).

PS Audio suggests  
replacing the  
relatively  
inexpensive tubes 
once a year. 

2 See Vol.8 No.8: www.stereophile.com/solidpoweramps/741/index.html.

3 See Vol.4 No.5: www.stereophile.com/content/infinity-hca-power-amplifier. 

4 See www.psaudio.com/bhk-signature-250300-amplifiers.
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Fig.3 PS Audio BHK Signature 300, spectrum of 

1kHz sinewave, DC–1kHz, at 1W into 8 ohms (linear 

frequency scale).

PS AUDIO BHK SIGNATURE 300

measurements, continued

will do! The BHK 300 features traditional “through hole” 
circuit-board construction, considered a luxury in compari-
son with today’s less-expensive surface-mount technology. 
In addition, PS Audio claims that “Each passive component 
is hand selected to provide the cleanest path possible. PRP 
resistors, film and foil Rel Caps, and the finest sounding 
parts possible are hand soldered onto BHK’s circuit boards.” 

On the rear panel are two pairs of gold-plated, solid-
copper binding posts and single-ended (RCA) and balanced 
(XLR) connectors, plus an IEC socket for the AC cord. The 
one unusual thing is a removable hatch through which you 
can easily access the tubes. For a BHK 300 getting normal 
use, PS Audio suggests replacing the relatively inexpensive 
tubes once a year. 

Once everything is connected, flip the rear-panel rocker 
switch to power the solid-state circuit so that it’s ready to go 

at all times. Push the PS Audio logo on the front panel and 
it lights up, signaling that power is being fed to the tubes. A 
few minutes later, you’re ready to play music.

Setup Note

Though the BHK Signature 300s are fully balanced, I 
ran them single-ended, from my single-ended reference 
preamp, the darTZeel NHB-18NS. Everything was plugged 
in to my single, dedicated AC circuit, but I ran into a hum 
problem—which, in my system, happens only with some bal-
anced amps that are being operated in single-ended mode: 
Keep that in mind if you run single-ended and are consider-
ing the BHKs. Cheater plugs took care of the hum, and I 
was subjected to only occasional lethal shocks (kidding).

There’s plenty of breathless hype in PSA’s literature as well—
all of which I’m convinced that they, in all sincerity, believe.

Particulars

The BHK Signature 300 features a balanced differential 
input stage using a matched pair of Gold Lion 6922/6DJ8 
tubes, and a balanced differential power output stage using 
metal-oxide semiconductor field-effect transistors (MOS-
FETs), both sections fed by separate isolated analog power 
supplies. In other words, each case houses two completely 
separate systems: one each for the tubed and solid-state 
circuitry. The BHK 300 is claimed to produce 300W into 8 
ohms, 600W into 4 ohms, or 1000W into 2 ohms. For this 
review I used only the stock 6922 tubes; of course, you can 
roll your own.

As Bascom H. King explains in one of his videos, most 
MOSFET-based solid-state output designs use complemen-
tary symmetry: n-channel MOSFETs for the positive part 
of the signal, p-channels for the negative. The BHK 300’s 
differential-output amp exclusively uses n-channel devices, 
which, he claims, produce lower distortion and perform 
better overall. However, using n-channel MOSFETs for 
both the positive and negative signals requires some design 
innovations, as King explains, while admitting that this 
produces greater amounts of odd-order harmonic distor-
tion than it does the less-innocuous even-order distortion, 
and necessitates the use of global feedback. Still, he felt that 
the decision to use only n-channel MOSFETs is one of the 
reasons the BHK amps came out sounding as they do. The 
specs claim less than 0.1% total harmonic distortion, 20Hz–
20kHz, indicating that this design may indeed trade ultralow 
distortion for what PSA claims is extraordinary sound.

Though not in the “wow” category, the BHK 300’s wrap-
around faceplate is attractive enough. But given the perfor-
mance claimed for this powerful, 83-lb amp, any front panel 

I turned the amplifier off again, after 

which it wouldn’t turn on at all.

I redid all of the testing with serial 

no. 5G0063. This sample performed 

without any problems and matched 

no. 5G0062 very closely, at least with 

the tests I’d performed up to the point 

where I had the problem.

The gray trace in fig.1 shows the BHK 

300’s small-signal frequency response 

into our standard simulated loudspeak-

er.1 The variations in response were 

just ±0.15dB, and into resistive loads 

the amplifier had a wide bandwidth, 

with –3dB frequencies of 195kHz into 

8 ohms (blue trace), 175kHz into 4 

ohms (magenta), and 100kHz into 

2 ohms (red). With this wide band-

width, it came as no surprise that the 

BHK 300’s reproduction of a 10kHz 

squarewave (fig.2) featured very short 

risetimes, though the slightest hint of 

overshoot is visible.

The unweighted, wideband signal/

noise ratio (ref.1W into 8 ohms and 

measured with the input shorted to 

ground) was good, measuring 82.2dB. 

(When it was working correctly, S/N 

Fig.4 PS Audio BHK Signature 300, distortion (%) 

vs 1kHz continuous output power into 8 ohms.

Fig.2 PS Audio BHK Signature 300, small-signal 

10kHz squarewave into 8 ohms.

1 See www.stereophile.com/content/real-life-

measurements-page-2.

The BHK 300s nailed it,  
especially through the Martens.
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measurements, continued

most likely be the least expensive member of such a quintet, 
and by a wide margin. Nor, after spending a few months of 
seriously enjoying the way the BHK 300s drove the Marten 
Coltrane III (review under way) and my Wilson Audio 
Specialties Alexandria XLF speakers, do I understand why 
PS Audio feels it must indulge in this kind of hype.

The fact is, the BHK Signature 300 is a powerful, nimble-
sounding amplifier that immediately drew me in with fast, 
punchy, tight bass; rich, liquid mids; and delicate, transparent 
highs—all effectively well integrated into a coherent whole.

Detractors of MOSFETs say they can sound soft and fail 
to precisely image; not a problem here—nor was there a 
“tubey” sonic residue. Instead, I would be hard-pressed to 

Sound Fit for a (Bascom H.) King?

While many audiophiles still express a strong 
preference for one technology or the other, the 
truth is that today, the gap between the sounds 
of tubed and solid-state electronics has consid-
erably narrowed. The better tubed gear doesn’t 
sound soft on bottom or rolled off on top, nor 
do the better solid-state components sound 
overdamped on bottom and hard, harsh, and 
edgy on top. Transistor-based designs can pro-
duce richly textured warmth and well-realized 
harmonic expression, and tubed electronics can 
deliver well-extended highs and naturally sharp 
transients. Yet these technologies can still bring 
to the listening experience the qualities most 
appreciated by advocates of each. The gap may 
have narrowed, but partisanship still rules.

This is the third tube/solid-state hybrid I’ve 
reviewed in the past few years. The others 
were Siltech’s unique two-box SAGA power 
amp5 and, more recently, Musical Fidelity’s 
Nu-Vista 800 integrated.6 Though all three have tubed input 
stages and solid-state output stages, each sounds quite differ-
ent from the other two.

The goal, according to PS Audio’s website, was to build 
“one of the top five power amplifiers in the world, regard-
less of price. Bascom H. King took the charge under the 
condition he be permitted to design and build the amplifier 
his way, without restriction and that is what happened.”

Maybe—but I don’t believe PS Audio would have built 
the BHK Signature 300 had King produced a design neces-
sitating, say, a $90,000 price (the retail cost of the Constel-
lation Hercules II monoblock amplifier, which King also 
had a large hand in designing). I’m not sure what the four 
other top power amplifiers in the world might be that they 
were aiming at—or if King feels he met his goal, and that 
the BHK 300 has indeed joined them—but I don’t think it 
matters: Considering what’s out there, the BHK 300 would 

5G0062 was about 5dB noisier than 

5G0063.) This ratio improved to 

86.7dB when the measurement was re-

stricted to the audioband, and 90.2dB 

when A-weighted. Spectral analysis of 

the low-frequency noise floor while the 

BHK 300 drove a 1kHz tone at 1W into 

8 ohms revealed a regular series of AC-

related spuriae (fig.3), though these 

were all very low in level.

The PS Audio comfortably exceeded 

its specified power outputs of 300W 

into 8 ohms and 600W into 4 ohms 

(both equivalent to 24.8dBW), clipping 

at 370W into 8 ohms (25.7dBW, fig.4) 

and 620W into 4 ohms (24.9dBW, 

fig.5). The BHK 300 clipped at 950W 

into 2 ohms, but was less comfortable 

at lower powers into this low an imped-

ance. This can be seen in fig.6, which 

plots the percentage of THD+noise 

into 8, 4, and 2 ohms at a level, 8.975V 

(equivalent to 10W into 8 ohms), at 

which I could be sure I was looking at 

actual distortion rather than noise. The 

THD was very low at low and middle 

frequencies into 8 ohms (blue trace) 

and 4 ohms (magenta), but rose into 

2 ohms (red) and in the top two audio 

octaves.

The distortion signature was 

predominantly the relatively benign 

third harmonic in nature (fig.7), which 

was low in level even at high powers, 

lying at –80dB (0.01%) into 8 ohms 
Fig.5 PS Audio BHK Signature 300, distortion (%) 

vs 1kHz continuous output power into 4 ohms.

Fig.6 PS Audio BHK Signature 300, THD+N (%) vs 

frequency at 8.975V into: 8 ohms (blue), 4 ohms 

(magenta), 2 ohms (red).

Doors of perception:  

the BHK 300’s tubes  

are located behind a  

rear-panel hatch.

Each case houses 

two completely 

separate systems.

5 See October 2014, Vol.37 No.10: www.stereophile.com/content/siltech-saga-
power-amplifier.

6 See November 2015, Vol.38 No.11: www.stereophile.com/content/musical-
fidelity-nu-vista-800-integrated-amplifier.
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reproduced, with good texture and warmth, though I was 
used to more weight behind it.

My other R2D4 is . . . 

. . . Magda Tagliaferro’s D’ombre et de lumière . . . , a reissue 
of a highly sought-after 1960 solo recital by Brazilian-born 
pianist Magda Tagliaferro (LP, Electric Recording Company 
ERC 012), whose work I hadn’t known before getting this 
stunning-sounding stereo recording, originally produced by 
the French label Ducretet-Thomson. It offers a very well-
focused, rich, resonant-sounding piano recorded in a warm, 
generous acoustic. Tagliaferro’s spirited performances of 
often fiery Spanish works by Albéniz, Falla, Villa-Lobos, and 
others produce wide dynamic contrasts, subtle microdynam-

ics, and generous sustain that decays gradually into the room 
acoustic. 

With this recording, the Musical Fidelity Nu-Vista 800 
($12,999) did a very good job of reproducing the piano’s 
richness, but compared to the PS Audio BHK 300s it lost 
some of the attack clarity, and the note decays were lost in 
the acoustic. Still, with the Nu-Vista, the space was gen-
erously presented, and was comparable to what the big 
darTZeel NHB-458s ($135,000/pair) produce (for nine 
times the price).

The BHK 300s’ renderings of the piano’s attack, sustain, 
and decay were closer to the darTZeels’, if a bit faster, more 
tightly focused, and physically compacted, with more of 
the piano’s percussive qualities and a bit less of its woody 
textures. However, the note attacks were still wool felt, 
not metal. But the recording venue was not presented as 

identify anything wrong in the BHK 300’s sound. No won-
der that, at audio shows, the BHK 300 has been a crowd 
pleaser. 

The BHK 300s effectively gripped both the large, ef-
ficient Wilsons and the smaller, less efficient Martens, as 
tightly as you’d expect a solid-state amp to do, but also 
produced subtle, tube-like midrange generosity of resolu-
tion and transparency, and airy clarity on top, with ideal 
transient-edge definition and delicacy.

I recently produced for WFDU, 89.1 FM in Teaneck, 
New Jersey, an AnalogPlanet.com radio show consisting 
entirely of direct-to-disc recordings. One of the tracks was 
from the L.A. 4’s Just Friends (LP, Concord Jazz CJD-1001), 
which is one of my picks for this year’s “Records to Die 
For.” For this album, the L.A. 4 were alto saxophon-
ist Bud Shank, guitarist Laurindo Almeida, bassist 
Ray Brown, and drummer Jeff Hamilton. Track 
1, “Nouveau Bach,” adapted by Almeida from J.S. 
Bach’s Prelude in C Minor, ably demonstrated the 
PS Audios’ strong suits as well as this recording’s spectacular 
transparency, resolution of fine detail, and startlingly natural 
instrument attacks. Almeida’s Spanish guitar—fingers on 
nylon strings—appeared perfectly formed just to the right of 
the left speaker, with just enough of the instrument’s body 
not to be a presentation of mere “strings in space.” Too-
sharp attacks would have obscured the unmistakable texture 
and touch of fingers on nylon; too-soft attacks would have 
blunted the sensation of “live in my room” that this record-
ing is capable of producing.

The BHK 300s nailed it, especially through the Martens. 
I played this track for a visitor. When the guitar entered, he 
literally jumped—but the guitar is only the first pleasure this 
recording offers. Shank’s alto should have an almost creamy 
consistency, yet with plenty of body. The BHK 300 deliv-
ered that, too, just right. Brown’s double bass was nimbly 

measurements, continued

(fig.8). Reducing the load to 4 ohms at 

this output level (not shown) brought 

up the fifth and seventh harmonics a 

little (to –83 and –99dB, respectively), 

but the third harmonic didn’t increase. 

Despite the decreasing linearity at 

high frequencies seen in fig.6, the 

BHK Signature 300 did very well when 

asked to handle an equal mix of 19 and 

20kHz tones at a level a few dB below 

visible clipping on the oscilloscope 

screen. Even into 4 ohms (fig.9), the 

1kHz difference product lay at –107dB 

(0.0005%), and the higher-order 

products at 18 and 21kHz were still 

almost 80dB down from the peak 

signal level.

Amplifiers do tend to break when I 

set them up on the test bench—it’s the 

audio equivalent of taking a car out on 

the skid pad to find out at what lateral 

g-force it rolls over—so I give PS Au-

dio’s BHK Signature 300 the benefit of 

the doubt. Its measured performance 

indicates that it is a well-designed, 

well-engineered powerhouse of an am-

plifier, though it will perform at its best 

with speakers having an impedance of 

4 ohms and above.—John Atkinson

Fig.7 PS Audio BHK Signature 300, 1kHz waveform 

at 60W into 4 ohms, 0.025% THD+N (blue); 

distortion and noise waveform with fundamental 

notched out (red, not to scale).

Fig.8 PS Audio BHK Signature 300, spectrum of 

50Hz sinewave, DC–1kHz, at 100W into 8 ohms 

(linear frequency scale).

Fig.9 PS Audio BHK Signature 300, HF intermodu-

lation spectrum, DC–24kHz, 19+20kHz at 200W 

peak into 4 ohms (linear frequency scale).

I would be hard-pressed to identify  
anything wrong in the BHK 300’s sound.
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this recording’s wide dynamic swings, 
never losing their grip on the speak-
ers in thunderous fortississimo passages, 
and maintaining seamless harmonic 
and spatial characteristics in pianis-
simo sections. This kind of convincing, 
sophisticated performance, particularly 
from the midband up, is what one 
expects and gets from the finest cost-

no-object electronics. While $14,998/
pair isn’t exactly a budget price, the 
sound quality makes it seem so. That 
said, I’ve reviewed—and owned—some 
very expensive electronics that produce 
more weight and power on bottom, 
and finer gradation of detail overall. 

They Rock!

I spent some time comparing, for an 
upcoming AnalogPlanet review, the 
original UK edition of Elvis Costello’s 
Trust (LP, F Beat XXLP II), mas-
tered by George “Porky Prime Cut” 
Peckham, with Mobile Fidelity Sound 
Lab’s recent reissue (LP, MFSL 1-30). 

generously as it sounded through the 
Nu-Vista or darTZeels.

Orchestral Works

Zubin Mehta and the Los Angeles 
Philharmonic’s 1978 recording of 
Mahler’s Symphony 3, at UCLA’s 
Royce Hall, was engineered by James 
Lock and Simon Eadon, and originally 
released on Decca (UK) and London 
(US) in the same mastering. Recently, 
Willem Makkee cut a new version 
from the original master tapes (LP, 
Decca/Analogue Productions APC 
117). Listening to it through the PS 
Audios, I can sort of understand why 
Arnie Nudell claims he’s swapped 
his tube amps for BHK Signatures 
300s. This warm, spacious recording, 
which offers the listener a mid-hall 
perspective, should produce full-
bodied, sonorous horns; weighty, 
ominous-sounding lower strings that 
feel as if they’re pressing against your 
chest; and thunderous timpani thwacks. 
The BHK 300s produced a riveting 
rendering of all of this. The images 
were well defined within the rich, 
three-dimensional acoustic. The horns 
had just the right balance of brass bite 
and round richness, while the massed 
lower strings had impressive weight 
and convincing texture. Images were 
solid and three-dimensional.

The powerful PS Audios reproduced 

Analog Sources Continuum Au-

dio Labs Caliburn turntable, Cobra 

tonearm, Castellon stand; Dr. Feickert 

Analogue Firebird, Kuzma 4Point, 

Reed 3P, SAT tonearms; Lyra Atlas & 

Etna, Miyajima Labs Zero (mono) & 

Madake, Ortofon Anna cartridges.

Digital Sources Simaudio Moon Evolu-

tion 650D transport-DAC; Lynx Hilo 

A/D–D/A converter; Meridian Sooloos 

Digital Media System; Pure Vinyl, 

Vinyl Studio apps.

Preamplification Ypsilon MC-10L & 

MC-16L step-up transformers; darTZ-

eel NHB-18NS, PureAudio Vinyl, Viva, 

Ypsilon VPS-100 preamplifiers.

Power Amplifiers darTZeel NHB-458 

monoblocks.

Loudspeakers Marten Coltrane III, 

Wilson Audio Specialties Alexandria 

XLF.

Cables Interconnect: Snake River 

Audio Boomslang S/PDIF, Stealth 

Sakra & Indra, TARA Labs Zero 

Evolution & Zero, Teresonic Clarison 

Gold, Wireworld Platinum Eclipse. 

Speaker: TARA Labs Omega Evolu-

tion SP, Wireworld Platinum Eclipse 7. 

AC: AudioQuest high current (as yet 

unnamed), Shunyata Research ZiTron 

Sigma Analog & Sigma Analog HC & 

Sigma Digital.

Accessories Shunyata Research Hydra 

Triton & Typhon power conditioners 

(2 sets); AudioQuest Niagara power 

filter; Oyaide AC wall box & recep-

tacles; ASC Tube Traps; RPG BAD, 

Skyline & Abffusor panels; Stillpoints 

Aperture Room panels; Synergistic 

Research UEF products (various); 

Symposium Rollerblocks & Ultra plat-

form; HRS Signature SXR, Stillpoints 

ESS, Finite Elemente Pagode stands; 

Audiodharma Cable Cooker; Furutech, 

Stein Audio demagnetizers; Furutech 

deStat; Audiodesksysteme Gläss, 

Loricraft PRC4 Deluxe record-cleaning 

machines.—Michael Fremer

A S S O C I AT E D  E Q U I P M E N T

From the midrange up, 
PS Audio’s BHK Signa-
ture 300s go toe to toe 
with many amplifiers 

costing far more. 
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I listened through the Marten Coltrane 
IIIs, driving them with both the BHK 
Signature 300s and the darTZeel 
NHB-458s—which, again, cost nine 
times more.

Peckham’s original cut of Trust has 
more upper-bass and lower-midrange 
warmth. The MoFi is more in-your-
face, but in a very good way: The snare 
drum crackles with in-your-room im-
mediacy, as do the cymbals, one of this 
recording’s most impressive qualities. 
The soundstage of the somewhat softer 
Peckham is deeper, with more space, 
but everything on it is recessed, as well 
as sounding generally more relaxed. 
The MoFi rocks! But through the 
BHK 300s, which are leaner and less 
generous in the lower midbass to begin 
with, the MoFi sounded too lean, even 
somewhat parched. Switching to the 
darTZeels filled in the MoFi master-
ing, making it far more enjoyable.

Which is the “correct” mastering, 
which the “correct” amplifier sound? 
Fight it out among yourselves and 
leave me out of it! And remember 
that I made this comparison using 
the Marten speakers, which have 
ceramic midrange and bass drivers and 
a vapor-deposited diamond tweeter. 
The Coltrane IIIs are faster, leaner, and 
definitely more tightly sprung than the 
Wilson Alexandria XLFs. 

Listening to some tracks from 
a playlist on my Meridian Sooloos 
Music Server settled the dispute—at 
least regarding the lower midbass as 
reproduced by the combo of PS Audio 
BHK 300s and Marten Coltrane IIIs. 
“Angel Eyes,” from Frank Sinatra’s 
At the Sands (Reprise 759927037-2), 
began. Without looking, I wasn’t sure 
who was singing! Why? Think about 
the distinctive timbre of Sinatra’s voice, 
and imagine his chest tones being 
somewhat diminished. Through the 
darTZeels, I could easily recognize the 
voice as Sinatra’s; on the other hand, 
those amps softened the taut bass 
and drums of some other recordings 
I’d enjoyed through the BHK 300s, 
resulting in a less exciting, rhythmically 
slower sound. 

Fortunately, I did get to spend a 
great deal of time listening to the PS 
Audio amps driving the big Wil-
son Alexandrias, a combination that 
produced better sound than did the PS 
Audio–Marten combo—not surpris-
ing, considering that the Wilsons’ size 
and driver complement produce more 
midbass weight and midrange energy 
with any amp.

tural richness, and convincing timbral 
accuracy. But I’m spoiled. I need to 
be able to “see into” the soundstage 
without restrictions caused by opacity 
or grain, and I have no tolerance for 
electronica: transients that are annoyingly 
soft and cloying (boring), or too sharp 
and artificially drawn (annoying). The 
BHK 300s easily passed those tests.

Near the end of my listening, I rein-
stalled the big darTZeels, only to make 
the necessary comparisons. It may not 
be fair to compare a $14,998 pair of 
amps with a $135,000 pair, but the PS 
Audios asked for it. I wasn’t surprised 
by what I heard from the darTZeels: 
more weight, more space, greater 
low-level detail and textural resolu-
tion, finer gradations of microdynam-
ics. Nine times more of those qualities? 
No—but who’s counting?

All in all, the BHK Signature 300 
is a terrific monoblock amplifier that 
almost lives up to its hype. But please, 
PS Audio—don’t wait another 30 years 
before doing this again! n

Conclusions

From the midrange up, PS Audio’s 
BHK Signature 300s go toe to toe 
with many amplifiers costing far 
more. They manage the smooth, rich, 
yet well-detailed midrange and high 
frequencies produced by far more 
expensive models without smooth-
ing over delicate transient detail—the 
latter being the price often paid by 
less expensive designs to achieve those 
qualities. I’ve reviewed far more ex-
pensive amplifiers that don’t do as well 
in this area.

The BHK 300s’ bottom end is 
nimble, well textured, and rhythmi-
cally solid, though there’s still more 
weight, power, and physicality to be 
had in the very lowest octaves. But 
given their cost—high but far from the 
highest—that’s hardly surprising. (Of 
course, you’d also need speakers that 
can express those qualities.) Still, I’d 
much prefer the nimble rhythmic pac-
ing of the BHK 300s to greater weight 
that’s more sluggishly presented.7

How good are the PS Audios? I 
spent a few months thoroughly enjoy-
ing them without reservation—es-
pecially their engaging transparency, 
transient delicacy, harmonic and tex-

7 A question for Arnie Nudell: As with many of the 
storied speakers you’ve designed over the years, do 
your current ones have powered woofers? If so, that 
makes it easier for me to understand why you’d give 
up your tube amps for a pair of BHK Signature 300s!
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EQUIPMENT REPORT

M
y first girlfriend was a hopeless kleptomaniac. 
Once, just before sunrise, as I helped her bury 
a few hot items in the woods, she asked from 
which direction the sun would rise. Always the 

smart-aleck, I told her: “It rarely fails to rise in the east.” 
She frowned and stared quizzically into the darkness. 

After a long moment, she said, in a low, sad voice, “Re-
ally . . . ?”

September 23, 2015: In his response to and defense of 
Elizabeth Newton’s wildly insightful essay “The Loss-
less Self,”1 Michael Lavorgna wrote, on Stereophile’s sibling 
website AudioStream.com: “My idea of hi-fi is to make the 
possibility of losing oneself in the music happen as often as 
I choose with the least amount of brain processing as pos-
sible.” He continued: “Here’s my preachy dogma in a nut-
shell (something I’ve been saying for years): the best hi-fi is 
the one that’s used to discover and enjoy music most often.”2

When I read this, I thought, Right on, brother Mike!
One of ML’s readers responded: “All I want is faithful 

reproduction of the recorded signal. Accuracy to the record-
ing source as best I can . . . and I believe that standard can be 
achieved and objectively verified.”

Recording source? Objectively verified?
Another reader philosophically stated: “But the meaning of 

‘high fidelity’ is about accuracy; or at least as ‘faithful’ as we 
can achieve. . . . One can achieve enjoyment with ‘euphonia’ 
as well, which does not necessarily mean accuracy.”

Description Two-way 

dynamic bass-reflex loud-

speaker. Drive-units: 1 1⁄8" 

(28mm) Acuflex soft-dome 

tweeter, 6" (130mm) mid/

woofer. Crossover frequency: 

2.2kHz. Crossover slopes: 

12dB/octave. Frequency 

response: 30Hz–22kHz, 

±3dB; 40Hz–18kHz, ±1.5dB. 

Sensitivity: 88dB/2.83V/m. 

Nominal impedance: 4 ohms. 

Power handling: 140W RMS 

nominal, 1kW 10ms (peak).

Dimensions 11.6" (297mm) 

H by 7.3" (187mm) W by 

13.3" (340mm) D . Weight: 

16.1 lbs (7.3kg).

Finishes Black or White 

Piano Gloss.

Serial numbers of units 

reviewed None found.

Price $2499/pair; 27"-high 

stands, add $399/pair. 

Approximate number of 

dealers: undisclosed.

Manufacturer Morel,  

17 Hamazmera Street,  

Ness Ziona 70400, Israel. 

Tel: (972) 8-9301161.  

Fax: (972) 8-9301312.  

Web: www.morel.co.il.  

Morel America,  

1301 Hempstead Turnpike, 

Suite 1, Elmont, NY 11003. 

Tel: (877) 667-3511.  

Fax: (718) 721-1560.  

Web: www.morelhifi.com.

SPECIFICATIONS

HERB REICHERT

Morel Octave 6  
Limited Edition  
Bookshelf
LOUDSPEAKER

1 Elizabeth Newton’s essay was published in The New Inquiry on September 21, 
2015: http://thenewinquiry.com/essays/the-lossless-self.

2 Read ML’s and AudioStream.com readers’ responses to Newton’s essay at 
www.audiostream.com/content/lossless-self-elizabeth-newton.
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MOREL OCTAVE 6 LIMITED EDITION BOOKSHELF

I
used DRA Labs’ MLSSA system 

and a calibrated DPA 4006 

microphone to measure the 

Morel Octave 6 Bookshelf’s fre-

quency response in the farfield; for the 

nearfield frequency response, I used 

an Earthworks QTC-40, which has a 
1⁄4" capsule and thus doesn’t present a 

significant obstacle to the sound.

My estimate of the Octave 6’s volt-

age sensitivity was 85.1dB/2.83V/m. 

Though this is what I would have 

expected from a small two-way 

speaker having a 6" mid/woofer, it’s 

significantly lower than the specified 

88dB/2.83V/m. The speaker’s nominal 

impedance is 4 ohms; its impedance 

magnitude (fig.1, solid trace) indicates 

that the Octave 6 actually remains 

above 8 ohms for almost the entire 

upper midrange and treble, drop-

ping below 6 ohms only in the lower 

midrange. Although the minimum 

impedance is 4.2 ohms at 165Hz, the 

combination of 6 ohms magnitude and 

–44° electrical phase angle at 103Hz 

suggests that tube amplifiers will work 

best when used from their 4 ohm 

output-transformer taps.

The sharply defined discontinuity 

between 380 and 400Hz in the imped-

ance traces indicates the presence of 

some kind of resonance in that region. 

Investigating the enclosure panels’ 

vibrational behavior with a plastic-tape 

accelerometer, I did find a series of 

resonances, the lowest in frequency 

lying at 395Hz (fig.2). This graph was 

taken on the top panel; the side panel 

(not shown) behaved similarly. How-

ever, when I examined the behavior of 

the rear-panel port, I found two high-

amplitude resonant peaks in its output, 

at 400 and 800Hz (fig.3, red trace). 

The effect of this behavior on music 

M E A S U R E M E N T S

Fig.1 Morel Octave 6 Bookshelf, electrical imped-

ance (solid) and phase (dashed) (2 ohms/vertical 

div.).

Fig.2 Morel Octave 6 Bookshelf, cumulative 

spectral-decay plot calculated from output of ac-

celerometer fastened to center of top panel (MLS 

driving voltage to speaker, 7.55V; measurement 

bandwidth, 2kHz).

Stereophile Morel Octave 6 Impedance (ohms) & Phase (deg) vs Frequency (Hz)

One Morel Octave 

keeps watch while 

the other tries to 

slip away.

The Morel 
Octave 6es 

needed to be 
on 27"-high 

stands.

Suddenly, I was channeling the Klepto. I frowned, 
thought for a long moment, and whispered aloud to no one: 
“Really . . . ?”

Every time I hear that annoying phrase objectively verified, I 
reach for the humanist cosmologies of Plato and Duchamp. 
Nothing makes me madder. My sensitive, self-centered mind 
translates the words into a smug objectivist audioperson gaz-
ing down at me and smirking as he says, “I am an enlight-
ened man, in control of my emotions, who specializes in sci-
ence and reason, and you, my weak-minded inferior, are just a 
silly girl!” (I knew I should have hid my stickers and tiara!) 

Then I remembered: Such folks feel certain that if the 
racket streaming from their audiophile superspeakers 
resembles in some way the noises that they imagine came out 
of some headphones or studio monitors (typically desktop 
or wall-mounted Altec 604s or Yamaha NS10s), they will 
be experiencing “faithful reproduction of the recorded 
signal” and “accuracy to the recording source.” Does that mean 
they want to hear what some stoned, sleep-deprived record-
ing, mixing, and/or mastering engineer heard? Or does it 
mean that they just want to hear what’s actually encoded on 
a CD or pressed on an LP? I assume they mean the latter; 
therefore, I am forced to wonder: 
Which DAC, phono cartridge, or 
loudspeaker will objectively verify what 
is on their discs?

Now that you’ve spotted my Bar-
bie collection, I might as well admit: 
I am totally with Michael Lavorgna. 
My idea of a great hi-fi is one that 
actively enables me to lose myself 
in the music. One that requires the least 
psychic effort or brain processing on my 
part to hook me in. One that takes my 
hand, looks me in the eye, and leads me 
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to the intentions of the artist(s). What other purpose should 
a hi-fi serve?

With that rant off my chest, I can begin . . . 

Description

The Morel Octave 6 Limited Edition loudspeaker is made in 
two versions: a 37.4"-tall floorstanding model, and the stand-
mounted bookshelf version reviewed here. At 11.6" high by 
7.3" wide by 13.3" deep, the latter is deeper than it is tall, 
and has a 11⁄8" (28mm) Acuflex soft-dome tweeter and a 6" 
(130mm) mid/woofer with a one-piece polypropylene cone. 
Both drivers are manufactured in-house at the Morel factory 
in Ness Ziona, Israel. On the rear panel of the Octave 6’s 
polymer-coated MDF enclosure are a modestly sized port 
and a pair of high-quality binding posts. Overall, the Morel 
Octave 6 looks and feels as if it should cost more than its 
asking price of $2499/pair (plus $399 for 27"-tall stands).

Des basses profondes

Ever walk into a room at a hi-fi show where two little 
speakers are making more than their rightful amount of 
bass? The roomkeeper looks at you and smiles: “I bet you’re 
wondering where the subwoofer is.” Then, with a fiendish 
grin, he blurts, “There is none!” I hate when that happens. 
For the rest of the audition, my mind is stuck not on the 
music but the bass response.

That’s a bit what it was like last January, at the 2015 
Consumer Electronics Show, when first I heard the Octave 
6 Limited Edition Bookshelf: Even without being asked the 
Ritual Rhetorical Subwoofer Question, I immediately no-
ticed the speaker’s bass energy. Nir Paz, of Morel America, 
had the Octave 6es about 3' out from the front wall, sitting 
on those 27"-high Morel speaker stands and driven by a 

Hegel Music Systems H300 integrated amplifier (430Wpc 
into 4 ohms). I asked Paz to play some orchestral music. 
I didn’t see a subwoofer, but occasionally, as I listened, a 
French horn or timpani would surprise me with their full-
ness. Strings were extraordinarily sweet. Texture and tone 
color were vivid. I soon forgot all about bass energy. Of all 
the rooms I visited at that CES, this was the one where it 
took virtually zero effort to lose myself in the music. It felt 
so satisfying to shut off my critical mind, close my eyes, and 
enjoy a large orchestra. I exhaled and relaxed.

Paz then played a recording of a female singer whose 
voice had a seductive, liquid fullness that drew me in even 
further. I sensed the moisture on her tongue. I told Paz I was 
deeply impressed by the power and naturalness of his speak-
ers’ sound, and confessed my love for their tweeters. I told 
him I thought his speakers played music in an exceptionally 
non-audiophile way. Finally, I asked him how he might feel 
about my reviewing the Octave 6.

I had to beg a little, but ultimately my loaner pair arrived. 
Soon enough I had them sitting atop my 24"-tall Sound 
Anchor stands (I didn’t receive Morel’s own stands for this 
review), connected to a Hegel H160 integrated amp and 
playing Willie Nelson’s To All the Girls . . . (CD, Columbia/
Legacy 88765425862). This charmer of an album, produced 
by Buddy Cannon, comprises one duet each with 18 differ-
ent women singers, including Dolly Parton, Loretta Lynn, 
Emmylou Harris, Mavis Staples, Alison Krauss, and Nelson’s 
daughter, Paula Nelson.

I listened to every singer on this tastefully engineered CD. 
By track 4—Nelson and Rosanne Cash singing “Please Don’t 
Tell Me How the Story Ends”—I was fully aware that the 
Octave 6 had a special way with singers and songs. I realized 
that I was sitting more focused and still than usual. My head 

will be unpredictable, because the port 

faces away from the listener and be-

cause, as these resonances are of very 

high Q (Quality Factor), music will have 

to have sustained content at precisely 

these frequencies for the resonances 

to become fully excited. Nevertheless, 

these peaks could be easily heard on 

the noise-like MLS signal as a hollow-

sounding coloration.

The saddle centered on 53Hz in the 

impedance-magnitude trace suggests 

that this is the port’s tuning frequency; 

the woofer’s output does indeed have 

a sharp notch at that frequency (fig.3, 

blue trace), at which the back pressure 

from the port’s tuning resonance holds 

the cone stationary. Other than the 

midrange peaks discussed above, the 

port’s output covers a well-defined 

bandpass from 40 to 100Hz. The 

complex sum of the woofer and port 

outputs (fig.3, black trace below 

300Hz) peaks at 80Hz. Some of this 

peak will be an artifact of the nearfield 

measurement technique, but the shape 

of the trace does suggest that the 

Octave 6’s low-frequency alignment 

is underdamped, which correlates 

with the trouble HR had getting the 

speaker’s bass to speak in balance with 

its upper ranges.

Higher in frequency in fig.3, the 

Octave 6’s response, averaged across 

a 30° horizontal window centered on 

the tweeter axis, slopes upward in the 

midrange, reaching a peak between 

1 and 2kHz. Above that region the 

speaker’s output is impressively even, 

before dropping off above 17kHz 

or so. Fig.4 reveals that the Morel’s 

horizontal dispersion is wide and even, 

with the small suckout at 12kHz filling 

in to the speaker’s sides. However, the 

tweeter becomes quite directional in 

the top audio octave. This suggests 

that the Morel will sound a little too 

mellow in large rooms when used well 

away from boundaries, though that 

Fig.3 Morel Octave 6 Bookshelf, anechoic response 

on tweeter axis at 50", averaged across 30° 

horizontal window and corrected for microphone 

response, with nearfield responses of woofer (blue), 

port (red), and their complex sum (black), respec-

tively plotted below 300Hz, 620Hz, and 300Hz.

Fig.4 Morel Octave 6 Bookshelf, lateral response 

family at 50", normalized to response on tweeter 

axis, from back to front: differences in response 

90–5° off axis, reference response, differences in 

response 5–90° off axis.
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nodded, and my body pulsed with each forward step of the 
call and response of Nelson and Cash. Musical impetus was 
driving the show: My mind and body were locked in on the 
pauses, the resumptions, and the empty spaces in between. 
The textures of Cash’s and Nelson’s resonant voices were 
prime evidence of the soulful beauty of old-school country 
music. This song played with so much rueful expression that 
I had to play it thrice before I could work up the courage to 
let track 5 have its way with me.

By track 16, I was sunk low and teary-eyed in my seat. 
Still, I was not prepared for track 17: Willie and Paula Nel-
son singing John Fogerty’s “Have You Ever Seen the Rain.” 
As of today, I’ve heard this cover, and Creedence Clearwater 
Revival’s original recording (7" 45rpm, Fantasy 655), more 
than 20 times through the Morels. Sonically, CCR’s 1971 
single smokes Nelson’s 2013 CD: Fogerty’s voice never 
sounded better, and the beautiful tone and artistry of what 
is surely CCR’s most poetic song seemed to leap from the 
Morel boxes.

With these and numerous other recordings, the Octave 
6es drew me into my music and held 
me there. Very much like headphones, 
the Morels showed me the feelings in 
and behind these songs . . . but in ways 
I cannot now explain. 

I played the same Willie record for 
a sophisticated (but jaded) audiophile 
friend and asked him why it was 
that, through the Morels, the music 
affected me so emotionally. I played 
him the Willie and CCR versions of 
“Have You Ever Seen the Rain” through 
the KEF LS50, the Technics SB-C700 

is when the speaker’s bass will sound 

best. In the vertical plane (fig.5), a 

major suckout in the crossover region 

develops more than 5° above the 

tweeter axis, which confirms HR’s 

finding that the speakers’ sound is 

optimally balanced when they sit on 

high stands.

Turning to the time domain, the Oc-

tave 6’s step response on the tweeter 

axis (fig.6) reveals that the tweeter’s 

output arrives a little earlier at the 

microphone than the woofer’s, but the 

fact that the decay of the tweeter’s 

step smoothly blends with the start 

of the woofer’s step indicates optimal 

crossover design, as shown in fig.3. 

The decay of the woofer’s step has 

some ripples with a period of around 

0.75 millisecond. These correlate with 

a ridge of delayed energy in the cu-

mulative spectral-decay plot (fig.7) at 

the frequency of the on-axis response 

peak. Other than that, however, the 

Octave’s 6’s waterfall plot is impres-

sively clean, especially in the region 

covered by the tweeter.

I have been impressed by the perfor-

mance of Morel’s tweeters ever since 

I first measured one, the soft-dome 

MDT33, 25 years ago. But I was disap-

pointed by the Octave 6 Limited Edition 

Bookshelf’s measured performance, in 

particular the high-Q port resonances 

and the response peak at the top of the 

midrange (though Morel says that this 

peak is due to the grille). These spoil 

what would otherwise be an excellent 

report card.—John Atkinson

Fig.5 Morel Octave 6 Bookshelf, vertical response 

family at 50", normalized to response on tweeter 

axis, from back to front: differences in response 

45–5° above axis, reference response, differences 

in response 5–45° below axis.

Fig.6 Morel Octave 6 Bookshelf, step response 

on tweeter axis at 50" (5ms time window, 30kHz 

bandwidth).

Fig.7 Morel Octave 6 Bookshelf, cumulative 

spectral-decay plot on tweeter axis at 50" (0.15ms 

risetime).

Morel’s Acuflex 

tweeter, seen from 

mere inches away.
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The bass response evened out a lot, and the imaging and 
transient response slightly improved. But the room boom 
diminished only slightly. Disappointed and pondering, I 
had a flashback: I remembered the crumpled-sock woofer mod. 
I stuffed the Morels’ ports loosely with dirty crew socks, 
thus stiffening the loading of the woofer. The upper bass got 
tighter. The boom disappeared a bit more. But blocking the 
ports changed the overall tone and fundamental viscosity of 
the Octave 6es to a point where their sound became com-
pletely unenjoyable. My experiment had failed, so I put my 
socks in the laundry, where they belonged. 

The Burning Tubes Festival

According to Morel’s specs, the Octave 6 Limited Edition 
presents a nominal impedance of 4 ohms. So far, all of my 
listening was done with the Hegel H160 integrated, which 
delivers 250Wpc into 4 ohms. When I switched to my Line 
Magnetic LM-518IA integrated, I was impressed by how 
effortlessly its 22Wpc drove the 88dB-sensitive Morels. I 
thought the bass would soften, but it didn’t. The gender-
specific charms of male and female voices were further 
enhanced; madrigals and tarantellas played almost perfectly. 
With the LM-518IA, life was beautiful, but only when I 
chose music carefully, avoiding recordings with copious 
low-frequency content. The eponymous first track of Philip 
Glass’s score for the film Koyaanisqatsi (LP, Antilles ASTA 1) 
had so much uncontrolled bass that I became anxious and 
took it off. 

When I switched to the Simaudio Moon Neo 340i inte-
grated (200Wpc into 4 ohms), the bass did not tighten up, 
but the mid and high frequencies opened up considerably. 
In addition to Simaudio’s legendary transparency, the 340i 
added a measure of precision and neutrality to the Morel 
Octave 6’s midrange presentation.

I was very surprised to discover that the best match of all 
was the $1300 class-D/tube hybrid Rogue Audio Sphinx in-
tegrated amp. It couldn’t match the Neo 340i’s fine-grained 
transparency or high-frequency perfection, but the Sphinx 
improved the upper-bass detail and enhanced midrange 
textures, voice articulation, and slam. Overall, the Morels 
delivered their most satisfying sound when sitting on 27" 
stands 44" out from the front wall and driven by the wildly 
overachieving Sphinx. With the speakers in those positions, 
my ears were only about 5' from the tweeters: The closer I 
sat to the Octave 6es, the better they sounded.

And then . . . 

John Atkinson brought me the pair of Dynaudio Excite 
X14s ($1299/pair) that the late Robert J. Reina had used as 
his under-$2000 reference speakers.3 I felt sad but honored. 
Once I’d got the X14s loosened up, positioned properly (24" 
from the front wall), and playing Koyaanisqatsi, I felt discour-
agingly foolish and naïve: The difference in bass quality was 
not subtle. The Excites had replaced the Octave 6es’ loosey-
goosey with tight and tasty. Bass detail, tone, and texture 
seemed more accurately reproduced by the Dynaudios than 
by any of my own small-speaker references. 

Like Morel, Dynaudio is one of the few speaker com-
panies that make their own drive-units. Like Dynaudio, 
Morel was founded in the 1970s, and one of the chief 
thoughts I had in Morel’s room at the 2015 CES was, Who 
should better know how to implement their own high-quality drivers 

that I reviewed in January, and Octave 6 speakers, and asked 
him to explain his feelings in comparison with mine. After 
an hour of listening, he spoke: “The Morels are extracting 
more music than the others.”

I asked him what he meant. He thought for a moment: 
“Something in the Morels’ overall sound makes me pay 
attention. The other speakers are more accurate—they don’t 
have big bass energy like the Morels—but they also don’t 
show you as much of the music part.”

“What about the Technics and the KEFs?”
“The LS50s are a little stiff through the midrange. The 

Morels are fat and loose on the bottom. And the Technics 
. . . they seem just about right up and down.”

I asked if maybe it was the extra bass that was causing my 
hormones to surge. He shook his head: “Maybe . . . but I 
doubt it.”

Then I blurted, “So tell me—why am I having such an emo-
tional connection with music played through the Morels?”

He smirked sarcastically. “Herb, you know the answer: 
Our test instruments measure quantities, not qualities!”

Okay. The Morel Octave 6 obviously catered to my 
poetic enthusiasms. But what about my objective audio stan-
dards? And yours?

Speakers & Rooms

I didn’t tell you that the Morels sounded quite different in 
my tiny refuge (13' long by 11' wide by 9.5' high) than they 
had in Nir Paz’s considerably larger room at the 2015 CES. 
All of my dinner guests noticed it: “Is all that bass coming 
from those little speakers?” I heard that a few times. It seems 
my salle d’écoute is just the right size to excite a room mode 
right around 80Hz. Because of this obvious bass reinforce-
ment, virtually every note below 100Hz had a noticeable 
loss of leading-edge definition. Not infrequently, bass notes 
would jump right out. With some recordings, a dark, soup-
like density would rob bass information of its detail and 
contrast structure. Objectively speaking, what I heard in my 
room was not entirely “faithful reproduction,” and likely not 
“accuracy to the recording source.”

With recordings that did not contain copious energy in 
the 50–100Hz region, such as Chants Grégoriens Pour le Temps 
de Noël, by the Munich Capella Antiqua directed by Konrad 
Ruhland (LP, Harmonia Mundi 5112), the Morels played 
gloriously. The main energy in Gregorian chant seems to fall 
in that gender-ambiguous range of 120–200Hz, while the 
subsequent reverberations off the stone walls of Schloss Ai-
cha vorm Wald, in Bavaria, in which this was recorded, can 
be heard logarithmically expanding and diminishing through 
the octaves on either side of that center point. With the Mo-
rels, the adult singers’ maleness was delivered with a lush, 
saturated tone; I have seldom heard the middle to upper 
registers of the male voice sound so distinct and beautifully 
exposed. The Morels articulated the natural reverberation of 
the room’s acoustic with striking clarity; the decaying tones 
of the voices became separate musical entities worthy of 
their own moments of meditation and praise.

The Crumpled Sock Mod

Then it hit me: The Morel Octave 6es needed to be on 27"-
high stands, not 24" stands such as mine. And they needed 
to be farther out in the room. I moved my Sound Anchor 
stands from 29" to 39" from the front wall, and placed be-
tween the stands and the speakers’ bottom panels 3" worth 
of heavy Japanese-art books. The results were gratifying: 

 3 See www.stereophile.com/content/dynaudio-excite-x14-loudspeaker and 
“Follow-Up” elsewhere in this issue.
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I already knew they would favor the kinds of music I most 
often listen to. I already knew they had a kind of rounded, 
orbicular sound. What I did not recognize was the degree 
to which I had suppressed (and denied) my own objectivist 
pride. n

than the people who designed them? Indeed. Trouble is, Morel’s 
and Dynaudio’s speakers were obviously designed to satisfy 
the tastes of (at least) two very different people. Two small 
loudspeakers could hardly play music more differently than 
the Excite X14 and the Octave 6. The Morel’s sound was 
intoxicating, euphoric, and sometimes annoying—maybe 
a little undercontrolled. In contrast, the Dynaudio had a 
more sober, starched-collar minister effect—maybe a little 
overcontrolled?

Truth besmirched by beauty?

During the long course of this review, the Morel Octave 6 
Limited Edition Bookshelf speakers inspired fair amounts of 
Dionysian revelry hereabouts. Goose bumps, tears, synchro-
nized rocking—all appeared unsummoned. My non-audio-
phile friends thought these were the best-sounding small 
speakers ever. Many times, I forgot I was an audio reviewer 
and simply basked in the beauty of my record collection. I 
have listened to these piano-black, stand-mounted, two-way 
speakers a lot. More often than not, they have led me into 
songs and the meanings of their words better than most 
speakers I have used in my Bed-Stuy bothy.

There isn’t much more I can say—except that some 
personal introspection and reconciliation might be required, 
the latter between the warring Dionysian and Apollonian 
tendencies in my own nature. Am I an audio objectivist? 
You tell me. Am I a silly girl dreamer? Absolutely. But I am 
also a wrench-twirling, gearhead, artiste peintre, and I need 
speakers that play to my complete nature.

When I asked to review the Morel Octave 6 Limited Edi-
tion, I already knew I could bask in their musical intensity. 

Analog Sources Acoustic Signature WOW XL turntable & 

TA-1000 tonearm, Ortofon 2M Black cartridge; VPI Scout 

Jr. turntable & tonearm, Ortofon 2M Red cartridge; Tech-

nics SL1200MK2 turntable, SME M2-9 tonearm, Sound-

smith Carmen cartridge.

Digital Sources Line Magnetic LM-502 CA, Halide DAC 

HD D/A processors.

Phono preamplifiers Blue Horizon Profono, Schiit Audio 

Mani, Soundsmith MMP3, LFD MMC.

Integrated Amplifiers Hegel Music Systems H160, Line 

Magnetic LM518 IA, Rogue Audio Sphinx, Simaudio Moon 

Neo 340i.

Loudspeakers Dynaudio Excite X14, Falcon Acoustics 

LS3/5a, KEF LS50, Technics SB-C700, Totem Acoustic 

Model 1 Signature.

Cables Interconnect: AudioQuest Cinnamon & Big Sur & 

Golden Gate, Auditorium 23, Kimber Kable Silver Streak. 

Speaker: AudioQuest Type 4, Auditorium 23, Kimber Kable 

8TC.

Accessories Sound Anchor stands, Dr. Feickert Analogue 

Protractor & Adjust+ software.—Herb Reichert
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OF TURNTABLES, CARTRIDGES, AND NEEDLES!
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DYNAMIC, TRANSPARENT, & PROFOUNDLY MUSICAL

NEW ROGUE AUDIO SPHINX INTEGRATED AMPLIFIER T

Needle Doctor is pleased to announce that 

Rogue Audio’s best selling integrated amplifier 

just got a facelift!  A stylish groove in the 

faceplate will commemorate the latest technical 

revisions. The new Sphinx will include:

. Improved 1W headphone circuit

.  Improved phono circuit with 6dB additional 

gain (same phono as Cronus II)
.  Addition of a mute function on the remote 

(Sphinx w/remote $1395)
. Lower noise floor

ONLY $1295.00  (Available in Black or Silver) 

ROGUE AUDIO’S GEAR IS ENTIRELY DESIGNED  

AND HAND-BUILT IN THE USA 

NEW ROGUE AUDIO RP-5 PREAMPLIFIER  

w/ Tube Headphone Amp & MM/MC Phono Pre

$3,495

ROGUE AUDIO  

PHARAOH INTEGRATED AMP 

$3,495

ROGUE AUDIO ATLAS POWER AMP  

$1,995

NEW ROUGE AUDIO 

CRONUS MAGNUM II  

$2,495

ROGUE AUDIO PERSEUS MAGNUM LINE/

PHONO PREAMP 

$2,195

ROGUE AUDIO STEREO 100  

POWER AMP  

$3,495

ENTIRELY BUILT AND DESIGNED IN THE USA
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T
en years ago, our family was joined by my son-in-law, who 
was raised in Dublin, and spent his university years in Lon-
don. I was working on this review during a recent visit with 
our daughter and grandchildren, and Justin became inter-

ested in the fact that I was reviewing a subwoofer made by Tannoy. 
He reminded me that, in the UK and Ireland, Tannoy had long been a 
generic term for public-address systems, just as Hoover had come to de-
scribe any vacuum cleaner, regardless of manufacturer. Although Justin 
admitted that this usage was probably “old school,” he teased me that I 
was reviewing a PA speaker for an audiophile magazine!

My son-in-law’s familiarity with Tannoy’s status in the British Isles 
underscored for me the company’s long history in the speaker business: 
their founding in 1926, and the crucial role they played in the 1940s, 
supplying the British armed forces. Thus reminded, my experiences 

Description Closed-box, side-

firing, powered subwoofer. 

Drive-units: one powered 12" 

cone woofer, one 12" Aux-

iliary Bass Radiator (ABR). 

Inputs: unbalanced (RCA) for 

two channels, LFE or stereo. 

Outputs: unbalanced for 

two channels, LFE or stereo. 

Rear-panel controls: Volume, 

Phase (continuously variable, 

0–180°), Low-Pass Crossover 

Filter (settings for 50, 100, 

150Hz, and Bypass), Turn-

On Mode (signal-sensing 

or always on), On/Off. 

Low-pass filter: 12dB/octave 

slope. Internal amplifier: 

class-D, 500W RMS. Input 

voltage sensitivity: N/A. Input 

impedance: N/A. Frequency 

response: 21–150Hz, ±3dB. 

Acoustic output: N/A.

Dimensions 17.2" (440mm) 

H by 16.75" (430mm) W by 

14.75" (378mm) D. Internal 

volume: 37.5 liters. Weight: 

40 lbs (18.2kg).

Finishes Dark Grey vinyl; 

Black Gloss, add $103.

Serial number of unit re-

viewed SB13U03131008E.

Price $921. Approximate 

number of dealers: 400. 

Warranty (fully transferable): 

2 years, electronics;  

5 years, drive-unit.

Manufacturer Tannoy,  

MUSIC Group Innovation 

SC Ltd., Rosehall Industrial 

Estate, Coatbridge,  

North Lanarkshire ML5 4TF,  

Scotland, UK.  

Tel: (44) (0)1236-420199. 

Fax: (44) (0)1236-428230. 

US distributor: TC Group 

Americas, 335 Gage Avenue, 

Suite 1, Kitchener, Ontario 

N2M 5E1, Canada.  

Tel: (519) 745-1158.  

Fax: (519) 745-2364.  

Web: www.tannoy.com.

SPECIFICATIONS

LARRY GREENHILL

Tannoy TS2.12
POWERED SUBWOOFER

We looked at the 

Tannoy TS2.12 from 

all sides now.
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est bass, allowing them to play louder without distortion. I 
also compared the Quad-Tannoy system to a pair of Revel 
Ultima Salon2s: dynamic, full-range, floorstanding speakers 
that produce outstanding bass, comparable to that of several 
small subwoofers I’ve reviewed.5

Before I switched on the TS2.12 or enabled the No.585’s 
high-pass filter, I measured the Quad ESL-989s’ full-range 
room response, using Studio Six Digital’s iTestMic and the 
RTA (real-time analyzer) module of their AudioTools app 
to measure the bandwidth of 25Hz–200kHz. For test tones, 
I played a digital file, supplied by Revel’s Kevin Voecks, of 
uncorrelated pink noise. The in-room frequency response 
measured 25Hz–20kHz, with room-mode peaks at 80 and 
40Hz. From 40 down to 25Hz, the Quads’ response fell by 
15dB (fig.1; the blue line is AudioTools’ audibility limit).

I then switched in the TS2.12. At first I set the system vol-

ume so that the Quads alone played the pink noise at a level 
that, at my listening seat, registered as 75dB on the SPL Me-
ter module of the AudioTools app. After setting the TS2.12’s 
low-pass filter to 50Hz, I adjusted its level control until the 
sub’s output matched the Quads’: 75dB at 100 and 40Hz, as 
displayed by the AudioTools RTA module. I fine-tuned the 
sub’s volume using Stevie Nicks’s voice in “Landslide,” from 
Fleetwood Mac’s Fleetwood Mac (CD, Reprise 46702-2), and 

with the Tannoy TS2.12 subwoofer took on even more 
luster!

Compact and Light

At 17.2" high by 16.75" wide by 14.75" deep and weighing 
only 40 lbs, the TS2.12 ($921) is about the same size as my 
previous bantam subwoofer champ, SV Sound’s SB13-Ultra,1

yet only half the weight—and a little more than half the cost. 
Like the Bowers & Wilkins DB-1 subwoofer,2 the TS2.12 
has two opposing, 12" drive-units, their combined surface 
area equalling that of a single 18" cone. Yet in the TS2.12, 
only one of these is driven by the amplifier; the other drive-
unit, which Tannoy calls an Auxiliary Bass Radiator (ABR), 
is passive, and is intended to balance the actively driven cone 
in order to minimize cabinet vibrations; both drive-units are 
made with multi-fiber cones and butyl rubber surrounds. 

The internal, 500W amplifier is a bridged class-D design, 
controlled by what Tannoy calls their Tri-State Pulse Width 
Modulated digital-signal processor (DSP). The latter permits 
adjustment, in the digital domain, of crossover frequency, 
phase, and gain. Built-in equalization allows the system to 
reach below 30Hz. 

The TS2.12’s cabinet is made of two layers of 25mm 
MDF, to reduce colorations and add stabilizing mass. As 
Tannoys says on their website, “The pressure generated by 
twin drivers demanded that the TS2 subwoofers be con-
structed much heavier and more robustly [than] competing 
subwoofers as typical 18mm MDF cabinet construction 
would impart [an] unacceptable level of colouration.” The 
TS2.12’s combination of active and passive drivers and its 
carefully sealed enclosure have been configured to eliminate 
the chuffing noises associated with some ported subwoofers. 

On the rear panel are all of the TS2.12’s connections and 
set-and-forget user adjustments, including line-level RCA 
input and output jacks for the right and left channels, a 
power switch, an IEC jack for the detachable power cord, 
Volume and continuously variable Phase knobs (0–180°), 
and a crossover dial with settings of 50, 100, 150Hz, and 
Bypass. Once the TS2.12 is set up, its Auto On/Off feature 
eliminates the need to access the sub’s controls. 

Standard finish for the Tannoy TS2.12 is Dark Grey vinyl; 
add $103 for Black Gloss, which is reportedly hand-polished 
to a mirror finish.

Room, Setup, Measurement

Adding the Tannoy TS2.12 to my system was straightfor-
ward. I moved the sub into the front right corner of the 
room and ran RCA-terminated interconnects from it to the 
line-level outputs of either my Bryston BP-26 preamplifier 
or a Mark Levinson No.585 integrated amplifier.3 The inner 
edges of my Quad ESL-989 electrostatic speakers4 were 
6' 8" apart; the left speaker was 18" from its sidewall, the 
right speaker 18" from a built-in wall unit; both were 5' 5" 
from the front wall. I heard the best imaging and soundstag-
ing when I listened in the nearfield: 7' 8" from each Quad 
and 10' 8" from the TS2.12.

I used a number of different configurations of main loud-
speakers and amplifier for this review. After trying several 
higher settings, I left the TS2.12’s low-pass filter at 50Hz. 
At first I drove the Quads full-range with a Mark Levinson 
No.334 dual-mono amplifier. Later, I used the ML No.585 
integrated, with its 80Hz, second-order, high-pass main-out 
filter set to 80Hz and the TS2.12’s crossover set to Bypass. 
This relieved the Quads from trying to reproduce the deep-

Fig.1 (above) Quad ESL-989s, no 

subwoofer, in-room response (5dB/

vertical division).

Fig.2 (below) Quad ESL-989s with 

Tannoy TS2.12, in-room response 

(5dB/vertical division).

1 See my review of the SVS SB13-Ultra in the January 2015 issue:  
www.stereophile.com/content/sv-sound-sb13-ultra-powered-subwoofer.

2 See my review of the B&W DB1 in the February 2012 issue: 
www.stereophile.com/content/bowers-amp-wilkins-db1-subwoofer.

3 See my review in the December 2015 issue.

4 See my review of the Quad ESL-989 in the November 2002 issue: 
www.stereophile.com/floorloudspeakers/720/index.html.

5 See my review of the Revel Ultima Salon2 in the June 2008 issue: 
www.stereophile.com/floorloudspeakers/608revel/index.html.
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the concussive thuds that punctuate the suspense-building 
mix of synthesizer, chimes, cymbals, and breathy pipes (CD, 
RCA 66051-2), and further tightened and solidified the 
ominous heartbeat that threads its way through “Breathe,” 
from Pink Floyd’s Dark Side of the Moon (SACD/CD, EMI 
82136-2).

Percussion instruments gained snap and pace, as I heard in 
Mark Walker’s exploding tom-tom solo at the end of “Too 
Rich for My Blood,” from Barber’s Café Blue. Stravinsky’s 
The Rite of Spring, in the recording by the Minnesota Or-
chestra under Eiji Oue (DVD with 24-bit, 176.4kHz WAV 
file, Reference RR-70), revealed the timbres of the delicate 
reeds while increasing the impact of the explosive bass-drum 
whacks in Adoration of the Earth and Dance of the Earth. And 
the bass line of Lyle Lovett’s cover of the Grateful Dead’s 
“Friend of the Devil,” from Deadicated: A Tribute to the Grate-
ful Dead (CD, Arista ARCD 8669), had just enough punch 
without thickening his voice.

The ambience retrieved by the Quad-Tannoy system 
sounded most dynamic and the soundstage deepest when 
the Quads were driven via the amp’s high-pass filter. This 
was most evident when I listened to the DSD64 file of 
Michael Tilson Thomas and the San Francisco Symphony’s 
recording of Beethoven’s Symphony 7 (http://sanfrancisco-
symphony.downloadsnow.net/beethoven-7). I was bowled 
over by the music’s dynamics, and the Tannoy TS2.12’s 
capacity to enhance the timbre of each instrument. Addi-
tionally, the TS2.12 deepened and widened the soundstage, 
engulfing me in the ambience of the hall. David Bowie’s 
“Been So Long,” from the Cat People soundtrack (CD, MCA 
MCAD-1498), was reproduced with its full dynamic range, 
and I could determine the relative positions of instruments 
on a wide soundstage: electric bass at center, Bowie’s close-
miked voice left of center, and a rasping scratching noise, 
like a cat, appearing on the right. 

More important, the addition of the TS2.12 didn’t obscure 
the Quads’ reproduction of solo-piano music: Keith Jarrett’s 
treble notes in “True Blues,” from his The Carnegie Hall Con-
cert (CD, ECM 1989/90), weren’t muddied by his thudding 
foot stomps.

Comparison

Subwoofers I’ve reviewed in my system have included the 
B&W DB-1($4500), the SV Sound SB13-Ultra ($1599), and 
the Revel Ultima Rhythm2 ($10,000).6 Interestingly, only 
the Revel and the Mark Levinson No.585 integrated amp 
had high-pass filters clean enough not to flatten, distort, 
or color the Quad ESL-989s’ upper bass, mids, and highs. 
However, the Tannoy has the smallest cabinet of these four 
subs, so it was no surprise that its in-room response on the 
AudioTools RTA display showed a reduced contribution 
below 40Hz. The other three subs went substantially deeper 
in the bass, down to 25Hz and below. The Revel, B&W, and 
SVS had better pitch definition, and more readily produced 
room lock in my large listening space. The TS2.12 was at its 
best when the Quads were driven by the ML No.585 with 
its 80Hz high-pass filter turned on. You get what you pay 
for: Revel’s Ultima Rhythm2 greatly exceeded the TS2.12’s 
dynamic range, deep-bass extension, room lock, pitch defini-
tion, and slam—at more than 10 times the cost and almost 
five times the weight.

6 See my review of the Revel Ultima Rhythm2 in the February 2015 issue:  
www.stereophile.com/content/revel-ultima-rhythm2-powered-subwoofer.

found that setting this knob to 7:45 o’clock eliminated any 
chesty colorations from Nicks’s voice, while retaining the 
punch, drive, and coherence of John McVie’s bass line.

With the TS2.12 now integrated into my system, I re-
peated the room-response RTA measurements. Fig.2 shows 
a flatter response between 40 and 60Hz and slightly higher 
output at 31.5Hz, just over the blue “Audibility Limit” line 
superimposed by Audio Tools on the RTA graph.

With both the Tannoy and Quads active, I played the 
lowest-frequency tones of the Chromatic Scale track on 
Editor’s Choice (CD, Stereophile STPH016-2). I heard all 
the tones clearly, as I did the 40 and 32Hz tones from the 
Bass Decade Warble Tones track on that disc. Also from the 
latter track, the 31.5Hz tone played softly without doubling; 
the 25Hz tone was inaudible.

Listening

All that done, I sat down to listen to the Tannoy and Quads. 
At first, the deep-bass response, drive, and dynamics of the 
Revel Ultima Salon2 loudspeakers greatly exceeded what 
the Quad-Tannoy combo could produce. So I threw caution 
to the wind and readjusted the TS2.12’s output by ear, using 
a wide range of recordings, vocal and otherwise. I used John 
Atkinson’s digital recording (24-bit/88.2kHz AIFF) of the 
Toccata of Widor’s Organ Symphony 5, performed by Jonas 
Nordwall at Portland’s First United Methodist Church, to 
adjust the Tannoy’s output to produce room lock—ie, when 
the subwoofer and room work together to create a sense of 
non-directional pressure when notes in the lowest octaves 
are played. I trimmed the volume back a touch so that the 
sound of Michael Arnopol’s double bass, which opens “Too 
Rich for My Blood,” from Patricia Barber’s Café Blue (CD, 
Premonition 90760-1), was dense and solid, not overfull or 
bloated. This required resetting the Tannoy’s output control, 
racing back to my seat to listen, and then repeating the 
procedure. After several rounds, I’d increased the TS2.12’s 
volume control from 7:45 to 9 o’clock. 

Playing my favorite pipe-organ recordings, I was delighted 
by the deep-bass response. JA’s recording of the Widor Toc-
cata had solid, room-locking pedal notes that lifted the 32Hz 
display bar of Audio Tool’s RTA display higher than adjacent 
frequencies. The lowest pedal notes underpinning the 
soprano singing the “Pie Jesu” of John Rutter’s Requiem, with 
Timothy Seelig conducting the Turtle Creek Chorale (CD, 
Reference RR-57CD), thundered with an authority, solidity, 
and clear pitch definition that I didn’t hear from the Quads 
alone. The massive pedal note that concludes organist James 
Busby’s performance of Herbert Howells’s Master Tallis’s 
Testament, from Pipes Rhode Island (CD, Riago 101), produced 
room lock and a tightening of the air. However, the TS2.12 
didn’t sort out the various ranks of pedal pipes underpin-
ning Gnomus, from organist Jean Guillou’s transcription of 
Mussorgsky’s Pictures at an Exhibition (CD, DOR-90117), 
nor did it enhance the ominous, sustained 25Hz pedal note 
that opens Strauss’s Also sprach Zarathustra, in the recording 
by Erich Kunzel and the Cincinnati Pops on their Time Warp 
(CD, Telarc CD-80106).

Synthesizer recordings were enhanced by the Tannoy, 
sounding more articulate, linear, musical, and fast. The 
TS2.12 improved the pitch definition of the sawing, massive 
bowing of the double bass, with synthesizer and contrabas-
soon, in “The Caravan Moves Out,” from Philip Glass’s 
score for the film Kundun (CD, Nonesuch 79460-2). With 
James Horner’s score for Patriot Games, the Tannoy enhanced 
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Conclusion

Although I realize that the TS2.12’s small size and light 
weight limited its ability to reproduce a pipe organ’s deep-
est notes, it performed impressively well when properly 
set up with its volume control fine-tuned using a wide 
range of vocal and instrumental recordings. Its quick, 
musical, well-articulated bass blended well with that of 
my Quad ESL-989s. And while the little TS2.12 costs just 
$921, its substantial build quality, elegant finish, and easy-
to-use controls were as good as those of more expensive 
subs I’ve used and recommended, such as the SV Sound 
SB13-Ultra.

Its bargain-basement price means that the Tannoy 
TS2.12 doesn’t come with the accessories or features 
found in higher-cost subwoofers—eg, an internal high-pass 
filter, self-adjusting room equalizer, calibration mike, or 
remote control—and that I had to spend more time than 
usual in trial and error, taking measurements and tweak-
ing the TS2.12’s controls. But trying different volume and 
crossover settings ultimately paid off. My listening sessions 
confirmed that the TS2.12 could provide refined bass rein-
forcement in a small or medium room, as long as the main 
speakers were preceded by a clean high-pass filter. 

Tannoy’s TS2.12 did a restrained and subtle job of 
providing low-bass reinforcement for my Quad ESL-989s. 
Its combination of pitch-perfect output, a weight and size 
that make it easy to move around the listening room, rug-
ged construction, and superb finish puts the TS2.12 on my 
list of recommended budget subwoofers. For those who 
associate Tannoy with the PA systems of English railway 
stations, the TS2.12 will be a refreshing change! n

Analog Sources Linn Sondek turntable with Lingo power 

supply, Linn Ittok tonearm, Spectral cartridge; Day-Sequerra 

25th Anniversary FM Reference tuner.

Digital Sources Bryston: BCD-1 CD player, BDP-2 media 

player with IAD sound board, BDA-2 DAC. Lenovo W510 

laptop computer running Windows 7, Mark Levinson USB 

driver, JRiver Media Center 20.

Preamplifier Bryston BP26.

Power Amplifier Mark Levinson No.334.

Integrated Amplifier Mark Levinson No.585.

Loudspeakers Quad ESL-989, Revel Salon Ultima2.

Cables Digital: Wireworld Starlight Coaxial. Interconnect: 

Bryston (balanced), Mark Levinson Silver & Red Rose Silver 

One, Pure Silver Cable, Totem Acoustic Sinew (single-end-

ed). Speaker: Coincident Speaker Technology CST 1, Pure 

Silver Cable R50 biwire double ribbon, QED X-Tube 400, 

Ultralink Excelsior 6N OFHC. 

Accessories Studio Six Digital iTestMic and AudioTools app 

for Apple iPhone 6 & iPad, ProMic1 Audio Analyzer; Torus 

Power Isolation Unit AO24-ACB-A1AB (120V, 20A max, 

2400VA, 10 outlet).

Listening Room 26’ L by 13’ W by 12’ H with semicathe-

dral ceiling, moderately furnished with sound-absorbing 

furniture. Left wall has large bay window covered by Hunter 

Douglas Duette Honeycomb fabric shades. Rear of room 

opens into 25' by 15' kitchen through 8' by 4' doorway. 

—Larry Greenhill
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deep. Inside the Mojo’s elegant 
exterior beats a heart of modern 
silicon. As with Chord’s Hugo 
TT, which Jon Iverson reviewed 
in November 2015,1 the Mojo’s 
digital circuitry is realized with 
a field-programmable gate array 
(FPGA) chip, in this case a low-
power-consumption Xilinx Artix-7. 
The Mojo will work with PCM 
data sampled at rates from 44.1 up 
to an astonishing 768kHz—which 
would seem overkill, given how 
little music is available sampled 
at even half that rate—and its 
USB input is compatible with 
DSD data sampled at 2.822MHz 
(DSD64), 5.64MHz (DSD128), 
and 11.29MHz (DSD256). In 
short, in terms of the digital file 
formats it will accept, the Mojo is 
fundamentally future-proof. The 
icing on the technological cake is 
that it uses veteran Chord designer 
Rob Watts’s high-resolution digital 
reconstruction filter.

Got my Mojo Working

On one end of the Mojo are two 
Micro-USB B ports: one for data, 
the other to charge the Mojo’s 
lithium-ion polymer battery. 
Although no charger is included, 

L
ike all men, I learned at an 
early age to resist the allure 
of a pretty face.

Okay—I learned that I 
should try to resist the allure of a 
pretty face.

Okay, I confess: I have never 
been able to resist the allure of a 
pretty face. Which is why, when I 
first clapped eyes on the Mojo D/A 
headphone amplifier from English 
company Chord Electronics, at an 
event hosted by Manhattan retailer 
Stereo Exchange, I had to borrow a 
sample for review.

Yes, at $599, the Mojo—the 
name is short for Mobile Joy—is 
a little more expensive than some 
similar products. But with its 
matte-black finish of anodized alu-
minum and its three illuminated, 
matte-surfaced glass balls, set in 
machined recesses on the top and 
controlling power and volume, it is 
drop-dead gorgeous. The nonslip 
feet, and Chord’s laser-engraved 
logo and name, all add to the 
luxury feel, as does the fact that the 
on/off glass ball changes color ac-
cording to the data’s sample rate: red for 44.1kHz, green for 
96kHz, blue for 192kHz, white for DSD. The volume up/
down balls also change color, in a range of brown to white, 
according to the level—at my preferred listening level with 
88.2kHz-sampled data, all three balls glowed a soft orange.

But as all men know in their hearts, beauty is not just skin-

Description D/A headphone 

amplifier. Data inputs: USB 

Micro B 2.0 port, S/PDIF on 

TosLink optical, coaxial on 

3.5mm jack. Charging port: 

USB Micro B 2.0. Outputs: 

two 3.5mm headphone 

jacks. Resolution: 24 bits on  

S/PDIF, 32 bits on other in-

puts. Maximum sample rate: 

192kHz on TosLink, 384kHz 

on coaxial, 768kHz and 

DSD256 on USB. Maximum 

output power at 1kHz: 35mW 

into 600 ohms, 720mW into 

8 ohms. Output imped-

ance: 0.075 ohm. THD+N: 

0.00017% at 3V. Dynamic 

range: 125dB. Power: internal 

battery. Charging: 5V, 1A via 

USB bus. Supplied accessory: 

charging cable.

Dimensions 3.23" (82mm) L 

by 2.36" (60mm) W by 0.9" 

(22mm) D. Weight: 0.4 lb 

(180gm).

Serial number of unit  

reviewed M20110.

Price $599. Approximate 

number of dealers: 50. 

Warranty: 12 months (some 

restrictions).

Manufacturer Chord Elec-

tronics Ltd., The Pumphouse, 

Farleigh Bridge, Farleigh 

Lane, East Farleigh, Kent 

ME16 9NB, England, UK.  

Tel: (44) (0)1622-721444. 

Fax: (44) (0)1622-721555. 

Web:  

www.chordelectronics.co.uk.  

US distributor: Bluebird 

Music Ltd., 275 Woodward 

Avenue, Buffalo, NY 14217. 

Tel: (416) 638-8207.  

Fax: (416) 638-8115.  

Web:  

www.bluebirdmusic.com.

SPECIFICATIONS

JOHN ATKINSON

Chord Electronics Mojo
D/A HEADPHONE AMPLIFIER

The full-size Chord 

sequence: the many sides 

of Mojo.

1 See www.stereophile.com/content/chord-electronics-hugo-tt-da-headphone-
amplifier.
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I
measured the Chord Mojo with 

my Audio Precision SYS2722 

system (see www.ap.com and 

the January 2008 “As We See 

It,” http://tinyurl.com/4ffpve4). The 

Mojo’s battery was fully charged 

at the start of the measurements. 

The data sources were USB from my 

2012 MacBook Pro running on bat-

tery power, using Pure Music 2.0 to 

play the files, and S/PDIF on TosLink 

from the SYS2722. Macintosh’s USB 

Prober utility reported the Mojo’s 

product string as “Mojo” from “Chord 

Electronics Ltd,” and confirmed that 

its USB port operated in the optimal 

isochronous asynchronous mode. 

Apple’s AudioMIDI utility confirmed 

that the Mojo operated at all sample 

rates from 44.1 through 768kHz with 

32-bit integer data. The TosLink input 

operated reliably up to a sample rate 

of 96kHz; above that rate, whether the 

Mojo locked to a datastream sampled 

at 176.4 or 192kHz depended on the 

quality of the optical interlink used.

When I first turned on the Mojo in 

headphone mode, its output level was 

set to 774.5mV. With both volume 

buttons illuminated dark blue, the 

output level was the CD standard’s 

2V. When I turned on the Mojo in Line 

mode, the output was fixed at 3.08V. 

With digital data at 0dBFS, the Mojo’s 

output was 7.425V with the volume 

control set to its maximum, which is 

much higher than I expected. However, 

the waveform was well into clipping. 

The maximum output level before 

waveform clipping was 4.887V; except 

where noted in the text, all measure-

ments were performed with the volume 

control set so that this output voltage 

was the reference level.

The Mojo preserved absolute 

polarity (ie, was non-inverting). The 

output impedance at low and middle 

frequencies was extremely low, at 0.7 

ohm including the interconnect cable, 

and though it had increased at the top 

of the audioband, this was to just 1.8 

ohms. The Mojo will have no problem 

driving even the lowest-impedance 

headphones.

Tested with a “digital black” 44.1kHz 

WAV file that included one sample 

raised to 0dBFS, the Mojo’s impulse re-

sponse (fig.1) revealed the reconstruc-

tion filter to be a time-symmetrical FIR 

type—although, as with Chord’s Rob 

Watts–designed Hugo TT, with more 

coefficients than I usually find. The ul-

trasonic rolloff associated with this fil-

ter is indicated by the red and magenta 

3.5mm stereo headphone jacks. These have a very low 
specified source impedance, and are said to be compatible 
with headphones having impedances from 8 to 600 ohms.

Listening

I used three main sources with the Mojo: via USB from a 
MacBook Pro running Pure Music 2.0; via USB from an 
iPad 2 running iOS 9.1 and using Apple’s camera-connec-

the Mojo can be recharged from any 5V, 1A USB supply, 
or from a computer’s USB port. Using the supplied USB 
cable, I used the supply for my iPad 2 to give my review 
sample its first charge. A tiny LED glows white while the 
battery is charging (this takes about four hours), and goes 
dark when charging is complete. The same LED glows blue, 
then green, then red during use, and the battery is claimed 
to provide eight to ten hours of continuous use, which is 
what I found. The Mojo gets warm when its battery is being 
recharged, considerably less so when it’s being used.

To turn the Mojo on or off, you press and hold the power 
ball for two seconds. Once you’ve turned it off, you have to 
wait five seconds before it can be turned on again. When 
you do, the Mojo remembers its most recent volume and 
brightness settings. If you press down both volume-control 
balls when you turn the Mojo on, its maximum output will 
be set to a fixed 3V, with both volume balls illuminated light 
blue, for use with a separate preamplifier.

As well as the USB input, there are two other digital 
inputs: optical S/PDIF on a TosLink jack, and electrical S/
PDIF on a 3.5mm jack. The optical input will work with 
data sampled at 192kHz, the electrical input up to 384kHz. 
No setup is required when the Mojo is used with Mac com-
puters; as always with Windows machines, a USB driver 
program, which can be downloaded from Chord’s website, 
needs to be installed. The computer’s USB port needs to 
conform to the 2.0 specification if high-sample-rate data 
are to be correctly sent to the Mojo. No setup is required 
with iOS 6 or later or Android 5 smartphones or tablets, 
but an “on-the-go” cable is needed with Android devices, 
and a Lightning–USB “camera connection kit” with Apple 
devices.2

At the Mojo’s other end are two short-circuit–protected 

M E A S U R E M E N T S

Fig.1 Chord Mojo, impulse response at 44.1kHz 

(4ms time window).

The color of the top button 

indicates the sample rate.  

The bottom two buttons 

control volume.

As all men know in 
their hearts, beauty 
is not just skin-deep.

2 Although Chord’s manual for the Mojo says that the iDevice needs to have 
Apple’s Lightning connector rather than the older 30-pin port, my iPad, which has 
the 30-pin port, worked fine with the appropriate camera-connection kit.
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measurements, continued

tion kit; and via a TosLink optical connection from 
my Astell&Kern AK100 portable audio player.3 I used 
either AudioQuest NightHawk or Audeze LCD-X4

headphones at home, and Ultimate Ears 18 Pro in-ear 
monitors5 (IEMs) on my commute.

My comments are mainly an amalgam of my expe-
rience of all three sources with all three headphones. 
But with the Ultimate Ears IEMs, the low frequen-
cies sounded a touch thickened, which may be due 
to my being more used to their balance when they’re 
driven by the A&K player, which has a higher output 
impedance. Even so, with the AudioQuests, the bass 
sounded a little overcooked in Rachmaninoff’s Sym-
phony 3, with Leonard Slatkin conducting the Detroit 
Symphony Orchestra (DSD64 file, Naxos/Acoustic 
Sounds).

The Audeze headphones proved to be the best 
match with the Mojo, as Jon Iverson had found they’d 
been with Chord’s Hugo TT. The pipe organ’s 32' 
register on my recording (as yet unreleased) of Jonas 
Nordwall performing the Toccata of Widor’s Organ 
Symphony 5 (24/88.2 AIFF file) was reproduced 
with the appropriate low-frequency authority. The 
double basses in Mozart’s arrangement of J.S. Bach’s 
Adagio and Fugue in c, with the Scottish Chamber 
Orchestra conducted by the late Sir Charles Macker-
ras (24/96 ALAC file, released on SACD as Linn 
CKD 211), sounded suitably gutsy, and the Mojo’s 
reproduction of this was, overall, notable for its 
smooth, grain-free highs. With the Chord DAC driving the 
AudioQuest NightHawks, the high frequencies were still 
silky smooth, but there was a slight reduction in HF air.

traces in fig.2, taken with 44.1kHz-sam-

pled white noise at –4dBFS.1 The output 

drops sharply just before the Nyquist 

frequency (half the sample rate: 

vertical green line), and other than 

low-level spurious tones at 31, 62, and 

93kHz, the filter’s stop-band behavior 

is very clean. The rolloff is very fast, so 

with a full-scale tone at 19.1kHz (fig.2, 

blue and cyan traces), the aliasing 

product at 25kHz (44,100–19,100) is 

suppressed by >120dB. The harmonics 

of this tone can also be seen to be very 

low in level.

Fig.3 shows a more conventional 

frequency-response graph, taken with 

data sampled at 44.1, 96, and 192kHz. 

The overall response conforms to the 

same basic shape at all three sample 

rates, with a sharp rolloff just below 

half the rate at 44.1 and 96kHz. I 

haven’t shown the frequency response 

with data sampled at 384kHz, as it 

overlaid the 192kHz response up to 

96kHz. Above that frequency, the 

response followed the same gentle roll-

off, reaching –20dB at 165kHz. Channel 

separation below 1kHz was superb, 

at >114dB in both directions, and was 

still >100dB at 20kHz. The Mojo’s 

low-frequency noise floor was also 

superbly clean and free from spurious 

Fig.2 Chord Mojo, wideband spectrum of white 

noise at –4dBFS (left channel red, right magenta) 

and 19.1kHz tone at 0dBFS (left blue, right cyan), 

with data sampled at 44.1kHz (20dB/vertical div.).

Fig.3 Chord Mojo, frequency response at –12dBFS 

into 100k ohms with data sampled at: 44.1kHz 

(left channel green, right gray), 96kHz (left cyan, 

right magenta), 192kHz (left blue, right red) (2dB/

vertical div.).

Fig.4 Chord Mojo, spectrum with noise and spuriae 

of dithered 1kHz tone at –90dBFS with: 16-bit 

TosLink data (left channel cyan, right magenta), 

24-bit TosLink data (left blue, right red) (20dB/

vertical div.).

1 This test was suggested to me by Jürgen Reis, chief 

engineer of MBL.

Close friends: 

Mojo fits 

where Hugo 

cannot.

To turn the Mojo on or off, 

you press and hold the power 

ball for two seconds.

3 See www.stereophile.com/content/astellampkern-ak100-portable-media-player.

4 See www.stereophile.com/content/audeze-lcd-x-headphones.

5 See www.stereophile.com/content/ultimate-ears-18-pro-ear-headphones.
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measurements, continued

at 192kHz sampling with PCM data. Jon had very much 
enjoyed his time with the Groove, and instanced a cover 
of Pink Floyd’s “Shine On You Crazy Diamond,” from 
Christy Moore’s Listen (ALAC file ripped from CD, Sony 
BMG 88697480002), as demonstrating the DAC’s strengths: 
“Right off the bat, through the Sennheiser HD600s, the 
Groove revealed every detail of Moore’s great voice, each 
breath and reverb tail clear to the end.”

As I’d bought a pair of Sennheiser HD600s years ago, I 
set up the Apogee with them, and played the Moore track 
from my laptop via Pure Music. This is, indeed, a great-
sounding combination. Moore’s baritone brogue sounded 
rich, the solo guitar was bathed in a gentle amount of reverb, 
and the background organ, recorded in stereo, was set well 
back on the soundstage. When I plugged the Sennheisers 
into the Mojo and matched the level by ear, both DACs 
sounded very similar at high frequencies. However, the re-
verb on Moore’s voice and the solo guitar was more clearly 
resolved than it had been through the Groove. The double 
bass in “Shine On” was better differentiated from Moore’s 
lower register, with more midbass weight.

I then repeated the comparison with the Audeze LCD-
Xes. The overall balance was a touch more forward than 
with the Sennheisers, but the same differences again favored 
the Mojo. The Apogee is very good indeed, but the Chord 
DAC undoubtedly performs at a higher level—as it should, 
at almost twice the price.

My next comparison was with the Aurender Flow D/A 
headphone amplifier ($1295), which I reviewed in June 
2015.6 The Flow offers more functionality than the Mojo, as 

Even so, with Eriks Esenvalds’s Northern Lights, sung by the 
Portland State Chamber Choir on their Into Unknown Worlds
(24/88.2 AIFF file, CD Baby), while the soundstage was, 
of course, confined within my head with this conventional 
stereo recording, the Mojo/NightHawk combination finely 
resolved the spatial information. Images of individual singers 
were both stably positioned and set within the warm, sup-
portive acoustic of Portland’s St. Stephen’s Catholic Church, 
where I had made the recording. The eerily dissonant sound 
of the sustained wineglass chorus surrounded the choir, and 
at the very end, when producer Erick Lichte had made it 
sound as if the tenor soloist was receding into the back-
ground by fading down the solo microphone I’d placed close 
to him, the effect was uncannily real.

And with my 1980 binaural recording of the Battle of 
Britain Memorial Flight—propeller-driven Spitfire and 
Hurricane fighters, and a four-engine Lancaster bomber—
streamed from http://tinyurl.com/hr9bj99 through the 
Mojo-Audeze combo, the airplanes (sorry, aeroplanes) were 
unambiguously placed in front of and above my head. 
Again, uncannily real.

Chord’s Mojo combined authoritative, well-defined 
low frequencies with smooth, detailed highs and excellent 
soundstaging. But its sound needed to be put into a com-
petitive context.

Comparing

Jon Iverson reviewed the Apogee Electronics Groove USB 
DAC–headphone amp ($295) in January. The Apogee offers 
much the same functionality as the Chord Mojo, except that 
it doesn’t indicate sample rate. It does have a rudimentary 
level meter, but it won’t play DSD files, and it maxes out 

tones (fig.4).

Fed dithered TosLink data represent-

ing a 1kHz tone at –90dBFS with first 

16-bit data (fig.5, cyan and magenta 

traces), then 24-bit data (blue, red), 

the increase in bit depth dropped 

the noise floor by more than 20dB, 

suggesting resolution of better than 

19 bits. However, repeating this test 

with 24-bit USB data produced a 

large number of spurious tones and 

a random noise floor 3–4dB higher in 

level (fig.6). While these tones are 

well below the threshold of hearing, it 

is still behavior that I don’t like to see. 

By contrast, 24-bit data sourced from 

an iPad showed a cleaner spectrum 

and a lower noise floor. And with its 

high resolution and overall low level of 

noise, the Chord DAC’s reproduction 

of undithered 16-bit data describing a 

sinewave at exactly –90.31dBFS was 

exemplary (fig.7), with zero DC offset 

and the three DC voltage levels well 

differentiated. With undithered 24-bit 

data, the Mojo output a well-formed 

sinewave despite the very low signal 

level (not shown).

Harmonic distortion at 2V into 

300 ohms was very low (fig.8), with 

the second harmonic the highest in 

level and lying at –110dB (0.0003%). 

Even with the volume control set to its 

Fig.5 Chord Mojo, spectrum with noise and spuriae 

of dithered 1kHz tone at –90dBFS with: 16-bit 

TosLink data (left channel cyan, right magenta), 

24-bit TosLink data (left blue, right red) (20dB/

vertical div.).

Fig.6 Chord Mojo, spectrum with noise and spuriae 

of dithered 1kHz tone at –90dBFS with 24-bit USB 

data (left channel blue, right red) (20dB/vertical 

div.).

Fig.7 Chord Mojo, waveform of undithered 1kHz 

sinewave at –90.31dBFS, 16-bit data (left channel 

blue, right red).
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6 See www.stereophile.com/content/aurender-flow-da-headphone-amplifier.
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S
ome audiophiles believe that acquiring a 

particular audio component will move their system 

to a much higher level of 

performance. But should that be 

the next step?

T e reason I ask

Hello. My name is Jim Smith. 

You may know me from a few 

years ago when I imported Avant-

garde Acoustic loudspeakers, as 

well as Audiopax and Zanden. 

And you may have read my book-

let, 31 Secrets to Better Sound. 

Over 15,000 audiophiles received 

it. Hundreds wrote or called to 

thank me for the big improvement 

in their systems.

During that time, I visited nu-

merous audiophiles and listened 

to their systems. In all of those 

visits, I never encountered one 

system that was performing any-

where near its potential!  I know 

that there must be some, but I 

certainly never encountered any.

Is it OK to tell the truth?

Few of those systems were 

performing at even half of the 

performance of which they were 

capable! And yet, the common 

denominator among their owners 

was the question, “What about up-

grading to the (current rave) XYZ 

component?” Clearly, they thought 

that buying a new component—

amplifi er, CD player, etc.—was the path to audio nirvana.

But their priorities were misplaced. T ere was no need 

to spend another dime on components until they had got-

ten their system optimized to be able to “play the room.”

T rowing money out of the window

Let’s face it. Buying a new component without getting 

the performance that you ought to get from it is about the 

same as throwing money out of the window! 

Most of the press reviews have commented very favor-

ably on this aspect (actual rewards from an investment) 

that comes with your purchase of 

Get Better Sound. T e reviewers 

get it, and so can you!

Disagree slightly

I really appreciate Srajan’s re-

cent comments about Get Better 

Sound. However, I think of the 

manual not so much as a shortcut,

but as a crucial—and highly af-

fordable—next step to get better 

sound from any system.

My goal is to show you how to 

greatly improve your sound, and 

how to do it without spending a 

fortune. Plus, when you do make 

a purchase, you’ll be confi dent 

that you’ve selected the very best 

component. T e 202 tips in the 

GBS manual have provided the 

highest levels of performance 

in audio systems around the 

world—in systems just like yours.

No more secrets

Now you can use the same 

techniques that I used to win 

those “Best Sound of Show” press 

comments and to receive con-

tinuing acclaim from my personal 

clients for over 35 years.

For much more information, 

including how to order your copy 

of Get Better Sound, visit www.

getbettersound.com. E-mail me 

at jim@getbettersound.com, or call me at 770-777-2095.

Best regards,

Jim Smith

For info on more Get Better Sound services, visit www.

getbettersound.com

“If you could significantly improve the sound of your 
audio system for under $30, would you do it?”

“Get Bet er Sound is the cheapest good 

tweak you can buy for your system. 

True—and I’m not bashful about saying 

it. It also has the potential to be among 

the best system investments you can 

make, period…” 

—Art Dudley, Stereophile

“…Jim’s book is one monster shortcut 

for the rest of us…if we’re serious 

about this business of bet er sound…”

—Srajan Ebaen, Publisher, 6moons.com

Get Bet er Sound: Reference Set-up Manual, DVD, Quarter Notes, StraightTalk, RoomPlayTM Custom Voicing

Internet: www.getbettersound.com • Phone: 770-777-2095 • E-mail: jim@getbettersound.com   

Get Better Sound Stereophile ad 26.indd   1 8/27/15   3:44 PM
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it should for another doubling of price, and it also handles 
DSD files and PCM files sampled at rates up to 384kHz. I 
had concluded my review of the Flow by saying that “its light 
tonal balance will be a better match with relatively dark-
sounding headphones like the Audeze LCD-Xes.” I was 
reminded of that conclusion when I listened to the Christy 
Moore track with the Flow driving the Audezes: clarity com-
bined with a tonal quality that was evenly balanced from top 
to bottom. The same qualities were true of the Portland State 
Chamber Choir’s recording of Northern Lights, with both the 
hall’s reverberation and the sound of the chorus of wine-

Mojo Rising

Yes, Chord’s Mojo is beautifully styled. But it also 
produced beautiful sound quality with all four of the  
headphones with which I tried it. All I can say is “Wow!” n

glasses well differentiated from the 
images of the singers.

When I then had the Chord 
Mojo drive the LCD-Xes and again 
matched levels by ear, the balance 
of Northern Lights was warmer, with 
a more fleshed-out midrange than 
with the Flow. The resolution of 
the recording’s reverberation was 
very similar. My impressions of 
the differences between the two 
DACs were identical with Christy 
Moore’s Pink Floyd cover. On 
balance, I preferred how the Mojo 
reproduced music.

Digital Sources MacBook Pro laptop computer running 

Pure Music 2.0 for PCM files, Audirvana 1.5.12 for DSD 

files; iPad 2 with Apple camera connection kit; Astell&Kern 

AK100 portable player.

Headphone Amplifiers Apogee Groove, Aurender Flow.

Headphones Audeze LCD-X, AudioQuest NightHawk, 

Sennheiser HD600, Ultimate Ears 18 Pro.—John Atkinson

A S S O C I AT E D  E Q U I P M E N T

measurements, continued

highest level before clipping into this 

load, the second harmonic had risen 

by only 7dB. Intermodulation was also 

extremely low (fig.9), with the 1kHz dif-

ference tone produced by an equal mix 

of 19 and 20kHz tones lying at –120dB 

(0.0001%). However, this graph shows 

some modulation of the Mojo’s noise 

floor. This is very similar to what I 

found last month with the Apogee 

Groove, which, like the Mojo, has a 

much higher maximum output voltage 

than what would be expected from 

something powered by or compatible 

with 5V USB power.

Perhaps this modulation is a function 

of a DC-to-DC converter in the power-

supply circuitry, but the effect can also 

be seen in the narrowband spectral 

analysis of the Mojo’s output while it 

decoded 16-bit J-Test data (fig.10). The 

high-order odd harmonics of the low-

frequency LSB-level squarewave are all 

very close to their correct levels (green 

line). This graph was taken with TosLink 

data; when I repeated the analysis with 

USB data (not shown), the noise-floor 

modulation could still be seen—but, as 

anticipated from fig.6, the noise floor 

was a few dB higher than in fig.10. I very 

much doubt that this behavior will have 

audible consequences.

Overall, the Chord Mojo offers mea-

sured performance that is superb for a 

portable device, and would not be out 

of place in a high-priced conventional 

D/A processor.—John Atkinson

Fig.8 Chord Mojo, spectrum of 50Hz sinewave, 

DC–1kHz, at 0dBFS into 300 ohms with volume 

control set to 2V output (left channel blue, right 

red; linear frequency scale).

Fig.9 Chord Mojo, HF intermodulation spectrum, 

DC–30kHz, 19+20kHz at 0dBFS into 300 ohms, 

44.1kHz data (left channel blue, right red; linear 

frequency scale).

Fig.10 Chord Mojo, high-resolution jitter spectrum 

of analog output signal, 11.025kHz at –6dBFS, 

sampled at 44.1kHz with LSB toggled at 229Hz: 

16-bit data via TosLink from AP SYS2722 (left 

channel blue, right red). Center frequency of trace, 

11.025kHz; frequency range, ±3.5kHz.

Mojo central: Chord’s new headphone 

amp with a DAP at one end and Ultimate 

Ears IEMs at the other.
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A SECOND IMPRESSION

hammer. The extra strings are there to 
add power to the note’s voice and to 
sculpt the note’s harmonic decay. The 
tenor notes have two strings each, and 
each bass note’s single steel string is 
wrapped in copper wire to add mass, 
lower the pitch, and generate richer 
tones.

The best speakers elucidate each 
note’s precise moment of attack and its 
complex decay. Curious to hear if my 
perception of short notes was accurate, 
I switched to Todd Garfinkle’s luxuri-
ous recording of Ito Ema playing J.S. 
Bach’s Goldberg Variations (CD, M•A 
Recordings M024A). This beautifully 
packaged disc is surely one of the most 
luminous and colorful piano record-
ings ever, every note a feast for ears 
and mind. The Dynaudio Excites loved 
Ema’s Bach. Notes opened and closed 
with a glorious richness, and the upper 
registers were incandescent, highly 
present, and totally fleshed out—but 
as Ema’s left hand descended to those 
thick, copper-wound strings, the notes 
became shortened. Bass tone was pitch 
perfect, but it sounded as if individual 

the latter he “heard no shortcomings 
whatsoever . . . never noticed a single 
coloration”—I wondered: the Dynaudio 
X14’s progenitor, the X12, had a nomi-
nal impedance of 4 ohms, but the X14 
is rated at 8 ohms and seems never 
to drop below 6 ohms. How would 
the X14 handle less power? I had to 
investigate what the new Excites could 
accomplish with a couple of low-pow-
ered tubed amplifiers: my reference 
Line Magnetic LM-518IA (22Wpc), 
and PrimaLuna’s ProLogue Premium 
(36Wpc, review in progress).

SPEAKER WORLD: To hear just 
how uncolored, loose or tight, open or 
closed, big or small the X14 actually 
sounded, I began with my No.1 yard-
stick for audio and musical truth, pia-
nist Artur Schnabel playing Beethoven, 
Piano Music, Vol.5 (LP, EMI RLS 769). 
While Schnabel’s basic tone, impact, 
touch, and gradations of force were 
presented extremely well, I continually 
heard some of what I call short notes: 
notes whose leading and trailing edges 
haven’t been softened or rounded, but 
just shaved off a little. Not surprisingly, 
distortion by subtraction usually makes 
a speaker sound cleaner and more ac-
curate. But the sound of real music can 
often be messy. 

On a piano, each treble note is actu-
ally sounded by three strings, simul-
taneously struck by that note’s single 

DYNAUDIO EXCITE X14 

LOUDSPEAKER

I never met the late Robert J. Reina, 
but, sadly, I can see his face as I type 
these words. I can see his byline on the 
pages of the countless BJR reviews I’ve 
read. Right now, in my tiny Brooklyn 
crib, I’m listening to the giant, slow, 
fugal opening of Philip Glass’s score 
for the 1982 film Koyaanisqatsi (UK 
LP, Island ISTA 4). I’m hearing and 
feeling the same “dramatic passages in 
the lower bass” and guttural voices I 
imagine Bob experienced while writ-
ing his review of Dynaudio’s Excite 
X14 loudspeaker1 ($1299/pair) for the 
October 2014 issue.2

Bob described the sound of 
Koyaanisqatsi through the X14 as 
“blooming, airy, and powerful, with 
no overhang or loss of definition in 
the lower notes.” While “blooming, 
airy, and powerful” seems a bit of an 
overstatement—I found the X14 a bit 
constrained and closed-in with this 
bass-heavy music—“no overhang or 
loss of definition” seems extremely 
understated. I sit here, repeatedly paus-
ing to look at the diminutive Dynau-
dios in quizzical wonderment. Could 
these little things really be playing this 
recording with this level of control and 
wideband resolution? Obviously, they 
could. But—become obstreperous? 
Distort or overbloom? The Excite X14 
would prefer not to: It is, like Mel-
ville’s willful Bartleby, steadfast and not 
excitable. I was immediately impressed 
with the X14’s restraint and tonal 
impartiality. 

BJR described the midrange of 
this little (11.2" high by 6.7" wide by 
10" deep), tiger-striped, rosewood-
veneered speaker as “dead-neutral, 
detailed, and holographic.” I would call 
it studio-monitor neutral. Be aware 
that when a reviewer uses the word 
neutral, it can mean a range of things on 
the spectrum between boring and fun: 
Boring neutral is typically bland, color-
less sound; fun neutral implies lively 
and colorful, but ostensibly uncolored. 
Very different things. The Excite X14’s 
sound was fun neutral.

After reading BJR’s reviews of the 
Excite X14 and the Audio Research 
Reference 75 power amplifier3—in 
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ROBERT DEUTSCH, & LARRY GREENHILL

1 Dynaudio A/S, Denmark. US: Dynaudio North 
America, 1852 Elmdale Avenue, Glenview, IL 60026. 
Tel: (847) 730-3280. Web: www.dynaudio.com.

2 See www.stereophile.com/content/dynaudio-
excite-x14-loudspeaker.

3 See BJR’s review in the May 2013 issue: www.
stereophile.com/content/audio-research-reference-
75-power-amplifier.
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neered not to editorialize, but to get 
everything just right: The bass is taut, 
fast, and detailed; the midrange lacks a 
bit of color and plushness, but I doubt 
that anyone other than yours truly will 
notice that; high frequencies are beau-
tifully articulated, and never too wet 
or too dry. The X14 presents electric 
and acoustic basses with extraordinarily 
good tone, detail, and forward mo-
mentum. It likes Nico, the Unthanks, 
and Edith Piaf. And a pair of X14s 
disappear easily. Nevertheless. . . 

I’m hoping I can keep the Excite 
X14s for a while, because what I 
like most about them is that they’re 
good ear and mind calibrators—a sort 
of sonic axis mundi, if you will. I’m 
certain they’ll assist me in becoming a 
more accurate, truthful, and—perhaps—
restrained reviewer.—Herb Reichert

a fingerprint on any of them, but in 
every comparison I’ve done, after 
cleaning with the Vinyl Cleaner there 
was more detail: The record simply 
sounded . . . cleaner.

SETUP: Through the years I’ve 
owned four turntables, six tone-
arms, and eleven cartridges. I’m not 

mind follow jazz bass and solo violin 
better than any of my other reference 
speakers. Similar to my beloved Falcon 
LS3/5a, the X14 always worked as a 
kind of “magic microscope”—a magni-
fying lens that showed me the rhythms, 
textures, and viscosity of music’s inner 
workings. (I could never have exam-
ined such issues as the lengths of notes 
without this effect.)

Here, now, in my disheveled Brook-
lyn lean-to, I would be hard-pressed 
to declare one of these speakers a clear 
“best”—each does so many musical 
things exceedingly well.

KONKLUSION: The Dynaudio 
Excite X14 reproduces music with a 
sober precision that reminds me of the 
Ortofon 2M Black moving-magnet 
cartridge. Both have a kind of Danish 
Modern aesthetic. Both seem engi-

issue,5 of Acoustic Signature’s Triple 
X ’table, used with that same arm—al-
though the Triple X’s price ($5995) 
and weight (121 lbs) put me off. I 
was also impressed with the approach 
to cartridge design taken by Sound-
smith’s Peter Ledermann, described in 
reports by Michael Fremer6 and Art 
Dudley.7 The system I finally chose 
comprised Acoustic Signature’s WOW 
XXL turntable ($3195) and TA-1000 
tonearm ($1595),8 and a Soundsmith 
Zephyr MIMC cartridge ($1499.95).

I would be remiss if I didn’t mention 
another recent change in my vinyl 
playback: purchase of an Audiodesk-
systeme Gläss Vinyl Cleaner, the 
ultrasonic record cleaner already 
owned by several Stereophile colleagues, 
who all rave about it. I have to agree 
with them. Most of my records were 
purchased new, and you won’t find 

notes had been tailored rather than 
expressed. Pedal work felt attenuated 
at times.

KEF’s LS50 ($1500/pair) did this 
too, but only below about 90Hz, and 
nowhere near as noticeably. Technics’ 
new SB-C700 ($1700/pair), which I 
reviewed last month, gave no evidence 
of this effect. 

In direct comparisons, the KEF and 
Technics loudspeakers displayed more 
low-frequency weight and body than 
the Excite X14, which in turn displayed 
more weight and body than my Falcon 
Acoustics LS3/5a. The KEF, Falcon, 
and Technics speakers all made more 
color, richer tones, and a bigger sound-
space. But! The X14s dug deeper and 
more precisely into the textures and 
detail structure of music’s harmonic 
architecture. The Excite X14s let my 

ACOUSTIC SIGNATURE WOW XXL 
TURNTABLE & TA-1000 TONEARM

For some time now, I’ve been thinking 
that my record player was due for an 
upgrade. My Linn LP12 turntable and 
Ittok LVII tonearm are about 25 years 
old, and my AudioQuest AQ7000nsx 
cartridge is going on 15. During that 
time, my listening has become increas-
ingly dominated by CDs, but I am not 
yet ready to give up on LPs. Updat-
ing my LP12—for which I have Linn’s 
Lingo power supply but no other 
upgrades—would involve installing the 
Keel subchassis, for $3250—for which 
price I could get another maker’s new, 
current-design turntable and still have 
the LP12 to sell. The Linn Ittok can’t 
be upgraded, and its replacement, 
the Ekos SE, costs $4950—out of my 
range. AudioQuest no longer makes 
cartridges. Examining my AQ7000n-
sx’s stylus under a microscope showed 
no visible wear, and there was no 
obvious audible problem that could 
be traced to the cartridge’s suspension, 
but age must be having some sort of 
effect. Taking all these factors into 
account, I decided to replace my entire 
phono front end.

In my quest to select a high-quality, 
high-value set of phono source com-
ponents, I read reviews, and consulted 
with my Stereophile colleagues as well as 
others in the industry. I was particu-
larly intrigued by Herb Reichert’s very 
favorable comments, in his May 2015 
column,4 on the German Acoustic 
Signature WOW XL turntable and 
TA-1000 tonearm, and by Art Dud-
ley’s review, in the September 2015 

4 See www.stereophile.com/content/gramophone-
dreams-4-page-2-0.

5 See www.stereophile.com/content/acoustic-signa-
ture-triple-x-turntable-ta-1000-tonearm.

6 See MF’s review of Soundsmith’s SMMC1 
moving-iron cartridge in the April 2008 issue: www.
stereophile.com/phonocartridges/408sound/index.
html.

7 See AD’s “Listening” column in the August 2015 
issue: www.stereophile.com/content/listening-152.

8 Acoustic Signature: AS-Distribution GmbH, Ulmer 
Strasse 123, D-73037 Göppingen, Germany. Tel: (49) 
(0)7161-3898135. Fax: (49) (0)7161-3898137. Web: 
www.acoustic-signature.com. US distributor: Fidelis 
AV, 460 Amherst Street (Route 101A), Nashua, NH 
03063. Tel: (603) 880-4434. Fax: (603) 880-4433. 
Web: www.fidelisav.com.
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45rpm—more than close enough for 
jazz!

In his review of the Triple X, Art 
complained about the soft-touch 
pushbuttons that turn the motor on 
and off and permit selection of 331⁄3 or 
45rpm: Both often required multiple 
presses. I didn’t have this problem 
with the XXL, whose buttons are not 
soft-touch. They needed to be firmly—
maybe too firmly—pressed, then held 
down about a second. That done, they 
worked every time.

ACOUSTIC SIGNATURE TA-1000 

TONEARM: The TA-1000 tonearm is 
available in three lengths: 9", 10", and 
12". Art had the 12" version, Herb and 
I the 9". The standard tonearm cable 
is of 99.9999%-pure copper, with no 
disconnects between the cartridge 
contacts at one end and the RCA 
phono plugs at the other. Alternatively, 
and at no extra cost, the TA-1000 is 
available with a five-pin DIN con-
nector under the arm’s base, to which 
you connect the DIN-to-RCA phono 
cable of your choice. The first sample 
of the TA-1000 I received—the one 
with the faulty internal wiring—had 
the continuous cable; for the replace-
ment, I requested one with the DIN 
connector. It came with a 1.2m-long 
DIN-to-RCA cable made by Zav-
fino1877. Checking www.zavfino1877.
com, I learned that they offer a wide 
variety of audio accessories, including 
five different phono cables. The one 
included with the TA-1000 was their 
least expensive model, the Cove ($75). 
It seemed well-made for the price, and, 
in casual listening, sounded okay.

The TA-1000 permits adjustment of 
VTA/SRA and azimuth—important 
adjustments, especially when using 
a cartridge fitted with a line-contact 
stylus, as is the Soundsmith Zephyr 
MIMC (see sidebar on p.136). Adjust-
ing azimuth involves loosening and 
then tightening three screws that hold 
the armtube in the bearing housing. 
Michael Tang, doing the setup for me, 
at first expressed concern about the 
difficulty of adjusting azimuth in this 
manner, but afterward told me that it 
had actually been quite easy. He used 
the Dr. Feickert record and software 
to adjust the azimuth to produce equal 
left–right and right–left crosstalk. Art 
noted that his review sample of the 

Dreams” elsewhere in this issue—is one 
up from the WOW, and the WOW 
XXL ($3195 without arm) is one up 
from that. The WOW XXL differs 
from the XL in having a heavier platter 
(16.3 vs 14.1 lbs) and including AS’s 
patented Silencer technology: eight 
brass cylinders inserted in the platter. 
(See Art Dudley’s description of this in 
his review of the Triple X in Septem-
ber 2015.) Acoustic Signature’s test data 
show that the Silencers considerably 
reduce resonances in the platter.10

Eagle-eyed readers may notice in 
my photo of the review sample on 
p.129 that its plinth identifies it not 
as an XXL but as an XL. I ques-
tioned designer Gunther Frohnhöfer 
about this—had they sent the wrong 
model?—and was told that since the 
XXL is simply an XL upgraded with 
a Silencer platter and the AC-1 power 
supply, they’d decided not to change 
the model indication on the plinth.

The inclusion of the upgraded 
AC-1 power supply is important. In 
his review of the Triple X, Art Dudley 
found that the ’table sounded signifi-
cantly better when used with the AC-1 
rather than its standard wall-wart 
supply. Presumably, the AC-1 effects 
a similar improvement with the XXL. 
(The AC-1 was the only power supply 
provided; I couldn’t do a comparison.) 
Also, in a special arrangement between 
Acoustic Signature and Fidelis AV, the 
AC-1 is included as standard kit for 
all AS turntables sold in the US, with 
the exceptions of the very top models 
(which have even more advanced 
supplies) and the entry-level WOW. 
Although the XXL’s platter is about 
2 lbs heavier than the XL’s—which 
one might expect to bring benefits in 
rotational speed stability—it’s not as 
heavy as the Triple X’s 24.2-lb platter. 
The differences in their weights are re-
flected in these platters’ startup times: 
Art noted that the interval between 
pressing the Triple X’s On button and 
the moment when the 331⁄3rpm LED 
stopped flashing—thus indicating that 
the correct speed has been reached—
was nearly half a minute. For the XXL, 
the startup time was about 17 seconds. 

The XXL’s power supply permits 
fine tuning of the platter speed via two 
buttons at the back of the plinth, but 
there was no need to change it from 
the factory setting: The Dr. Feickert 
Analogue Test Record and Adjust+ Pro 
software indicated that the playback 
test frequency was within 0.006% 
at 331⁄3rpm, and within 0.002% at 

a complete novice when it comes to 
turntable setup, but I prefer to leave 
this task to an expert. Asking around, 
the name that kept coming up was 
Michael Tang, who serves as turntable-
setup consultant at Audio Excellence, 
in Vaughan, Ontario, one of the 
top audio stores in the Toronto area 
(where I live), and whose company, 
Michael Tang Audio, is the Canadian 
importer of Feastrex speakers and 
other audiophile goodies.9 Tang made 
several trips to my home, bringing 
with him various tools and test LPs 
and infinite patience. He first tweaked 
the setup of my Linn LP12, Ittok LVII, 
and AudioQuest AQ7000nsx, then set 
up the WOW XXL, TA-1000, and 
Zephyr MIMC.

Tang installed the new arm and car-
tridge, set their overhang, antiskating, 
and vertical tracking force (VTF), and 
did preliminary settings of stylus rake 
angle (SRA), vertical tracking angle 
(VTA), and azimuth, leaving the final 
setting of those last three parameters 
until after the cartridge had been used 
for at least 50 hours. In a brief listen, 
the sound seemed okay, but it soon 
became apparent that something was 
wrong. The left-channel intermittently 
dropped out, and, with the volume 
turned up to a normal level but with 
no record playing, I heard a crackling 
noise from the speakers when I moved 
the tonearm through the arc it would 
trace across an LP side. We checked 
the connections, swapped the left and 
right phono cables, etc., and eventu-
ally traced the problem to the tonearm 
wiring.

Fidelis AV, Acoustic Signature’s US 
importer, asked the manufacturer to 
dispatch another sample of the TA-
1000, which they promptly did; this 
one worked perfectly. Tang set the 
new arm’s overhang, VTF, SRA/VTA, 
and azimuth, and I embarked on a 
series of marathon listening sessions to 
fill the 50-hour break-in period. Tang 
returned and tweaked the setup; the 
result was a wider soundstage and a 
more even tonal balance. (When first 
set up, the new rig had sounded on the 
bright side.)

ACOUSTIC SIGNATURE WOW XXL 

TURNTABLE: Acoustic Signature’s 
turntable line currently comprises 12 
models, ranging from the entry-level 
WOW ($1995 with Rega Research 
RB-202 tonearm) to the Invictus 
($104,995 without arm). The WOW 
XL ($2235 without arm), which Herb 
Reichert reviewed—see “Gramophone 

9 See www.stereophile.com/content/michael-
tang-audio and www.stereophile.com/content/
you-iknewi-id.

10 See www.acoustic-signature.com/index.
php?article_id=8&clang=1.
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but there was better differentiation of 
instruments on the soundstage. The 
mat is priced from $59.99 (the 2.0mm-
thick model I used) to $104.95 (7.2mm 
thick)—more than reasonable for the 
improvement provided.

Photos of Acoustic Signature turn-
tables often show them with record 
weights, but the WOW XXL was 
not provided with one. I tried several 
popular weights; the effects were vari-
able, some changing the sound but 
not necessarily improving it. My 
favorite weight, the Harmonic Resolu-
tion Systems ADL (for Analog Disk 
Light—$220), did improve the sound, 
the bass especially acquiring greater 
clarity. The ADL weighs 315gm; I 
thought the extra mass might increase 
the platter’s startup time, but the effect 
was negligible—perhaps a second.

LISTENING: With the Nordost 
Valhalla 2 tonearm cable, Herbie’s 
Way Excellent II mat, and HRS ADL 
record weight in place, the WOW 
XXL, TA-1000, and Zephyr MIMC 
came into their own—and how! I was, 
as the heading of Richard Lehnert’s 
thought-provoking “As We See It” in 
the November 2015 issue puts it, start-
ing over again for the first time, and it 
seemed appropriate to begin by playing 
the audiophile recordings that were 
popular when I first got interested in 
audio—records I hadn’t played in years. 
Ones that I think of with particular 
fondness are the direct-to-disc offerings 
from Sheffield Lab, especially Lincoln 
Mayorga and Distinguished Colleagues, Vol-
ume III (LP, Sheffield Lab 10001). But 
before playing this LP on the Acoustic 
Signature–Soundsmith system, I played 
it on my Linn-based system.

And it sounded . . . pleasant. Mayor-
ga’s arrangement of Bernstein’s “Amer-
ica” is brilliant in how it translates this 
very theatrical piece into a pop jazz 
idiom without losing the theatrical 
feel. Through the Linn-based system, 
the phrases punctuated by trumpets 
had a relaxed feel—nothing to make 
me sit up and take notice. Through the 
AS-Soundsmith system the effect was 
quite different: much more dynamic, 
with more detail. Trumpets had more 
vitality, and more of the brassy timbre 
the instrument has in person. The 
soundstage was wide and deep, with 
good differentiation of instruments. 

tures, and the somewhat gritty quality 
in the upper midrange and low treble 
effectively disappeared. I have difficulty 
recommending to prospective buyers 
of the TA-1000 the purchase of a pho-
no cable that costs almost three times 
as much as the tonearm itself, but I 
think the price imbalance is largely 
a reflection of the TA-1000 being 
underpriced. I definitely recommend 
going for something better than AS’s 
stock cable. I’ve had good results with 
Nordost’s original Frey phono cable on 
my Linn Ittok LVII; its successor, the 
Frey 2 ($839.99), might be a somewhat 
reasonably priced alternative to the 
Valhalla 2.

But while the Nordost Valhalla 2 
phono cable made a big difference, I 
thought I could coax even better per-
formance from this phono system, so I 
turned my attention to the platter mat. 

The XXL is provided with a leather 
mat that has circular cutouts to accom-
modate the Silencers, which stand very 
slightly (less than 1mm) proud of the 
platter’s surface. Yes, other mats can 
be used. I tried Linn’s felt mat and the 
Ringmat, both of which I quite like on 
the Linn, but preferred the Acoustic 
Signature’s standard mat to either 
of those. On the Internet I found 
some very favorable references to the 
intriguingly named Herbie’s Way 
Excellent II Turntable Mat (www.
herbiesaudiolab.net/ttmat.htm). Made 
of “finely textured, open-cell silicone 
foam,” it’s claimed to have “unsur-
passed vibration-absorbing characteris-
tics.” Among those endorsing Herbie’s 
mat is the Cable Company’s Robert 
Stein, who in the past has steered me 
toward effective tweaks; he sent me a 
sample of the Way Excellent II mat of 
the appropriate size. (The mat is avail-
able with slightly varied diameters, to 
match different turntables, and thick-
nesses that are the same as a ’table’s 
original mat, so that the SRA and VTA 
can remain unchanged.)

The performance of Herbie’s mat 
was, well, way excellent. Compared 
to the WOW XXL’s standard mat, I 
heard no change in the tonal balance, 
and especially no dulling of the highs 
(which I would not want, and which 
is often the result of using a soft mat), 

TA-1000 had higher-than-optimal 
vertical bearing friction, but this was 
not a problem with my sample. (Bill 
Henk of importer Fidelis AV told me 
that the vertical-bearing problem that 
Art identified was restricted to early 
samples of the 12" version.)

The TA-1000 impressed as preci-
sion-made machinery, with outstand-
ing fit and finish, as did the WOW 
XXL. In use, it felt somewhat delicate, 
with a finger lift that was quite short 
(less than 1⁄2"), thin, and slippery. My 
hands are fairly small; even so, I had to 
concentrate on gripping the lift care-
fully if I didn’t want it to slip from my 
fingers.

CABLES, MATS, & WEIGHTS: After 
the 50 hours of break-in—during 
which I assiduously avoided form-
ing an opinion—the combination of 
Acoustic Signature WOW XXL and 
TA-1000 with Soundsmith Zephyr 
MIMC impressed me with its dynam-
ics and powerful bass. However, the 
sound was a little rough around the 
edges, lacking some finesse and being 
more forward than ideal. Given that I 
was listening to a new turntable, tone-
arm, and cartridge, I couldn’t say which 
of these components, individually or in 
combination, was responsible for what 
I heard. But I had the feeling that this 
combo of phono gear was capable of 
better sound than was evident from 
this stock configuration. 

The most obvious area to ad-
dress was the choice of phono cable. 
The fact that Acoustic Signature had 
included only a $75 “basic” cable made 
me think that they expect people to 
buy a better one. After all, what’s the 
point of having the option of choosing 
your own phono cable unless you take 
advantage of the opportunity?

The cables I use in the rest of my 
system (interconnects, speaker cables, 
power cords) are all Nordost Valhalla 
2, so it made sense for me to try the 
Valhalla 2 phono cable, which is too 
stiff for my Linn’s suspension. At 
$4799.99, the Valhalla 2 costs more 
than most people are willing to spend 
for a phono cable, but its use could 
perhaps effectively eliminate that cable 
as a limiting factor in the performance 
of the system. (I suppose that Nor-
dost’s Odin 2 phono cable might be 
even better,11 but I have a real problem 
with its price: $11,999.99.)

In any case, substituting the Val-
halla 2 for the stock cable resulted in a 
major improvement: I heard greater fi-
nesse and subtlety of instrumental tex-

11 See Sasha Matson’s report from the Rocky Moun-
tain Audio Fest report on a comparison between 
VPI’s standard tonearm cable and the Odin 2: www.
stereophile.com/content/sasha-matsonss-final-day-
denver.

The WOW XXL,  
TA-1000, and Zephyr 
MIMC came into  
their own—and how!
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of vinyl playback. Furthermore, their 
sound can be improved through the 
use of ancillaries (better phono cable 
and platter mat, use of a suitable record 
weight). They’re well matched by the 
Soundsmith Zephyr MIMC cartridge, 
which also offers high performance at 
a moderate price. For audiophiles who 
have progressed past the entry level 
and aspire to the highest standards at 
prices that are still affordable, these are 
outstanding choices.—Robert Deutsch

the Bryston IAD Integrated Audio 
Device,” each step of which is accom-
panied by a color photo. The instruc-
tions made the upgrade a simple task, 
which I completed in one hour. I then 
reconnected the BDP-2 to my system 
and the AC; upon power-up, its front 
panel immediately displayed the latest 
firmware: S2.12 2015-15-15.

Only minor problems arose dur-
ing the installation procedure, and I 
was able to get help via e-mail from 
Bryston’s Mike Pickett, who quickly 
replied with helpful comments. First, 
the instructions say to use a No.1 
Phillips bit to remove the two screws 
securing the AES/EBU connector to 
the rear panel, but Bryston had not 
included this bit. I pulled out all my 
Phillips screwdrivers and bits—but, as 

The instructions made 
the upgrade a simple 
task.

its share of clicks and pops, but is quite 
listenable for all that. Listening to it 
through the AS-Soundsmith system, 
I found myself, as Richard Lehnert 
might put it, moved as well as delighted.

THE BOTTOM LINE: Built to a 
high standard, and offered at prices 
that, in an audiophile context, can be 
called moderate, Acoustic Signature’s 
WOW XXL turntable and TA-1000 
tonearm perform in a way that shows 
a thorough understanding of the needs 

circuit-board components, consistent 
quality control, and the elimination of 
three internal connection points.

James Tanner, VP of Bryston, ar-
ranged to have an IAD upgrade kit 
sent to me. I asked Bryston to also send 
along their latest DAC, the BDA-2, to 
be included in this Follow-Up. Tan-
ner explained that the BDA-2 differs 
from the BDA-1 in that it “employs 
an AKM DAC instead of the Crystal 
DAC. The USB input on the BDA-2 
is what is called ASYNC which means 
if you use the USB input from your 
computer the quality is determined by 
the DAC not by the computer’s sound 
card.” 

The BDP-2 upgrade kit included 
the IAD circuit board, a data cable, an 
internal power cable, multiple screws, 
and three different bits for a (presum-
ably) user-supplied 1/4" screwdriver 
handle. Most important, the kit 
included four pages of instructions 
on “How to Retrofit a BDP-2 with 

The entry of Mayorga’s harpsichord 
midway through the track was better 
focused in space, with greater clarity. 
Similarly, the sound of the timpani 
was more clearly articulated, with less 
overhang than through the Linn-
based system. These impressions were 
confirmed when I played “normal” 
LPs—such as the soundtrack album for 
the film Oklahoma! (LP, Capitol WAO 
595), probably the first record I ever 
bought. It’s mono, of course, and has 

BRYSTON BDP-2 DIGITAL PLAYER: 
AUDIO BOARD UPDATE

In the June 2011 Stereophile, I re-
viewed Bryston’s BDP-1 digital player 
($2195)12 and purchased the review 
sample.13 Twenty-one months later, 
Bryston released a new version, the 
BDP-2 ($2995).14 The new Bryston 
player looked great, and bumped-up 
the BDP-1’s processing power, system 
memory, number of input options—
now including six USB sockets in place 
of the BDP-1’s four, a rear-mounted 
slot for a self-powered eSATA drive, 
and provisions for an optional internal 
SATA drive—and USB-port current ca-
pabilities, the latter a boon for users of 
high-capacity USB drives. The BDP-2 
sounded just as detailed and dynamic 
as the BDP-1, but with more effort-
less highs and significantly faster load 
times. The changes greatly enriched 
the BDP’s versatility and value.

On May 28, 2015, a Bryston press 
release announced that the BDP-2 had 
again been upgraded: The audio board 
now included a new Integrated Audio 
Device (IAD).15 This board is installed 
in all new BDP-2s; at the same time, 
Bryston offered an update kit ($500) so 
that current owners of BDP-2s could 
bring their players up to spec.

In its press release, Bryston ex-
plained that “The new IAD delivers 
improved specifications and replaces 
the current two-piece third-party 
sound card and SPDIF interface 
module (AES/BNC) utilized in the 
BDP-2.” What inspired the change? 
First, the proprietary IAD has “the ca-
pacity to free BDP-2 production from 
the constraints of third-party supplied 
devices. Premium quality sound cards 
are challenging to source, and the IAD 
alleviates these supply chain concerns 
completely.” In addition, Bryston sug-
gested that the upgrade would improve 
the BDP-2’s sonic performance, as a 
result of the new IAD’s in-house man-
ufacturing, hand-selected and -tested 

12 Bryston Ltd., PO Box 2170, 677 Neal Drive, 
Peterborough, Ontario K9J 6X7, Canada. Tel: (800) 
632-8217. Web: www.bryston.com.

13 See www.stereophile.com/content/bryston-bdp-
1-digital-audio-player.

14 See my remarks about the BDP-2 in its listing in 
the April 2015 edition of Stereophile’s “Recommended 
Components”: www.stereophile.com/content/2015-
recommended-components-disc-players-transports-
media-players.

15 See www.bryston.com/PDF/pressReleas-
es/2015_05_BDP2_IAD_REL.pdf.
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then clicked to lock. When the task 
was completed, all three white cables 
were on the right; the instruction sheet 
shows right/left/right. Pickett: “If the 
white wires are all on the right hand 
side, it will work, but it indicates that 
the smaller cable is installed backwards. 
. . . Since both sides are backwards, it 
will work, however.”

Third, I couldn’t quite tell how to 
fit the data cable’s 8-pin header into 
the motherboard’s 10-pin socket—the 
image in the instructions is very dark. 
Pickett sent me a PDF of the instruc-
tions that was much brighter, which 
was helpful.

Several weeks later, I noticed that 
the BDP-2’s top plate was hot to the 
touch. I switched the unit to standby, 
but an hour later the top was still hot. 
I removed the cover, but could see 
nothing smoking or in any way out of 
order. I unplugged the BDP-2 and let 
it sit, and in two hours the entire case 
was cool. I unplugged and plugged 
back in all the internal data and power 

none was numbered, I had to find the 
right one by trial and error. (I was con-
cerned that the wrong bit might strip 
the screw heads and require me to drill 
out the shanks.) Fortunately, the fourth 
bit I tried worked extremely well. 
Pickett said that Bryston had assumed 
that everyone has a full set of Phillips 
bits, but from now on will include in 
the instruction sheet’s list of “Tools 
You Need” a No.1 Phillips bit.

Second, the BDP-2’s power and data 
cables must be correctly oriented in 
their header sockets for the player to 
work: Bryston uses locking connec-
tors that fit into their sockets only one 
way. However, the orientation of the 
cables’ colored wires in the instruction 
sheet’s “Before” pictures didn’t agree 
with my pre-upgrade BDP-2. The 
power-supply cable’s white lead was at 
the right as it sat on the power-supply 
circuit board; in the “Before” picture, 
it’s shown on the left. During the up-
grade, I made sure that the connectors 
went into the header sockets easily and 

SOUNDSMITH ZEPHYR MIMC PHONO CARTRIDGE

The Soundsmith Zephyr MIMC 

($1499.95) is a new cartridge that uses 

much of the technology of the Sound-

smith Sussurro ($4799.95), which 

Michael Fremer raved about in the 

March 2012 issue. Like all Soundsmith 

cartridges, the Zephyr MIMC uses 

what’s usually called a moving-iron 

design, but which Soundsmith designer 

Peter Ledermann prefers to call fixed-

coil. Ledermann makes a persuasive 

argument about the superiority of fixed-

coil over moving-coil cartridges, lower 

moving mass being the major factor.1

Like the Sussurro, the Zephyr MIMC 

uses Soundsmith’s Dynamic Energy 

Management System (DEMS), designed 

to neutralize unwanted vibrations. The 

Zephyr MIMC is a low-output (0.4mV) 

device intended to be used with high-

gain phono preamps, the type normally 

used with MC cartridges. (MIMC stands 

for Moving Iron for Moving Coil.) A 

unique aspect of Soundsmith cartridges 

compared to other high-end designs is 

that they can be completely rebuilt for 

20% of the original price. Thus, if/when 

its stylus wears out or its cantilever is 

damaged, you can have your Zephyr 

MIMC rebuilt to as-new condition for 

$300. In these days of electronic ap-

pliances that cost more to fix than to 

buy new, Soundsmith’s policy is most 

welcome.

The load recommended for the 

Zephyr MIMC is 470 ohms or greater. 

My Convergent Audio Technology SL-1 

Renaissance Black Path Edition pre-

amplifier has a transformer-based MC 

section with an output impedance of 

4k ohms, but this value can be changed 

with paralleled plug-in resistors. I 

discussed the load issue with CAT’s Ken 

Stevens, who suggested that I try the 

Zephyr first with no plug-in resistors, 

an arrangement that he said worked 

well with most MC cartridges, though 

he admitted to having had no experi-

ence with low-output MI/FC cartridges 

such as the Zephyr MIMC. He sent me 

a collection of plug-in resistors and 

suggested that I try all of them. Using 

the formula he provided for calculating 

the total parallel resistance (R1 x R2/

(R1 + R2), with R1 being 4000 and R2 

whatever is plugged in), I compared the 

sound with: 1) no plug-in resistors (ie, 4k 

ohms); 2) plug-in resistors of 500 ohms 

(total 444 ohms, just under the recom-

mended minimum of 470, 3) 1k ohm 

(total 800 ohms); and 4) 2k ohms (total 

1333 ohms). My favorite was 1333 ohms, 

which produced the most neutral tonal 

balance; in second place was no plug-in 

resistors, or 4k ohms; and 444 ohms 

sounded rather thin.—Robert Deutsch

1 See www.sound-smith.com/articles/fixed-coil-vs-

moving-coil-why-make-jump-different-technology.
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quality. Changing over to the BDA-2 
DAC enhanced my system’s imag-
ing: Soundstages, already excellent, 
were now deeper and wider, particu-
larly when I listened to choral music 
through my Quad ESL-989 speak-
ers. There was more air surrounding 
the soprano singing “Piè Jesu,” from 
Timothy Seelig and the Turtle Creek 
Chorale’s recording of John Rutter’s 
Requiem (CD, Reference RR-57), and 
the pipe-organ accompaniment was as 
solid and massive as before, without 
diminishing the sense of hall ambience 
in which her voice blooms. 

If you already own a Bryston 
BDP-2, don’t hesitate to get the IAD 
upgrade kit. But make sure you have 
the 1⁄4” screwdriver handle—Bryston 
says these are easy to find16—for the 
supplied bits. And do request from 
Bryston the PDF file of the instruc-
tions, so you can more easily identify 
the colored connectors.—Larry Greenhill

cables and replaced the cover. The next 
day, I plugged the BDP-2 into the AC 
and turned it on. From that point on 
it ran coolly, with no change in sound 
quality. Bryston’s Gary Dayton told 
me that only the motherboard’s CPU 
generates heat; perhaps it had crashed. 
If so, it rebooted successfully, and 
presented no further problems.

Incidentally, with the BDP-2 pow-
ered up and its top cover removed, I 
saw a blue LED at the center of the 
IAD shining brilliantly (see photo). 
Pickett told me that this LED illumi-
nates only when the IAD is communi-
cating with the motherboard.

LISTENING: I was pleased to have 
installed the IAD upgrade myself, and 
wasn’t disappointed with the results. 
First, I listened to the IAD-equipped 
BDP-2 with my Bryston BDA-1 DAC. 
Percussion transients were quicker, the 
timbres of different instruments were 
more involving, and dynamic contrasts 
were even less strained than before. 
Some recordings lost their etched 

16 Try www.amazon.com/Wiha-Holding-Screw-
driver-SoftFinish-Handle/dp/B001IDJ8OC.

Analog Source Linn LP12 turntable 

with Lingo power supply, Linn It-

tok LVII tonearm, AudioQuest 

AQ7000nsx cartridge.

Digital Source PS Audio Perfect-

Wave Memory CD/DVD transport & 

DirectStream DAC.

Preamplifier Convergent Audio 

Technology SL-1 Renaissance Black 

Path Edition.

Power Amplifier McIntosh Labora-

tory 50th Anniversary MC275.

Loudspeakers Avantgarde Uno 

Nano.

Cables Interconnect, speaker, AC: 

Nordost Valhalla 2.

Accessories PS Audio PerfectWave 

P5 Power Plant AC generator, Arcici 

Suspense Rack, PolyCrystal amplifier 

stand.—Robert Deutsch

R D ’ S  A S S O C I AT E D  E Q U I P M E N T
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cartridges.
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previously released takes of “Ac-
knowledgement.” “(Take 1/Alter-
nate)” opens with the magical sound 
of Van Gelder’s voice calling out the 
take, and sets the pattern for how the 
sextet would play Coltrane’s visionary 
masterpiece. Instead of Coltrane’s 
vocal chant of “a LOVE supreme,” 
echoed by Jimmy Garrison’s bass, 
that so startled many when they first 
heard it in 1965, the sextet version 
features furious interplay between 
Coltrane and Shepp. “(Take 2/Al-
ternate)” continues this pattern: the 
two tenor saxophones together and 
in opposition. In track 8, “Acknowl-
edgement (Take 3/Breakdown 
with Studio Dialogue),” Coltrane 
and Jones are heard talking about 
the piece. Takes 4–6 find Shepp’s 
thinner, sharper tone taking a role 
equal to Coltrane’s. The combina-
tion transforms this once-welcoming 
first section of the suite into a louder, 
much more active and aggressive 
opening statement that presages the 
Coltrane albums soon to come. This 
change, continued across all six sextet 
takes, is this set’s most startling revela-
tion. Staying with the sextet approach 
would have hindered the accessibility 
of A Love Supreme, and kept it from 
being the second-most-purchased, 
if not loved, jazz album after Miles 
Davis’s Kind of Blue. Throughout 
these explorations—so great to hear 
after their five decades in the can—
the drumming of the late Elvin Jones 
deserves special mention. His usual 
potent blend of raw propulsion below 

and intricate, detailed cymbal work 
above confirm, yet again, his seminal 
place in the history of modern jazz 
drumming.

Released in celebration of the 
album’s 50th anniversary and for the 
60th anniversary of Verve Records, 
of which Impulse! is now a part, A 
Love Supreme: The Complete Masters, is 
perhaps the final word on Coltrane’s 
masterpiece. According to Univer-
sal, everything usable on the newly 
discovered tapes has been included 
here; according to James Krents from 
Universal,  “There is nothing else on 
these tapes to share.”—Robert Baird n

produced the original album. In that 
session, also recorded by Van Gelder, 
two additional instrumental voices 
were added: bassist Art Davis and, espe-
cially, tenor saxophonist and Coltrane 
admirer Archie Shepp. While the 
Deluxe Edition included slightly edited 
versions of the first two of these takes, 
all the sextet takes here are taken from 
a newly discovered tape source, and are 
presented in stereo for the first time. 
All six takes of the sextet versions are 
very special and important additions 
to the collective understanding of Col-
trane and his art.

Tracks 6 and 7 of disc 2 are the two 

I
n late summer of 1964, the 
tenor saxophonist, who by then 
had kicked a drug habit and 
experienced what he called “a 

spiritual awakening,” stopped touring 
and returned to his new home in Dix 
Hills, in suburban Long Island. Re-
treating to a bedroom over the garage, 
he wrote, over several days, a short, 
33-minute suite in four parts that 
celebrated his rebirth: A Love Supreme. 
As Ashley Kahn’s liner notes explain, 
when it was completed, Coltrane told 
his second wife, Alice, “This is the 
first time I have everything ready.” His 
most coherent artistic statement, one 
grounded in his love for God, and em-
bodying an affirmation of the power 
of love over dissension and division, 
A Love Supreme opens with “Acknowl-
edgement,” this very focused compo-
sition continues through “Resolution,” 
“Pursuance,” and “Psalm.” Several 
pages of music written in Coltrane’s 
own hand, as well as a handwritten 
draft of his liner notes for the project, 
signed “With love to all, I thank you,” 
are included in The Complete Masters.

Much of this new and expanded 
three-CD (or MP3 download) edition 
was previously released on A Love Su-
preme: Deluxe Edition (2002). Disc 1 of 
the new set contains the original 1965 
album’s stereo mix, as well as mono 
reference masters of “Pursuance” and 
“Psalm” that Coltrane gave to engi-
neer Rudy Van Gelder. While every 
scrap of recorded Coltrane is at least 
worth hearing, neither of the mono 
takes adds much to the conversation.

Disc 3 contains the band that made A 
Love Supreme: Coltrane’s “classic” quartet 
of pianist McCoy Tyner, bassist Jimmy 
Garrison, and drummer Elvin Jones 
playing the entire A Love Supreme suite 
at the Festival Mondial du Jazz Antibes 
on July 26, 1965. After years of boot-
legs, the official release of this concert, 
in much improved sound, was the big 
selling point of the 2002 Deluxe Edition.

What’s most attractive about The 
Complete Masters is disc 2, which 
contains six takes of an alternate ver-
sion of “Acknowledgement”—four of 
them previously unreleased—recorded 
the day after the quartet sessions that 

JOHN COLTRANE

A Love Supreme:  

The Complete Masters

John Coltrane, Archie Shepp, tenor 

saxophone; McCoy Tyner, piano; 

Jimmy Garrison, Art Davis, bass;  

Elvin Jones, drums 

Impulse! 80023727-02 (3 CDs). 

1965/2015. Bob Thiele, orig. prod.; 

Rudy Van Gelder, orig. eng.; Harry 

Weinger, Ashley Kahn, reissue prods.; 

Kevin Reeves, reissue mastering. 
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Roger Skoff & XLO

Editor:
I just today, November 10, 2015, read 
Jason Victor Serinus’s comments on the 
sixth annual California Audio Show,1

and was surprised to find, in his writings 
about the room shared by ACA’s [Angel 
City Audio] Seraphim speakers, Melody 
and Onix electronics, and XLO (the 
company that I did own at one time but 
sold more than a dozen years ago), that 
there were a number of points on which 
our opinions differed, and one, specifi-
cally about me, that was simply not true.

Mr. Serinus didn’t bother to introduce 
himself to me when he came to that 
room, so whatever few words we had 
were very limited. That could explain 
his incorrect statement describing me as 
“former and now current cable manu-
facturer Roger Skoff of XLO.” Had we 
spoken more, he might have learned that 
I sold the company in 2002 and do not 
now own, nor have I at any time since 
then owned, any interest in XLO whatso-
ever. (Neither, incidentally, do I have any 
ownership interest in ACA or any of the 
other firms exhibiting in that room, or 
anywhere else at that show.)

So what was I doing there? Simple: I 
had been engaged (and paid) by Con-
stantine Soo, the California Audio Show’s 
promoter, to advise him on certain issues, 
and had been similarly engaged and paid 
by XLO’s current owners to appear in 
their room and be displayed, myself, as 
the company’s founder.

Roger Skoff

Tzar DST

Editor:
Thank you, Art [Dudley], for such a 
detailed and insightful review of a unique 
phono cartridge (January 2015, p.29). 
Coming from the hands of a true artisan, 
the Tzar DST is a resurrection of a fabled 
product that, thanks to his dedication, 
can be experienced by a whole new 
generation. The slight soundstage aber-
ration Art heard I believe was an artifact 
of maybe the tonearm or a slightly too 
heavy tracking force. This cartridge—in 
the new, Frank Schröder–designed 
tonearm exclusively available via Oswalds 
Mill Audio—is beyond imagination, and, 
I believe, takes what Art described to an 
even higher level.

Stereophile—champions of the new age 
of vinyl. Did I say that right??? New??

Thanks.
Robin Wyatt

Robyatt Audio

VPI Scout Jr.

Editor:
I’m very excited to have the Scout Jr. 
reviewed and have its quality appreciated. 
I wanted the Scout Jr. to be an easy-to-
use, entry-level high-end product that 
also shows an appreciation of my mom 
and what she was to this family company: 
easygoing, effective, strong, and with 
room to learn/grow! Moving forward 
with VPI, I want to celebrate the lives 
of the ones we love rather than their 
passing.

Mat Weisfeld
VPI Industries

Oracle Delphi Mk.VI Second Generation

Editor:
Thanks to Art Dudley and Stereophile for 
this review of the Oracle Delphi Mk.VI 
Second Generation.

It is always interesting to see how sys-
tems and components work together to 
reproduce music in a way that comes so 
close to the real thing. This is the feeling 
you get when you hear something that 
sounds right, and Art’s system’s combi-
nation offers a truly interesting angle of 
appreciation on what music is all about!

We designed the new Delphi Mk.VI 
Gen-2 to, first and foremost, further 
improve the music-reproduction capabil-
ity of our flagship model; and second, the 
new two-piece platter definitely made 
the Delphi more “user-friendly” than 
ever. The latest changes implemented in 
the Gen-2 took the Delphi Mk.VI to the 
level of a record player that can compete 
with the best analog reproduction devices 
available on the market today. It is a pre-
cision instrument that can be calibrated to 
meet the most demanding expectations, 
and we are very proud that Art was enter-
tained and fulfilled by the performance of 
the Oracle Delphi!

On the technical standpoint, Art raised 
two “What’s up with that?” questions. 
The first is about the tapered washer, or 
“spindle washer,” as he called it. The use 
of the tapered washer is not recommend-
ed for flat records or thicker records, but 

you will find it very useful if you have 
warped records.

The second question is about the mo-
tor delay and the “peevish little groan.” 
This is a normal situation. When you 
turn on the Delphi, you send the DC 
power through the oscillators to generate 
the AC signal to make the synchronous 
motor spin. As the sinewave gradually 
develops, it generates the groaning sound 
Art heard; the motor starts vibrating, until 
the sinewave amplitude is sufficient for 
the motor to start spinning.

Art concludes by saying: “At the end 
of the day, I was pleasantly surprised: I 
found that my enjoyment of the new 
Delphi was considerably higher than 
usual for a new turntable.” For our team 
of dedicated craftsmen and artists at 
Oracle Audio, this made our day!

Jacques Riendeau
Oracle Audio Technologies

PS Audio BHK Signature 300

Editor:
I appreciate the tremendous amount of 
work Michael Fremer put into his review 
of our BHK Signature 300s, and I’m 
pleased that he was able to use them with 
both the Wilson Audio Alexandria XLFs 
and the Marten Coltrane IIIs—which 
differ from one another about as much 
as two box speakers can. The fact that he 
found the BHKs to pair well with both 
speakers validates the effort that we and 
Bascom H. King put into making the 
BHK 300s a universal solution.

Obviously, some matches are more 
simpatico than others. In this case, 
Michael favored the 300s paired with the 
XLFs—but we have yet to find speakers 
through which the BHK 300s do not 
provide musically engaging, compelling, 
balanced performance.

Speaking of “balanced”: Michael’s use 
of the BHK 300s with a single-ended 
preamp does not present the amps at 
their best. We prefer balanced operation, 
which offers so many advantages, with 
no downside and minimal cost, that—
well, we honestly can’t understand why 
anyone would choose to build purely 
single-ended topology. In our experience, 
balanced operation of the 300s produces 
meatier, more palpable bass and midbass, 

R ge kkoof & XXLLOO
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MANUFACTURERS’ 
COMMENTS

THIS ISSUE: Roger Skoff, Robyatt, VPI, Oracle,
and PS Audio respond to our reviews of their

products and our comments on their activities.

ANY CLOD CAN HAVE THE FACTS; 

HAVING OPINIONS IS AN ART

1 See www.stereophile.com/content/2015-california-
audio-show-sunday.
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Check out the “how-to” section on our sister site 
AudioStream: www.audiostream.com/category/
hardware-how.—John Atkinson

What Do You Mean?

Editor:
I have been a subscriber for a while now, 
and really look forward to each issue. I 
recently made a purchase of Stereophile-
recommended monoblocks, and have 
been extremely impressed with the 
results of the purchase.

Trying to understand why I “liked” the 
product in my system, I went back to the 
issue to reread the product evaluation. 
I found that I did not really understand 
most of the adjectives and phrases used 

in the product evaluation that described 
the sound or performance (eg, “articula-
tion,” “drier tonal balance,” etc.). Is there 
a published resource Stereophile could 
recommend that contains simple defini-
tions of many of the terms used in this 
magazine? Understanding these terms 
might help readers and prospective buy-
ers understand the nontechnical sonic and 
performance evaluations in the published 
articles, and improve the communication 
to the reader intended by an author.

—Timothy Leistikow
Ripon, WI

leistikowt@hotmail.com

Stereophile’s founder, the late J. Gordon 
Holt, wrote a primer on this subject in the early 
1990s. It is reprinted on our website at www.
stereophile.com/reference/50/index.html.
—John Atkinson

as well as a deeper soundstage—the areas 
in which Michael preferred his $135,000/
pair DarTZeels.

Michael made so many positive 
statements about the BHK 300s that 
it’s difficult to focus on just a few, but I 
truly appreciate his characterization of 
the 300 as “a powerful, nimble-sounding 
amplifier that immediately drew me in 
with fast, punchy, tight bass; rich, liquid 
mids; and delicate, transparent highs—all 
effectively well integrated into a coher-
ent whole.” I’m touched by “I would be 
hard-pressed to identify anything wrong in 
the BHK 300’s sound,” and by “This kind 
of convincing, sophisticated performance, 
particularly from the midband up, is 
what one expects and gets from the finest 
cost-no-object electronics.” I expect that 
modest Bascom is blushing right now.

Michael mentions how Bascom, Arnie 
Nudell, and I joke about our ages, and 
we do indeed. But: among the three 
of us, we have around 150 (!!) years of 
experience in the audio biz. I believe that 
we have learned a bit about how to make 
good sound and good products. PS Audio 
is in its 43rd year—yes, Stan Warren and I 
founded the company when we were still 
in grade school—and we take our reputa-
tion for building innovative, durable, 
good-sounding products very seriously. 

That’s something we don’t joke about. I’ve 
known Mikey for many of those 43 years, 
and I appreciate his expertise as well as 
his jibes.

As we both enter alte kaker–dom, 
I’m glad that the mystery of that hair has 
finally been solved: “occasional lethal 
shocks.” Ohhhhh . . .

Paul McGowan
Founder & CEO

PS Audio
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AUDIO ART, est. 1976 – Edge-of-the-art 
audio components dedicated to serving music. 
Aesthetix, Audience, Avalon, Ayre, Benz, Cardas, 
Clearaudio, Hegel, Jeff Rowland, Martin Logan, 
Music Hall, Pro-Ject Series, Rega, Shunyata, 
SME, Sonus Faber, Spendor, Vandersteen.  
(804) 358-5300, AudioArtUSA@aol.com, 
Richmond, VA.

AUDIOCLASSICS.COM – Buys / Sells /  
Trades / Repairs - Appraises New, Used 
& Vintage McIntosh, Marantz, Tannoy, 
JBL, Levinson and other High End audio 
equipment. 3501 Vestal Road, Vestal, NY 
13850 (800) 321-2834

SALT LAKE CITY AREA – Aesthetix, AMG, 
Audio Research, Clearaudio, Dynavector, EAT, 
Esoteric, Exposure, Harbeth, Kimber, Marantz, 
Ortofon, Plinius, Primare, REL, Rogue, 
Shunyata, Vienna Acoustics, VPI, and more! 
(801) 647-8583 or visit www.arisaudio.com

LONG ISLAND, NEW YORK – Audience, 
Audio Physic, Audio Desk, Audioquest, 
Avalon Acoustics, Berkeley Audio Design, 
Bryston, Cardas, Conrad-Johnson, Dali, 
Esoteric, Jeff Rowland, Hegel, Lyra, Martin-
Logan, Oppo, Oracle Audio, Ortofon, Purist 
Audio Design, Plinius, Siltech, SME, Stax, 
Symposium Acoustics, Tannoy Prestige, 
Totem, VPI, Wireworld and many more. 
Large selection of fine preowned gear, quality 
trades welcome, analog guru on board.  
New York Sound & Vision (631) 321-8969 
or visit www.newyorksoundandvision.com

To Advertise: 
Joanne George· 321.225.3130 

JGeorge@EnthusiastNetwork.comC L A S S I F I E D

Vibration Management On Display

www.BEKhifi.com

Allentown, PA

610-351-0764

Klaudio • Hegel • darTZeel • Rogue

Harbeth • Evolution Acoustics

Wharfedale • Sonus Faber • Avid

Well Tempered • Master & Dynamic

Star Sound Tech and many more...

SolutionsWe Have  Solutions

www.fidelisav.com • info@fidelisav.com

603-880-HIFI (4434)

“Upgrade Your Musical Experience”

Harbeth, Acoustic Signature, VAC, LFD, 

Penaudio, Primare, VTL, Unison,  

Wilson Audio, Naim, Sutherland, 

Dan D’Agostino, Stein Music, 

Tellurium Q, Rega, Shunyata, CH Precision,

Stenheim, BAT, Opera Loudspeakers, 

Bricasti, Palmer, Metronome, Pass Labs,  

REL Acoustics, JL Audio, Stirling

Trade Ins • Consignment • In Home Consultations

144 February 2016 n stereophile.com

STRP-160200-CLASS.indd  12/4/15  1:03 PM  PAGE 144



HCM Audio

• AC12 Power Cord originally $257 now $99

• Silver Extreme interconnects with Solid  

 FPS  silver originally $400 now $99.95 pair 

• Coral/CQ interconnects now only $99 pair

• GBC Deluxe Hyperlitz speaker cable now  

 only $139.95 pair

• Closeouts on Nordost flatline cables

We also carry Music Hall, Epos, 
Creek, Nitty Gritty and more!

530-891-8326

www.HCMaudio.com 

Secure online ordering

 Current Audioquest product line 
available plus many specials  

such as:

Authorized Audioquest Dealer Since 1980

February 2016 n stereophile.com 145

STRP-160200-CLASS.indd  12/4/15  1:03 PM  PAGE 145



146� February 2016 n stereophile.com

AURAL 

ROBERT
BY ROBERT BAIRD

THERE’S ONLY TWO KINDS OF MUSIC: THE BLUES AND ZIPPETY DOO-DAH.

—TOWNES VAN ZANDT

FriendsFriends Try Not To Let Friends…TryFriends Try Not To Let Friends…Not To Let Friends…
record both artistically and in terms of sales, 
that Jackson made his bid to be considered 
a truly great songwriter—hence the Cole 
Porter title. Songs like “Cancer,” “Breaking 
Us in Two,” and “Real Men” are among his 
most tuneful and heartfelt originals, and are 
enhanced on this album by inspired perfor-
mances. Since its release, Night and Day has 
seen a number of remasterings and re-press-
ings on LP and CD, including a 1983 Mobile 
Fidelity Sound Lab LP reissue and a 1990 

gold MFSL CD reissue. 
It’s also been reissued on 
LP by Speakers Corner 
(1998) and Music On 
Vinyl (2011). In 2003, 
the album’s original la-
bel, A&M (now owned 
by Universal), also re-
leased a deluxe two-CD 
edition that included 
demos and live tracks. 
A test pressing of the 
Intervention Records 
version had presence 
and detail superior to 
all but MoFi’s original 
1983 vinyl. The reason, 

of course, is that, unlike most of the reissue labels that have 
sprung up with the return of vinyl, Buettner is picky and 
upfront about his sources.

“A lot of brands are coy. When they say they have the 
original master, they don’t tell you whether it’s analog or 
digital. Others will say, ‘mastered from the original analog 
tape,’ and what they mean is they did a digital rip of the 
original analog tape and still did it digitally.

“When the original is analog, I will only do analog. If 
the source that I can get is not good enough then . . . If I’m 
too ashamed to say what the source of something is, then I 
shouldn’t be doing the record.”

“Lastly, what’s with the name Shane?” 
“If you’re not listening to vinyl yet, somebody should 

probably hold an intervention with you and ask why you’re 
not. And if you’ve already gotten the bug, somebody’s gonna 
hold one the other way, to get you to stop filling your house 
with crates and shelves and stacks of records. Lastly, by 
choosing titles that are new to the reissue market, that, in 
itself, is sort of an intervention.

“I’m 45, and I’m curious if people my age and even a little 
younger are willing to buy premium on a bunch of the great 
records from the late ’70s on. There’s gonna be a lot of stuff 
in my catalog that will test that as a theory.” n

Music Editor Robert Baird (RBaird@enthusiastnetwork.com) 
finds all this talk of anyone having too many records patently absurd.

With all due respect, 
what the hell is the 
matter with you?”

Over the years, I’ve 
felt obligated to ask this question 
of several friends who somehow 
concluded that their life’s work 
involved founding a record label. 

“That is the best question isn’t 
it?” Shane Buettner said with a 
big laugh. “Why do I want to 
hurt myself this badly and spend 
a lot of money doing it?”  

“Actually, yes—that’s exactly 
what I mean.”

So went the conversation 
between the former Home Theater editor and me, con-
ducted over Cobb salads (hold the bacon) at Reichen-
bach Hall, in midtown Manhattan. We were there to 
talk about why he’d decided to launch his own LP 
reissue label, Intervention Records.

“The short of it is, I think that there’s a lot of great 
music that has not been captured in the reissue mar-
ket. I think we all see the same reissues of the same 
records. The catalog, especially in rock and pop from 
the ’50s to the ’80s, has been trolled hard and heavy. 
But I think from 1980 to now has been underserved. 
And there’s also some great stuff from the ’70s that 
hasn’t been reissued. So there’s an opportunity, and more 
than that, I thought there was a lot of great music that 
people should be able to hear, and hear on vinyl.”

Saying that he wants his LPs to be “the last copy of these 
records that anybody will ever want to buy,” he’s hired 
Kevin Gray, of Cohearent Audio, to supervise their remas-
tering. The LPs themselves are being pressed by RTI, in Ca-
marillo, California, and their beautiful, glossy jackets, many 
painstakingly re-created because the original artwork is long 
gone, are printed on heavy stock by famed LP jacket printer 
Stoughton Printing Co. Initial pressings, not numbered or 
limited, will be a 1000 LPs per title, and Buettner plans to 
sell his re-creations for $35 apiece, or $50 for two-disc sets. 
While Intervention’s web store is still in the works, the 
debut releases are currently available from ElusiveDisc.com, 
AcousticSounds.com, and MusicDirect.com.

Among Intervention’s initial seven releases is Stealers 
Wheel’s self-titled debut album (1972), containing “Stuck 
in the Middle With You”, as well as the band’s second LP, 
Ferguslie Park (1974). Also in this batch are reissues of Ever-
clear’s Sparkle and Fade (1995) and So Much for the Afterglow 
(1997). Most interesting are three Joe Jackson titles: Look 
Sharp! and I’m the Man (both 1979), and Night and Day (1982). 
Other than the last, none of these albums has previously 
been remastered or been reissued in an audiophile LP press-
ing. It was with Night and Day, by far his most successful 

“I don’t take the philosophy that I’m there to redo any
original pressing. I think that’s too limiting because
original pressings are flawed whether people want

to admit that or not. We’re going after what’s on the
master and what’s good about the master.”�

—SHANE BUETTNER
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THERE ARE AS MANY OPINIONS  

AS THERE ARE EXPERTS

AS WE 

SEE IT
BY JOHN DARKØ

H
ow many advertisements for hi-fi or head-fi 
hardware do you see on your morning commute? 
Two? Three? If you live in Los Angeles, Sydney, 
or Paris, most likely it’ll be zero.

Not so in Tokyo, where commuters, tourists, and shop-
pers moving through the Shinjuku or Shibuya subway 
stations will find it almost impossible to ignore Sony’s latest 
advertising campaign, which colorfully announces a new 
range of affordable portable audio players (né Walkmans). 
Inside, banners suspended from the cars’ ceilings promote 
Panasonic’s latest headphones and shoebox-sized stereo sys-
tem. Many of the bigger Japanese manufacturers treat audio 
gear as a mainstream concern.

Further evidence of Japan’s wider embrace of all things 
audio can be found at Yodobashi Camera, an electrical-
goods department store that spans eight floors in Shinjuku. 
An entire floor is given over to literally hundreds of head-
phones, portable amplifiers and players, and mini-systems, 
including the aforementioned Sony and Panasonic products. 
For a proper sense of scale, picture this scenario multiplied 
throughout Yodobashi’s numerous retail outlets in and 
around Tokyo. That’s hi-fi winning!

Across town, at the Nakano Sun Plaza Hotel, headphone 
retailer Fujiya Avic runs a biannual show dedicated to por-
table audio: the rather grandly titled Fujiya Avic Headphone 
Festival. There are six floors of headphone-related exhibits 
featuring some of the industry’s biggest local and interna-
tional hitters: AKG, Astell&Kern, Audio-Technica, Cowon, 
Denon, FiiO, Fostex, Jerry Harvey, JVC, Marantz, Lux-
man, Onkyo, Oppo, Pioneer, Sennheiser, Shure, Sony, Stax, 
TEAC, and many more.

The audiophile world’s male dominance isn’t quite as 
pronounced at the Headphone Festival as it is at Munich’s 
High End Show or the Rocky Mountain Audio Fest. In 
Nakano, a higher percentage of women work as exhibitors, 
too. Even more obvious is the age difference. At Head-Fi’s 
CanJam event in Denver last October, the median age easily 
exceeded 40. At the most recent Fujiya Avic Headphone 
Festival, I’d peg it at under 30.

Japan’s biggest headphone retailer isn’t Fujiya Avic but 
e-earphone, with stores long established in their home city 
of Osaka and in Tokyo’s Akihabara. e-earphone recently 
opened stores in Nagoya (a 90-minute bullet-train ride 
southwest of Tokyo), and, in Shibuya, a smaller space in the 
glass-fronted Tsutaya bookstore that overlooks the famous 
pedestrian crossing.

Inside Tsutaya, just next to the e-earphone space, sit row 
on row of CDs. They’re not for sale but for rent.

The market for used goods in Japan is similarly robust. 
Twenty percent of e-earphone’s revenue reportedly comes 
from sales of secondhand hardware, and Disk Union’s well-
stocked stores are, in my experience, some of the best places 
in the world to score used vinyl. Gems from the 1990s, long 
since vanished from record racks in US, Europe, and (espe-

cially) Australia, often turn up in superb condition. Think 
you’ll never find on vinyl, in good nick and for a reasonable 
price, Global Communication’s 76:14, Plastikman’s Musik, or 
Aphex Twin’s Drukqs? Think again. Want a first UK press-
ing of Roxy Music’s For Your Pleasure? Easy. Disk Union’s 
newest outlet, in Shinjuku, even offers multiple copies of 
(almost) every Beatles album. Take your pick from 15 or so 
different versions of the “White Album.”

 One of Japan’s most respected hi-fi journalists is Takahito 
Miura, who writes for Stereo Sound, which is also published 
in China. Over dinner one night he described how the 
Japanese take great pride in owning physical formats, to 
which they apply the most meticulous care. Miura reckons 
that the most hard-core Japanese record collectors might 
spin their freshly purchased vinyl only once before ripping it 
to a high-resolution digital file and then storing it away. No 
doubt this is why LPs turn up on the Japanese used market 
in such stellar condition.

The view from the 40th floor of the Tokyo Metropolitan 
Government building shows that the city’s high-rise density 
doesn’t know when to quit. Unsurprisingly, living quarters 
in Japan’s big cities are smaller, daily commutes longer. 
With the average home unable to do justice to big high-end 
speakers, and long hours on trains to and from work, is it 
any wonder that Japan’s portable-audio market is exploding?

Two US-based manufacturers of in-ear monitors (IEMs), 
Noble Audio and Campfire Audio, cite Japan as being by far 
their biggest market. Noble’s Brannan Mason and Camp-
fire’s Ken Ball journeyed from the US to represent their 
brands at the Fujiya Avic Headphone Festival. So did Thor-
sten Loesch, of AMR/iFi; Skylar Gray and Steve Silberman, 
of AudioQuest; and Dan Clark, of MrSpeakers.

Similarly, local players, such as Japan’s much-revered IEM 
maker FitEar, find that local demand is more than enough 
to keep them from having to rely on export markets to turn 
a profit. Other examples of Japan-only products come from 
portable amplifier manufacturer VentureCraft and Sony’s 
new custom IEM offshoot, Just Ear. 

Then there’s the promotion of Fujiya Avic’s Headphone 
Festival, which is almost nonexistent outside Japan. And 
yet, across its two days, the show attracts in excess of 20,000 
attendees. The e-earphone show attracts 30,000, despite tak-
ing place the weekend before Christmas.

Could it be that the high-end audio industry needs Japan 
more than Japan needs it? In the portable audio sector, at 
least, the answer to that question is “Yes.” n

Australian globetrotter John Darkø is the editor of webzine Digital 
Audio Review (www.digitalaudioreview.net).
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THIS ISSUE: High-end audio is
thriving in Japan in the shape of

headphones and personal listening.

Some three-quarters of the  
Japanese music industry’s revenue  
still comes from physical formats.
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