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THERE ARE AS MANY OPINIONS  

AS THERE ARE EXPERTS

Are You Experienced?

T
here are no ifs, ands, or buts about it: Headphones 
sound different from speakers. For different rea-
sons, I like both, but all speakers come with one 
undeniable disadvantage: the room you play them 

in. I don’t care if you’re running pint-size Falcon Acoustics 
LS3/5a’s or giant Wilson Audio Alexandria XLFs—they’re 
at the mercy of your room’s acoustics. Losses are inevitable.

Sure, some rooms are better than others, but their size, 
shape, and furnishings alter your speakers’ sound in ways 
their designers can never fully anticipate, leaving it up to 
you to dial in the best sound you can. With headphones, 
those variables and uncertainties are much smaller—just 
pop on the ’phones and you’re good to go. With them 
you’ll hear more—a lot more—of what’s really going on in 
your music.

One other thing: most over-ear headphones are full-
range, single-driver designs that don’t suffer from the losses 
associated with speakers’ crossover networks. Take, for 
example, Sony’s MDR-Z1R over-ear ’phones ($2299.99), 
whose frequency range is 4Hz–120kHz. Do you know of 
any single-driver loudspeaker that can do that? You may, 
of course, still prefer the sound of speakers, but the best 
headphones are more truthful messengers than the best 
speakers. There are fewer ways for the sound to go wrong.

Before you dash off a snarky letter to the editor, I’m not 
suggesting that you put your speakers on the curb, just that 
today’s headphones are good enough that you should at 
least consider including a pair in your system. It’s not an 
either/or choice—you can have both—and one thing’s for 
sure: you can buy any of the world’s best headphones for a 
tiny fraction of the cost of any speaker listed in Class A of 
Stereophile’s “Recommended Components”!

I’m not completely sure why, but it’s been a long time 
since audiophiles gave headphones a fair shake. Sure, 
headphones are useful when speakers aren’t available, or 
when traveling, and they’re essential tools for recording and 
broadcast professionals—but headphones are the Rodney 
Dangerfields of high-end audio: they don’t get no respect. 
That wasn’t always true: Stax electrostatics were popular 
in the 1980s, the Sennheiser Orpheus HE 90 ’stats from 
the mid-1990s were praised in the February 1994 issue 
of Stereophile,1 and I was a big fan of the first-generation 
’phones from Grado Labs in the late ’80s, each hand-crafted 
by Uncle Joe Grado and his nephew John. But all of that is 
ancient history.

And the pace of change is accelerating. The new surge 
in headphone tech is visible in the recent introduction of 
Audeze’s iSine series of planar-magnetic in-ear headphones, 
with prices starting at a mere $399. Their sound is more dy-
namic and spacious than most in-ears I’ve heard, including 
ones that sell for upward of $2500. Then there are Shure’s 
KSE1500 electrostatic in-ears ($2999), which John Atkin-
son swooned over in the November 2016 issue2—and from 
what I know about AudioQuest’s upcoming in-ear model, 

it’s going to really shake things up. The sound quality of 
these ’phones wasn’t available at any price even a few years 
ago, and I haven’t seen this level of innovation and new 
ideas with loudspeakers in ages. Headphones are where the 
action is.

So I find it more than a little strange that when it comes 
to headphones, my boomer pals who are so heavily invested 
in all types of audiophilia seem oddly content with a pair 
of Sennheisers they bought when Reagan was in the White 
House. It’s hard not to bust out laughing when these guys 
lose it over the prices of the Abyss AB-1266 ($5495) and 
Focal Utopia ($4000) headphones. Do they read the same 
magazines I do, in which reviews of $7000 phono cartridges 
are nothing special? Or reviews of the dCS Vivaldi SACD/
CD transport ($41,999), or Bang & Olufsen’s BeoLab 90 
speakers ($84,990/pair)? Now those are what I call crazy 
expensive. Add up the prices of the top headphones from 
Abyss, AKG, Audeze, Beyerdynamic, Focal, Fostex, Grado, 
HifiMan, Oppo, Sennheiser, Sony, and Stax, and you’ll see 
that all of them together sell for a fraction of the cost of 
Magico’s Q7 Mk.II speakers ($229,000/pair).

Less exalted high-end headphones and headphone amps 
are still downright affordable by high-end standards. For 
around $2000, you can live large with a pair of Beyerdy-
namic T1 headphones ($1099) and a fully balanced head-
phone amp from Schiit Audio, the Mjolnir 2 ($849).

One by one, audiophiles are coming around. After my 
friend Bruce tried a few ’phones—Audeze’s iSines and 
EL-8s, and AudioQuest’s NightOwls—he said, “The EL-8s 
are sort of like a headphone cousin of my Avalon Eidolon 
speakers in terms of their emphasis on resolution, speed, 
and transparency.” Bingo. He bought the Audeze EL-8s and 
couldn’t be happier.

Are you worried that, with headphones, the sound will 
be stuck inside your skull? Granted, headphones can come 
off that way, but the better open-backed headphones let 
the soundstage bloom—it’s not inside but around your head. 
With closed-back ’phones, you can seal out the noise of the 
outside world, or play music as loud as you want at 2am 
without disturbing your family.

It’s worth the effort to search out the best of these head-
phones and hear them for yourself. There’s more music in 
your recordings than you’ve ever heard through speakers. 

If I’ve made you even a little curious about the latest, 
greatest headphones, check to see what your local dealer 
carries. Or get over to Axpona, CanJam, T.H.E. Show New-
port, High End (in Munich), or the Rocky Mountain Audio 
Fest—any show that has a tasty selection of headphones to 
audition. Try ’em—you might like ’em!

Steve Guttenberg writes The Audiophiliac blog for CNET.com.

1 See www.stereophile.com/headphones/sennheiser_orpheus_he_90_head-
phones/index.html.

2 See www.stereophile.com/content/shure-kse1500-electrostatic-ear-headphone-
system.
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THIS ISSUE: Are audiophiles ignoring

the most affordable means of

achieving true high-end sound?



Consider this elegant new loudspeaker. Now, close your eyes 

for a moment. That is what this loudspeaker sounds like: nothing 

at all. It is engineered to virtually vanish into the performance of 

your audio, to “take on the persona” of your audio, to be more 

transparent than any speaker before it. The key to this astonishing 

new level of performance is Persona’s dual TruExtent® Beryllium 

tweeter and mid-range driver system. Beryllium, usually found 

only in speakers costing much more, delivers greater accuracy 

and smooth, uncolored response across a wide, well-blended 

frequency spectrum. Combined with the radical application of 

33 years of audio innovations into one amazing loudspeaker, this 

makes Persona an eye-opening performance value.

Visit paradigm.com to fi nd a dealer near you and 

get a demonstration of the new Persona. 

PERSONA ™

Listen, and really hear. 

Room Correction Technology
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In many audiophile circles, it is 
commonly believed that power 
conditioners and various other 
power-line accessories often do 
more harm than good, robbing 
the music of its vitality, color, 
and that oh-so-important, wildly 
intangible “boogie factor.” 

AudioQuest’s Niagara Low-Z 
Power Noise-Dissipation Systems 
are designed to do the exact 
opposite. Niagara kills the noise 
while honoring the music, so 
that the listening experience 
can be exactly as it should be: 
compelling, immersive, fun. 

“The diff erence was huge. 
AudioQuest’s Niagara 1000 not 
only cleaned up the power, it did 
everything that is the opposite 
of killing the boogie  It 
was as if my  
gotten a he h  
of adrenalin ”

— Herb Reich , 
Stereophile  
April 2017
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One Watt is enough.
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Kronos Audio and Mola-Mola. 
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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

of how hi-fi played a role in people’s lives.
Invariably, I am asked: What happened 

to all the dealers? Why don’t today’s 
audio advertisements in magazines and 
publications speak directly to the public 
anymore? —David Blumenstein

david.blumenstein@gmail.com

Long live two-channel audio

Editor:
As stated by Robert Schryer in the May 
2017 “As We See It,” “Audiophilia is 
dead.” But two-channel audio is alive and 
well. Yes, times have changed and prices 
have skyrocketed, but it’s still possible 
to get a system superior to anything I 
thought possible 50 years ago, when I 
got into this hobby—and for a price I can 
afford on my Social Security income.

—Rick Zolla
n8nkn@aol.com

Most people are multichannelphiles

Editor:
Instead of audiophiles, wrote Robert 
Schryer in May (p.3), “Maybe it’s time 
we began calling ourselves . . . stereophiles.” 
Actually, most people these days are 
multi—5.1-, or 10.1—channelphiles.

—Kim Eccles
kimeccles@comcast.net

Congratulations!

Editor:
I’ve followed/subscribed to Stereophile 
since 1994, and have probably missed no 
more than two issues in the ensuing 23 
years. Although I also read The Abso!ute 
Sound, I’ve always enjoyed the reviews, ar-
ticles, etc. more at Stereophile. I remember 
fondly JGH, Corey Greenberg, the Muse 
18 subwoofer, Larry Greenhill, Larry 
Archibald, etc., and I hope to continue 
the journey with you as I enjoy my third 
decade as an audio enthusiast. (I would 
still not call myself an audiophile.)

And congratulations on John Atkin-
son’s 31st anniversary as Stereophile’s editor 
in chief, on May 1. —Daniel Long

Singapore
lcheetec@yahoo.com

Thank you, Daniel. What a long, strange trip 
it’s been—and continues to be. Readers can find 
the very first “As We See It” I contributed to 
Stereophile at www.stereophile.com/
asweseeit/352/index.html.—John Atkinson

Good is better than best

Editor:
As prices of audio gear soar, so do expec-
tations. It is helpful to remember that 
the soul-stifling search for the Best is the 
enemy of the Good. The music recorded 
is burned like banknotes on such a fool’s 
quest. Good beats elusive best. Music is 
the point. —Bruce Moss

Santa Fe, NM
brucemoss@earthlink.net

Music is better than piffle

Editor:
In response to those who defend spend-
ing vast sums on hi-fi equipment, one 
wonders how music lovers enjoyed 
recorded music back in the era of 78rpm 
records. Wind-up gramophones provided 
a sound best described as “midrange,” and 
yet people danced and sang along to such 
records. Children learned about musical 
instruments from 78s, and in later years I 
enjoyed music on a portable record player 
equipped with an autochanger and crystal 
pickup. I have moved on since then, but 
my current hi-fi is not some object of 
adoration, as so many are. Its total cost 
would not buy one of those super amps, 
nor a speaker which looks like a gramo-
phone horn. But it gives me, and all who 
sit and listen, great satisfaction.

I realized the obsession of continual 
upgrading years ago: the minute changes 
heard (or imagined) by changing cables; 
the silliness of presuming that sound 
quality could be improved by a short 
length of fancy mains cable after the 
power had traveled many miles along 
bog-standard cables; and the fallacy of 
resting cables on little blocks of wood! 
There is no science behind such piffle. 
But the world of hi-fi was taken over 
by the asylum inmates years ago. They 
turned a healthy hobby into an obses-
sion where money is squandered on 
ever-fancier gear merely to play, in many 
cases, distorted pop music.

I cannot help but feel that high-end 
audio is immoral in a world full of 
poverty and suffering, and that people 
who buy into the High End may lack 
something in compassion and concern. 
It’s not a case of envying those who spend 
big sums of money to satisfy their egos. I 
fancy that many folks spend such money 
to be different; to say, “Look at me.” And 

the sellers of high-end audio just sit back 
and watch the money roll in.

Music is the aim—not possessing a 
room full of overpriced gear that merely 
inflates someone’s ego and makes that 
person feel part of an exclusive club.

—Cliff Millward
United Kingdom

zaccypoo18@gmail.com

Audiophiles are killing audiophilia

Editor:
If video killed the radio star (see Robert 
Schryer’s “As We See It” in May, p.3), 
then audiophiles are killing audiophilia, 
and have no one to blame but them-
selves. The audiophile, as commonly 
thought of, is a dying breed. The herd 
thins before our eyes. There are no new 
audiophiles, but rather new generations 
of recorded-music enthusiasts who want 
to hear the music reproduced to a higher 
quality. This relationship is not necessar-
ily linear. If the solution is a great pair 
of headphones connected to a superb 
digital audio player, does that constitute 
audiophilia?

Audiophilia is ever evolving—perhaps 
stereophilia is the correct term, and today’s 
audio enthusiasts are indeed “stereo-
philes.” Audiophilia is, for the most part, 
no more, crumbling under the weight of 
its historic trappings.

The philosophy of audio, its level of re-
spect, its place in the world and in homes, 
has changed. The manner in which 
audio, in its heyday, was marketed and 
advertised is a thing of the past. When I 
share digital scans of hi-fi magazines of 
the 1950s and ’60s with people, nine out 
of ten of them want to flip through the 
advertisements. They are mesmerized not 
just by the historic prices and photo-
graphs, but by the actual language: the 
text and words used to describe the gear, 
which painted a picture in the mind’s eye 
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ROGUE AUDIO
SPHINX V2 Hybrid Integrated Amp
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PHONOMENA II Phono Preamp

SME LIMITED
MODEL 15 Precision Turntable

Dynamic, transparent, and profoundly musical, the Rogue 
Sphinx sets a new standard in affordable integrated amplifiers. 
Utilizing sophisticated circuitry, the Sphinx is able to 
outperform most, if not all, of the competition. 

The Model 15 could be described as "the ultimate in recovery 
vehicles," allowing the cartridge to retrieve the last nth of 
recorded material, whether digital or analog, from the vinyl 
disc, approaching the ultimate in perfection. 

Boasting a new circuit board layout, the Phonomena II+ 
delivers discrete dual-mono signal paths, affording the 
listener more vibrant and dynamic music reproduction 
with a “blacker” background.

IE-800 
Reference In-Ear 

Headphones

The World’s Largest Selection Of Audiophile Recordings

Available in Black or Silver finish

Available in Gold or Silver finish

CHORD ELECTRONICS
HUGO TT DAC / Headphone Amp

AUDIOQUEST
DRAGONFLY USB DAC

QUESTYLE AUDIO
QP1 & QP1R Portable DAC

SENNHEISER
HD800S 
Reference Headphones
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AUDIO NEWS & VIEWS 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 September 2017 issue is June 20, 2017.

UK: ALVIN GOLD,  

1948–2017

Paul Messenger
I am particularly sad to report the 
death of audio writer Alvin Gold on 
April 7. He was one of the good guys, 
notable for his righteous senses of 
loyalty and fair play, and his passing 
will leave our industry the poorer. Our 
musical tastes differed—Alvin was well 
known for proselytizing Mahler before 
this became fashionable. As profes-
sional audio writers, we attended many 
industry events together, though Alvin 
always seemed to be freelancing for 
magazines that were rivals to which-
ever one I was working for at the time. 
But I always read his opinions and 
respected his honesty.

My lingering impression of Alvin is 
of his wickedly mature sense of humor. 
He visited me in Margate hospital 
when I was recovering from a heart at-
tack, and brought interesting books for 
me to read that, when opened, sneakily 
revealed medically oriented cartoons 
from Gary Larson’s The Far Side that 
he’d slipped between the pages. Ivor 
Humphreys, JA’s erstwhile colleague 
at Hi-Fi News magazine and for many 

years Technical Editor at Gramophone 
magazine, recently recalled attend-
ing an album launch at Abbey Road 
studios; when there weren’t enough 
signed copies of the CD to go around, 

Alvin drily observed that the unsigned 
versions might well end up being 
worth more.

Starting in January 1985, Alvin 
wrote a column for Stereophile, was well 
respected in the industry for the many 
reviews he wrote and the listening tests 
he conducted for various magazines, 
and was an original contributor to 
HiFiCritic with that magazine’s launch 
in 2006. His health began to decline 
in recent years, but each January he 
continued to travel to the US for the 
Consumer Electronics Show, and to 
meet up with his younger brother 
Philip, who lives in Toronto.

We might not have read much from 
Alvin Gold in the last decade, but I’ll 
never forget his incomparably dry wit, 
and will continue to treasure his great 
writing on audio.

US: THE INTERNET

John Atkinson
In a surprise announcement on 
April 21 on the PonoWorld website 
(www.ponomusic.com), Neil Young 
announced that it was “time to talk 
about Pono and the initiative we all 
started.” As all of us who had bought a 

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.

arizona

]Wednesday, June 28, time tba: This

Arizona Audio Video Club meeting will

feature David Stipes, two-time Emmy

Award winner for his visual-effects work

at Paramount Studios while working on

Deep Space Nine. Following the success

of David’s first presentation to the club,

his much-requested return will continue

with the state of CGI, including detailed

looks behind the scenes, past and present

titans of visual effects, where the art

form is today, and where it is going. There

will be many visual examples as David

shares his insights about and knowledge

of a field that has transformed the movie

industry. He will also include his material

on the 50th anniversary of Star Trek,

which he presented in November 2016

at the induction of Gene Roddenberry

into the International Space Hall of

Fame, at the New Mexico Museum of

Space History. For additional info, visit

www.azavclub.org.

]Wednesday, July 26, 7–9pm: The

Arizona Audio Video Club will hold

its monthly meeting at LMC Home

Entertainment Ltd. (1705 W. Ruby Drive,

Suite 109, Tempe 85284, www.lmche.

com). The LMC stores feature top-line

gear from Audio Research, Burmester, JL

Audio, Linn, Magnepan, MBL, McIntosh,

Sonus Faber, Wilson Audio, and many

more. The meeting will highlight the

store’s recently completed home theater

and the new Homage line of loudspeakers

from Sonus Faber. For more information,

visit www.azavclub.org.

new jersey

] Sunday, July 16, time tba: The New 

Jersey Audio Society will meet at the

Somerset home of Brian Charney, of

Charney Audio, who will demonstrate

his tube amplifiers and single-driver

speaker systems. For more information,

visit www.njaudiosociety.com.

] Sunday, September 17, time tba: The

New Jersey Audio Society will meet at

the River Vale home of Leon Paboojian.

Our featured guest speaker will be

Tom Fine, son of the late Bob and

Wilma Cozart Fine, who will speak

about his efforts to remaster many of

the classic Mercury Living Presence 

recordings. For more information, visit

www.njaudiosociety.com.

Alvin Gold’s passing 

will leave our industry 

the poorer.
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little expectation of getting the money 
back. Record companies believe they 
should charge a premium for high res 
recordings and conversely, I believe all 
music should cost the same, regardless 
of the technology used. As you might 
imagine, I found it difficult to raise 
more money for this model: delivering 

quality music at a premium price to 
a limited audience that felt they were 
being taken advantage of with the high 
costs.”

Young explained that Pono’s goal 
was to find “a way to deliver the qual-
ity music without the expense and to 
bring it to a larger audience,” and that 
that effort led to a technology devel-
oped by Orastream, a small company 
in Singapore. “Together we created 
Xstream,” he explained, “an adaptive 
streaming service that changes with 
available bandwidth [that is] capable 
of complete high-resolution playback. 
Unlike all other streaming services that 
are limited to playing at a single low 

or moderate resolution, Xstream plays 
at the highest quality your network 
condition allows at that moment and 
adapts as the network conditions 
change. It’s a single high resolution 
bit-perfect file that essentially com-
presses as needed to never stop playing. 
Xstream is one file, streaming for all 
with 15,000 seamlessly changing levels 
of playback quality.”2

Young emphasized that one of his 
conditions in his negotiations with 
record companies was that Xstream 
should not have a premium price. “I’ve 
told the labels it’s not a good model for 
them to charge a premium for music 
the way it was meant to be heard. I 
firmly believe that music is in trouble 
because you can’t hear it the way it is 
created unless you pay a premium.. . . 
Good-sounding music is not a pre-
mium. All songs should cost the same, 
regardless of digital resolution. Let 
the people decide what they want to 
listen to without charging them more 
for true quality. . . .  If high resolution 
costs more, listeners will just choose 
the cheaper option and never hear 
the quality. Record companies will 
ultimately lose more money by not 
exposing the true beauty of their music 

PonoPlayer1 and were purchasing high-
resolution music from the PonoWorld 
site were aware, the company that 
operated the store, Omnifone, was 
acquired in 2016 by Apple, who then 
shut it down.

Since then, Pono had been working 
with another company to build the 
same download store, but, in Young’s 
words, “the more we worked on it, 
the more we realized how difficult it 
would be to recreate what we had and 
how costly it was to run it: to deliver 
the Pono promise, meaning you’d nev-
er have to buy the same album again 
if was released at a higher quality; the 
ability to access just high res music, and 
not the same performances at lower 
quality, and the ability to do special 
sales. . . . I also realized that just bring-
ing back the store was not enough. 
While there was a dedicated audience, 
I could not in good conscience con-
tinue to justify the higher costs.

“When it comes to high res, the 
record industry is still broken. The 
industry was such that even when I 
wanted to remaster some of the great 
performances from my artist friends 
at high res, Pono had to pay thousands 
of dollars for each recording, with 

“Good-sounding music 

is not a premium.” 

—Neil Young
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company founder Larry Gullman.)
MSB Antwerp doesn’t follow the 

usual showroom pattern, but then, 
high-end hi-fi is not your typical con-
sumer market. Rather than the usual 
city-center property with large plate-
glass windows, this showroom was 
in a residential neighborhood on the 
edge of Antwerp. Parking was easy to 

to the masses. . . . Let listeners decide 
on the quality they want to purchase 
without pricing constraints.”

Amen to Neil’s sentiment, but as I 
understand the USB port on the Pono-
Player can’t act as an input to allow it 
to play streamed audio, its owners are 
left with a superb-sounding portable 
player that will not be able to benefit 
from Pono’s new initiative.

BELGIUM: ANTWERP

Paul Messenger
Was I interested in a day trip to 
Antwerp, in the north of Belgium, to 
celebrate the opening of a European 
showroom for MSB Technology, the 
California manufacturer of digital 
audio gear? The sheer idea of traveling 
to and from Antwerp in a single day 
seemed so outrageous that I agreed to 
join MSB’s UK representative, Paul 
Benge, on the trip. I’d encountered 
MSB previously, through its excellent 
and costly DACs and its splendid-
sounding, cylindrical class-A power 
amplifiers. Since then the company is 
now staffed by a new generation work-
ing under Product Designer Daniel 
Gullman and CEO Jonathan Gullman. 
(Daniel and Jonathan are the sons of 

find, and the house looked like all the 
rest on its street. But when we walked 
inside and upstairs, we found a floor 
devoted to serious hi-fi, with at least 
three systems properly set up, each in 
its own room. European Sales Repre-
sentativ Frank Vermeylen had bought 
the house a year earlier, and took his 
time turning it into a place suitable for 
demonstrating and selling components 
from MSB and other high-end brands.

The main room featured an MSB 
DAC and the latest version of the 
company’s power amp—which didn’t 
run nearly as hot as its predecessor 
while sounding even better—driving 
a large pair of floorstanding Contriva 
speakers from Tidal Audio, a German 
brand unfamiliar to UK ears but other-
wise well respected throughout (West-
ern) Europe and the US,3 the entire 
system fed by an Aurender server. The 
results were impressive across a wide 

1 See our review in April 2015: www.stereophile.
com/content/pono-ponoplayer-portable-music-
player.

2 See our colleague Michel Lavorgna’s take on this 
announcement at www.audiostream.com/content/
if-first-you-dont-succeed.

3 See JA’s video interview at www.stereophile.com/
content/philadelphia-retailer-doug-white-tidal-
audio-loudspeakers.

MSB’s European sales rep, Frank Vermeylen, with 

a Tidal Contriva speaker.
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as overall attendance was apparently 
18% greater than at the 2016 show, 
and the third increase in as many years. 
The quality of attendees impressed 
the exhibitors, who described their 
enthusiasm, interest, and the sensible 
questions they asked.

Although headphone listening has 
its advantages for those who travel 
often, while also eliminating the influ-
ence of the listening room, I don’t 
often listen to headphones—which is 
why I began in a room well insulated 
from the sounds of other rooms, where 
PMC was demonstrating the remark-
able abilities of its little twenty5.23 
speaker driven by AVM amplification. 
I chatted at length to PMC’s Peter 
Thomas, and, having put the world 
to rights, we agreed that the very best 
year for music recordings was probably 
1957, when we were both children.

After my encounter with Graham 
Tricker, of tube specialists Tron Elec-
tric, I may have to change my attitude 
to headphone listening. Tricker’s ears 
deserve considerable respect, and he 
thinks that headphones are consider-
ably superior to speakers. He was dem-
onstrating the Antares, a new class-A 
solid-state headphone amplifier he’d 
designed in response to requests from 
Tron customers. The Antares is avail-
able in standard (£3000/$3850) and 
signature (£5000/$6410) versions, the 
latter featuring more costly wiring and 
components.

A headphone High End definitely 
seems to be developing, two such 
examples being demonstrated at 
Headroom. More accessible sound-
wise—if not pricewise, at $50,000—was 
HiFiMan’s Shangri-La combo of 
electrostatic headphones and dedicated 
amplifier with four custom-built 300B 
output tubes.

range of high-resolution recordings.
Making a high-end audio show-

room of a suburban house makes a 
lot of sense, and I suspect is the way 
of the future. It certainly reflects my 
own approach of reviewing (mostly) 
loudspeakers in an environment that 
more closely resembles that in which 
they’ll be used.

We live in a world in which bureau-
crats have almost succeeded in separat-
ing the home and work environments, 
and have erased our memories of a 
pre-industrial world in which the two 
tended to be the same. Serious hi-fi is 
helping to turn back the clock. 

UK: WEST LONDON

Paul Messenger
Metropolis Studio, a working record-
ing studio in Chiswick, West London, 
seemed an excellent venue for Head-
room, an audio show that takes place 
each March and is primarily devoted 
to headphone listening. It was nicely 
busy but relatively quiet—headphones, 
after all—when I arrived on Friday 
afternoon: good timing on my part, 

THE WEB

John Atkinson
The 22nd recording on the Stereophile 
label, Tight Lines, a collection of works 
for chamber orchestra composed by 
Sasha Matson, is now available on CD, 
180gm LP, and as 24-bit/96kHz WAV 
and FLAC files from the magazine’s 
Shop page: http://shop.stereophile.
com/. (CD-quality WAV and FLAC 
files are also available.) Recorded by 
Michael C. Ross, and mixed by Ross 
and Grammy-winning engineer Mike 
Marciano, Tight Lines was produced by 
yours truly. The album’s title is from 
a quote by former President George 
H.W. Bush, in which the phrase is 
used as a good-luck greeting among 
anglers. According to a recent review 
in Fanfare magazine, “The meticulously 
engineered album offers an almost 
hypnotic listening experience that 
encourages the listener not only to 
reflect but also to enter into a medita-
tive conversation with the music.” 
The story of the making of Tight Lines 
was featured in our May issue (www.
stereophile.com/content/tight-lines); 
you can find more information in the 
advertisement on p.119. Q

Top left: Graham 

Tricker with his 

Antares headphone 

amps. Top right: 

HiFiman’s Shangri-

la headphone 

amplifier. Bottom:  

MSB’s Select DAC 

was used in the 

Antwerp dem with 

an Aurender server.
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BY MICHAEL FREMER

INSIDER VIEWS ON EVERYTHING VINYL

M
aybe you’ve seen the widely circulated New Yorker cartoon: Two 
guys stand in front of a nicely drawn, tubed audio system, under 
which are shelves full of LPs. One guy says, “The two things that 
really drew me to vinyl were the expense and the inconvenience.”

If you can’t laugh at that, you’ve lost your sense of humor—even acknowledg-
ing that, oddly, convenience is the raison d’être of some recent phono preampli-
fiers—including Dan D’Agostino Audio’s Momentum and the CH Precision P1, 
both of which offer multiple, switchable, configurable inputs saved in memory. 
Today’s well-heeled vinyl enthusiast might have two or more tonearms mounted 
on a single turntable—or even two turntables, each with two arms. Zesto Audio’s 
new Andros Téssera tubed phono preamplifier takes aim at that market segment.

ZESTO AUDIO ANDROS TÉSSERA 

PHONO PREAMPLIFIER

Zesto Audio’s new two-box Andros 
Téssera tubed phono preamplifier 
measures 17" wide by 5.5" high by 15" 
deep, weighs 25 lbs, and costs $12,000. 
The case is made of 16-gauge steel.

The Téssera is actually conjoined-
twin phono preamps, each twin 
referred to by Zesto as a channel. (The 
terminology is confusing at first, seeing 
as how each of those channels also in-
cludes left and right stereo channels.) A 
front-mounted switch lets you choose 
between Channel A and Channel 
B. That done, within both channels 
you can then select between moving-
magnet and moving-coil inputs. So the 
Téssera can handle up to four different 
tonearms, as long as two of those arms 
are fitted with MC cartridges and the 
other two with MM cartridges. (Of 
course, all those arms could have MC 
cartridges if the outputs of two of them 
are directed to their own outboard 
step-up devices.) In both Channel A 
and Channel B you can also select one 
of three gain settings (Low, Medium, 
High) and, in MC mode, one of 12 
loading options: 1000, 800, 700, 500, 
400, 350, 300, 250, 200, 150, 100, or 
50 ohms. The MM capacitance is fixed 
at 220pF, and the gain settings are 40, 
45, and 50dB. In MC mode, the gain 
settings are 60, 65, and 70dB.

There are also two MM load op-
tions: the standard 47k ohms as well as 

ohms, the resistor value is closer to 15k 
ohms, with the cartridge “seeing” the 
transformer’s primary coil. The RIAA 
curve, applied passively, is claimed to 
be accurate within ±0.5dB.

On the Andros Téssera’s neatly 
laid-out rear panel are, for the A and 
B channels, three sets each of gener-
ously spaced, chassis-mounted inputs: 
for MM, a stereo pair of RCA jacks; 
for MC, single-ended (RCA) and 

balanced (XLR) jacks. There are also 
left- and right-channel ground-lift 
toggle switches for the A and B inputs, 
single-ended (RCA) and balanced 
(XLR) outputs, and two ground posts.

Inside, both point-to-point and 
circuit-board-based wiring are used. 
At the heart of the Andros Téssera is 
a circuit inspired by those that were 
first described in the RCA Radiotron 
Designer’s Handbooks of the 1930s, ‘40s, 
and ‘50s. There are six tubes: two pairs 
of 12AX7/ECC83S dual triodes and 
one pair of 12AU7s, which drive high-
quality output transformers to produce 
a low output impedance of 150 ohms. 
The supplied tubes have gold-plated 
pins and are from JJ Electronics, in 
Slovakia, and they’re plugged into 
high-quality sockets with gold-plated 

68k ohms. Of course, that “standard” 
is totally arbitrary, because the actual 
load required for flat response depends 
on various factors best dealt with in 
another column. But given the 220pF 
capacitive load, if you’re running an 
MM cartridge, you should try to use a 
phono cable of very low capacitance. 
I’ve seen the measurements of a Shure 
M97xe MM cartridge loaded at 47k 
ohms: anything much above a total 
capacitance of 250pF will produce seri-
ous rolloff of high frequencies above 
10kHz. No wonder that cartridge’s 
sound is often described as “polite.”

The MC inputs are transformer-
based, using top-of-the-line Jensen 
transformers, with loading ideally ap-
plied at their secondary windings. This 
means that when you select, say, 100 

A new phono preamp from 
Zesto, plus LP player updates 
from Acoustic Signature

THIS ISSUE: Zesto’s Andros Téssera phono

preamp and Acoustic Signature’s revised

Ascona turntable and TA-9000 tonearm.
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as long as you don’t insert the 12AX7s 
in the 12AU7s’ sockets, or vice versa. 
While it’s always good practice to 
lower the volume before throwing any 
switches on a phono preamp, I never 
heard so much as a faint tick when 
adjusting gain, loading, or even switch-
ing between preamps A and B. I ran 
the Andros Téssera balanced out and 
single-ended in.

After listening to the Zesto for a 
week as it sat on its supplied rubber 
feet, I tried a set of Stillpoints’ Ultra SS 
footers. The sound definitely benefited 
from that. And while every Andros 
Téssera is broken in for 50 hours 
at the factory, the sound definitely 
improved after another 30 or so hours 
of playing time. 

While the usual way to start listen-
ing to a new audio component is to 
play familiar recordings, I thought 
it might be more interesting to start 
with an unfamiliar record. Les liaisons 
dangereuses 1960, Thelonious Monk’s 
previously unreleased music for Roger 
Vadim’s film Les liaisons dangereuses (2 
180gm LPs, Sam 5 051083 116923), 
had just arrived, and I was anxious to 
hear this newly discovered Monk!

Would I be judging the record’s 

thing. These relays, specified to survive 
“millions of throws,” should last longer 
than you—unless you’re seriously into 
throwing switches.

The Andros Téssera is handmade 
in the US, is burned in for 50 hours 
before shipping, and comes with a 
two-year limited warranty (six months 
on the tubes). Counnas told me that in 
the six years since he launched the PS1 
phono stage ($4300 when I reviewed 
it in my March 2013 column), which 
was later upgraded to the Andros 1.2 
($4700), he’s been thinking about ways 
to improve on the basic circuit topol-
ogy. The result is the Andros Téssera. 
I noted that while the Andros 1.2’s 
noise spec is –75dBu below maximum 
output, the Téssera’s is –90dBu. The 
Andros has gone from very quiet to 
extremely quiet.

So the question is, do you need two 
Andros 1.2s—which is essentially what 
you get in the Téssera? And consider 
this—can it be all that long before we 
see an Andros 1.3, incorporating the 
Téssera’s circuit upgrades? On the 
other hand, if you like the Téssera’s 
flexibility and sound, and can afford 
$12,000 . . . why not?
SETUP, USE, SOUND: Setup is simple, 

contacts. There are no solid-state 
devices in the signal path, which uses 
only polypropylene capacitors and 1% 
metal-film resistors throughout.

The outboard power supply, at 17" 
wide by 5" high by 8" deep and 17 lbs, 
is almost as big as the Andros Téssera 
itself, and is as visually homely as the 
phono preamp is appealing. According 
to George Counnas, designer of the 
Andros Téssera and Zesto’s president, 
this supply is “where all the noise 
is,” and so should be placed as far as 
possible from the main unit, to which 
it’s connected with a 3m umbilical in-
corporating “special RFI suppression.” 
This cord conducts only direct current, 
and is terminated with the neatest-
operating spring-loaded connector I’ve 
ever used.
KEEPING IT PURE: The switches on 
the Andros Téssera’s front panel, all 
mounted on a single circuit board, 
don’t carry the audio signals. Instead, 
they’re connected to another circuit 
board at the rear of the case, where all 
signal routing and signal processing is 
done by seventy 12V, reed-type electro-
magnetic relays. Why so many relays? 
Consider that switching from the A to 
the B inputs requires switching every-
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recording’s actual sound—which, while 
very good, isn’t quite up to the quality 
of the best from the Nola Penthouse, 
at least those I’ve heard that were mas-
tered when the tapes were fresher.

Out of the box, the Andros Téssera 
produced luscious mids that immedi-
ately dominated the music, producing 
in that region a glorious, golden, airy 
sound reminiscent of my old Dynaco 
PAS-3X preamp (which I stupidly sold 
to buy a PAT-4), while the top was 
simultaneously a bit soft and glassy, 
even with my Lyra Atlas SL cartridge 
loaded at 50 ohms. The bottom was 
somewhat flabby—bigger and longer-
lasting than it should have been.

I’d played test pressings of Bloodlines, 
a boxed set comprising the first four 
albums by Blood, Sweat & Tears (8 
45rpm LPs, Columbia/Legacy/Ana-
logue Productions APP BSTBOX-45), 
through both the Ypsilon VPS-100/
MC-16L and CH Precision P1/X1 
that I wrote about in the April and 
June issues, and had gotten a good han-
dle on the sound of Ryan K. Smith’s 
remastering, at Sterling Sound, from 
the original tapes: ultra-transparent, 
superdetailed, forceful, fully extended 
on bottom, and a bit forward in the 

sound or the Téssera’s? No way of 
knowing until I played the same 
album through a reference phono 
preamp. But Tom Nola had recorded 
the session on July 27, 1959, at Nola 
Penthouse Sound Studios, where many 
familiar jazz records of that era were 
recorded, and I know the house sound.

Had I reviewed the album’s sound 
quality based on that first hearing 
through the Andros Téssera, I’d have 
written that Sam Jones’s bass was 
somewhat soft and loose but well tex-
tured; that Charlie Rouse’s and Barney 
Wilen’s saxes sounded wet, pleasingly 
reedy, and luscious, but softer than 
expected; that Art Taylor’s cymbals 
were somewhat soft but beautifully 
textured, and his snare also somewhat 
soft but harmonically expressive; and 
that Monk’s piano had soft attacks, 
too-generous sustain, and uncharacter-
istically long decays. The piano didn’t 
sound underwater, but it was murky.

After again playing side 1 through 
another tubed phono stage, the far 
more expensive Ypsilon VPS-100 
Silver Edition ($65,000) with MC-
16L step-up transformer ($2800), I 
concluded that what I’ve just described 
was an exaggerated version of this 

presence region (as are most Smith 
remasterings).

Despite the cackling and goofy stuff, 
my favorite BS&T album is still their 
first, Child Is Father to the Man, with Al 
Kooper. I’d thought my 1A original 
pressing was unbeatable, but this 
reissue kills it in every way, revealing 
heretofore hidden musical details, and 
delivering, with far greater precision 
and dynamic thrust, what was always 
out front in the mix. At first, the still 
relatively un-broken-in Téssera’s 
rendering added unwanted glare to the 
horns while slobbering over the bass 
lines—the same colorations I’d heard 
with the Monk album.

But by the time a finished copy of 
the BS&T set had arrived, the Téssera 
was fully broken in and sitting on the 
Stillpoints. I gave Child Is Father to the 
Man another spin. The glare was gone, 
the bottom end had tightened consid-
erably, and, thankfully, the addictive 
midrange remained.

Which was what I’d expected to 
hear. Once the Téssera had settled in, 
everything I played sounded “right” 
within the context of how a properly 
designed and tricked-out, 12AX7-
based phono preamp should sound: 
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an original (LP, RCA Living Stereo 
LSC-2313) and a reissue (200gm LP, 
Analogue Productions AAPC 2313). 
Instead of obscuring the differences 
between them under a blanket of tube 
warmth, the Téssera made them clear. 
On the RCA, engineered by Ken-
neth Wilkinson at Kingsway Hall and 
originally recorded for UK Decca, the 
strings are to melt from; on the reis-
sue, they’re somewhat drier and less 
effusive, though more detailed. The 
Téssera let me hear those differences, 
but compared to the Ypsilon or the 
CH Precision, it also exacerbated the 
recording’s problematic bass.

The Andros Téssera’s less than fully 
controlled, somewhat larger-than-life 
bottom end was its only less-than-
stellar attribute. This is something it 

tonearm, I felt that one costing $17,995 
should provide something better. The 
new TA-9000 features an ingenious 
gear system that raises and lowers the 
pillar, which, once properly set, can 
then be securely clamped in place.

With a low-compliance cartridge 
mounted in the original arm, I couldn’t 
measure its horizontal and vertical 
resonant frequencies, which suggested 
that those resonances occurred at 
frequencies outside the test-band range 
of the Hi-Fi News & Record Review Test 
Record (LP, Hi-Fi News HFN 001)—
surprising, given the arm’s stated ef-
fective mass. This time, the resonances 
were visibly and audibly within the 
ideal window of 8–12Hz.

Frohnhöfer has made the biggest 
improvements in the Ascona Mk.2 
turntable, and they’re audible, measur-

shares with tubed phono preamps 
in general, though whether or not it 
will be a problem for you will depend 
on the extension and quality of your 
speakers’ bass, and the kind of music 
you listen to. Acoustic music, particu-
larly jazz and classical, thrived in the 
Andros Téssera’s hands; hard rock did 
somewhat less well. As with any audio 
component, your reaction to it will 
depend on what you’re willing to give 
up. There are always tradeoffs.

That said, I stand by what I wrote 
about Zesto Audio’s Andros PS1—and, 
for its overall finesse and host of attrac-
tive sonic qualities, what I can now say 
about the Andros Téssera: it’s “among 
the more enjoyable and satisfying 
phono preamplifiers I’ve auditioned at 
any price.”

able, and significant. The original 
Ascona Mk.2 sounded overdamped—
while pleasing in the midrange, it 
lacked drive, and music sounded 
trapped inside the turntable. Bass, even 
with the Swedish Analog Technologies 
tonearm, was less than fully expressed. 
The Ray Brown Trio’s Soular Energy (2 
45rpm LPs, Concord Jazz/Analogue 
Productions APJ-268-45) exposed 
the original Ascona Mk.2’s stifling 
of instrumental decays, which were 
unnaturally short. This made Gene 
Harris’s piano sound tinkly; on leaving 
the instrument, bass notes seemed to 
immediately dry up.

Frohnhöfer redesigned the interface 
between the upper and lower chassis, 
replacing the top’s three domed brass 

fully extended on top, with precise, 
finely focused transients and an abun-
dance of air; rich, even voluptuous 
mids; and a generous, fully expressed 
bottom end that fit well with the 
mids, but was hardly the last word in 
terms of grip, authority, and punch—
although, overall, dynamics were very 
good, helped by the low noise floor. 
In short, the Andros Téssera traded 
bottom-end authority and grippy bass 
for the fully developed textures and 
sonorous midrange that even the best 
solid-state designs somewhat lose 
track of.

I then compared two pressings of 
Venice, with Georg Solti conducting 
the Orchestra of the Royal Opera 
House Convent Garden in instrumen-
tal music from various Italian operas: 

ACOUSTIC SIGNATURE’S REVISED 

ASCONA MK.2 TURNTABLE AND 

TA-9000 TONEARM

Recently, on AnalogPlanet, I wrote 
about Shinola’s Runwell turntable.1

The review was mostly positive, but I 
thought the Runwell had some seri-
ous problems that needed addressing. 
Instead of being angry at getting a less-
than-glowing review, Shinola thanked 
me for pointing out the problems, so 
that they could be fixed.

Likewise, rather than getting hot 
under the collar, Acoustic Signature’s 
Gunther Frohnhöfer noted what I’d 
written in my December 2016 column 
about his Ascona Mk.2 turntable 
and TA-9000 tonearm, and set about 
improving both. He then asked me to 
give them another listen, and I happily 
accepted.

The original TA-9000 tonearm was 
surprisingly lively. A light tap on its ar-
mtube with the volume at a moderate 
level produced a loud, seemingly un-
damped sound through the speakers. 
In the update, the tonearm’s internal 
structure has been redesigned. Tapping 
on it with the volume up now pro-
duced a barely audible, well-damped 
tink. The bearing housing now includes 
a binding bolt that greatly increases 
the housing’s mechanical rigidity, and 
a new titanium headshell replaces the 
original one of aluminum.

The original TA-9000 lacked conve-
nient and easily repeatable settings of 
vertical tracking angle (VTA) and stylus 
rake angle (SRA). If you loosened the 
grub screw holding the pillar in place, 
the arm would simply drop. While 
that might be okay in a budget-priced 

1 See www.analogplanet.com/content/ 
shinolas-plugplay-runwell-turntable.
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greater drive, 
and now seems 
unshackled from 
the turntable it-
self. Image three-
dimensionality is 
greatly improved. 
Most critically, I 

think, the improved Ascona Mk.2 pro-
duces far longer decays and “blacker” 
backgrounds. The result is a far more 
natural, more believable reproduction 
of the music.

Although these upgrades represent 
considerable costs in parts and labor, 
owners of the original Ascona Mk.2 
turntable and TA-9000 tonearm are 
being offered them for free. That’s 
commendable on Acoustic Signature’s 
part, but it’s only the right thing to do. 
I’m told that some customers—includ-
ing one who owns two Ascona Mk.2s—
have already had their ’tables and 
arms upgraded, and that so far, all are 
thrilled with the improved sound.

As am I. Q
Michael Fremer (fremer@analogplan-

et.com) is the editor of AnalogPlanet.com, 
a Stereophile website devoted to all things 
analogical.

feet with a new magnetic-repulsion 
system he claims fully isolates the 
upper and lower chassis from each 
other. “Floating” the upper chassis, 
Frohnhöfer says, produces greater 
dynamics and “speed.”

He also replaced the single belt that 
looped around all three motor pulleys 
with a three-belt configuration that in-
creases the area of each belt that comes 
in contact with the subplatter. The 
belts are of differing Shore hardnesses 
(something I first saw in the Döhmann 
Helix 1 turntable), which Frohnhöfer 
says minimizes, or better distrib-
utes among the belts, the “beating” 
produced by friction and belt tension. 
The new arrangement loops one belt 
completely around the subplatter and 
around one pulley, in the standard belt-
pulley arrangement; the other two belts 
loop around all three pulleys, as before.

The result of that change was 
greater consistency of speed, as 
I measured using Dr. Feickert 
Analogue’s PlatterSpeed app. The 
relative maximum deviation of the 
raw frequency (fig.1) went from 
–0.37%/+0.61% to –0.36%/+0.27%. 
The absolute maximum deviation 
went from –11.6Hz/+19.1Hz to 
–11.3Hz/+8.5Hz. The lowpass-filtered 
results (fig.2) were equally good: the 
relative max deviation went from 
–0.03%/+0.03% to – 0.02%/+0.01%, 
the absolute max deviation from 
–1.1Hz/+0.9Hz to –0.06Hz/+0.4Hz. 
A major improvement!

Most important, the sound of the 
upgraded Ascona Mk.2 was far better 
than the one I reviewed last December. 
I have my original 24/96 needle drops 
and my new ones demonstrate the 
improved sound. The bass is now far 
more substantial and viscerally satisfy-
ing, yet well controlled. The sound has 

Fig.1 (left) Acoustic 

Signature Ascona 

Mk.2, speed stability 

data; Fig.2 (right) 

Acoustic Signature 

Ascona Mk.2, 

speed stability (raw 

frequency yellow; 

low-pass filtered 

frequency green).



Two 6˝ High-Definition Cast- 
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“     oldenEar’s New Triton Reference Redefines  
Ultra High-End Performance and Value!

“The Triton Reference presents a serious challenge to speakers in the 
multi-$10,000 range. Sandy has done it again!” - Robert Deutsch, Stereophile

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

Call us or check our website for your nearest dealer

“ Hearing my reference tracks on those ( $85,000) 
über-expensive speakers, I was surprised at how 
well the Reference compared.”  – Al Griffin, Sound & Vision 

GoldenEar’s Triton One is one of the best selling high-end 
loudspeakers ever, consistently thrilling listeners and reviewers alike 
and winning an enviable and unmatched collection of the industry’s 
most prestigious awards, including “Loudspeaker-of-the-Year” and 
“Product-of-the-Year” from key publications all around the world. 

Clearly, we knew that the One would be a very hard act to follow. 
There was a spirited discussion within our product development 
group about an all-out assault on the ultimate, cost-no-object, 
state-of-the-art, to produce a six-figure loudspeaker to do battle 
with the most esoteric and expensive loudspeakers on the planet. 
However, after much soul-searching, rational minds won out, and the 
decision was made to create a new GoldenEar flagship, positioned 
above the Triton One (of course still current and available), that 
would joust with the best, but still stick to our trademarked slogan, 
“We Make High-End Affordable.” We are pleased and proud to 
introduce the new Triton Reference. The Reference has begun 
gathering its own collection of honors, winning the prestigious and 
coveted CES Innovations Design and Engineering Award, Digital 
Trends Best Home Audio Tech at CES, HD GURU Best High 
Fidelity Loudspeaker at CES and What HiFi Stars of CES!

 A grand slam … all 4 Absolute Sound writers 
at CES 2017 honored Triton Reference as their 
“Best Sound (for the money)”!

The Triton Reference is an evolution of everything that we have 
achieved with the Triton One, but taken to a stunning new level of  
sonic performance and sophisticated visual design. All the com-
ponents in the T Ref: including larger, more powerful, active sub-
bass drivers with huge “Focused Field” magnet structures, upper- 
bass/midrange drivers with “Focused Field” magnet structures, 
and High-Velocity Folded Ribbon tweeter with 50% more rare 
earth neodymium magnet material, are brand new, and have been 
specifically developed for use in the Reference. The powerful 1800 
watt subwoofer amplifier, with level control to fine tune the bass to 
your room, and 56-bit DSP control unit are a significant evolution 
of those in the Triton One and our SuperSubs.

There are a myriad of other significant upgrades and refinements, 
including: new internal wiring with a specially developed twist, 
further development of our signature balanced crossover including 
film capacitors bridged across the high-pass section on the upper-

bass/midrange drivers, a unique proprietary mix of long-fiber lamb’s 
wool and Dacron for more effective internal damping, intensive work 
with a high-resolution accelerometer to determine the most effective 
implementation of complex internal bracing, a 3/32˝-thick steel plate 
built into the medite base to further stiffen it for increased stability, 
new stainless steel floor spikes and cups, all of which results in higher 
resolution of subtle details … and the list goes on and on.

“ Undeniably stellar … Yes, it does deliver the 
sort of performance previously delivered only by  
cost-no-object speakers.”  – Dennis Burger, Home Theater Review 

Visually, the Reference offers a strikingly beautiful upgrade to the 
classic Triton styling, with a gorgeous hand-rubbed piano gloss-black 
lacquer finished one-piece monocoque cabinet. Sleek, statuesque 
and refined, the Reference is simply an elegantly gorgeous statement 
piece that will excite listeners with its dynamic visual presence, as 
well as its extraordinary sonic performance.

Sonically, the Reference has been engineered to perform with a 
dramatic and authoritative voice, comparable to speakers that sell 
for ten and more times its surprisingly affordable price. T Refs 
completely disappear, with superb three-dimensional imaging that 
will open up your room, stretching from wall to wall and beyond, 
and depth that makes the wall behind them seem to vanish. The 
astonishing bass is rock-solid, with low-frequency performance 
that is tight, quick, highly impactful and musical with extension 
flat to 20Hz and below. Another GoldenEar signature is a silky 
smooth high end that extends to 35 kHz with a lifelike sheen but 
no trace of fatiguing hardness, sibilance or stridency so common 
with lesser tweeters. Tremendous time and energy has been put 
into the voicing of the speaker and the seamless blending of the 
drivers, for unmatched musicality with all types of music, and home 
theater perfection. Rarely do speakers excel at both, but with their 
world-class neutrality, the Reference absolutely does. A special 
bonus is the Reference’s extremely high 93.25 dB sensitivity, which 
gives them tremendous dynamic range and allows use with almost 
any high-quality amplifier. You must experience T Ref for yourself !

”
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IN SEARCH OF THE EXCEPTIONAL

LISTENING BY ART DUDLEY

Soulines’ US distributor—offset 
whatever doubts I might have 
had owing to the Soulines’ lacks 
of those design elements I’ve 
come to favor: heavy platters, 
idler-wheel drive, and, above all, 
high-torque motors. I wondered: 

might one of these turntables nonetheless shine in my 
system? Is there life beyond my own hi-fi hobbyhorses? I 
decided to find out—and, a year and a half later, I borrowed 
a review sample of Soulines’ top-of-the-line turntable, the 
Kubrick DCX ($4000 without tonearm).

Its name a nod to the space station in the Stanley Kubrick 
film 2001: A Space Odyssey, the Kubrick DCX lacks a plinth 
in the usual sense, and is supported instead by a skeletal 
aluminum chassis in which three elongated pods of unequal 
length extend from a central point that also serves as a base 
for the platter bearing. Given the pods’ unusual shape, ac-
curately measuring each from the chassis center out to the 
center of its supporting foot wasn’t possible, but I estimated 
150mm for the rearmost pod, 200mm for the left-front 
pod, and 250mm for the right-front pod; interestingly, the 
supporting feet at the ends of those pods, also machined 
from aluminum, are also differently sized, with diameters of 
40mm for the rear foot, 70mm for the left-front foot, and 
60mm for the right-front foot. (On their website, Soulines 
claims for the Kubrick’s design an adherence to the Golden 

S
ometimes I feign interest in liv-
ing in the Soviet Union of the 
1950s and ’60s. This happens 
mostly when I’m shopping for 

toothpaste at my local supermarket, 
where the toothpaste aisle is as long as 
a football field. “I don’t want so many 
choices,” I say in my Abe Simpson 
voice, “because all these choices are 
stupid. I wish I lived in the USSR: 
Shopping for toothpaste wouldn’t take 
so long.” But I’m only kidding.

Now I see dozens of high-end 
audio manufacturers popping up every 
year, with new turntable companies 
leading the charge. Virtually all of 
them offer at least a half-dozen dif-
ferent turntables, and sometimes the 
various models in a given company’s 
line represent a variety of different 
design philosophies: You want high-
mass, we got high-mass. You want low-mass, 
we got low-mass. Whatever you want, we 
got it. Those companies act as if they’re 
in the toothpaste business: They offer 
a bazillion different choices, just so 
they can occupy more shelf space or 
catalog pages than their competitors—
and their competitors will always be 
more than happy to up the game and 
demand even more space on those 
shelves and pages.

So I was cheered when, at the 2015 
New York Audio Show, in suburban 
Rye Brook, New York, I first encountered the Serbian 
turntable manufacturer Soulines. All five of their mod-
els featured acrylic platters, belt-driven by DC motors of 
moderately low torque. (I define moderately low torque as just 
enough to start the platter spinning without assistance, but 
low enough that the platter or motor can be easily stopped 
by hand.) Each model was no larger than necessary to ac-
commodate a 12" platter and a 9" tonearm. The plinths or 
chassis of all were on the low-mass side of average—though 
apparently not as low as, say, the plinth of a Rega Planar 3. 
There appeared to be a point of view at work here, and you 
know how I love those.

The icing on the cake was that all five Soulines models 
came with a cleverly designed, minimalist dustcover, and 
each turntable was fancifully named for a famous individual: 
two composers, one novelist, one film director, and one 
Greek god—respectively, Elgar, Satie, Dostoyevsky, Kubrick, 
and Hermes. These elements, and the fine sound produced 
at NYAS 2015 by Soulines-fronted systems—this was in 
the suite sponsored by retailer Adirondack Audio & Video, 

From Serbia with Love

THIS ISSUE: A belt-drive turntable with a skeletal

plinth, an acrylic platter, and an apparently

lowish-torque DC motor. From Serbia.

Above: The Soulines Kubrick DCX, seen 

without its platter (but with its extra 

armboards). Left: The same turntable, 

with platter and dustcover.
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Expectations confounded

The first thing that impressed me 
about the Soulines Kubrick DCX was 
its very well-designed and well-made 
packing. The sturdy white carton with 
its multilayer, compartmentalized foam 
inserts reminded me of the packing for 
the Linn LP12, Roksan Xerxes, and 
other products from long-established 
companies—and while many good 
products have reached me, intact, in 
far less sophisticated boxes, I’m always 
impressed when a manufacturer invests 
greater-than-average amounts of mon-
ey and effort in getting their designs to 
their dealers and customers.

Setup was a breeze: The main 
chassis, support feet, motor pod, and 
tonearm pod are preassembled, and 
the Rega armboard—which can be 
used with either old-style single-nut 
RB250s and RB300s or newer three-
bolt Rega arms—was already in place. 
My chores were limited to fitting the 
platter atop the pre-assembled, pre-
oiled bearing, fitting the drive belt, in-
stalling the tonearm on the armboard, 
and installing and aligning my Denon 
DL-103 cartridge. For that last chore, 
the Soulines Kubrick DCX comes 
with a laminated alignment tem-

pleasantly louder and more forward 
with the white belt, but I may have 
imagined that.

Another aluminum pod of sorts is 
fastened to the underside of the main 
chassis with 32 stainless-steel bolts; this 
extends into a vaguely kidney-shaped 
substructure built up of multiple layers 
of machined aluminum, in which are 
mounted the Kubrick’s DC motor and 
drive circuitry. On the kidneypod’s up-
per surface are an on/off toggle switch, 
another toggle for selecting between 
331⁄3 and 45rpm, and two tiny, recessed 
trim pots for fine-tuning those speeds 
with the aid of a similarly tiny screw-
driver (not included).

A separate aluminum tonearm-
support structure, also kidney shaped, 
attaches to the main chassis from 
above but is compliantly mounted, said 
compliance provided by cork washers 
and grommets of various diameter. To 
its outer end is bolted a round tonearm 
board, machined with an opening 
for the arm of choice. Three boards 
are supplied with the Kubrick: one 
for Linn/Jelco-style mounts, one for 
SME-style mounts, and one for Rega 
tonearms—which is the one I used, 
with my own Rega RB300.

Ratio/Fibonacci sequence, but without 
going into detail; while noting my lack 
of mathematics training or any intui-
tive sense of spatial relationships, I just 
don’t see it.) The height of each foot is 
adjustable, and all have rounded, soft-
polymer tips.

The platter bearing is an inverted 
type: a stainless-steel axle is held 
stationary within a round brass plate 
that’s rigidly affixed to the center of 
the chassis; a steel ball sits in a recess 
atop that axle, on which rides a very 
hefty and obviously well-machined 
brass outer hub with a diameter of 
45mm and a bore just large enough 
to accept the whole of the bearing 
shaft, with freedom of rotation but 
zero apparent play. A small amount 
of 30-weight synthetic oil is used 
between the shaft and the hub. The 
40mm-thick acrylic platter is ma-
chined with a bore that snugly fits atop 
the brass bearing hub, which is also fit-
ted with a record spindle. The platter, 
whose edge is ungrooved, is driven by 
a polymer belt of round cross-section; 
supplied with the Kubrick are two 
belts, one black, one white, appar-
ently made of two different materi-
als. I thought the turntable sounded 
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Kubrick-based record player also 
focused more on the sound of the 
recording space than did my Garrard 
rig: reverb, like scale, was far more 
generous. Yet this did not come at the 
expense of any of the performance 
characteristics nearest and dearest to 
me. Musical momentum and flow 
were superb—and, especially in the 
final movement of Boccherini’s Cello 
Quintet in C, Op.37 No.7, also in-
cluded on this LP, the sense of bounce 
in bowed note attacks was delight-
fully real. Overall tonal balance was 
very slightly dark, yet with no lack of 
sparkle—and surface noise was never 
brought to the fore.

As I said: I was impressed!
I moved on to a new LP acquisition: 

the Incredible String Band’s wonder-
ful Liquid Acrobat as Regards the Air 
(LP, Island ILPS 9172). The first time 
I heard this record was in March, at 
the Montreal Audio Fest, in the room 
sponsored by Toronto dealer Sonic 
Artistry. It was also the first time I’d 
heard the Döhmann Helix 1 turntable 

in size down to that of dust-mite feces 
is always a good thing.

That brought me, in short order, 
to the third thing that impressed me 
about the Soulines Kubrick DCX: 
When I lowered the stylus of my 
Denon DL-103 to the lead-in groove 
of the first record I tried—Mendels-
sohn’s Octet for Strings, performed 
by the Academy of St Martin-in-the-
Fields Chamber Ensemble (LP, Argo 
ZRG 569)—I was shocked by how 
big the ensemble sounded. I’d been 
listening to that record a lot in the 
days leading up to this review, and the 
difference I heard compared to my 
Garrard 301–based player—which itself 
has a typically large sense of scale—was 
unmistakable. In previous columns and 
reviews I’ve wondered about which 
design aspects of playback gear might 
contribute to generous scale—and 
I’ve mused that, in loudspeakers in 
particular, one might consider that 
quality an additive distortion, owing 
to unintended sound reflections from 
physically large cabinets. I still haven’t 
got the slightest idea what’s responsible 
for this effect, but I like it.

Listening closely to that Mendels-
sohn recording, I heard that the 

plate with calibrations for the three 
most popular geometries: Baerwald, 
Stevenson, and Löfgren. Normally, 
my preference is for the Baerwald 
variation devised by Keith Howard,1 
but for the sake of ease I sometimes 
opt for traditional Baerwald with my 
Rega arm, whatever the turntable. 
When the Kubrick arrived, I removed 
the RB300 from my LP12, cartridge 
intact—and was happily surprised to 
see that the cartridge alignment was 
still correct after I’d installed the arm 
on the Soulines. I took this as confir-
mation that its armboard was correctly 
machined.

The very last chore was to fit the 
platter with the supplied cork platter 
mat, which brings me to the second 
thing that impressed me about the 
Kubrick: Its platter bearing and plat-
ter are so beautifully machined that, 
looking at the platter from the side, I 
couldn’t tell when it was spinning. I 
could detect no platter wobble—zero. 
To put into proper context this often 
underemphasized aspect of turntable 
construction: Lack of unwanted move-
ment in a device whose sole job is to 
measure, at correct and steady speed, 
bumps in the record groove that range 

1 See Keith Howard’s “Arc Angles: Optimizing 
Tonearm Geometry,” in the March 2010 issue: www.
stereophile.com/reference/arc_angles_optimiz-
ing_tonearm_geometry/index.html.
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Forty-five years ago, Spendor developed the first 

loudspeaker with real transparency, articulation and 

natural sound specifically for BBC engineers who were 

mixing orchestras for live radio playback and needed 

to hear exactly what each musician was playing.

Over time and through their exhaustive R&D efforts, 

Spendor engineers achieved a series of technical 
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one of England’s leading loudspeaker manufacturers. 

Spendor continually developed landmark loudspeakers, 
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Visit www.bluebirdmusic.com to learn more 
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approaches that, 
from experience, 
I’d associated with 
turntables that 
excel in all aspects 
of playback that 
are important to 
me. But there 
you go: Chinese 
statesman Deng 
Xiaoping, another 
communist, fa-
mously said, “It 
doesn’t matter 
whether a cat is 
black or white: If 
it catches mice, it 
is a good cat”—a 
statement that put 
him at odds with 
Mao Tse-Tung’s 
widow, whose 
mistrust of all 
things Western 
never dimmed.

How or why should a belt-drive 
turntable with a skeletal plinth, an 
acrylic platter, and an apparently 
lowish-torque DC motor pull so much 
impact, tone, and musical satisfaction 
from my LPs? Damned if I know—
but it did. Next to the enduringly 
recommendable PTP Solid12 turn-
table3—which itself uses some vintage 
components—this is one of the very 
best non-vintage turntables I’ve heard 
outside of the enormously expensive 
Döhmann Helix 1 ($40,000). Very 
highly recommended. Q

Art Dudley (Stletters@enthusiastnet-
work.com) admits to having a passion for 
The Incredible String Band on LP.

copy of Sonny Rollins’s The Bridge (LP, 
Japanese Victor/RCA RCA-6011). For 
whatever reason, that record and that 
record player just fell in love with each 
other. Unsurprisingly, the soundfield 
was huge—and Jim Hall’s guitar, in the 
left channel, had a size and presence 
that can be described only as magiste-
rial. Bob Cranshaw’s double bass had 
heft, power, speed, color, and, above 
all, drive. Ben Riley’s drumming was 
energetic and well-paced. And Rol-
lins’s tenor sax had tone and substance, 
flesh and blood, in great abundance.

Dr. Feickert will now say a few words

And now for the measurements, such 
as they are, made with Dr. Feickert 
Analogue’s Adjust+ test record and 
PlatterSpeed software for Apple iOS. 
Out of the box, the Kubrick was a bit 
slow, outputting a mean frequency 
of 3137.4Hz for a 3150Hz groove 
modulation. Using the appropriate 
trim pot, I brought the speed up to a 
remeasured mean frequency of 3149.5, 
and then got the wow measurements 
shown in figs. 1 and 2: decent, if not 
up to the standard of my late-1950s 
Garrard 301.2

Unfailingly musical, and big, for-
ward, and impactful—I keep thinking 
about the realistic sense of force the 
Kubrick DCX put across whenever 
guitarist Jim Hall raked his pick across 
those heavy-gauge strings of his—the 
sound of the Soulines impressed 
the hell out of me. And, again, this 
without adhering to any of the design 

“If it catches 

mice, it is a 

good cat.”

2 See www.stereophile.com/content/listening-
168-ortofon-spu-1s-phono-cartridge-page-2.

3 See my June 2013 column: www.stereophile.com/
content/listening-126.

and Frank Schröder–designed CB 12"
tonearm—and it was to that player I 
attributed the remarkable touch and 
force and presence I then heard from 
that LP. I heard the same qualities 
when playing my own copy of that 
record on my idler-drive Garrard, 
and while the Soulines Kubrick DCX 
delivered the same nice things in 
somewhat smaller measures, deliver 
them it did. But the Kubrick told me 
what the Kubrick wanted to tell me, 
which was all about the very large re-
cording space captured on this record. 
In the opening track, “Talking of the 
End,” there are, among other instru-
ments, a pennywhistle at far stage right 
and a violin at far stage left—and with 
the Soulines Kubrick, those sounds 
were spaced farther apart than with my 
Garrard. The other sounds—including 
those of a harmonium, an oud, and 
various percussion instruments—were 
also generously sized, and the first lead 
vocal, from Robin Williamson, had 
really good presence and body. No 
less important, his voice was clear and 
without apparent colorations, and the 
violin and harmonium in particular 
displayed believable, natural textures.

One eccentric British pop record 
leads to another, and so, as the time 
had come to get a handle on the 
Kubrick’s bass extension, I reached 
for the better of my two copies of 
Genesis’s The Lamb Lies Down on 
Broadway (2 LPs, Atco/Classic SD 
2-401), and listened for the bass pedals 
that begin halfway through “Fly on a 
Windshield,” as well as the lowest of 
many similarly deep tones—a D-flat, 
I think—in “The Chamber of 32 
Doors.” From those experiences and 
that of listening for the weight and 
impact of the orchestral bass drum in 
the recording of Elgar’s The Dream of 
Gerontius with Sir Adrian Boult leading 
various soloists, the New Philharmonia 
Orchestra, and the London Philhar-
monic and John Aldis choirs (2 LPs, 
EMI SLS 987), I found the Kubrick’s 
performance better than average—at 
least as good as my Linn LP12 with the 
same arm and cartridge, if not up to 
Garrard 301 or Thorens TD 124 levels. 
That said, the Kubrick’s very good 
momentum endured, making this an 
involving listening experience, and the 
combination maintained its composure 
throughout this set’s many very loud 
moments.

But all of the above paled in 
comparison with the experience I had 
when I played on the Kubrick my 

Soulines

Koce Kapetana 39

11000 Belgrade

Serbia

Tel: (381) 61-2323073

Fax: (381) 11-2447250

Web: www.soulines.com

US distributor:  

Adirondack Audio & Video

1048 U.S. 9

Queensbury, NY 12804

Tel: (518) 792-3528

Web: www.adkav.com

CONTACTS

Fig.1 (left) Soulines Kubrick DCX, speed 

stability (raw frequency yellow; low-pass  

filtered frequency green); Fig.2 (right)  

Soulines Kubrick DCX, speed stability data.
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BY KALMAN RUBINSON

 A ROUNDED MAN CANNOT BE EXPECTED 

TO FIT INTO A SQUARE HOLE

exaSound e28/e38 ($3849; see p.39), 
and the miniDSP uDAC-8 ($275). My 
preference was to use the exaSound, as 
it supports DSD as well as PCM, but 
there was an incompatibility between 
exaSound’s ASIO driver and JPlay that 
I couldn’t resolve during this review 
period. Keetakawee Punpeng sug-
gested a workaround using VB-Audio’s 
ASIO-Bridge Virtual Cable software, 
but that wasn’t compatible with DSD, 
and was a little fragile with hi-rez 
multichannel, at least in my hands. 

Knowing that the Nimitra could 
handle DSD—it did so with the Mytek, 
albeit in stereo—I opted for miniDSP’s 
PCM-only uDAC-8.

The combination of Nimitra and 
uDAC-8 was absolutely delightful. 
Old standbys such as Willie Nelson’s 
Night and Day sprang from the speakers 
with all the detail and zest expected 
from the six-channel, 24-bit/96kHz 
files I’d ripped from the DVD-A 
(Surrounded-By Entertainment SBE-
1001-9), and Beethoven’s Symphony 
5, in a triumphant recording from 
Manfred Honeck and the Pittsburgh 
Symphony (SACD/CD, Reference 
Fresh! FR-718), was as dynamic and 
colorful as ever. However, I had fewer 
than 20 multichannel PCM recordings 

less,” controlled 
by an app on 
a Windows or 
Mac computer 
or an iOS or 
Android mobile device. It’s meant to 
get input via LAN or WiFi, but it also 
has multiple USB inputs and outputs 
as well as VGA and HDMI outputs.

Setup was almost trivial. Connect the 
source (via USB, LAN, or WiFi), then 
the output (same options), and boot up 
the Nimitra. In about 30 seconds, using 
Linn’s Kazoo UPnP control app on my 
iPad, the Nimitra-based system located 
the music files on my NAS. I took the 
quick route of two-channel output, us-
ing a stereo Mytek Brooklyn DAC via 
its ASIO USB driver, and was playing 
tunes in minutes.

But stereo is easy. Multichannel is 
what we’re here for. There are only 
three multichannel DACs on the mar-
ket today, and I have two of them: the 

I
t’s been going on for a while now: Despite support for multichannel in 
audio/video receivers and A/V processors priced from as little as $200 to 
$30,000, there are still very few offerings that cater to the music listener. 
They may offer stereo-only streaming features through their USB or 

Ethernet inputs, but these inputs don’t see your multichannel files. To handle 
such files, they would require you to add a music server with HDMI output. 
However, I know of no turnkey music servers that will output multichannel 
audio via HDMI. Sure, servers based on PCs and Macs will output lossless, 
high-resolution multichannel via HDMI, and for years I’ve been running a Mac 
mini/Windows/JRiver Media Center server into my Marantz AV8802a A/V 
processor. The playback of multichannel, music-only recordings could be so 
much more popular if compatible HDMI output were as common as USB or 
Ethernet, and all were included in a reasonably priced package.

Then, on the Web, I stumbled 
on the Nimitra computer-audio 
server from Fidelizer, a Thailand-based 
company whose eponymous software 
package aims to optimize Windows 
as a music-playback platform. My 
first, immediate e-mail to Fidelizer 
included my standard query: Will this 
thing do hi-rez multichannel? To my 
surprise, the lightning-fast response of 
proprietor Keetakawee Punpeng was 
a definite “Yes.” Still, I was doubtful. 
Similarly constructed servers—the 
Nimitra is a fanless implementation 
with an Intel Celeron J1900 2GHz 
Celeron processor, 4G RAM, and 
an mPCIe SSD for OS and stor-
age—usually get indigestion when 
fed a rich diet of multichannel files. 
Punpeng assured me that by remov-
ing all non-audio functions from the 
Windows 10 installation and by using 
a special version of Fidelizer software 
with optimizations beyond that of the 
popular Fidelizer Pro version, he has 
greatly reduced the processing time 
and improved audio performance. The 
Nimitra also includes dBPoweramp’s 
Asset UPnP file access and the JPlay 
app for streaming output. 

The Nimitra ($1395) is packaged in 
a conservatively distinctive black case 
measuring 8.9" wide by 1.7" high by 
7.9" deep and weighing 4 lbs, with only 
a single blue LED on its front panel 
to tell you it’s awake. The standard 
power supply is a 12V, 5A brick, but 
my review sample came with a large, 
low-noise, regulated supply called the 
Fidelizer Nikola (a $495 option). The 
Nimitra is designed to operate “head-

THIS ISSUE: Computer-based multichannel music

playback becomes easier with new hardware and

software from Fidelizer, Baetis, exaSound, and Roon.

An affordable server that handles hi-rez

Smaller than you’d 

think: A Fidelizer 

Nimitra sits atop a 

very red platform.

The combination of 

Nimitra and uDAC-8 was 

absolutely delightful.
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on my Connecticut server at the time, 
and this delightfully easy-peasy setup 
has no way to transcode DSD to PCM.

The answer, and my musical libera-
tion, was to switch to music software 
that is not only DSD-capable but 
more powerful. Foobar is built into the 
Nimitra, and while it did the job just 
fine, I also preferred my two other op-
tions. I installed JRiver Media Center 
on the Nimitra, and it ran as well as on 
my other Windows 10 PCs. Consider-
ing the Nimitra’s limited RAM and 
storage, I was surprised to find that it 
handled JRiver with aplomb, loading 
my library quickly and connecting to 
the uDAC-8.

I also installed the new multichan-
nel-ready Roon 1.3 on my desktop 
PC; it found the Nimitra on the LAN, 
confirmed that it was connected to the 
uDAC-8, and played through. JRiver, 
foobar, and Roon can all be controlled 
with an iPad, but I’m an incorrigible 
mouse-and-keyboard guy. In addition, 
all three give you the option of trans-
coding DSD to 24/176.4 PCM on the 
fly—using the uDAC-8, I could enjoy 
my entire library. Even when using a 
DSD-capable DAC, I usually convert 
DSD to PCM—it allows me to use 

the Nimitra via the Oppo consistently 
brought me the best sound, though I 
can’t fathom why that should be.

Did the Fidelizer Nimitra have any 
limitations? Although it will support 
playback and transcoding of multi-
channel DSD256 and DXD files, it 
coughed when I installed Dirac Live 
in the signal path. Two solutions are 
to use Dirac Live’s plug-in version, 
Studio VST (now in beta testing), or 
to use Roon’s DSP engine to drive the 
Nimitra as an output device.

I tried the Nimitra with its stock 
power supply and its higher-quality 
optional supply, but heard no differ-
ences. It was dead quiet with the stock 
PS, so I’d consider the optional PS only 
if my AC were suspect.

Clearly, the Fidelizer Nimitra can 
do the job of playing high-resolution, 
multichannel music-only signals won-
derfully, and it comes with all the apps 
you’ll need for the job. Finally, a great-
sounding and affordable multichannel 
server that works with USB or with 
HDMI. Hooray!

EXASOUND E38 EIGHT-CHANNEL DAC

The e38 ($3849) is the third generation 
of exaSound Audio Design’s multi-

Dirac Live room equalization. 
In terms of sound quality through 

the DAC, the Nimitra was easily the 
equal of the Mac mini–based server it 
replaced, and I felt no urge to switch 
back—but I also wanted to use the 
Nimitra’s HDMI and Ethernet outputs. 
The Marantz AV8802a’s Ethernet 
input is limited to stereo—a common 
bottleneck—and unfortunately, in the 
effort to slim-down all the non-audio 
functions, the Nimitra is shipped with 
its HDMI audio output defeated. I 
complained to Punpeng and he sent 
simple instructions to activate the 
Nimitra’s HDMI audio output. After 
just one change in the BIOS setup, the 
Nimitra played multichannel signals of 
resolutions up to 24/192 PCM through 
the Marantz via HDMI, just as it 
should with any multichannel AVR or 
processor. I strongly urge Punpeng to 
activate HDMI audio by default so that 
all AVR users can enjoy high-resolution 
multichannel streaming with the equip-
ment they already own.

In addition, DSD output via Ether-
net to my Oppo BDP-103 universal 
Blu-ray player, the Oppo feeding the 
Marantz either via HDMI or as analog, 
was a revelation. Extended listening to 
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channel DAC. I’ve owned its predeces-
sors, the e181 and e28,2 and the e38 
represents another strong advance. The 
most salient change is the replacement 
of the earlier ESS ES9018 Sabre32 Ref-
erence, a 32-bit, eight-channel audio 
DAC, with ESS’s newer ES9028PRO. 
The e28’s ES9018 chip was pushed to 
work with sampling rates not officially 
supported by ESS, and might be said 
to have functioned within narrow 
limits of stability. The new chip allows 
exaSound to optimize the e38’s per-
formance at DSD128, DSD256, and 
PCM above 192kHz, and permit faster, 
more stable switching of sampling 
rates. The analog circuitry has also 
been refined, to lower noise and distor-
tion, and the new Dashboard onscreen 
display permits swift input switching. 
ExaSound’s FemtoMaster option, with 
82-femtosecond master clock, is now 
standard, but the option of balanced 
output is no longer available. it best. I also got an impression of 

greater dynamic range and definition, 
especially with massed plucked strings. 
This was particularly evident with the 
delightful Aria Italiana from Benja-
min Britten’s Variations on a Theme 
of Frank Bridge, as performed by the 
Trondheim Soloists on their collection 

Like the e18 and e28, the e38 was 
silent in operation and absolutely 
stable. Unlike with them, I heard 
a newfound delicacy in the treble, 
unaccompanied by any added noise or 
brightness that the ambience of a mul-
tichannel soundstage might ruthlessly 
reveal. Clean and transparent describes 

1 Read my adventures with the exaSound e18 in my 
May 2013 column: www.stereophile.com/content/
music-round-60-page-2.

2 Read my adventures with the exaSound e28 in 
my columns of November 2013 and November 
2015: www.stereophile.com/content/music-round-
63-page-2 and www.stereophile.com/content/ 
music-round-75-page-2.
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Reflections (BD, 2L 2L-125-SABD). 
Furthermore, when I compared the 
sound of this track played through the 
e38 with Dirac Live EQ to the MQA-
decoded version via the Mac-Mytek 
stack, I found little to choose between 
them. Both were outstanding at re-
creating the experience of being at the 
performance.

BAETIS PRODIGY X MUSIC SERVER

In my September 2015 column,3 I 
reported on the coincidence of my 
reference DAC, the exaSound e28, and 
my reference music player, the Baetis 
XR2, being updated at the same time, 
respectively to the e28 Mk.II and the 
XR3. Well, lightning has struck the 
same places again. Above, I describe 
the evolution of the e28 to the e38—
and now I get to report about a new, 
smaller, more advanced Baetis server, 
the Prodigy X. And, with even more 
bells and whistles than the XR3, the 
Prodigy X costs less!

The Prodigy X’s base price is $4995, 
but the configuration of my review 
sample has a faster CPU ($200), 32GB 
of RAM ($180), and AES/EBU out-
puts, in addition to S/PDIF and USB. 
Baetis has added SOtM’s USBhubIN 
ports with independent clock board 
($790), as I did to my XR3. In addi-
tion, there is an HD-Plex linear power 
supply ($1550) with separate power 
for the SOtM board, and silver DC 
cables for the main and SOtM boards. 
All that adds up to about $80104—
about the same as my XR3 at $7995—
but the XR3 didn’t have the SOtM 
boards, the HD-Plex power supply, or 
all the silver cords.

Setup consisted of connecting the 
included CyberPower UPS5 to the 
wall outlet and to the HD-Plex, and 
the HD-Plex to the Prodigy X. I set 
the HD-Plex’s auxiliary output to 9V 
and connected it to the SOtM board. 
Video monitor, keyboard, and mouse 
were next, though most of the time the 
Baetis can be run headless with an iPad. 
Finally, I connected the USB output 
of the Baetis to the exaSound e28 and 

THE ROAD TO ROON

I’ll end this month’s column with a 
teaser. The Roon Music Server ($119 
for a one-year subscription, $499 for 
life) is a flashy and fascinating product 
with a good bloodline.6 The minds 
behind it developed the Sooloos Music 
Server System, which became the 
Meridian Sooloos and blew many of 

DSD512 or higher, but as yet there is 
no source material for those resolu-
tions, and in my opinion, upsampling 
to them isn’t worth the effort. The 
exaSound e38 is not so much revolu-
tionary—it doesn’t need to be—as it is 
an expression of the applicable state-
of-the-art and a valid and valuable 
enhancement of my favorite DAC.

There was also greater overall clarity 
but so subtle that it was realized only 
when I paired the older exaSound 
e28 with my older XR3 and its OEM 
brick of a power supply, and compared 
that combo to the new e38 with the 
Prodigy X and its hefty HD-Plex sup-
ply and silver cables. Even then, the 
new guys sounded sweeter, though not 
by much.

I am unrepentant. The Baetis Prodi-
gy X is more compact, equally capable, 
and less expensive. If it’s a little better, 
too, why argue?

Because the e38’s competitors 
in the consumer market for multi-
channel DACs are more limited in 
their capabilities (miniDSP), more 
expensive (NADAC+), or more 
cumbersome (eg, a stack of three 
Mytek DACs), for me, the exaSound 
really has no competition. Sure, some 
will cavil at the lack of support for 

its AES output to the Mytek Brooklyn. 
After I’d powered up the Prodigy X, 
I had JRiver Media Center scan my 
library, which, even with 20TB worth 
of files, took less than an hour!

I don’t have much to say about this 
excellent component, which repre-
sents another evolutionary step in an 
already distinguished line. Like its 
predecessors, the Prodigy X is a fully 
configured music engine with all the 
software needed to rip CDs and BDs, 
and to play any music-file format 
from directly attached or networked 
sources. Except when ripping, it was 
dead quiet in my listening room. 
There’s nothing for the user to install, 
and Baetis includes handholding tech 
support when needed.

Evolved, but . . . better? Well, yes. 
There was marginally less noise at 
speaker outputs with the Prodigy 
X than with the XR3—to hear it at 
all, I had to put my ear within 6" of 
the tweeter of one of my Bowers & 

Wilkins 802 
D3 speakers. 
It also seemed 
a bit tighter at 
the bottom end. 

CONTINUED ON PAGE 45

SOtM’s USBhubIN 

ports are fitted to the 

vertical blank panel at 

the left of the S/PDIF 

and AES/EBU outputs.

3 See www.stereophile.com/content/music-round-74.

4 At press time, Baetis announced further changes 
to the Prodigy X. These include upgrading from the 
sixth-generation iCore CPUs and their associated 
H170 chipsets, MB and ALC1150 HD Audio codec 
to the seventh-generation CPUs with H270 chipsets, 
MB and ALC1220 codec. The latter are supposed to 
effect a significant improvement in AES and S/PDIF 
performance. Baetis tells me that these updates are 
provided at no increase in the Prodigy X’s base price.

5 According to their website, Baetis requires that 
buyers of certain Prodigy-series models also purchase 
from them a CyberPower CP850PFCLCD uninter-
ruptible power supply (UPS), which the company 
says “improves audio quality, not degrades it.”

6 See www.stereophile.com/content/ 
roon-labs-roon-v10-music-playback-app.
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LANGGAARD

Music of the Spheres, At the End of 
Time, From the Deep

Inger Dam-Jensen, soprano; Hetna Regitze Bruun, 

mezzo-soprano; Peter Lodahl, tenor; Johan 

Reuter, bass; Danish National Concert Choir & 

Vocal Ensemble & Symphony Orchestra; Thomas 

Dausgaard, conductor

DaCapo 6.220535 (SACD/CD). 2010. TT: 72

This recording was released in 2010, but 

I was reminded of it when I discov-

ered the even older recording of Rued 

Langgaard’s Messis (2 SACD/CDs, 

DaCapo 6.220528-29). That and his 

opera Antikrist, also recorded by the 

same forces (DaCapo 6.220523-24), 

are severe revelations of what at least 

one writer described as the composer’s 

“sarcastic pessimism.” That’s not to say 

that Music of the Spheres is any less dark 

and intense; just consider the names of 

the accompanying works!

I recommend this disc not for its 

message but for its music. The Danish 

composer Rued Langgaard (1893–1952) 

wrote in a purely late-Romantic style 

that can be understood and appreci-

ated by anyone who enjoys Mahler or 

Nielsen. He used all the tools of modern 

orchestration, and did so with drama 

and, as required, delicacy. Regardless of 

these works’ titles or texts, I find myself 

swept up by the momentum that Lang-

gaard develops, and I’m sure that those 

with a more sympathetic view of the 

content would find it irresistible.

These are among Langgaard’s bigger 

works. If the music moves you as it does 

me, visit the DaCapo website (www.

dacapo-records.dk), where you can 

sample a rich trove of chamber and 

symphonic works, many recorded by 

these same performers. Thomas Daus-

gaard is probably the most experienced 

Langgaard conductor of our time; his 

Danish team performs with precision 

and commitment, and DaCapo provides 

a rich, spacious acoustic with wide 

dynamic range.

THOMSON

Four Saints in Three Acts

Sarah Pelletier, Deborah Selig, sopranos; Gigi 

Mitchell-Velasco, Lynn Torgove, mezzo-sopranos; 

Charles Blandy, Stanley Wilson, tenors; Aaron 

Engebreth, Andrew Garland, Sumner Thompson, 

baritones; Simon Dyer, Tom McNichols, basses; 

Boston Modern Orchestra Project; Gil Rose, 

conductor

BMOP/Sound 1049 (2 SACD/CDs). 2016. TT: 107

I remember hearing this opera in 

college, in the 1947 abridged record-

ing conducted by the composer, Virgil 

Thomson. The work was on someone’s 

list of important American music, 

and listening to it was probably a 

class assignment. Of it, the librettist, 

Gertrude Stein, wrote: “a martyr does 

something but a really good saint does 

nothing and so I wanted to have Four 

Saints that did nothing and I wrote 

Four Saints in Three Acts and they 

did nothing and that was everything.” 

Nonetheless, I found it tunefully 

attractive, despite a lack of action 

and a fair amount of quasi-spoken 

exchanges.

I find the opera even more curiously 

attractive today, in this 2013 produc-

tion from the valuable Boston Modern 

Orchestra Project and its director, Gil 

Rose. The singers are all excellent, and 

there’s a sense of ensemble that can’t 

be heard in some earlier recordings 

with bigger names. Rose conducts 

with a pace and wit that remind me of 

a great Gilbert & Sullivan production. 

The multichannel sound is flawless, 

and open in a satisfying if unspectacu-

lar way. There is no other modern mul-

tichannel recording of this work, but I 

can now happily relive my old surprise 

and pleasure for a long time.

HAYDN

Symphonies 53, 64, 96

Carlos Kalmar, Oregon Symphony Orchestra

Pentatone PTC 5186 612 (SACD/CD). 2017. 

Downloaded from www.pentatonemusic.com. 

TT: 62

A little more than a year ago, John 

Newton, founder of the recording com-

pany Soundmirror, sent me a DSD256 

file of Haydn’s Symphony 53 that he’d 

just recorded at a concert, and which 

I found absolutely delightful. The 

recording began with the audience en-

tering, talking, and taking their seats, 

then finally hushing and applauding 

as the conductor walked onstage. I 

was struck by how much, during this 

preamble, I adapted to the concert 

hall’s ambience, and how that resulted 

in a greater anticipation of hearing the 

music—just as if I were present in the 

hall. It didn’t hurt that the recording 

was so transparent to that experience.

That same performance has now 

been released on this recording 

and, despite the elimination of the 

preliminaries, I still love it. The Oregon 

Symphony is a small ensemble playing 

modern instruments, and under Carlos 

Kalmar they play Symphony 53 with 

a snap and deftness appropriate to 

the transition from pre-classical to 

classical style. Their performances of 

Symphony 64 and the 96 have slightly 

more weight and momentum but 

retain the requisite clarity.

The OSO’s discography under Kal-

mar indicates that this disc is unlikely 

to be the first of a complete Haydn 

cycle. Even if you already have many 

recordings of Haydn symphonies, 

this one is worth adding for its stylish 

performances and for Soundmirror’s 

extraordinarily warm, pellucid sound—

even if it is only DSD64. 

—Kalman Rubinson

RECORDINGS IN THE ROUND



 "Morrow Audio's wires performed like an old pro. Nicely weighted, with a solid midrange sweetspot, these 
wires had terrific low level resolving power, solid bass and good soundstaging and dimensionality...the 
more expensive MA7 interconnect spiced up the harmonics and added just a bit more juicy texture and 
complexity to the sound. Overall, this was a cable that defied expectations in its range."

 – The Absolute Sound 2016 Buyer’s Guide 
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MUSIC IN THE ROUND

our minds. I’ve played with the Roon 
software on and off since its release 
in 2015, but found it unintuitive in 
many ways. That surprised me—I’d 
thought that the original Sooloos 
system was the epitome of logical and 
intuitive operation. But the world of 
music streaming has changed. Our 
experiences and investment in music 
streaming have raised our expectations 
and, perhaps, strengthened our biases.

Now the situation has again 
changed. Earlier this year, v.1.3 of 

make DSD512 practical).
kk New SDM filter options, developed 
using the CLANS (closed loop analysis 
of noise shapers) method.
kk New SRC filter choices: Smooth vs 
Precise filters. . . . “Precise, Minimum 
Phase” is the new default. . . .
kk Multichannel files work when con-
volution is enabled.

I haven’t yet tried it all, and am 
working out the best way to get my 
room EQ into the DSP options, but 
so far, it all works. For those of us 
who’ve found it necessary to use mul-
tiple programs—JRiver Media Center, 
Dirac Live, HQPlayer, etc.—Roon 
might now be one-stop shopping! 
More to come. Q

Kalman Rubinson (Stletters@enthusi-
astnetwork.com) enjoys his music in  
surround in Manhattan and Connecticut.

COMING AROUND  

IN THE ROUND

Roon in the Round, and my  

long-promised report on  

Playback Designs’ Syrah server  

and Merlot DAC in multichannel.

Roon was released, and it supports 
multichannel and DSP. I dove in and 
installed it on the Baetis Prodigy X. 
Multichannel worked beautifully for 
attached and networked sources and 
outputs. I’m still not comfortable with 
Roon’s horizontal scrolling (panning) 
for scanning through albums/artists/
genres and would like to see better 
use of screen real estate—but almost 
everything else is smoother, faster, and 
more coherent.

And in mid-April, with the release of 
Build 116 of v.1.3, Roon has answered 
the prayers of DSD fans with a collec-
tion of unique features almost too good 
to be true. Here are just some of them, 
quoted from the announcement:7

kk Support for DSD512 and 768kHz 
output for devices that support it.
kk Support for processing DSD content 
natively without performing a PCM 
conversion . . . 
kk A setting that allows for signal paths 
performing DSD output to use mul-
tiple cores for processing. . . . [I]t makes 
high rate DSD output practical on some 
systems where it otherwise wouldn’t be.
kk Significant performance optimiza-
tions to the sample rate converters and 
sigma-delta modulators (needed to 

Fidelizer

Web: www.fidelizer-audio.com

exaSound Audio Design

3219 Yonge Street, Suite 354

Toronto, Ontario M4N 3S1

Canada

Web: www.exasound.com

Baetis Audio

428 Canyon Creek Road

Livingston, MT 59047

Tel: (514) 496-9933

Web: www.baetisaudio.com

CONTACTS

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 40

7 See https://community.roonlabs.com/t/ 
roon-1-3-build-216-is-live/24161.
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WOW XL

www.acoustic-signature.de

WOW XXL

Delivers a wide soundstage 

and information. No loss of fine 

details. Perfect!

Stereoplay, Germany

“excellent speed stability and 

temporal performance, notable 

clarity, and superb reproduction 

of space…”

Stereophile 9/2015

“my current in-house referen-

ces for quality phono playback: 

Acoustic Signature‘s WOW XL ”

Stereophile 2015

“took everything to a much 

higher level of wonderfulness. 

The bass became John Henry–

like. Images grew hypercrys-

talline. Midrange textures were 

enhanced. Forward momentum 

was unstoppable.”

Stereophile 2015

High resolution, extreme colorful sounding 

turntable, perfect fit and finish. Fulfils even high 

demands to sound quality.

LP –Magazine  Germany 2015

…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.

Audiotechnique-Hongkong

 PURE

ADRENALIN

Contact: fidelisav.com 

603-880-4434



…personal audio with Attitude!
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Rogue Audio, Inc. • Brodheadsville, PA • 570-992-9901 • www.rogueaudio.com
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huge talent, called his music “Heavy 
Mental.” In its heyday, New Age sold 
a lot of records, some of them well 
recorded and aimed at the audiophile 
market. The Wikipedia entry for New 
Age may have caught the essence of 
the music best: “intended to promote 
serenity.”

For a couple of years in the 
early 1980s, no one was bigger in 
the touchy-feely, sometimes sleepy, 
sometimes downright boring musical 
world of New Age than pianist George 
Winston. The eastern Montana 
native’s string of hit albums in that de-
cade—Autumn (1980), Winter into Spring 
(1982), and December (1982)—all ranked 
high on the New Age charts, and even 
climbed into the top 20 of the Bill-
board U.S. Jazz charts. Depending on 
who’s doing the judging, each is filled 
with pleasantly meandering solo-piano 
explorations that Winston has always 
referred to as “folk piano.”

“First, they called it classical, but I’ve 
never played any classical, I can’t be clas-
sical,” Winston told me over the phone 
from California. “Then they called it 
New Age. I kept saying, ‘folk piano 
with a lot of New Orleans influence 

New Age. Most of it was acoustic. While there 
were vocals here and there, much of it 
featured instrumentalists playing solo 
or in groups. Some of it was meant to 
alleviate stress. Some of it was margin-
ally connected to a similarly named 
movement in spirituality. Environmen-
talism and respect for nature were con-
stant themes. Some New Age artists 
created moody, ambient sounds that 
were intended as background music, to 
promote healing and relaxation.

As the genre grew, some might say 
by attracting marginally talented musi-
cians who were searching for musical 
direction, record labels specializing 
in New Age, such as Windham Hill, 
Narada, and Private Music, appeared 
on the scene and made stars of such 
diverse musical talents as harpist An-
dreas Vollenweider, native American 
flutist R. Carlos Nakai, saxophonist 
Paul Winter, keyboardist Kitaro, and 
guitarist Michael Hedges. Hedges, a 

George Winston

NEW AGE.
HAVING SURVIVED 
CANCER AND  
NEW AGE, THE 
SOLO PIANIST 
CLIMBS ABOARD 
HIS CAROUSEL

by ROBERT BAIRD
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and stride from Fats Waller 
and Teddy Wilson. It’s not 
meditation stuff.’”

Although playing New Age 
piano is where Winston won 
his fame, his was the most 
recognizable face of a genre 
that, in the 1990s, began de-
clining in popularity and sales. 
As New Age waned, Win-
ston, its biggest star, branched 
out, cutting a tribute to 
the Doors, a much-praised 
children’s album and even an 
album of harmonica solos, all 
on his Dancing Cat label. You 
quickly find out when talking 
to him that the pianist is quite 
the cat person. 

Like most artists today, 
Winston has survived the 
years since by touring. It was 
on one of those tours, in Sand 
Point, Idaho, that he became 
very ill during a show and 
ended up in a local emergency 
room. Diagnosed with Myelodysplastic 
syndrome (MDS), he was transferred 
to City of Hope Hospital, in Duarte, 
California, where he underwent a 
bone-marrow transplant. Winston had 
previously survived bouts with thyroid 
and skin cancer. Having been through 
serious illnesses before, did he have any 
inkling he was getting sick?

“I had an idea—my platelets were 
low, but not that low. They went lower 
very quickly.” But the marrow trans-
plant was not the ordeal he feared it 
might be. “It’s a lot easier than it used 
to be. It’s not surgery. It’s injecting 
bone-marrow fluid. It’s not like having 
an organ transplant, which I imagine is 
amazingly hard. Everything is getting 
easier and easier with the times, both 
in regular and alternative medicine. 
They’re finding out more in a week 
than they used to in a year.”

In the auditorium at City of Hope 
there was a piano, and while recover-
ing, Winston began to noodle on it. 
Soon enough, these noodlings became 
rough piano pieces that he began to 
polish. Later, in a studio, he recorded 
59 different pieces that he’d composed, 
mostly in his head, at City of Hope. 
From those he chose 15 for his new 
album, Spring Carousel: A Cancer Research 
Benefit. He plans to donate the pro-
ceeds from sales of the album to the 
hospital campus that saved his life.

“I was just practicing, and a bunch 
of songs just kind of happened. And 
I realized that these 15 kind of came 

combined the two titles.
“Each one’s like a cat,” Winston said. 

“They’re all different, and the relation-
ship with each piece is different and 
completely unique. Nothing’s com-
pletely set. Some things are variations; 
like, something is an Irish tune, and 
pretty much the variations are grace 
notes—subtle variations, you’re not 
taking a completely improvised jazz 
solo. Other songs have a space . . . like, 
okay, here’s a space for an improvised 
solo. It all depends on the song. Live, if 
they don’t keep changing and growing, 
I wind up not playing them anymore. 
It’s kind of part of the process. Some 
things are only for recording. Some-
times I record something and I never 
play it again. In a way, how do I know 
when to record pieces. Because, really, 
they’re never done.” 

To help answer that last question, 
Winston has formed a close partner-
ship with sound engineer Howard 
Johnston, who’s recorded Van Mor-
rison, Gene Clark, Bill Frisell, and 
Primus, among many others. It’s been 
crucial to his career. When I pose 
questions about how he records his 
music, Winston’s standard answer is 
“Ask Howard.” Johnston has been 
recording Winston since the 1984 
piano-and-voice recording Winston 
made with actress Meryl Streep telling 
the children’s story The Velveteen Rabbit. 
Johnston says he uses an analog path 
to record Winston, but digital gear and 
software for editing and storage.

“Recording is very important to 
George,” Johnston explained in a 
recent interview. “He lives with and 
develops the songs and concepts over 
time. This occurs before he comes 
into the studio to record. Some songs 
happen with little or no editing. Some 

together to make the statements I 
wanted to make. At the same time, I 
realized that this should be a ben-
efit for the City of Hope. They’re a 
research facility as well as a hospital, 
and they’re nonprofit. It wouldn’t have 
happened without them, both the 
treatment and the piano, so it obvi-
ously goes back to them.”

Which, for anyone who’s ever heard 
Winston’s music, leads to the most 
obvious question: Are his solo-piano 
pieces mostly composed? Or are they 
constantly changing improvisations built 
around a certain recurring set of chords?

“I’m not a composer by tempera-
ment—things just happen here and 
there, just serendipitously or spontane-
ously, and I write down the chords. 
Some of them stay around and some 
don’t. On Spring Carousel there were 
three different kinds of songs. There 
were carousels, which are kind of swirl-
ing, like the location of planets, high on 
the piano—sometimes kind of repeti-
tive, circular-type pieces, sometimes 
influenced by Steve Reich. And then 
the second kind are bouquets—those 
are ballads. The third type, that I call 
Ms. Mysteries, are up-tempo pieces.”

Of the 20 carousels Winston com-
posed at City of Hope, half made it 
onto the record. Of the six Ms. Myster-
ies, he selected three for the album; of 
ten bouquets, two. “At first I thought 
about a double CD, one called Carousel 
and one called Spring. But I realized it 
was only 15 that hung together, and so 

GEORGE WINSTON

WHEN I POSE QUESTIONS 
ABOUT HOW HE RECORDS 
HIS MUSIC, WINSTON’S 
STANDARD ANSWER  
IS “ASK HOWARD.”
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are made by taking the best parts from 
a couple takes. Sometimes George will 
record versions of songs months apart, 
to see what time does to a song, then 
we’ll pick the best version.

“Sometimes we will record impro-
visations at the end of an evening’s 
recording, or even during a session, just 
to get a balance between planned (re-
hearsed) and in-the-moment songs. An 
album is a selection of preconceived 
songs augmented by listening to what 
has been recorded, and letting the 
music tell you what is needed. George 
is very creative in that way—he builds 
his concept for an album, but it can 
be modified by listening to what the 
album is trying to say. George comes in 
with solid concepts and song struc-
tures, but he is open to the moment.”

“Capturing George’s piano sound 
is a combination of the piano itself, its 
placement in the room (finding the 
sweet spot), and the choices of and the 
placement of the microphones. This all 
comes together to capture the unique 
way George plays the piano. We 
record into Pro Tools, and then repeat 
the process when we mix by using 
an analog path to record the mix into 
Sonic Solutions, and eventually put the 
master on 1⁄2" tape.”

What most people, even seasoned 
New Age music fans, don’t know 
about Winston is something that adds 
much weight to his musical vision: his 
love for Teddy Wilson, Harlem Stride 
pianists like Fats Waller, and, most of 
all, his abiding respect and devotion to 
New Orleans piano professors Henry 
Butler, James Booker, and Professor 
Longhair. In 1985, Winston’s record 
label, Dancing Cat Records, reissued a 
Longhair session, Rock ’N’ Roll Gumbo. 
On the new record, he pays homage 
to Longhair in the ragtime-influenced 
“Fess’ Carousels.”

 “That comes from certain things I 
do with the left hand—playing a bass 
note, anticipating a little quicker than 
normal—both of which I got from 
Professor Longhair, even though “Fess’ 
Carousels” doesn’t really sound like 
him, and he didn’t play ragtime. Just as 
I sometimes need Steve Reich, I some-
times need Professor Longhair. He’s in 
everything I do.

“And James Booker as well. I 
think of the piano in terms of James 
Booker’s language, just like I think of 
words in terms of English. I never met 
him, saw him, but I said, ‘That’s the 
way to play the piano!’ Playing a tune 
like ‘Summertime,’ I say to myself, 

sions of other songbooks.
“There are three composers I’ve 

tried to do every song, and they all 
don’t all work out as solo-piano pieces: 
Vince Guaraldi, Professor Longhair, 
and the Doors. Most composers, I do 
one song. Sam Cooke, I do five. Dr. 
John, I can do five. James Booker, I 
play four. Randy Newman, only two 
really work. With Randy, the melodies 
and the chords are great, but the stories 
are so much part of it.”

While many of these tunes are 
worked into Winston’s live sets as 
surefire crowd pleasers, some also 
make it onto his albums. He covered 
Frank Zappa’s “The Little House I 
Used to Live In” and Sam Cooke’s 
“You Send Me” on Montana: A Love 
Story (2004). For Spring Carousel, his 
first album of all originals since 1980 
and his first folk-piano record since 
Montana, he had a cover in mind but 
eventually scrapped the idea.

“It was a muted-piano version of the 
Association’s ‘Windy.’ Wes Montgom-
ery had a hit with it too, and I always 
liked both versions. There’s a song on 
the album called ‘Soft Muted Dream,’ 
and ‘Dream 2,’ where I am mut-
ing the piano with the left hand and 
playing the keys with the right, to get 
the sound that those songs wanted. I 
muted for all of ‘Windy.’ It didn’t quite 
fit, just like other wrinkles didn’t fit, 
but I always liked the tune. It was such 
a vocal hit, and Wes did a great thing 
with it. I’m sure he was surprised to 
have a song on the hit parade.”

Now fully recovered from his 
illness—“It’s like it never happened,” 
he says cheerfully—Winston is back 
on the road, touring in support of his 
latest whimsical musical journey.

“It’s like the albums are soundtracks, 
but there’s no movie. So I’m really 
serving the theme of the album. The 
music always tells me what to do. I 
can’t always do it right away, but it 
always tells me, ‘This is what to play, 
this is how to play it.’ There’s no effort 
in finding out what to do—the great 
effort lies in being able to do it.” Q

‘Okay, now, which James Booker left 
hand do I use for this?’”

Winston’s love of Booker, an ec-
centric keyboard genius who recorded 
sparingly as a leader and was the 
subject of the 2013 documentary Bayou 
Maharajah, is unexpectedly deep. After 
ten minutes of discussing Booker, I 
realized that Winston would rather 
talk about James Booker than George 
Winston—a rare development for a 
solo musician, who, given the solitary 
nature of their craft, tend to be self-in-
volved, and limited in their knowledge 
of the work of other musicians. On 
Spring Carousel, Winston pays tribute to 
Booker with an original song.

“He very much inspired ‘Pixie #13 
in C.’ He had a song called ‘Pixie’ on 
his Junco Partner record that I recorded 
as well as my own “Pixie #3 (Gôbajie)”
on the Katrina benefit record I did in 
2006 [Gulf Coast Blues & Impressions: A 
Hurricane Relief Benefit ]. His ‘Pixie’ is a 
medium-tempo blues progression. The 
left hand never goes down real low—a 
lot of high-end stuff. It was kind of a 
genre unto itself. Over the years, I’ve 
come up with 14 other ‘Pixies.’ ‘Pixie 
#13 in C (Gôbajie)’ was inspired by 
a cat I knew, so part of the subtitle is 
‘Gôbajie,’ which is the cat. She had 
a silent purr, so when she meowed, 
her purr was very, very chirpy, a lot of 
vibrato—so sometimes I’m working on 
something, and these right-hand licks 
just chirp like Gôbajie!”

Another interesting part of Win-
ston’s character, one I wasn’t aware of 
until this interview, is his interest in 
other songwriters. Turns out that the 
man who writes highly original, one-
of-a-kind pieces for solo piano spends 
time—lots of time, according to our 
conversation—working on cover ver-

GEORGE WINSTON

SOMETIMES GEORGE 
WILL RECORD  
VERSIONS OF SONGS 
MONTHS APART, TO 
SEE WHAT TIME DOES 
TO A SONG.
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for medical applications. The company 
claims that the technology “delivers 
results that nudge the boundaries of 
what is feasible with current measuring 
technologies. Even under conditions of 
maximum strain or in other border-
line situations, any incidence of signal 
impurity remains almost undetect-
able, while the outstanding feedback 
damping ensures that the loudspeakers 
crisply perform to the limits of their 
capacity.” I wonder what JA’s measure-
ments will have to say about that.

The Max has four separate power 
supplies—one each for the control-
ler and input/driver stages, and one 
each for the output section’s positive 
and negative half-cycles. The sup-
ply for the input/driver stage has its 
own 80VA toroidal transformer, with 
separate secondary windings for posi-

($29,900/pair), which I reviewed in 
the April 2017 issue.7

The Max is based on what Audio-
net calls an Ultra-Linear-Amplifier 
(ULA) topology, originally developed 

T
hree years ago, when I first heard Audionet’s Max monoblock power 
amplifiers, I described their pairing with YG Acoustics Hailey loud-
speakers “an absolute winner” and “definitely one of the finer systems 
at T.H.E. Show Newport Beach.”1 At subsequent audio shows, no fewer 

than four other Stereophile Contributing Editors enthused about different pairings 
of YG loudspeakers with Audionet amplification. Herb Reichert, at the 2014 
Rocky Mountain Audio Fest: “Everything had a kind of just right quality. Totally 
impressive!”2 Sasha Matson, at RMAF 2015: “Marvelous” on vocals, “rockin’ and 
tight” on bass and drums.3 John Atkinson, at T.H.E. Show 2016: “Duke Elling-
ton’s classic Jazz Party in Stereo . . . was reproduced with terrific dynamics.”4

Larry Greenhill at the 2017 Consumer Electronics Show on the sound in the YG 
Acoustics room, which included Audionet’s Max monoblocks: “the sound on 
playback of Jake Shimabukuro’s ukulele wizardry came closer to matching his live 
performance than in most rooms.”5

I visited the same room later during 
CES 2017, and wrote that it produced 
a huge soundstage, “with the low 
frequencies remarkably fleshed out 
and layered. Everything was perfectly 
controlled, with the speed, power, and 
weight of bass response astounding. 
Highs, however, were a bit recessed, 
and lacking in brilliance, and strings 
briefly turned wiry on the track’s loud-
est passage.”6 What we didn’t know 
from these auditions was how the 
Maxes might sound with other gear. A 
review would answer that question.

Description

The Audionet Max ($30,500/pair), 
which were designed and are manu-
factured in Germany, cost almost 
the same as that of another German 
monoblock, AVM’s Ovation MA8.2 

Description Solid-state, 

MOSFET monoblock power 

amplifier. Inputs: 1 balanced 

(XLR), 1 unbalanced (RCA). 

Outputs: 2 pairs binding 

posts. Power outputs: 400W 

into 8 ohms (26dBW), 

700W into 4 ohms 

(25.4dBW), 1100W into 2 

ohms (24.4dBW). Frequency 

response: 0Hz–500kHz, 

–3dB. Input impedance: 3k 

ohms, 100pF (balanced); 37k 

ohms, 100pF (unbalanced). 

Damping factor: >1800 at 

10kHz, >10,000 at 100Hz. 

Intermodulation distortion 

(SMPTE 100Hz and 20kHz, 

4:1): <–110dB at 50W into 

4 ohms. THD+N: <–106dB, 

1kHz at 25–700W into 4 

ohms. Signal/noise: >125dB.

Dimensions 11.2" (285mm) 

H by 8.5" (215mm) W by 

19.7" (500mm) D. Weights 

(each): 83.8 lbs (38kg) net, 

100 lbs (45.4kg) shipping.

Finishes Front panel: Brushed 

aluminum, black/light gray 

or silver/black printing. Top 

plate and side panels: Black-

anodized brushed aluminum. 

Chassis: black-varnished 

sheet steel.

Serial numbers of units 

reviewed 9.16.19, 9.16.20.

Price $30,500/pair. Approxi-

mate number of dealers: 9.

Manufacturer Idektron 

GmbH & Co. KG,  

Alboinstrasse 36-42, 12103 

Berlin, Germany.  

Tel: (49) (0)30-2332421-0. 

Fax: (49) (0)30-2332421-99. 

Web: www.audionet.de.  

US distributor: GTT Audio & 

Video. Tel: (908) 850-3092. 

Web: www.gttaudio.com.

SPECIFICATIONS

JASON VICTOR SERINUS

Audionet Max
MONOBLOCK POWER AMPLIFIER

1 See www.stereophile.com/content/ 
show-2014-day-3-morning.

2 See www.stereophile.com/content/
rmaf-2014-reichert-ongoing.

3 See www.stereophile.com/content/
more-first-day-adventures-sasha.

4 See www.stereophile.com/content/
jas-day-show-2016.

5 See www.stereophile.com/content/
ces2017-live-vs-recorded-audionet-and-yg.

6 The music was by Mason Bates, from his 
Works for Orchestra, with Michael Tilson Thomas 
conducting the San Francisco Symphony (SACD/
CD, SFS Media 65). See www.stereophile.com/
content/sonja-xv-loudspeakers-yg-acoustics.

7 See www.stereophile.com/content/
avm-ovation-ma82-monoblock-power-amplifier.
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gold-plated XLRs of unnamed prov-
enance, the latter are gold-plated, Tef-
lon-insulated Furutechs—and two pairs 
of Furutech rhodium-plated speaker 
terminals (for biwiring). Also on the 
rear panel are a 15-amp power-cord in-
put and, right above that, a small rocker 
power switch. The power receptacle, 
power switch, and speaker outputs are 
all so close together that, if both your 
power cord’s input termination and 
speaker-cable spades are wide and your 
fingers are thick, you may have trouble 

tive and negative voltages, while each 
of the two output-section supplies has 
its own very hefty 1000VA toroidal 
transformer—one for positive voltages, 
the other for negative. The control-
ler stage—which is powered by its 
own toroidal transformer—monitors 
temperature, DC offset, and other 
parameters, and controls all amplifier 
functions. Should a fault occur, it is 
announced on the front-panel display, 
after which the Max disconnects from 
the mains supply. The Max’s FET-

based input stage is configured as a 
cascaded and bootstrapped differential 
amplifier. The output stage is equipped 
with eight hand-selected MOSFETs, 
with actively controlled bias current. 
For all that, the Maxes didn’t run hot—
the pair of them didn’t heat up my 
well-insulated, 20' by 16' by 9' listening 
room, as do the Pass XA200.8 monob-
locks ($42,000/pair) that usually drive 
my Wilson Alexia speakers.

On the rear panel are balanced and 
unbalanced inputs—the former are 

It’s a straight-talking, 

often thrilling-sounding 

monoblock that puts  

its money where  

its mouth is.
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I
measured one of the Audionet 

Max monoblocks (serial no. 

9.16.20) with my Audio Precision 

SYS2722 system (see the January 

2008 “As We See It,” www.stereophile.

com/content/measurements-maps-

precision). Before doing any testing 

of a power amplifier, I precondition it 

by running it at one-third its specified 

power into 8 ohms for 60 minutes with 

a 1kHz tone: This power level results 

in the highest thermal stress on the 

output devices of an amplifier having a 

class-B or -AB output stage. The Max 

turned itself off after 42 minutes, its 

front panel displaying the message 

“SEVERE ERROR OVERHEATING.” The 

Audionet’s top panel at that point was 

fairly hot, at 117.3°F (47.4°C).

What I found interesting about 

the amplifier’s behavior was that its 

THD+noise, which was extraordi-

narily low with the amplifier cold, at 

0.0008%, stayed close to that level for 

almost the entire 42 minutes, but then 

rose to around 0.03% (not shown). If I 

then reduced the level of the input sig-

nal so that the output power was lower 

than one-third power, the THD+N 

remained around 0.03%. If I didn’t 

reduce the input level, the amplifier 

turned itself off several seconds after 

the increase in THD. I let the amplifier 

cool down for a couple of hours, then 

resumed testing. The Max’s protection 

circuits kicked in several times during 

the measuring when I was operating 

it at high powers, particularly at high 

frequencies, giving me the message 

“SEVERE ERROR HIGH FREQUENCY.” 

Each time, I let the amplifier cool down 

before continuing the testing.

The voltage gain into 8 ohms for 

the balanced input was a low 23.4dB. 

Unusually, the gain via the unbalanced 

nal is detected; and a warm-up countdown that enables the 
user to enter an amount of time, between 15 minutes and 
99.45 hours, after which they intend to begin their listening. 
Also adjustable are the display’s brightness and various other 
control functions. All of this is easily done by holding down 
the Power button longer than two seconds, then navigating 
the menu and making selections from it with short presses 
of Power.

If you leave the display on, you can choose to have it 
announce the input selected or the Max’s temperature. 
Since the display text changes locations randomly every 12 
seconds, I found it utterly distracting and switched off the 
display. That meant that, once the “Waking up . . .,” etc., 
sequence was completed, the display went dark. Thank God.

“I have the time!”

When I first installed the Max monoblocks, Bill Parish 
urged me to replace the balanced (XLR) interconnects that 
I usually use with unbalanced (RCA). “For the balanced 
input Audionet uses an op-amp, which is just another piece 
of circuitry,” he explained by e-mail. “While it is the best 
op-amp out there, you can still hear it. I don’t want to make 
this a big thing, but I assure you that you will greatly prefer 
the RCA (or at least I do). BTW, I’ll bet most of the equip-
ment made today falls into this camp; they just don’t know 
or tell you.”

Given such strong advice, I switched to unbalanced inter-
connects, and stuck with them when I reinstalled my Pass 
amps for comparisons. While the Audionet Maxes don’t re-

accessing the power switch. I’m sure there’s a reason for such 
cramped ergonomics, but it’s not user friendly.

Equally disturbing, the positive and negative speaker 
terminals are close together. Bill Parish of distributor GTT 
Audio & Video advised me to insert a piece of Styrofoam 
between my Nordost Odin 2 speaker cables’ spade termina-
tions to ensure that they would never touch. I made sure the 
lugs were tight, and checked them often.

The Max’s Spartan front panel is far better designed. On 
it are an LED display, and a Power button that also controls 
a number of other functions. Once all inputs and outputs 
are connected and the mains power switch is turned on, the 
Max is in Standby mode. When you press the front-panel 
Power button, the message “Waking up . . .” is displayed. 
Should the polarity of the amp’s AC cord be reversed—
perish the thought—you’re informed of that, too. Assuming 
all is in order, once the Max flashes which of its inputs is in 
use, you’re ready to go.

Switching back to Standby triggers a sequence of messages: 
“Going to sleep . . . ,” followed by “DISCHARGING NOW 
please wait . . .” When that message disappears, the Max is 
in Standby. If you change your mind and press Power once 
more, “RE-STARTING” is displayed. Parish recommended 
that I leave the Maxes on 24/7. Since they use very little 
electricity when no music is playing, and took quite a while 
to sound their best from turn-on, I followed his advice.

The Max offers several options each of operation and dis-
play: AutoStart, which permits timed operation; Auto On/
Off, which turns the amp on from Standby whenever a sig-

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

Fig.1 Audionet Max, frequency response at 2.83V 

into: simulated loudspeaker load (gray), 8 ohms 

(blue), 4 ohms (magenta), 2 ohms (red) (0.5dB/

vertical div.).

Fig.2 Audionet Max, small-signal, 10kHz square-

wave into 8 ohms.

Fig.3 Audionet Max, spectrum of 1kHz sinewave, 

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

scale).
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Precision... For the Record.
The new Rogers High Fidelity 65V-1 Integrated Amplifier is just that — precision.
Like all of The Rogers High Fidelity products, the 65V-1 is hand wired, 
using all silver plated teflon wire, point-to-point assembly and 
Aerospace grade components.  Our obsession to produce the 
finest made and finest sounding amplifiers has produced another 
perfect combination of sound and manufacturing beauty — 
and we warrant it for life. 

The New Rogers High Fidelity 65V-1 at an 
unheard of price of $4,000!

65V-1

iPad Interface

8 Church Street, Suite 3   Warwick, New York  10990     •     845.987.7744        rogershighfidelity.com
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measurements, continued

that was dumping obscene levels of noise into the line, but 
that I’d gummed up the sound by spraying much too much 
DeOxit contact cleaner on my connectors.

Regardless, I ended up with a tub full of Kubala-Sosna 
cables in the middle of my music room. Weeks went by 
before I could summon up sufficient fortitude to carefully 
replace my entire system’s worth of Nordost cables and 
power treatment products with their Kubala-Sosna equiva-
lents: Elation!s and the Xpander. I used not a single squirt of 
DeOxit. And, as I finally sat down to listen, and realized that 
I would also need to hear the Audionets with the Nordosts 
before I could write the review, the Almighty Atkinson’s 
wise words came back to haunt me . . .

Listening

As excellent as the Kubala-Sosna Elation!s were with bass, 
and as admirably smooth as the system sounded overall, I 
found it darker, less open on top, less rich in the midrange, 
and not as focused as with the Nordost Odin 2s. So here, I 
confine my observations to those made after my reference 
wires were returned to the system.

As I listened to Mahler’s Symphony 9, with Iván Fischer 
conducting the Budapest Festival Orchestra (SACD/CD, 
Channel Classics CCS SA 36115), I noted how tightly the 
Audionet Maxes depicted bass-drum thwacks. Rapid tim-
pani rolls were correspondingly clearer than with my Pass 
amps. But I had little sense of hall acoustic and boundaries. 
Although the violins sounded fairly silky and sweet, they 
were a little edgier than I’m accustomed to. Overall, the 

quire that shorting pins be installed in their balanced inputs 
when using their unbalanced inputs, the Passes do.

The first time I listened to the Maxes in my system, they 
sounded disappointing. I suspected there was some sort of 
incompatibility between them and all of my Nordost Odin 
cables—even though I’ve used Nordost Odin 2s with a wide 
variety of amps and speakers, and the sound has always 
been excellent. 

I immediately contacted JA, and asked if it would be 
kosher if I borrowed a full set of Kubala-Sosna Elation! wires 
for this review. With his assent came a warning: I would 
need to establish, as a benchmark, the sound of the Pass/
Kubala-Sosna combo before moving on to the Audionet/
Kubala-Sosna, and “That will take a lot of time.”

“I have the time!” Famous last words of Serinus the Idiot.
Joe Kubala agreed to send what amounted to an 80-lb 

tub filled with Elation! cables and a Kubala-Sosna Xpander 
power distributor. Although in price the Elation!s are far 
more comparable to Nordost’s Valhalla 2s than their Odin 
2s, Kubala felt I wouldn’t be disappointed.

While awaiting that shipment, I reinstalled my Pass Labs 
XA200.8s so that I could review recordings without pain. 
But when the Passes now sounded bad as well, I went into 
a full panic. Check the connections, check the ground . . . 
everything checked out except my composure.

Many days later, but before I’d settled down, my refer-
ence amps began to sound themselves again. In retrospect, 
I believe the problem was not that one of my neighbors 
had started a power-sucking marijuana-growing operation 

inputs was 6dB higher. Both inputs pre-

served absolute polarity, the XLR jack 

being wired with pin 2 hot. The input 

impedances were close to the specified 

values, at 35k ohms unbalanced and 

3k ohms balanced. The latter is very 

low; if this amplifier is used with tubed 

preamps, which typically have a high 

output impedance at low frequencies, 

the bass will sound rolled off.

The output impedance was very 

low, at 0.045 ohm (including the 

speaker cable) at 20Hz and 1kHz, ris-

ing slightly to 0.07 ohm at 20kHz. The 

response with our standard simulated 

loudspeaker1 varied by just ±0.05dB 

(fig.1, gray trace). The Max offered 

a wide small-signal bandwidth, with 

the response into 8 ohms (blue trace) 

down by just over 1dB at 200kHz. The 

Audionet’s reproduction of a 10kHz 

squarewave into 8 ohms (fig.2) thus 

featured very short risetimes, and no 

overshoot or ringing was visible.

Not only does the Audionet Max 

have very low distortion—it is also very 

quiet. Its unweighted, wideband signal/

noise ratio, ref. 1W into 8 ohms and 

taken with the input shorted to ground, 

was a superb 85.4dB, which increased 

to 98.5dB when the measurement was 

A-weighted. Fig.3 reveals that the only 

spuriae present in the output were 

at the 60Hz supply frequency and its 

odd-order harmonics, but these are all 

at very low levels.

The Audionet Max exceeded its 

specified output power of 400W into 

8 ohms (26dBW), clipping at 450W 

into that load (26.5dBW, fig.4). Note 

that in this graph, the actual distortion 

lies beneath the noise at powers below 

30W, indicated by the upward slope 

of the trace as the power decreases. 

Fig.5 reveals that the amplifier also 

exceeded its specified power of 700W 

into 4 ohms (25.4dBW), clipping at 

750W (25.75dBW). The Max clipped 

at the specified 1100W into 2 ohms 

Fig.4 Audionet Max, distortion (%) vs 1kHz con-

tinuous output power into 8 ohms.

Fig.5 Audionet Max, distortion (%) vs 1kHz con-

tinuous output power into 4 ohms.

Fig.6 Audionet Max, THD+N (%) vs frequency at 

20V into: 8 ohms (blue), 4 ohms (magenta).

1 See www.stereophile.com/content/ 

real-life-measurements-page-2.
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measurements, continued

was extremely fast, with lots of layering. Ditto with “Electri-
fied II,” whose very wide, studio-enhanced soundstage, 
sizzling top, and fast, hard-hitting bass made me want to 
get up and dance. Both tracks sounded so much tighter and 
more impactful through the Maxes than through the Passes 
that I don’t hesitate to say it: If your preferences lean toward 
hard rock, driving jazz, or propulsive/explosive music of any 
genre, Audionet’s Max monoblocks are must-hears.

Those sentiments were reaffirmed when I revisited Four 
Four Three: The Music of Terry Riley (DSD128 download, 
Channel Classics 37816) that I reviewed for Stereophile.
com. This collaboration of the Ragazze String Quartet with 
the percussion quartet Slagwerk Den Haag and Kapok—a 
genre-redefining trio of horn, guitar, and drum kit—has slam 
for days, and sounded fabulous: again, darker than I’m used 
to, but fabulous nonetheless.

“This Seeming Dream,” from Zen Widow’s Screaming in 
Daytime (Makes Men Forget) (CD, pfMentum PFMCD 069), 
was ideal for illustrating the Maxes’ many strengths. From 
bright and eerie sounds to piercing trumpet and knock-down 
violent percussion, this unhinged jazz from trumpeter Leo 
Wadada Smith, percussionist Garth Powell, and crew was so 
compelling that I quickly turned out the lights to better sur-
render to its grip. Ditto for “Black on White Paper,” which 
sounded even more stark and violent than through the AVM 
MA8.2 monoblocks. If the Audionet Maxes didn’t trans-
mit the most well-lit images on the planet, their darker yet 
detailed top, combined with their excellence down below, 
made them ideal for recordings with ear-bleed potential. 

sound was darker and less colorful than with my reference 
monoblocks.

Even more deep percussion is to be savored in Revueltas’s 
Sensemayá, with Werner Herbers conducting the Ebony 
Band (SACD/CD, Channel Classics CCS SA 21104). Here, 
the Maxes excelled more in bass impact than in richness. 
Ditto with soprano Carolyn Sampson’s recital disc Fleurs 
(SACD/CD, BIS 2102)—Joseph Middleton’s piano sounded 
flatter than usual, Sampson’s voice more toned down, less 
engaging, a bit edgier.

Back to percussion and speed. I find the 24-bit/96kHz 
download of Ludovic Morlot and the Seattle Symphony’s re-
cording of Stravinsky’s The Rite of Spring (Seattle Symphony 
Media 1005) extremely demanding in both departments, as 
well as extremely colorful. Once again, the Audionets were 
superb on the low end.

Mezzo-soprano Jamie Barton may have sounded a bit 
darker and less brilliant through the Maxes than I’m ac-
customed to, but I absolutely loved listening to her huge, 
resplendent voice in the 24/96 download of her All Who 
Wander, with pianist Brian Zeger (Delos 3494). Ditto for 
a very different singer, lyric soprano Elly Ameling, whose 
gifts, on her rendition of Schubert’s “Die Sterne” with 
Dalton Baldwin (The Artistry of Elly Ameling, CD, Philips 
473-4512), the Maxes reproduced without that last iota of 
radiance that the Pass XA200.8s can provide.

A tip of the hat to Jon Iverson for turning me on to 
Yello—I indulged in two 24/48 download tracks from their 
album Toy (Polydor). The driving beat of “Lost in Motion” 

(24.4dBW), though the AC wall voltage 

had dropped from 123V to 118.5V at the 

clip point.

Fig.6 plots the THD+noise percent-

age against frequency at a level, 20V, 

that is equivalent to 50W into 8 ohms 

and 100W into 4 ohms, and where I 

could be sure I was looking at actual 

distortion rather than noise. Even so, 

the THD+N percentage remains very 

low, with only slight rises in the top 

octave and into the lower impedance. 

I haven’t shown the THD+N plotted 

against frequency into 2 ohms at this 

level (equivalent to 200W), as despite 

repeated attempts, the amplifier’s 

protection circuit cut in and displayed 

the “SEVERE ERROR HIGH FREQUENCY” 

message. At low frequencies and 

high powers into low impedances, the 

highest-level distortion harmonic was 

the third (fig.7), though with a 1kHz 

tone at the same output voltage into 

8 ohms, the second harmonic was the 

highest in level (fig.8). Intermodula-

tion distortion was also extremely low 

(fig.9), even at a level close to visual 

waveform clipping on an oscilloscope, 

where the 1kHz difference product 

rose from –120dB (0.0001%) to –96dB 

(0.0015%, not shown).

As I am coming to expect from ex-

pensive German amplifiers, Audionet’s 

Max performed very well on the test 

bench, offering high powers with very 

low levels of distortion and noise. It 

doesn’t quite have enough heatsink 

capacity for its power-output capabil-

ity, but I suspect that that shortcom-

ing will not be a problem in normal 

use, especially given its very effective 

protection circuitry. (Despite the abuse 

I gave it during testing, the Max didn’t 

break.) My only reservation concerned 

its very low balanced input impedance, 

but this won’t be an issue with modern 

solid-state preamps and digital source 

components.—John Atkinson

Fig.7 Audionet Max, spectrum of 50Hz sinewave, 

DC–1kHz, at 200W into 4 ohms (linear frequency 

scale).

Fig.8 Audionet Max, spectrum of 1kHz sinewave, 

DC–10kHz, at 100W into 8 ohms (linear frequency 

scale).

Fig.9 Audionet Max, HF intermodulation spectrum, 

DC–30kHz, 19+20kHz at 100W peak into 8 ohms 

(linear frequency scale).
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For most people, a home theater is also the primary 

music system. At Rotel, we have been receiving 

accolades for high performance audio for over 55 

years. With the new RSP-1582, we have used that 

vast experience to design a home theater preamp/

processor for audiophiles. One that envelops you in 

dramatic cinematic sound, but also does full justice 

to pure music listening.

The RSP-1582’s audio performance is anchored by 

a sophisticated power supply complete with a custom 

Rotel manufactured toroidal transformer. Six Wolfson 

24bit, 192 kHz DACS are employed – four dedicated 

DACs for the most critical Front Left , Front Right, 

Center and Subwoofer channels with shared 

stereo DAC’s for the rear and surround channels. 

Surround processing is handled by a powerful 

Texas Instruments DSP engine, with 10 channels of 

Parametric Equalization available. An extensive suite 

of digital and analog inputs are provided – including 

PC-USB with support of up to 24 bit/192kHz decoding 

and Bluetooth streaming with aptX. And there is also 

a phono stage, and an analog bypass mode. Both 

single ended and XLR outputs are provided.

The RSP-1582 is replete with all of the functions, 

features and performance that any home theater 

enthusiast could want, too, including eight HDMI 

video inputs with two HDMI outputs (one with ARC), 

all supporting 4K video pass-through, RS-232 and IP 

control, Internet-based soft ware updating, IR inputs/

outputs, 12 volt triggers and the other essential 

elements of a sophisticated home theater.  A 7" TFT 

screen allows easy set-up and system changes even 

when the equipment is located remotely.

To learn about all the RSP-1582’s features and hear 

its remarkable performance visit your nearest 

authorized Rotel dealer.

Theater for 

music lovers.

RSP-1582

rotel.com
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was more emotionally engaging. The 
Audionet was cerebral and cool, and 
would work in a system that needed a 
little drying out.” “The Pass was more 
open-sounding, and sounded more like 
music. The Audionet was more sibi-
lant, with more of an edge on voices, 
and even the piano.” “In terms of over-
all engagement, I thought I could listen 
to the Pass longer. There was more 
heart.” “Pass had an ability to differ-
entiate different sounds from different 
instruments, as opposed to that Phil 
Spector wall of noise that I thought I 
was getting from the Audionet.”

People had the most difficulty talk-
ing about color. And, as I hear it, it is 
in color, warmth, and an emotionally 
compelling sense of beauty and grace 
that the Pass Labs XA200.8 excels. 
The Audionet Max was unquestion-
ably tighter and more impactful in the 
low end, at least through the Wilson 
Alexias, and more defined overall. Its 
sound was also more connected than the 
AVM MA8.2’s, with less Spartan-like 
space between aural images.

Summing Up

Even among monoblocks costing 
$30,000 to $40,000 per pair, trade-offs 
are inevitable. The Max may sound a 
bit dark in some set-ups, but it’s not 
into fuzzy-wuzzies or lily-gilding. 
Rather, it’s a straight-talking, often 
thrilling-sounding monoblock that 
puts its money where its mouth is. And 
it’s exceedingly strong in areas that 
many music lovers consider their top 
priorities. If that’s you, and you’ve got 
the bucks, don’t hesitate to audition 
the Audionet Max monoblocks in your 
system. Q

Group Think

After I’d finished my solo listening, I in-
vited 20 members of the Pacific North-
west Audio Society to my home, in Port 
Townsend, Washington, to compare 
the sounds of the Audionets and Passes 
in a series of listening sessions. Set-up 
issues meant that the Maxes were at a 
disadvantage: They lacked Grand Prix 
Monaco amp stands, to help with bass, 
clarity, transparency, and soundstaging; 
and their Odin 2 power cables were 
shorter and, due to Nordost’s unique 
mechanical-resonance technology, less 
revealing than the longer Odin 2s on 
the Passes. Nonetheless, the Maxes’ 
strengths emerged.

To a person, Group 1, which heard 
the Pass Labs XA200.8s before the Au-
dionet Maxes, unanimously preferred 
the Audionets. Group 2, which lis-
tened to the amps in the reverse order, 
overwhelmingly preferred the Passes. 
As much as this says about the limits of 
an A/B comparisons based on listening 
to short passages of music without the 
opportunity to at least return to A after 
having heard A and B, it also produced 
some extremely revealing commentary.

Group 1 (in which there was such 
unanimity of opinion, they let Society 
President Rene Jaeger speak for them): 
“The Audionet was better in transpar-
ency, clarity, and ability to delineate 
instruments; it had tighter, more exact, 
and better delineated bass. You could 
actually hear the reflections of the tim-
pani from the back of the hall, and, in 
the 24/96 tracks from The Rite of Spring, 
the distinctly different timbral contri-
butions of timpani and bass drum.”

Group 2 (these quotes are from 
various different members): “The Pass 

Digital Sources dCS Paganini SACD/

CD transport & Rossini DAC (6V 

output) & Scarlatti clock; Oppo Digital 

BDP-93 NuForce Edition universal BD 

player; Apple MacBook Pro computer 

with Intel i7, SSD, 8GB RAM; external 

hard drives, USB sticks.

Power Amplifiers Pass Labs XA200.8 

(monoblocks).

Loudspeakers Wilson Audio Special-

ties Alexia.

Cables Digital: AudioQuest Diamond 

(FireWire, Ethernet), Kubala-Sosna 

Elation!, Nordost Odin 1 & Odin 2 

& Valhalla 2 (USB). Interconnect, 

Speaker, AC: Kubala-Sosna Elation! 

(all), Nordost Odin 2 (all).

Accessories Grand Prix Monaco rack 

& amp stands, Apex feet; Nordost 

SortKones & QB8, QK1, QV2, QX4 

AC-power accessories; AudioQuest 

NRG Edison outlets; Stein Music 

Signature Harmonizers, Blue Suns/

Diamonds, Speaker Matches, Super 

Naturals, crystal Quantum Organizer; 

Synergistic Research Tranquility 

Base UEFs & Basik, Transporter & 

PowerCell; Bybee Room Neutralizers; 

Finite Elemente Cerapucs; Absolare 

Stabilians; Resolution Acoustics room 

treatment; Stillpoints Aperture pan-

els.—Jason Victor Serinus

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



Get Bett er Sound: Reference Set-up Manual, DVD, StraightTalk, RoomPlay Reference, and 

RoomPlay™ Custom Voicing. Get bett er sound from any home audio system!

Internet: www.getbettersound.com • Phone: 770-777-2095 • E-mail: jim@getbettersound.com   

G R E A T  S O U N D
What Have You Been Missing?

Dear Audiophile,

“When I voice a system, there is an 

internal list of standards that I expect to 

achieve. It’s my reference. I carry the sound 

in my head (and heart).” 

I’ve enabled tens of thousands of au-

diophiles to successfully apply the same 

principles. Today they are enjoying the 

musical impact of their systems at a far 

higher level, and the urge to get the ‘latest and greatest’ 

is gone (or at least subsided).

Th e following list is a minimum I expect to achieve, 

and you should as well. If even one is minimized your 

results will fall short of what you could have had:

A powerful sense of presence, uncannily as if the 

performers are there with you. 

High emotional impact. You should still feel the 

music in your soul after a listening session the previous 

night, even the next day, the same way you feel after 

attending great live concerts. 

Dense tone quality. Th is is huge and most audio-

philes rarely experience it.

A palpable, reach-out-and-touch-it imagery

from ‘in-the-room’ realistically-sized images, not from 

tiny pinpoints of sound.

Increased energy and eff ortlessness, result-

ing in a more lively sound.

Graceful and delicate details repro-

duced to their full effect, but without 

distracting from the musical impact.

Intimacy is critical, but very few 

audiophiles have ever dealt with this 

aspect (at least, not from their stereo 

systems!). 

Tuneful bass, the virtual foundation 

for compelling musical involvement.

All of the notes reproduced faithfully (sounds 

pretty basic, but I have never heard this on any audio-

phile’s system—pre-voicing—in over 30 years).

A vast diff erence in the presentation 

between ‘they are here’ and ‘we are there’

recorded perspectives. For a ‘we are there 

recording’, the listener should feel virtually 

transported into the venue. For a ‘they are 

here recording’, it should feel as if the musi-

cians have packed up their gear to come to the 

listener’s house to perform a private concert. 

Soundstage depth that extends beyond 

what was thought possible with the current system. 

True soundstage width, not what is often de-

scribed in message boards and audio publications. 

Greater focus and inner detail, but never distract-

ing from the musical impact.

Story telling prowess—a must have for any great 

system—if you don’t know what this means, you’re 

missing a lot!

Is it Technical Excellence or Creative Excellence?

It’s actually both, but all too often, I hear a technically 

excellent system that sounds—well, boring—when lis-

tening to actual music. 

Most systems—if they ever get there at all—remain 

at the “technical audio delight” level. And their owners, 

never having experienced the next level of music repro-

duction, are missing an entire realm of soul-satisfying 

musical involvement.

For much more information, reviews,

and even more to think about, visit 

www.getbettersound.com. Order the 

Get Better Sound Set-up manual and 

3-disc DVD set from the secure website.

Have questions? E-mail jim@getbetter

sound.com or call—770-777-2095.

Best regards,

Jim Smith
PS—You deserve Great Sound. 

Make sure you’re getting it! 
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gardless of load, delivering high amounts 
of current—and expensive. After Madrigal 
bought Mark Levinson, in 1984, ML 
produced bigger, more powerful, more 
costly monoblocks, including the 100W 

No.20.61 and the 150W No.33H.2 In 2008, the Harman 
Specialty Group, which had purchased Mark Levinson from 
Madrigal, upped the ante with the No.53, a 500W mono-
block3 with a pulse-width-modulated output stage. Paliwal 

D
inesh Paliwal, CEO of 
Harman International 
Industries, was addressing 
engineers and the audio 

press in a crowded conference room 
at the opening of Harman Luxury 
Audio’s new Engineering Center 
of Excellence (ECOE), in Shelton, 
Connecticut. Paliwal singled out 
as the ECOE’s first beneficiary the 
Mark Levinson brand, with the 
goal of revitalizing it as Harman’s 
flagship marque. (Other brands 
in the HII stable include Harman 
Kardon, Infinity, JBL, Crown, AKG, 
Lexicon, and Revel.) To achieve this, 
he gave the ECOE team access to 
Harman’s R&D budget of $400 mil-
lion; brought on Todd Eichenbaum, 
formerly of Krell, to be its Director; 
and hired 11 more engineers. 

Paliwal spoke with pride of the facility’s output of six new 
Mark Levinson models in the past 24 months, and pointed 
with pleasure at the new No.536 monoblock amplifier. I 
smiled: I was already scheduled to review it.

The Monoblock Legacy

The No.536’s design fits into a solid tradition of Mark 
Levinson monoblocks that began in about 1977 with the 
ML-2, a 25W, class-A amplifier weighing 80 lbs and cost-
ing $6490/pair, and that established the design pattern for 
subsequent ML monoblocks: big, heavy, voltage stable re-

LARRY GREENHILL

Mark Levinson No.536
MONOBLOCK POWER AMPLIFIER

Description Solid-state 

monoblock power ampli-

fier. Inputs: 1 unbalanced 

(RCA), 1 balanced (XLR). 

Outputs: 2 pairs Hurricane 

spade connectors with 

banana-plug sockets (not 

available on 230V models). 

Power output (20Hz–20kHz, 

0.25% THD+N): 400W into 

8 ohms (26dBW), 800W 

into 4 ohms (26dBW), 

stable into 2 ohms. Fre-

quency response at 400W: 

10Hz–20kHz, ±0.05dB. 

Input sensitivity: 2.83V RMS 

output for 150mV input. 

Input impedance: 60k ohms 

(balanced), 30k ohms (un-

balanced). Output imped-

ance: 0.054 ohm, 20Hz–

1kHz; 0.055 ohm at 5Hz; 

0.056 ohm at 10Hz; 0.059 

ohm at 20kHz. Signal/noise: 

>85dB, ref. level 2.83V RMS. 

Voltage gain: 25.5dB. Power 

consumption: <0.5W (Green 

Standby), 5W (Power Save 

Standby), 65W (Normal 

Standby), 1500W at rated 

output (full power on). AC 

voltage: 100V, 120V, 230V at 

60Hz (set at factory). Con-

trol connectors: 1 Ethernet 

(RJ-45) 10/100; USB-A (for 

updates); USB micro (access 

internal webpage); 1 mini 

(tip/sleeve) 3.5mm plug 

trigger input, 12V DC; 1 (tip/

sleeve) 3.5mm plug trigger 

output, 12V DC.

Dimensions 17.25” (438mm) 

W by 7” (178mm) H (w/o 

feet) by 7.65” (194mm) H 

(with feet) by 21” (533mm) 

D. Weights: 100 lbs (45.4kg) 

net, 114 lbs (51.7kg) shipping.

Finishes Black and silver.

Serial numbers of units 

reviewed 1250, 1255.

Price $30,000/pair. Approxi-

mate number of dealers: 97. 

Warranty: 5 years.

Manufacturer  

Mark Levinson, Harman 

Luxury Audio Group,  

8500 Balboa Boulevard,  

Northridge, CA 91329.  

Tel: (888) 691-4171. Web: 

www.marklevinson.com.

SPECIFICATIONS

The design fits into a  

solid tradition of Mark 

Levinson monoblocks.

1 See John Atkinson’s review of the No.20.6 in the April 1992 issue:  
www.stereophile.com/content/mark-levinson-no26-preamplifier-no20-monob-
lock-power-amplifier-ja-april-1992.

2 See Wes Phillips’s review of the No.33H in the January 1998 issue: 
www.stereophile.com/solidpoweramps/115/index.html.

3 See Michael Fremer’s review of the No.53 in the December 2012 issue: 
www.stereophile.com/content/mark-levinson-no53-reference-monoblock-
power-amplifier.
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Enjoyed Worldwide.

“The Sigma SSP can be regarded as a superb 

stereo analog pre-amp, and all the rest of its  

bells and whistles as a gift.”  

Kal Rubinson, Stereophile, USA

“It combines the flexibility of a Swiss Army  

knife with the precision 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

“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

“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
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MARK LEVINSON NO.536

I
measured one of the Mark Levin-

son No.536 monoblocks (serial 

no.1250) with my Audio Precision 

SYS2722 system (see the January 

2008 “As We See It,” www.stereophile.

com/content/measurements-maps-

precision). Before doing any testing 

of a power amplifier, I precondition it 

by running it at one-third its specified 

power into 8 ohms for 60 minutes. 

(This power level results in the highest 

thermal stress on the output devices 

of an amplifier having a class-B or -AB 

output stage.) After an hour driving 

133W into 8 ohms, the temperature of 

the No.536’s heatsinks was fairly hot, 

at 114.8°F (46°C), and its top panel 

was warm, at 101.3°F (38.5°C).

The voltage gain into 8 ohms for 

both the balanced and unbalanced 

inputs was 25.6dB, and both inputs 

preserved absolute polarity, the XLR 

jack being wired with pin 2 hot. The 

input impedance at low and middle fre-

quencies was extremely high, at 240k 

ohms 360k ohms balanced, and though 

at the top of the audioband this imped-

ance dropped to 250k ohms balanced, 

these are still very high.

The output impedance was low, 

at 0.1 ohm at 20Hz and 1kHz, rising 

slightly to 0.13 ohm at 20kHz. The 

response with our standard simulated 

loudspeaker1 varied by just ±0.1dB 

internal cooling fans unnecessary. The output-stage circuits 
are mounted on the inner surfaces of the heatsinks. The 
component quality is tops, and the bulletproof build quality 
should last a century. Like all Mark Levinson gear, the 100lb 
No.536 is made in the US.

Eichenbaum removed the No.536’s top plate and pointed 
out that the rectifiers and filter capacitors are directly attached 
to the output-stage subassemblies, to make the electrical 
connections short and direct. Second, each of the two output 
stages handles both inverting and non-inverting signals, which 
allows each stage to draw current evenly and simultaneously 
from both the positive and negative supply rails, to maximize 
the amount of power available to the amplifier.

Although each No.536 drives only one channel, it uses 
two fully differential, class-AB, 400W output stages in a 
bridged configuration to bolster its current output. This 
helps the amplifier remain stable into loads of 2 ohms. 
Each output stage has 12 discrete TO-264 bipolar power 
transistors (each rated at 15A, 260V, 200W), and 12 discrete 
TO-220 bipolar driver transistors.

Each of the No.536’s two high-current power supplies 
contains eight discrete, high-speed TO-220 Schottky recti-
fiers and 18 paralleled filter capacitors. Including both power 
supplies, the total storage capacitance of the No.536’s 36 
filter capacitors is 169,200μF. Just behind the front panel is a 
single, low-noise, 1800VA toroidal power transformer with 
separate secondary windings for each output stage.

The No.536 includes the protection design described in 
my review of the Mark Levinson No.585 integrated ampli-
fier in December 2015, scaled up for the No.536’s greater 
voltages and current handling. It uses redundant pathways—
ie, direct connections to the amplifier circuitry itself, as well 
as to the microprocessor, which monitors the amplifier’s 
operation for ultimate reliability under all conditions. To 
protect the amplifier and loudspeaker attached to it, the 
No.536 continuously monitors the heatsink temperature (as 
a fail-safe, there’s also a second temperature sensor on each 
heatsink), internal operating temperature, power-supply rail 

had asked the ECOE to design a “middle-tier” monoblock 
at half the No.53’s list price of $50,000/pair. The result is 
the class-AB No.536, at $30,000/pair.

Circuit Design

According to Todd Eichenbaum, the No.536’s design is new 
from the ground up. Its signal paths are fully discrete and 
fully differential, and it has a mirror-imaged circuit topol-
ogy with high bias current. The No.536’s voltage and driver 
stages are based on the gain stage of the No.585 integrated 
amplifier.4 The No.536’s output stage is biased to operate in 
class-A up to 3W.

The No.536’s overall gain structure was designed to have 
linear open-loop performance before negative feedback is 
applied. This was accomplished by meticulously setting the 
open-loop gain and bandwidth of the output circuit using 
precision resistors and capacitors. Once that was achieved, 
additional resistors were used to add the feedback network. 
Eichenbaum tuned this design to exhibit no latching, ring-
ing, or oscillating when the No.536 is driven into hard 
clipping, nor does it round off the waveform. The waveform 
does exhibit the usual flat top when clipped, but is otherwise 
clean. Harman specifies the No.536 as outputting 400W 
into 8 ohms or 800W into 4 ohms, and remaining stable 
into 2 ohms.

Harman calls the No.536’s design Pure Path, an umbrella 
term used across the Mark Levinson product line—includ-
ing in the No.526 preamplifier5—indicating a direct-coupled 
signal path, voltage gain and drive stages that use folded cas-
code circuits and operate in class-A, and the use of minimal 
feedback and high bias-current settings in the output stage. 
The folded cascode circuits—built with junction field-effect 
transistors (JFETs) and bipolar junction transistors (BJTs)—
are included to achieve high gain, low noise, wide band-
width, and excellent linearity.

Construction

Todd Eichenbaum had walked me through the No.536’s 
layout at the 2017 Consumer Electronics Show. Its case 
of extruded 6063-T5 (aircraft-grade) aluminum measures 
17.25" wide by 7.65" high (with feet attached) by 21" deep; 
openings in the bottom and top plates vent heat and make 

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

Fig.1 Mark Levinson No.536, frequency response 

at 2.83V into: simulated loudspeaker load (gray), 

8 ohms (blue), 4 ohms (magenta), 2 ohms (red) 

(0.5dB/vertical div.).

1 See www.stereophile.com/content/ 

real-life-measurements-page-2.

4 See my review of the No.585 in the December 2015 issue:  
www.stereophile.com/content/mark-levinson-no585-integrated-amplifier.

5 See my review of the No.526 in the May 2017 issue: www.stereophile.com/
content/mark-levinson-no526-preamplifier.
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digital audio player: SONY NW-WM1Z
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measurements, continued

the output (but not at the input); 
the No.536 will not restart until 
it is serviced by a Mark Levinson 
technician.

On the rear panel is the main 
power switch. Just above sits a 
row of control and connectivity 
inputs, including: USB-A, for 
upgrading the firmware; USB-
micro, for accessing the internal 
webpage; RS-232, for connection 
to a computer with a serial port; 
jacks for trigger inputs and out-
puts; and an RJ-45 connector for 
an Ethernet link. Single RCA and 
XLR input connectors are next, 
flanking a small toggle switch that 
selects between them. At the top 
is a row of four speaker terminals 
with Hurricane binding posts.

The amplifier has three operat-
ing states: Off, via the rear-panel power switch; On, by 
pressing the front-panel button, which turns on all audio 
circuits and activates all outputs; and Standby, an energy-
saving mode. Within Standby are three more options, 
selectable via the amplifier’s internal webpage or RS-232 
connector: Green, the factory default, is the lowest-power 
standby mode; it disables the Ethernet and RS-232 inputs, 
but permits wake-up via the trigger inputs. Power Save, a 
moderate energy-saving standby mode, permits wake-up via 
RS-232 or Ethernet. Normal mutes all outputs, but keeps 
the audio and control circuits powered. Except when the 
amplifier is set in Normal mode, the No.536 automatically 
goes into standby when it hasn’t sensed an audio signal for 

voltage, the output current relative 
to the output-transistor operating 
voltage, the output voltage, and 
the output DC level. The No.536 
is prevented from overheating by 
thermal switches inside the power-
transformer housing. Recoverable 
faults—ie, faults that do not indicate 
amplifier damage—include over-
heating, incorrect AC input, DC 
detected at the input, and short cir-
cuits across the speaker terminals.

External Features and Controls

The No.536 has Mark Levinson’s 
usual black case with multiple heat-
sink fins running along each side, 
and its silver-and-black faceplate 
trim is reminiscent of my ca-1999 
No.334 stereo amplifier.6 The front 
panel has only a single button; this 
toggles the amplifier between On 
and Standby when the rear-panel 
Power switch is turned on. Above 
this is an LED that indicates the 
operating status: steady red when 
the amplifier is fully turned on, flashing red while the 
amplifier is in Standby, steady blue as the amplifier starts 
up from a reset, and flashing blue while an update is being 
installed. This same LED also indicates fault conditions: 
When it continuously flashes white, the No.536 has entered 
into Safe Protection Mode because of a recoverable fault 
that can either correct itself (amplifier temperature over safe 
limit) or be fixed by the owner (speaker terminals shorted 
together). If it glows a steady white, the fault is nonrecover-
able: an output transistor is damaged, or DC is detected at 

(fig.1, gray trace). The amplifier offered 

a wide small-signal bandwidth, the 

output into 8 ohms (blue trace) not 

reaching –3dB until 195kHz. Conse-

quently, the No.536’s reproduction of a 

10kHz squarewave (fig.2) featured very 

short risetimes and, commendably, no 

overshoot or ringing was apparent.

Measured with the input shorted to 

ground, the Mark Levinson amplifier 

offered a wideband, unweighted signal/

noise ratio of 71dB, ref. 1W into 8 ohms. 

This improved to 96dB when the mea-

surement bandwidth was restricted to 

22Hz–22kHz, and to 99.3dB when the 

reading was A-weighted. This is a quiet 

amplifier, and while spectral analysis of 

its noise floor as it reproduced a 1kHz 

tone at 1W into 8 ohms (fig.3) revealed 

some supply-related spuriae, these 

were all at a very low level.

The Mark Levinson is also an ex-

tremely powerful amplifier. With clip-

ping defined as when the THD+noise 

reaches 1%, the No.536 clipped at 

510W into 8 ohms (27.1dBW, fig.4), 

compared with the specified maxi-

Fig.2 Mark Levinson No.536, small-signal, 10kHz 

squarewave into 8 ohms.

Fig.3 Mark Levinson No.536, spectrum of 1kHz 

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

frequency scale).

Fig.4 Mark Levinson No.536, distortion (%) vs 1kHz 

continuous output power into 8 ohms.

6 See my review of the Mark Levinson No.334 in the September 1999 issue: 
www.stereophile.com/solidpoweramps/142/index.html.

Just behind the front panel 

of the No.536 is a low-

noise, 1800VA toroidal 

power transformer.
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Hurry Don't Miss This Limited Offer!

Vandersteen's Quatro Wood CT at $13,900/pr. 
is a real-world super speaker. It’s loaded with 
Vandersteen’s most meaningful technologies 
including powered bass with room EQ for “perfect 
bass in virtually any room,” Vandersteen’s patented 
aerodynamic midrange, a naturally airy Carbon 
Tweeter and much more. A ton of speaker!

Performance-Driven Value In A World of Huge Prices. Is there such a thing as an $1,249/pr. 
super speaker? $13,900/pr.? What about $62,000/pr.? What 
makes a super speaker? When a speaker at any price point 
is loaded with so much more technology and sounds that 
PXFK�EHWWHU��LW·V�D�real super speaker.

´%HWWHU�WKDQ�VRPH�VSHDNHUV�,·YH�KHDUG�WKDW�FRVW����WLPHV�DV�PXFK�μ
²-HII�'RUJD\��721($XGLR

Vandersteen Audio today offers a remarkable 
line of high-end super speakers in which each 
PRGHO�VKDWWHUV�DOO�H[SHFWDWLRQV�RI�ZKDW·V�SRVVLEOH�
anywhere near its price point. Because Richard 

Vandersteen has always spent money on his speakers where it counts- on the drivers and 
crossovers that carry the delicate music signal- our entry-level floorstander the $1,249/pr. 1Ci 
routinely EXOOLHV�ELJJHU�VSHDNHUV�FRVWLQJ�WZR�RU�WKUHH�WLPHV�DV�PXFK.

´�«RQH�RI�WKH�ELJJHVW�KLJK�HQG�VSHDNHU�EDUJDLQV�RXW�WKHUH«μ
²5R\�*UHJRU\��7KH�$XGLR�%HDW

The Treo���������SU���LV�D�PRGHUQ�GD\�YHUVLRQ�RI�WKH�0RGHO���WKDW·V�beautiful to look at, but 
over-engineered�WR�EH�DV�VLOHQW�DV�WKH�HQFORVXUHV�RI�WRGD\·V�PRVW�H[RWLF�VXSHU�VSHDNHUV�
regardless of cost.

´0\�QHZ�UHIHUHQFH�VSHDNHUV�μ�²$QWKRQ\�&RUGHVPDQ��7KH�$EVROXWH�6RXQG

The Model 5A Carbon at $29,900/pr. features an advanced carbon tweeter and the patented 
Perfect-Piston™ carbon midrange from the Model Seven Mk II, plus %,*�SRZHUHG�EDVV�
ZLWK�D�����ZDWW�SRZHUHG�VXEZRRIHU�ZLWK����EDQG�URRP�(4�

´8QEHDWDEOH�SRZHUHG�EDVV�μ�²0LFKDHO�)UHPHU��6WHUHRSKLOH

The Model Seven Mk II ($62,000/pr.) 
is the ultimate expression of Richard 
9DQGHUVWHHQ·V�GHVLJQ�SKLORVRSKLHV��D�
radically advanced take on long held 

design tenets. While other expensive speakers are seemingly “redesigned” every 
couple of years to turn new sales, the Seven has been in production continually 
since 2009 and updated just once. Model Seven owners can upgrade to Mk II
status so RXU�EHVW�FXVWRPHUV�DUHQ·W�OHIW�EHKLQG.�7KH�6HYHQ·V�OHJDF\�RI�%HVW�RI�
Show awards over the years is legend, and the Mk II earned four such designations 
in its first year. Yes, a super speaker in every sense of the word, designed and built to 
last.

Buy Vandersteen, Leave “Upgrade-Itis” Behind. When all of the information from 
the amplifier is faithfully retrieved, especially in the crucial time domain, you hear 

that something is missing. That something is the 
distortion of the original signal that leads to the 
inevitable feeling audiophiles experience called 
“upgrade-itis.” Yes, moving up the Vandersteen 

line always offers more performance and ever greater musical pleasure, as will 
any other true upgrade to your system. But owning Vandersteens and upgrading 
EHFDXVH�\RX�ORYH�WKH�ZD\�\RXU�PXVLF�VRXQGV is so much better than swapping 
out your gear because you FDQ·W�VWDQG the way your music sounds.

Carbon-Fiber Tweeter Descended Directly 
from Award-Winning Model Seven Mk II’s 
Patented Perfect-Piston™ Carbon Drivers

Patented Aerodynamic “Reflection-Free” 
Midrange Driver Prevents Back Wave Distortion 
from Reaching Listener’s Ears In Time w/ Music

Advanced Cabinet-Within-A-Cabinet Construction 
Renders Enclosure As Inert & Sonically Invisible 
As Exotic Speakers Costing 10X More
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measurements, continued

webpage. The No.536’s webpage showed the temperatures 
of the output stages and main circuit board, and confirmed 
that the standby mode was “2”: Green, the factory default.

Listening

The No.536es’ sound quality was immediately evident. 
They woke up my Revel Ultima Salon2 speakers, delivering 
an aural palette startling in its transparency and clarity, with 
an expanded ability to reproduce dynamic contrasts, com-
pared with Mark Levinson’s ML-2, No.27, and No.334 am-

plifiers. My first listening 
session produced the same 
epiphany I experienced 
on first hearing Theta 
Digital’s Prometheus class-
D monoblocks:7 Both 
sounded open, slightly 
bright, and whole from 
top to bottom. Needless 
to say, both pairs of ampli-
fiers brought out the best 
from my Revels, which 
sounded incredibly dy-
namic and pleasingly fast, 

with greater punch and precision in their deep-bass response 
than I’d heard before.

First impressions count. I soon adopted the No.536es 
as my go-to amplifiers for the next nine months’ worth of 
reviewing. During the listening for my review of the Torus 
Power AVR TOT power conditioner,8 the Mark Levinsons 

20 minutes. This is a requirement for all products shipping 
into Europe, and it is enabled in the factory default settings.

Setup

Todd Eichenbaum drove down from ECOE to help me sch-
lep the two 114-lb shipping cartons containing the No.536es 
up the short flight of stairs into my listening room. We then 
donned white knit Mark Levinson gloves, complete with 
special gripping surfaces for lifting amplifiers. (Two pairs of 
these gloves are included with each mono amp.) We each 
grabbed one end of a heavy vinyl strap that 
ran under the No.536 and up through its 
heatsinks, to form loops at the amp’s front 
and back. This allowed the two of us to easily 
lift the amplifiers out of their cartons and 
place them behind my Revel Ultima Salon2 
speakers. Eichenbaum ran through each 
No.536’s simple setup routine: rear-panel 
Power switch on; rear-panel input toggle set 
for balanced connection to my Bryston BP-26 
or Mark Levinson No.526 preamplifiers; 
Green standby mode and front-panel Standby 
button pressed.

For most of the listening period, the 
No.536es were plugged into my Torus Power RM20 power 
conditioner. I also briefly plugged them directly into the 
wall outlets, and then into a voltage-regulated Torus Power 
AVR TOT, but could hear no differences.

After playing the No.536es at top volume for 15 minutes, 
I checked their output-stage temperatures via their internal 
webpages. To do that, I connected each amp to my network 
router using an Ethernet CAT5 cable, and to my laptop 
with a micro-USB link. The router assigned the amplifier an 
ISP address, and my laptop’s browser displayed the internal 

mum output into 8 ohms of 400W 

(26dBW). It clipped at 800W into 4 

ohms (26dBW, fig.5), and at 1050W 

into 2 ohms (24.2dBW). I don’t hold 

the wall voltage constant in these 

clipping tests, as I feel that is more 

representative of how an ampli-

fier behaves in normal use. The wall 

voltage at the 20A circuit that feeds 

my test lab dropped from 122.8V to 

119.5V with the No.536 clipping into 4 

ohms, and to 117V with it clipping into 

2 ohms. With the wall voltage held 

constant, the amplifier would deliver 

even more power into very low imped-

ances! The shape of the traces in these 

two graphs puzzled me: Although the 

level of THD+N is extremely low at low 

powers, it starts to rise earlier than I 

expected, and the amplifier appears 

to become more linear at moderately 

high powers before it starts to clip. I 

suspect that this behavior is due to 

there being only a moderate degree of 

negative feedback.

The THD+N percentage at 28.3V—

which is equivalent to 100W into 8 

ohms, 200W into 4 ohms, and 400W 

into 2 ohms—was very low at low and 

middle frequencies (fig.6). Though the 

Fig.5 Mark Levinson No.536, distortion (%) vs 1kHz 

continuous output power into 4 ohms.

Fig.6 Mark Levinson No.536, THD+N (%) vs 

frequency at 28.3V into: 8 ohms (blue), 4 ohms 

(magenta), 2 ohms (red).

Fig.7 Mark Levinson No.536, 1kHz waveform at 

200W into 8 ohms, 0.013% THD+N (top); distor-

tion and noise waveform with fundamental notched 

out (bottom, not to scale).

7 See my review in the March 2015 issue: www.stereophile.com/content/ 
theta-digital-prometheus-monoblock-power-amplifier.

8 See my review in the March 2017 issue: www.stereophile.com/content/
torus-power-tot-avr-power-conditioner.
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played with surprising fullness and unexpectedly wide 
dynamic range, limited only by the Torus’s 10-amp slow-
blow fuse, which died when the No.536es drew a steady 
16 amps. Driven by the No.536es, both my Quad ESL-63 
and ESL-989 electrostatic speakers sounded more open 
and more dynamic, and developed unusually well-defined 
upper bass and sweeter, more open highs. The No.536es 
remained unperturbed when the Quads’ protection circuits 
kicked in and short-circuited the terminals, producing 
none of the scratchy, staticky sounds or overheating warn-
ings I’ve experienced with other amplifiers. When the 
Quads’ protection circuits relaxed, the amps immediately 
turned back on.

The No.536 exerted a superior grip on the Salon2s’ 
woofers, creating a powerfully deep, yet well-controlled and 
well-damped deep bass response. In the Toccata of Widor’s 
Organ Symphony 5, as performed by Jonas Nordwall and 
recorded by John Atkinson (24-bit/88.2kHz AIFF file), 
deep pedal notes were reproduced with unflinching control 
and solidity, and pressurized my room. Similarly, the pedal 
note that ends James Busby’s performance of Herbert How-
ells’s Master Tallis’s Testament, from Pipes Rhode Island (CD, 
Riago 101), was muscular and throbbing yet well controlled. 
The conga drum that opens “Hotel California,” from the 
Eagles’ Hell Freezes Over (CD, Geffen GEFD-24725), had 
a leaden, rock-like solidity, with no sustain. The No.536es 
were able to define and contain the massive bass chord that 
cuts in just after the beginning of “Deeper Well,” from 
Emmylou Harris’s Spyboy (CD, Eminent EM-25001-2), 
allowing her voice and the drums to be heard farther back 
on the soundstage.

One of the most striking things about the No.536 was 
its huge dynamic range and bass impact, as demonstrated 
by: the kickdrum that catapults the sleepy opening of David 
Bowie’s “Putting Out Fire,” from the Cat People soundtrack, 

into a driving rock anthem (CD, MCA MCAD-1498); the 
dense, solid bass-drum notes that erupt from silence in Eiji 
Oue and the Minnesota Orchestra’s recording of Stravin-
sky’s The Rite of Spring (24/176.4k PCM file, Reference 
RR-70); and the struck chimes and thunderous bass drum 
that tighten the suspense in “Assault on Ryan’s House,” from 
James Horner’s score for Patriot Games (CD, RCA 66051-2).

The midrange response blossomed when my speakers 
were driven by the No.536es. Whether the volume was low 
or high, it was easy to hear differences in tone and timbre in 
male voices, piano, and percussion. The No.536 made the 
timbres and harmonics of different solo male voices easy to 
distinguish, without added midbass emphasis. José Carreras’s 
effortless, lyrical tenor floated before the arc of choristers 
in the Kyrie of Ariel Ramirez’s Misa Criolla, in the record-
ing conducted by José Luis Ocejo (CD, Philips 420 955-2). 
Large choral works benefited greatly from the No.536es’ 
clarity, illumination, and power. John Rutter’s Lord, Make Me 
an Instrument of Thy Peace and the Piè Jesu from his Requiem, 
both with Timothy Seelig conducting the Turtle Creek 
Chorale (CD, Reference RR-57CD), revealed subtle tonal 
differences among the members of this male chorus, distinc-
tions made possible by the No.536’s precision. A Gaelic 
Blessing, on the same disc, revealed superb pitch definition of 
the pipe organ’s pedal notes.

The No.536’s midrange performance was highlighted by 
its ability to throw a wide, deep soundstage. “Breathe (in the 
Air),” from Pink Floyd’s Dark Side of the Moon (SACD/CD, 
EMI 82136-2), engulfed me in sounds of throbbing helicop-
ter rotors, jackhammers, footsteps, dive bombers, and PA 
announcements spread across a wide stage. In Rutter’s Piè 
Jesu, the soprano, chorus, harp, and organ were each separate 
and precisely positioned, and the No.536es’ excellent pitch 
definition allowed each descending pedal note to be heard.

The No.536es’ reproduction of cymbals was exemplary. 

measurements, continued

THD rises at frequencies above 2kHz, 

it still lies below 0.08% at 20kHz. 

With a 1kHz signal, the distortion 

signature is odd-order in nature (fig.7), 

with the second harmonic around 

12dB lower in level than the third 

(fig.8). At low frequencies, however, 

the higher-order harmonics reach 

the same level as the third, and the 

even-order products disappear (fig.9). 

However, it is fair to note that all the 

distortion components lie at or below 

–86dB (0.005%). And while the mix 

of harmonics varies with frequency, it 

remains constant with output power, 

which some commentators feel cor-

relates with good sound quality. When 

I tested the No.536 with an equal 

mix of 19 and 20kHz tones, the peak 

level equivalent to 200W into 4 ohms 

(fig.10), while some higher-order 

intermodulation products are visible, 

almost all lie below –90dB (0.003%), 

and the second-order difference prod-

uct is at –100dB (0.001%).

Overall, the Mark Levinson No.536 

measured very well, its performance 

uncompromised by its ability to deliver 

very high powers into low-impedance 

loads.—John Atkinson

Fig.8 Mark Levinson No.536, spectrum of 1kHz 

sinewave, DC–10kHz, at 100W into 8 ohms (linear 

frequency scale).

Fig.9 Mark Levinson No.536, spectrum of 50Hz 

sinewave, DC–1kHz, at 100W into 8 ohms (linear 

frequency scale).

Fig.10 Mark Levinson No.536, HF intermodulation 

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

into 4 ohms (linear frequency scale).
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One of my favorite recordings of 
softly played cymbals is “Nardis,” from 
Patricia Barber’s Café Blue (SACD/
CD, Premonition/Blue Note/Mobile 
Fidelity Sound Lab UDSACD 2002). 
In drummer Mark Walker’s solo, as he 
played cymbals, drum heads and rims, 
and even different areas of a single 
cymbal, each was clearly depicted by 
the No.536.

Comparisons

My ca-1977 Mark Levinson ML-2 
monoblocks (50W class-A into 4 ohms) 
conveyed the same smooth resonances 
of orchestral violins and violas, as well 
as the richness of woodwind timbres—
but at significantly lower volumes than 
were possible with the No.536es. The 
ML-2s were leaner in the midrange 
and upper bass, but had unusually good 
pitch definition for deep bass, making it 
easy for me to follow Brady Blade’s bass 
line in “The Maker,” from Emmylou 
Harris’s Spyboy. The Mark Levinson 
No.334, ca 1999, played with a warmer 
midrange, less percussive impact, darker 
overall tone, and narrower dynamic 
range. As I mentioned in my review of 
the No.526 preamp in May, the No.334 
seemed compressed when compared 
to the No.536, which was faster, more 
transparent, more open, more emotion-
ally involving.

Conclusions

At $30,000/pair, the Mark Levinson 

No.536 is expensive. Only seven of the 
25 top-rated solid-state power ampli-
fiers listed in the April 2017 edition of 
Stereophile’s “Recommended Compo-
nents” cost more, and a similar number 
(not the same amps) can output more 
power into 8 ohms. But don’t despair—
Mark Levinson has just released a less 
expensive version of the No.536: the 
dual-mono, 250Wpc No.534 stereo 
amp ($20,000).

Does the No.536 have any draw-
backs? Ruggedness, high output, and 
class-AB operation mean that an amp 
must be big and heavy, and require two 
people for unpacking. It could benefit 
from better instructions for accessing 
its internal webpage, and inclusion of 
a USB-micro cable. But, as those at 
Mark Levinson might say, these are 
easily recoverable faults.

Dinesh Paliwal has succeeded in 
revitalizing the Mark Levinson line, 
building a cutting-edge engineering 
team, and releasing a slew of high-
end products. Among them is this 
super-rugged, expensive amplifier, 
which has exceptional sound quality. 
Nine months after I began listen-
ing to it, its soundstaging, imaging, 
speed, and wide-ranging dynamic 
contrasts remain spellbinding, equaled 
by only one or two other amplifiers 
in memory. The No.536 is definitely 
worth my strong recommendation that 
it be included in Class A of Stereophile’s 
“Recommended Components.” Q

Analog Sources Linn Sondek turn-

table with Lingo power supply, Linn 

Ittok tonearm, Spectral moving-coil 

cartridge; Nakamichi 600 cassette 

player; Day-Sequerra 25th  

Anniversary FM Reference, McIntosh 

Laboratories MR-78 FM tuners.

Digital Sources Bryston BCD-1 CD 

player & BDP-2 media player with IAD 

soundboard & BDA-3 DAC; Oppo BPD-

103 universal BD player; Lenovo P50 

computer running Windows 10 Pro 

(64-bit), JRiver Media Center 22.

Preamplifiers Bryston BP-26, Mark 

Levinson ML-7 & No.526.

Power Amplifiers Mark Levinson 

No.334 & No.27 & ML-2  

(monoblocks).

Loudspeakers Quad ESL-63 &  

ESL-989, Revel Ultima  

Salon2; Revel Rhythm2, SVS SB13-Ultra 

subwoofers.

Cables Digital: Wireworld Starlight 

Coaxial. Interconnect: Mark Levinson 

Silver, Red Rose Silver One, Totem 

Acoustic Sinew (all unbalanced), 

Bryston, Pure Silver Cable (balanced). 

Speaker: Coincident Speaker Tech-

nology CST 1, Pure Silver Cable R50 

biwire double ribbon, QED X-Tube 

400, Ultralink Excelsior 6N OFHC.

Accessories JL Audio CR-1 electronic 

subwoofer crossover; Apple iPhone 6 

with Studio Six iTestMic running Audio 

Analyzer app; Apple iPad; Torus Power 

Tot AVR & RM 20 power conditioners.

Listening Room 26' L by 15' W by 12' H 

(4680 ft3) with semi-cathedral ceiling, 

sparsely furnished with sound-absorb-

ing 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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A Proven System, 
Dramatically 
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Now a 35-year-old success story, 
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be the world’s favorite way to 
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However, all existing carbon fi ber 
brushes have too much electrical 
resistance between the fi bers, the 
handle, and the user’s hand.

The user is the “ground” for static 
electricity — good conductivity 
from fi bers-to-hand is a big deal!

AudioQuest’s new Brush has ideal 
conductivity from the Carbon 
Fibers, through to the conductive 
Gold Contacts placed right where 
your fi ngers need them.

And, there are now vastly more 
smaller fi bers to more eff ectively 
sweep away micro-dirt — not just 
the less relevant visible dust.

We invite you to experience the 
dramatically improved AudioQuest 
Conductive Record Brush.

Your records will 
thank you!

William E. Low
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of Lamm’s preamplifier line.1 The L2.1 
Reference is a line-level preamplifier 
supplied in two enclosures, each mea-
suring 19" wide by 4.5" high by 13.875" 
deep. Although the division of labor 

between those two boxes is common enough—one is the 
preamp proper, the other the power supply—the division of 
technologies is, as far as I know, unique to Lamm: the pre-
amp is built with solid-state devices, while the power supply 
uses tubes as rectifiers, regulators, and voltage references. 
(There is also a solid-state 12V regulator for tube filaments.) 
The preamp and power supply connect to one another by 
means of a specially made six-conductor cable.

Of the technical distinctions between the L2.1 Refer-
ence and its predecessor, the most striking may be the new 
preamp’s use of completely different current-source transis-
tors—made possible, Vladimir Lamm told me, by the recent 
introduction of certain low-voltage MOSFETs. The output 

As the original 
L2 circuitry was 
virtually flawless, 
it was the emer-
gence of new 

electronic components that 
opened up a possibility of [even 
better performance] . . .”

So begins one of two book-
lets—one a collection of speci-
fications and interior photos, 
the other a distinctly thorough 
user’s manual—included with 
the new L2.1 Reference line-
level preamplifier from Brook-
lyn’s Lamm Industries, earlier 
products from which have 
impressed me as among the 
best available. Indeed, coming 
from almost anyone else, the 
above quote would strike me 
as trivial boasting—but I know from experience that there’s 
nothing trivial about designer and company head Vladimir 
Lamm, a university-trained electronics engineer who’s been 
building artisanal tubed and solid-state audio amplifiers for 
nearly 55 years, and whose research in the field of psycho-
acoustics has guided much of that work. Lamm is as serious 
and staid as they come, so when he reports having taken his 
work another step forward, my interest is piqued—the same 
response I accorded his invitation to write about the Lamm 
L2.1 Reference ($22,790).

Description

The L2.1 Reference is outwardly identical to its predecessor, 
the L2 Reference, introduced 15 years ago and, until the in-
troduction of the LL1.1 Signature ($45,590) in 2010, the top 

Description Solid-state 

line-level preamplifier with 

separate tubed power sup-

ply. Tube complement: one 

12AX7/ECC83, one 6C19P, 

one 5651A, two 12AX3. In-

puts: 4 single-ended (RCA). 

Outputs: 2 single-ended 

(RCA), 1 balanced (XLR). 

Input sensitivity: 0.135V 

RMS, ±2%. Input imped-

ance: 50k ohms. Output 

impedance: typically 130 

ohms. Frequency response: 

20Hz–20kHz, ±0.2dB; 

5Hz–120kHz, ±3dB. Slew 

rate: 30V/μs. Risetime: 

1μs. THD: )0.03% at 2V 

RMS. Signal/noise: typically 

94dB, 22Hz–22kHz, below 

2V RMS output. Power 

consumption: 80W.

Dimensions Preamp and 

power supply (each): 

19" (483mm) W by 4.5" 

(114mm) H by 13.875" 

(350mm) D. Preamplifier 

weights: 15.4 lbs (7kg) net, 

34.6 lbs (15.7kg) shipping. 

Power supply weights: 19 lbs 

(8.6kg) net, 39 lbs (17.7kg) 

shipping.

Finish Black

Serial number of unit  

reviewed F10186.

Price $22,790. Approximate 

number of dealers: 12.

Manufacturer  

Lamm Industries, Inc.,  

2513 E. 21st. Street,  

Brooklyn, NY 11235.  

Tel: (718) 368-0181.  

Fax: (718) 368-0140. Web: 

www.lammindustries.com.

SPECIFICATIONS

ART DUDLEY

Lamm Industries L2.1 Reference
PREAMPLIFIER

Julie Price’s bassoon 

emerged from the mix 

with clearly realistic tone.

1 See Jonathan Scull’s review of the Lamm L2 Reference in the May 2001 issue: 
www.stereophile.com/tubepreamps/354/index.html.
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I
measured the Lamm L2.1 Refer-

ence preamplifier with my Audio 

Precision SYS2722 system (see 

the January 2008 “As We See 

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

measurements were taken at the pre-

amplifier’s Direct inputs, which bypass 

the input switching. The gain with the 

volume control set to its maximum was 

8.8dB, unbalanced input to unbalanced 

output; and, as expected, 6dB higher 

from unbalanced input to balanced 

output. The twin volume controls 

operated in accurate 1dB steps, and 

the unity-gain setting at the unbal-

anced outputs was with the controls 

set to 3:30. Both sets of outputs 

preserved absolute polarity (ie, were 

non-inverting). The unbalanced inputs, 

specified as offering a usefully high 

input impedance of 50k ohms, met that 

figure at 20Hz and 1kHz. Though the 

input impedance dropped to 44k ohms 

at 20kHz, this is inconsequential.

The unbalanced output impedance, 

specified as typically being 130 ohms, 

was 131 ohms at 1kHz and 139 ohms 

at 20kHz, but rose to 3.3k ohms at 

20Hz, presumably due to the pres-

ence of an output coupling capacitor. 

The balanced impedances were twice 

the unbalanced, again as expected. 

With this very high output imped-

ance at low frequencies, it came as 

no surprise that, when I tested the 

unbalanced frequency response into 

the very low 600 ohms load, the bass 

rolled off, reaching –3dB at 180Hz (fig.1, 

cyan and magenta traces). But into 

a much higher impedance (blue and 

red traces) the response was flat from 

50Hz to 50kHz, with the output down 

by just 0.9dB at 10Hz and by 0.7dB at 

200kHz. As long as the L2.1 is used 

with power amplifiers having an input 

impedance of 20k ohms or higher, the 

low frequencies will not sound lean. 

This graph was taken with the volume 

controls set to their maximum. There 

was no significant difference at lower 

settings, and the balanced response 

into 100k ohms was identical to the 

unbalanced. Also note in this graph the 

excellent channel matching, which was 

preserved at lower volume settings.

The Lamm’s channel separation was 

that select between Line 1 and Line 2, and routes the signal 
directly to the dual-mono, detented volume potentiometers. 
I love the two-volume-pot arrangement, which provides a 
means of controlling the left/right balance without burden-
ing the signal with an additional pot for Balance. And it’s 
Lamm’s opinion that a potentiometer always sounds better 
than any of its newer, more high-tech counterparts, includ-
ing but not limited to resistive ladders and digital volume 
controls of every sort.

All of the above-described inputs are single-ended only 
(RCA jacks). Of the L2.1 Reference’s three outputs, two—
the pair labeled Rec, grouped with their corresponding Tape 
inputs, and the pair labeled Single Ended (RCA jacks, all)—
are themselves single-ended. The third pair of output jacks 
(XLR sockets) are balanced, as marked, although Vladimir 
Lamm’s experience is that balanced operation confers no 
sonic advantage.

In addition to the user controls described above, the L2.1 
Reference also offers a Mute/Operate switch, and a switch 
labeled Phase 180/Phase 0, for inverting absolute phase 
(signal polarity)—the latter, I came to realize, accomplished 
without delays or audible clacks. One more design element 
deserving of mention has to do with not an added feature 
but one that is, happily, missing: a remote-control handset 
is not supplied with the L2.1 Reference, or with any Lamm 
product. The new preamp’s single concession to the seden-
tary life is the ability to connect Lamm power amplifiers to 
the L2.1 in such a way that they can be turned on and off by 
a pair of Remote switches on the L2.1’s power supply. (The 
special cables required for this are not included.)

The construction quality evident in the L2.1 preamp and 
its power supply is superb. The outwardly somber enclo-
sures—solidly made aluminum-alloy boxes finished in satin 
black, with white lettering and rack-mount handles—conceal 
hefty circuit boards with neat traces, cleanly precise solder-

impedance of the original current-source transistors wasn’t 
as high as he wanted, Lamm said; “the new transistors gave 
me the chance to optimize the performance of the circuit’s 
first differential amplifier, and increase its signal-to-noise 
ratio. For me, this is a very serious achievement.”

Also new in the 2.1 Reference is a shift from electrolytic to 
high-voltage polypropylene capacitors for some of the posi-
tions in its power supply. The power-supply circuit topol-
ogy remains, in Lamm’s words, “very similar, except for the 
absence of those electrolytics: polypropylene caps are much 
better than electrolytics.” While noting the much higher cost 
of these new caps, Lamm told me, “People are always asking 
why I would spend so much on these very expensive capaci-
tors, and my answer is always the same: If I could show you 
the calculations, and if you could hear the improvement they 
make, you would see they are worth the price.”

Key elements of the original L2 Reference endure in the 
L2.1, especially the use of high-voltage MOSFETs in the 
latter’s all-single-ended, class-A gain stages. According to 
Lamm, “because of high voltage, we have a gigantic linear 
range, [so] we don’t need feedback: this is the natural way 
to design electronics.” This element of the preamp’s design 
is itself made possible by the use of a high-voltage (350V) 
power supply that uses two 12AX3 single-diode rectifier 
tubes and a Russian 6C19P voltage-regulator tube; Lamm 
describes the latter as having “very good parameters, and 
[its] voltage drop is insignificant.” Two other tubes are used 
in the L2.1 Reference’s power supply: a 5651 voltage refer-
ence tube—“very stable, very low noise, with a much better 
temperature coefficient than zener diodes,” according to 
Lamm—in concert with a 12AX7 dual-triode, the latter used 
to amplify errors before notching them out.

Of the L2.1’s four line-level inputs, three—Line 1, Line 2, 
and Tape—are sonically identical. The fourth input, Direct, 
bypasses the Tape/Source toggle switches and the toggles 

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

Fig.1 Lamm L2.1 Reference, unbalanced frequency 

response at 1V into 100k ohms with volume control 

set to maximum (left channel blue, right red) and 

into 600 ohms (left cyan, right magenta) (1dB/

vertical div.).
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measurements, continued

ing, and top-shelf parts including TKD 41-step 
volume pots, Hammond chokes, Dale/Vishay re-
sistors, and capacitors from Electrocube, EPCOS, 
Rifa/Kemet, and Vishay, alongside a custom-made 
mains transformer.

Installation and setup

As with every Lamm product I’ve encountered so 
far, the L2.1 Reference and its power supply were 
shipped in hefty wooden crates—this time packed 
within cardboard cartons. Bulletproof though 
this packaging seems, Vladimir Lamm remains 
adamant that his products be shipped only by air 
freight, never ground. Both units arrived without 
apparent flaw, the tubes pre-installed in the power 
supply. I removed the supply’s top plate to check 
them, and all tubes were tightly, securely in place.

Installation was a simple matter of placing the preamp 
enclosure on the top shelf of my Box Furniture rack and 
the power supply on the shelf below; in use, the preamp 
ran just slightly warm to the touch, the supply warm but 
not hot. I used only the nondescript power cord supplied 
with the review sample, and made do without coupling feet, 
decoupling feet, isolation platforms, resonant devices, anti-
resonant devices, cable risers, or accessories of any sort.

For digital recordings, I relied on my Sony SCD-777 
SACD/CD player and, to a lesser extent, Halide Design’s 
DAC HD USB D/A converter. My grease-bearing Garrard 
301 turntable and EMT 997 tonearm—the former snugged 
into a homemade plywood-and-cocobolo plinth, the 
latter fitted with a variety of EMT, Ortofon, and Shindo 
pickups—comprised the analog source, addressing the 
Lamm through a Sentec EQ11 phono preamplifier2 I’ve 

been enjoying for the past few months, itself preceded by 
a choice of Auditorium 23 Hommage T1 and T2 step-up 
transformers. The SACD/CD player and LP player took 
turns riding on the Lamm’s Direct inputs, which sounded 
slightly but inarguably better than the other three line 
inputs in the same way that correct signal polarity sounds 
better than incorrect polarity: almost imperceptibly louder 
and more forward.

The L2.1 Reference is turned on with the Power switch 
on the front panel of its power supply; that switch flipped, 
a red LED next to it flashes steadily, indicating that the 
Lamm’s various components are charging up, warming up, 
and altogether settling in. Just over 45 seconds later, a relay 
emits a soft click, the light glows steadily, and the L2.1 is 

superb, at >120dB below 1kHz and still 

110dB at 20kHz. Noise levels were low: 

the wideband, unweighted signal/noise 

ratio, taken with the inputs shorted 

to ground but the volume controls 

set to the maximum—the worst-case 

situation—measured 76.8dB ref. 

1V. Restricting the bandwidth to the 

audioband improved the ratio to an 

excellent 87.8dB, with an A-weighting 

filter giving further improvement to 

90.5dB. Spectral analysis revealed 

that the low-frequency noise floor was 

smooth, other than some very low-level 

spuriae at the AC supply frequency 

of 60Hz and its odd-order harmon-

ics (fig.2). These stem from magnetic 

interference, perhaps from a supply 

transformer—though for these tests 

I did have the separate power-supply 

chassis on the floor, well away from the 

preamplifier chassis.

As I found with the original L2 Refer-

ence preamplifier,1 my Audio Precision 

test set can’t deliver a voltage high 

enough to drive the L2.1 into clipping. 

Fig.3 shows that at the signal genera-

tor’s maximum output the L2.1 delivers 

36V into 100k ohms, but the distor-

tion is still only just above 0.1%. At 

lower output voltages the percentage 

of THD+noise is very low, reach-

ing just 0.005% at 1.4V. Below that 

level, the trace in fig.3 is dominated 

Fig.2 Lamm L2.1 Reference, unbalanced spectrum 

of 1kHz sinewave, DC–1kHz, at 1V into 100k ohms 

(left channel blue, right red; linear frequency scale).

Fig.3 Lamm L2.1 Reference, unbalanced distortion 

(%) vs 1kHz output voltage into 100k ohms.

Fig.4 Lamm L2.1 Reference, unbalanced distortion 

(%) vs 1kHz output voltage into 10k ohms.

1 See http://tinyurl.com/m3cfaop.

2 See Herb Reichert’s review of the Sentec EQ11 in the October 2014 issue: 
www.stereophile.com/content/sentec-eq11-phono-preamplifier.
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measurements, continued

ready to use. The exceptionally thorough manual suggests 
that the preamp sounds its best after 25–30 minutes of ad-
ditional warmup—which my listening confirmed. During its 
time in my system, the L2.1’s overall sound quality seemed 
to change very slightly, this change most noticeable as a 
slight increase in bass extension; the degree of change was 
modest compared with most perfectionist-quality preamps 
and amps of my experience—so modest that I doubt I could 
reliably distinguish between a run-in L2.1 and one fresh 
from the factory.

Listening

I know it’s gauche to quote oneself. I’m going to do it anyway.
In the October 2004 issue I wrote, in my review of 

Lamm’s ML2.1 monoblock power amplifier: “To listen to 
the ML2.1s was to imagine . . . that I was hearing music’s 
original complex wave stripped of more garbage than ever 
before: Notes were more distinct, as were the relationships 
between them.”3 As I think I also made clear, the Lamm 
monoblocks did this while preserving the natural timbral 
richness and roundness of every one of those notes, from ev-
ery instrument and voice. The musical cleanness and clarity 
of the Lamm amp gave lie to the notion that sonic richness 
and color in an audio component are always additives—in 
a word, distortions. Each distinct note, every reproduced 
sound, was clean and rich.

So it was with the L2.1 preamplifier, which nailed the tone 
and texture of the bassoon’s sustained note that bridges the 
first and second movements of Mendels-
sohn’s Violin Concerto in e, with soloist 
Jascha Heifetz and Charles Munch 

by noise. Reducing the load imped-

ance to 10k ohms—which is about the 

lowest impedance the preamplifier will 

encounter in a real-world system—the 

picture was very similar (fig.4). Only 

into the punishing load of 600 ohms 

did the Lamm actually clip (defined as 

1% THD+N), but even then, not until 

3.3V (not shown).

Fig.5 shows how the THD+N per-

centage changes with frequency, taken 

at a level, 2V, where I could be sure 

that I was looking at THD rather than 

N. Commendably, the measured figure 

remains low across the audioband, and 

the distortion signature is almost pure 

second harmonic, this lying at –90dB 

(0.003%, fig.6). This graph was taken 

into 100k ohms; the second harmonic 

rose slightly into 10k ohms, to –87dB 

(0.0045%). Intermodulation distortion 

was also extraordinarily low (fig.7). This 

graph was taken at 1V into 100k ohms; 

increasing the level to 2V did not in-

crease the level of the distortion to any 

significant extent—this is extraordinary 

linearity for a circuit that is said not to 

use loop negative feedback.

Like the other preamplifiers de-

signed by Vladimir Lamm that have 

passed through my test lab, the L2.1 

Reference is well engineered. 

—John Atkinson

Fig.5 Lamm L2.1 Reference, unbalanced THD+N 

(%) vs frequency at 2V into 100k ohms (left chan-

nel blue, right red) and 10k ohms (left gray) (linear 

frequency scale).

Fig.6 Lamm L2.1 Reference, unbalanced spectrum 

of 50Hz sinewave, DC–1kHz, at 1V into 100k ohms 

(left channel red; linear frequency scale).

Fig.7 Lamm L2.1 Reference, unbalanced HF inter-

modulation spectrum, DC–30kHz, 19+20kHz at 1V 

into 100k ohms (left channel blue, right red; linear 

frequency scale).
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3 See www.stereophile.com/
tubepoweramps/1004lamm/index.html.
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despite the drum kit’s apparent distance from the mikes, and 
Chuck Israels’s bass, in addition to providing a great deal of 
said drive, had body, (large) scale, and good color and texture. 
Evans’s piano in “Isn’t It Romantic” sounded meaty and 
right, and the Lamm captured how, just 30 seconds into this 
track, the very deliberate timing of Evans’s chording strains 
again the beat laid down by the double bass—and how, one 
minute after that, Evans shifts to long, fluid runs that had me 
on the edge of my seat.

From recording to recording, the L2.1 Reference was 
a knockout. Before its arrival, I’d been listening to CDs 
through my Shindo Masseto, itself a magnificent preamp. 
Switching over to the Lamm was like replacing a romanti-
cally engaging conductor such as Furtwängler with the 
more modern von Karajan: suddenly, in orchestral music, 
lines were clearer, as were musical and spatial distinctions 
between the different instrument groups. And although the 
Lamm didn’t exceed the Shindo’s sense of melodic momen-
tum and forward thrust, or equal its ability to sound huge 
when called for, it was no less beautiful or engaging.

Conclusions

During its time in my system, the Lamm L2.1 Reference was 
the rare product that swept the question of tubes vs solid-
state into insignificance, focusing my attention on the music, 
and on an arguably more important variable in the making of 
good playback gear: the designer. Over the years, I’ve gained 
a sense that there are only a relatively few builders who, ow-
ing to their imagination and skill and training—not to men-
tion the sheer force of their personalities—have a hold on one 
or more pieces of the playback puzzle. Vladimir Lamm is 
among that small group’s most distinguished members.

The L2.1 Reference isn’t cheap, and while it’s extremely 
well made and contains some of the finest and most expen-
sive parts available, other perfectionist-quality preamps can 
be considered as offering greater value for the dollar. That 
said, I can’t imagine the music enthusiast who would be 
disappointed with the Lamm’s uniformly superb sound and 
musicality. To paraphrase the 13-year-younger me, also from 
my review of Lamm’s ML2.1 monoblock: A good preamp. 
A damn good preamp. Q

leading the Boston Symphony Orchestra (CD, RCA/JVC 
JMCXR-0010). And that’s to say nothing of Heifetz’s violin 
tone through this preamp: supple, limber, delicately colored 
and textured, and with every iota of his legendary intonation 
in clear, full measure.

With the Lamm in my system, I was also impressed by 
the sounds of the pizzicato double-stops in the final move-
ment of that concerto, which made me smile and laugh 
out loud with their realistic sense of touch. Beautifully 
reproduced pizzicati were also heard in the clever string 
arrangement for “Emily,” from Joanna Newsom’s Ys (CD, 
Drag City DC303CD), and of course from her own Lyon 
& Healy concert harp. The L2.1 preserved Newsom’s vocal 
idiosyncrasies—eg, her squeaky note attacks in “Cosmia”—
without dulling or edginess. Spatially, Newsom’s voice 
had superb presence and substance with the Lamm in my 
system. And soloist Julie Price’s bassoon—again with the bas-
soons!—in Elgar’s Romance for Bassoon and Orchestra, with 
Paul Goodwin conducting the English Chamber Orchestra 
(CD, Harmonia Mundi HMU 907258), emerged from the 
mix with clearly realistic tone and a fine sense of touch on 
the keys and force of breath.

Also well served by the Lamm were unnatural—or at 
least non-acoustic—tones, such as the gloriously raw sound 
of Roy Buchanan’s electric guitar in “Pete’s Blue,” from 
his Sweet Dreams: The Anthology (2 CDs, Polydor 314 517 
086-2). Through the L2.1, that guitar screeched and scraped 
and sang long, overdrive-sustained notes for the first three 
minutes of the song, until Buchanan briefly switched to his 
rhythm pickup, at which point it took on that bottom-of-
a-deep-pool sound that Telecaster enthusiasts know from 
a block away. The very clear, open-sounding Lamm also 
suggested that the reverb in the guitar’s sound came from 
the studio, not the amp. Similarly, the L2.1 preserved the 
wonderful sound of an electric guitar played through an 
amp with the reverb and tremolo turned up high, as in the 
intro to “Make It Good to Me,” by the late Sharon Jones and 
her band, the Dap-Kings, from the sampler Daptone Gold 
(CD, Daptone DAP-018). On that number, the Lamm also 
impressed with the believable and just-right amount of bass 
depth and power it allowed the electric bass, and its good 
sense of rhythmic drive.

As longtime readers know, I am not a soundstaging freak. 
That said, one evening, while listening to the recording of 
Mendelssohn’s Octet for Strings made by the Chamber 
Ensemble of the Academy of St Martin-in-the-Fields (LP, 
Argo ZRG 569), I couldn’t help being impressed by the 
convincing illusion of some players being farther than oth-
ers from the microphones, and the corporeality conferred 
to the sounds of their instruments. Of course, none of that 
would have meant a damn if not for the fact that the Lamm 
preamp also conveyed a tremendous sense of drive and mo-
mentum in this music, and reproduced the sounds of bowed 
and plucked strings alike with color, texture, and human-
ness. And in reproducing the pizzicato cello notes in the 
Andante, the Lamm provided the perfect amounts of weight 
and depth—not too heavy, not too lean.

The Lamm L2.1 ranked with the very best preamps I’ve 
heard in its ability to convey musical drive and propulsion, 
and to decode the sheer exhilaration hidden in some record-
ings—such as the Bill Evans Trio’s At Shelly’s Manne-Hole, 
Hollywood, California (CD, Riverside/JVC JVCXR-0036-2). 
In the up-tempo “Swedish Pastry,” Larry Bunker’s snare 
drum sounded remarkably, realistically tight and snappy, 

Analog Sources Garrard 301 turntable; EMT 997 tonearm; 

EMT OFD 15 & TSD 15, Ortofon SPU #1S, Shindo Labora-

tory SPU pickup heads; Denon DL-103 cartridge.

Digital Sources AudioQuest DragonFly, Halide Design 

DAC HD USB DACs; Apple iMac computer (late 2015) 

running OS 10.12.1 & Roon v.1.2, Build 165; Sony SCD-777ES 

SACD/CD player.

Preamplification Auditorium 23 Hommage T1 & T2 step-

up transformers; Sentec EQ11 phono preamplifier; Shindo 

Laboratory Masseto preamplifier.

Power Amplifier Shindo Laboratory Haut-Brion.

Loudspeakers Altec Flamenco.

Cables USB: AudioQuest Carbon. Interconnect: Audio 

Note AN-Vx, Luna Red, Shindo Laboratory. Speaker: Audi-

torium 23. AC: Luna Orange, manufacturers’ stock cords.

Accessories Box Furniture Company D3S rack (source & 

amplification components), Audiodesksysteme Gläss Vinyl 

Cleaner Pro.—Art Dudley
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the realm of high-quality 
record players.

If accuracy of speed, 
wow and flutter, etc. were 
the only record-spinning 

realities, every audiophile would own a Japanese direct-drive 
and that would be it. But, fortunately, scores of sophisticated 
turntables are being manufactured all over the globe, each 
a representation of the unique engineering and aesthetic 
viewpoints of its designer, and each presenting recordings of 
music in its own distinctive manner.

Don’t believe me? Then watch the extraordinary video 
by Michael Fremer in which he compares his Continuum 
Audio Labs Caliburn turntable and Swedish Analog Tech-
nologies tonearm with Technics’ new SL-1200G.1 It clearly 
demonstrates how differently two high-quality turntables, 
with different types of drive system but the same cartridge 

M
y main task is to describe an au-
dio component’s basic character. 
How was it made? How did 
it fit into my system? How ef-

fectively did it deliver musical performances? 
My goal is to create stories that generate sounds and images 
in your mind—stories that will allow you to imagine how 
the component might perform in your system.

I can hear the moans from all you objectivist guys: Please, 
Herb, spare us your purple prose.

But guys! Our full appreciation of music, art, and perfec-
tionist audio depends entirely on our ability to imagine. The 
most practical measure of any hi-fi component’s usefulness, 
hence its value, is to listen to diverse recordings and notice 
how they grip (or don’t) our attention, how they stir our 
moods and provoke our imagination.

My purple prose, John Atkinson’s measurements, the best 
recordings—all are completely useless if we can’t imagine 
what they describe. And nowhere is this more true than in 

Description Belt-drive turn-

table. Motor: AC synchro-

nous. Speeds: 33 1⁄3, 45rpm. 

Platter: aluminum, 4.9kg. 

Dimensions (without 

tonearm): 18.4" (468mm) 

W by 4.25" (108mm) H by 

14.5" (369mm) D. Weights: 

24.25 lbs (11kg) net, 28.7 lbs 

(13kg) shipping.

Finish Birch ply (plinth).

Serial number of unit  

reviewed 000018.

Prices $1595 with blank 

armboard; $1995 with Jelco 

SA-250 tonearm; $2095, as 

reviewed, with Jelco SA-750 

tonearm. Approximate num-

ber of dealers: 8.

Manufacturer  

AnalogueWorks,  

Divine Audio Ltd., Harbor-

ough Innovation Centre,  

Airfield Business Park, 

Leicester Road, Market  

Harborough LE16 7WB, 

England, UK.  

Tel: (44) (0)1536-762211. 

Web:  

www.analogueworks.co.uk.  

US distributor: High Fidelity 

Services, 2 Keith Way, Suite 

4, Hingham, MA 02043.  

Tel: (781) 987-3434.  

Fax: (781) 949-2998.  

Web: www.hifiservices.com.

SPECIFICATIONS

HERB REICHERT

AnalogueWorks Zero
TURNTABLE

The Zero turntable looks 

and feels like a classic 

1958 MGA motorcar.

1 See www.youtube.com/watch?v=qY9YYkqW8ng.
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double pulley: one wheel each for 331⁄3 and 45rpm. The 
motor pod is connected, via a captive cable, to an outboard 
supply called the Black Eye, designed by British power-sup-
ply specialist Martin Bastin. I was disappointed to see that 
this supply doesn’t have a speed-adjustment pot.

The Zero’s AC synchronous motor drives a substantial 
(10.8 lbs) aluminum platter via a silicone belt. Wrapped 
around the top edge of the platter is a second, thicker belt, the 
purpose of which, I assume, is to mechanically reduce platter 
ringing. The plinth and platter, but not the motor, sit on three 
height-adjustable compound-polymer isolation  feet.

My review sample came with a 9", gimbal-bearinged SA-
750 tonearm (available with the Zero for a package price of 
$2095), made in Japan by Jelco Ichikawa Jewels. It features a 
removable, SME-mount headshell with adjustable azimuth. 
Using one of its two provided counterweights (one heavy, 
one light), the arm can accommodate cartridges weighing 
5 to 24gm. On the top of the SA-750’s horizontal bearing 
is an adjustable, oil-fillable damping pot that can be used to 
tune the arm’s motional response when used with higher-
compliance cartridges. The antiskating bias is set with a 
rotary spring control.

Setup

Setting up the Zero is easy—I’ve done it now at least five 
times. Start by putting the plinth-tonearm assembly exactly 
where you want it and, on that surface, mark the position of 
the motor cutout. Place the motor pod on that spot and low-
er the plinth over it, making sure that pod and plinth never 
come into contact with each other. Connect the captive mo-
tor lead to the power supply. At this point I recommend that 
you switch on the motor, and feel the top of the plinth with 
your hand—or listen to it through a stethoscope—for motor 
vibrations. Adjust the pod’s position until the plinth is com-
pletely still and silent. If that never quite happens, it means 
that vibrations are being transmitted through the surface that 
both plinth and pod are sitting on. You may need some sort 
of isolation platform.

Put two drops of the supplied lubricant on the platter-
bearing spindle—one on the tip, the other on the shaft—and 
lower the shaft into the bearing well. Loop the longer, 
thinner belt around the lower motor pulley and the lower 
platter groove, then the shorter, fatter belt in the platter’s 
topmost groove.

I’ve always believed that the four mechanical and eight 
soldered connections associated with detachable headshells 
must represent a sonic compromise—but my years spent 
with Abis, Fidelity Research, and SME tonearms suggest 
that this may be difficult to prove or even hear. But I’ve since 
discovered that the cartridge/headshell interface is a much 

and phono stage, can play the 
same LP.

That said, I will now attempt 
the impossible: to keep my purple 
prose to a minimum while de-
scribing the unique sound charac-
ter and essential value of a brand-
new, moderately priced turntable: 
the AnalogueWorks Zero ($1595 
with blank armboard).

Motor axioms

I’d been using the Palmer Audio 2.5 turntable2 for a while 
when, in October 2016, I encountered the AnalogueWorks 
Zero at the Rocky Mountain Audio Fest. I said to Paul 
Manos of High Fidelity Services, AnalogueWorks’ US dis-
tributor, “Look! A baby Palmer!” He did not smile. I asked, 
“Do you have to spin the platter with your hand to get it 
going?” Then he smiled, and answered in the affirmative. I 
told Manos that I was a slow learner, and that the Palmer 2.5 
was only now, belatedly, teaching me the lessons of the old 
Nottingham Analogue worldview.

When I first read about Nottingham Analogue Studio, I 
learned that its founder, the late Tom Fletcher, believed that, 
to reduce noise, it’s best to use a heavy platter driven, via a 
soft belt, by a motor so low in torque that when you switch 
it on, the platter’s weight stalls the motor. You give the 
platter a push with your hand, and its mass and momentum 
take over. All the motor does is feed a little speed-stabilizing 
energy into the rotating mass.

I laughed at this ridiculous concept. I believed that Fletch-
er’s idea was flat-Earth fiction fed to gullible audiophiles, 
and that my much-less-expensive, high-torque, direct- and 
rim-drive turntables were far superior pieces of modern 
engineering. I thought belt drives were rinky-dink, and that 
any basement DIY guy could build one.

Years later, when I finally listened to a Nottingham 
Spacedeck and the Fletcher-designed Ace-Space tonearm, 
the fictions I’d both created and accepted dominated my 
perceptions. I remember shrugging my shoulders and think-
ing, No slam, too precious sounding, and definitely overpriced! (In 
2005, for example, the Spacedeck retailed for $1800 without 
a tonearm.)

But now, direct daily experience of implementations of 
Fletcher’s ideas has opened my mind about how the motor’s 
torque, the drive system, and the platter’s mass affect the 
character of a turntable’s sound. After listening at length to 
Fletcher-inspired turntables manufactured by Palmer Audio, 
Pear Audio—and now the AnalogueWorks Zero, designed 
by Tim Chorlton—I’m finally appreciating the unique 
“black” quietude, subtly described midrange, and pure, 
grainless highs that can be heard when a low-torque motor 
is harnessed to a high-mass platter.

Description

The British-made AnalogueWorks Zero turntable looks 
and feels no-frills basic, like a classic 1958 MGA motorcar: 
its plinth is a slice of birch-ply laminate 18.4" wide by 0.94" 
thick by 14.5" deep and pierced by three holes. The platter’s 
bearing well of leaded bronze goes through the center hole, 
the tonearm pillar through another, and the diameter of 
the freestanding, cylindrical motor pod is only 0.157" less 
than that of the third hole, which the pod must fill without 
touching the plinth. The motor is crowned by a stepped 

2 See Michael Fremer’s review of the Palmer 2.5 in “Analog Corner” in the 
November 2014 issue.

Left to right: The Zero’s platter bearing, 

disassembled; the same bearing, 

assembled; one of the Zero’s  

supporting feet, disassembled.
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de Noël felt whole and easy flowing, and almost noth-
ing seemed lost. The sound felt like the very definition of 
analog. What I heard caused me to admire the bearings in 
the Zero and the Jelco. Had their quality been anything less 
than top-notch, this sense of precision and wholeness could 
never have occurred.

I played this record again on my reference Palmer 2.5 
turntable ($8995) with Audio Origami PU7 tonearm 
($3000) and EMT TSD 75 MC cartridge ($2095).4 Instantly, 
I heard a deeper, darker, quieter space. Grain and spatial am-
biguity were reduced, detail increased. Musical progressions 
flowed more forcefully. Voices sounded more real and pure.

When I then returned to the Hana-Jelco-Zero, the same 
recording seemed softer, more reverberant. Musical progres-
sions still flowed extremely well, but less forcefully. Voices 
were less separated. But the factors of Zen-like harmony and 
beauty had not been reduced at all.
. . . WITH THE ORTOFON 2M BLACK: I suspected that the 
Jelco SA-750 would be extra-happy with high-compliance, 
moving-magnet cartridges. I was right. Ortofon’s 2M 
Black looked stealthy in the Jelco’s headshell, and tracked 
perfectly. Unfortunately, I’m losing my affection for its 
buttoned-down ways. The Black plays with calm sophistica-
tion, and its Shibata stylus recovers heaps of information, but 
I need more slam, more shoot-’em-up dancing and car theft. 
Most of all, I need Claudio Arrau’s concert grand to sound 
big and captivatingly colorful as he plays Debussy’s Préludes 

more important junction. Where and how the cartridge is 
attached to the tonearm is highly critical: how tight or loose 
I make the cartridge fastening screws can make big changes 
in the sound, especially with plastic-bodied cartridges. As a 
general rule, I tighten the screws evenly, but not too much—
just enough to hold the cartridge in place.

Listening . . .

. . . WITH THE ZU DENON DL-103: Wise audiophiles en-
deavor to match a loudspeaker’s size and dynamic air-mov-
ing capabilities to the room’s acoustic. Likewise, a phono 
cartridge’s dynamic compliance must dance well with the 
tonearm’s effective mass. Mismatches can result in transient 
slurring, audible resonances, and mistracking—which is 
exactly what the Denon DL-103 as modified by Zu Audio 
($399), a popular moving-coil cartridge with low compli-
ance (5x10–6cm/dyne) and high mass (14gm), did in the 
Jelco SA-750 tonearm, which has low-to-medium effective 
mass. Measured with Shure’s An Audio Obstacle Course: Era 
IV test record (LP, Shure Brothers TTR115), arm resonance 
was mild, and centered at 9Hz—both good signs—but the 
Zu Denon didn’t sound as clear or as descriptive as I know 
it is. In fact, it mistracked so badly on the Shure test record 
that I quickly replaced it with another moderately priced 
MC: the Hana by Excel EL, which is much lighter (5gm) 
and of higher compliance (10x10–6cm/dyne).
. . . WITH THE HANA BY EXCEL EL: What a difference a few 
cm/dyne can make.

The noon sun was bright. I had the low-output Hana EL 
($475) driving the Tavish Design Adagio phono preamplifier 
($1690) feeding PrimaLuna’s ProLogue Premium line-level 
preamplifier ($2199) and stereo amplifier ($2199) driving 
Falcon Acoustics’ LS3/5a speakers ($2995/pair); Konrad 
Ruhland and the Munich Capella Antiqua were performing 
Chants Grégoriens pour le Temps de Noël (Gregorian Chants for 
Christmastime; LP, Harmonia Mundi HM 5112). It was the 
sort of perfect, glowing, introspective, tubed analog moment 
that can happen only with a high-pedigree record player.

If your DAC can deliver 10th-century plainchant with 
more luminous melodic air or tone-perfect sacredness than 
this modest analog rig, please write and tell me about it, 
because I have never experienced any digital that could. It’s 
why I invest my cookie-jar money in black discs. It’s why I 
raved about the Hana EL cartridge and its alnico magnets.3

I sat, eyes closed, strongly affected by nothing other 
than the truth of the tones I was experiencing. The choir is 
revealed as a mass of individual voices, each one unique in 
sound and position.

The best thing about reviewing audio components is that 
I occasionally stumble on happy combinations of gear and 
get to tell you about them. The Hana-Jelco-AnalogueWorks 
Zero was definitely one of those. I’d forgotten how naturally 
vibrant the Hana EL could sound, and I’d never realized 
how much fine-wine flavor the workhorse Jelco arm could 
transmit. Bass was not supertight or powerful, but the mid-
range was delicately rendered, and the highs were smooth 
and natural.

Long ago, I owned a Sumiko MMT tonearm, manu-
factured by Jelco. I liked how it looked and how it felt in 
my hand, but thought it sounded weak and indecisive; 
small-scale information seem distant and blurry. But with 
the Jelco SA-750 arm in the AnalogueWorks Zero, I expe-
rienced a quiet, handsome authority, with fine details and 
the most conspicuous forward momentum. The Chants 

Analog Sources Linn LP12, Palmer 2.5, Rega Research Pla-

nar 3, Roksan Series 7, Thorens TD 124, VPI Scout Jr. turn-

tables; Abis SA-1, Audio Origami PU-7, Roksan Nima, SME 

M2-9 tonearms; AMG Teatro, Dynavector DV-20X2L, EMT 

TSD 75, Hana EL, Zu Denon DL-103 moving-coil cartridges; 

Ortofon 2M Black, Roksan Corus Silver moving-magnet 

cartridges; Soundsmith Carmen moving-iron cartridge.

Preamplification Bob’s Devices CineMag 1131, Dynavec-

tor SUP-200, Lounge Audio Copla JFET-MC step-up 

transformers; Dynavector P75, Lounge Audio LCR Mk.III, 

Parasound Halo JC 3+, Tavish Design Adagio phono pre-

amplifiers; Pass Labs HPA-1, PrimaLuna ProLogue Premium 

preamplifiers.

Power Amplifiers First Watt J2, PrimaLuna ProLogue 

Premium.

Loudspeakers DeVore Fidelity Orangutan O/93, Falcon 

Acoustics LS3/5a, Zu Audio Soul Supreme.

Headphones Abyss AB-1266, Audeze LCD-X & iSine 20, 

Hifiman HE-1000 V2, Sony MDR-Z1R.

Cables Interconnect: AudioQuest Cinnamon & Big Sur & 

Golden Gate, Auditorium 23, Kimber Kable Silver Streak, 

Wireworld Silver Eclipse 7. Speaker: AudioQuest Type 4 & 

GO-4, Auditorium 23. AC: Manufacturers’ own.

Accessories PS Audio PerfectWave PowerBase power 

conditioner; Sound Anchor speaker stands; Dr. Feickert 

Analogue Protractor NG & Adjust+ software; Acoustical-

Systems SmarTractor cartridge-alignment protractor; 

Musical Surroundings Fozgometer azimuth-range meter; 

Moongel stylus cleaner.—Herb Reichert

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

3 See my review of the Hana by Excel EL in the August 2016 “Gramophone 
Dreams,” p.41: www.stereophile.com/content/gramophone-dreams-11-page-2.

4 See “Follow-Up” elsewhere in this issue.
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ANALOGUEWORKS ZERO

er—and emptier. The Ana-
logueWorks Zero played 
records in a slightly more 
relaxed manner than the 
Linn. In contrast, the Linn 
delivers complex choral 
and classical works with 
an order and precision the 
Zero never achieved.

Strangely, while the 
AnalogueWorks Zero ran 
a touch slow (see figs. 1 & 
2, and my review samples 
of the Rega Planar 3 and 
Technics SL-1200GRE 
respectively were a touch 
fast and spot on, all three 
record players were equal-
ly distinguished at boogie, 
forward momentum, and 
dance. Interestingly, the 

Zero displayed its own uniquely unhurried, 
understated brand of forward momentum that 
never once seemed dull or puritanical—just 
relaxed.

Every record player that passes through my 
bunker must compete in a contest of midranges with the 
Roksan Radius 7 turntable ($2500) and Nima tonearm 
($1100).7 From the upper bass through the mid-treble, it’s 
a tough contest: the Radius 7 and Nima deliver super-
exquisite textures, luminosity, and truth of timbre. I find the 
Roksan-Nima’s midrange more attractive than that of any 
other ’table and arm I’ve used. This comparison exposed the 
AnalogueWorks Zero and Jelco SA-750’s most recogniz-
able shortcoming: an ever-so-slightly vacant midrange that, 
whenever I noticed it, forced me to peer into its depths in 
search of more tangible bits of wood, metal, and flesh. How-
ever, I suspect that this slight lack of midrange presence was 
caused by the Jelco arm, not the Zero turntable.

Conclusions

As a basic turntable without tonearm, the AnalogueWorks 
Zero is a simple bit of elegant engineering that reproduced 
every record in a fundamentally truthful, exceptionally quiet, 
grainless, and highly involving way. It was a joy to use, and 
made late nights in the bunker extra magical.

The Jelco SA-750 tonearm exceeded my modest expec-
tations for it, especially with higher-compliance cartridges 
and in its top octaves. It was well mannered and descrip-
tive, with good detail, accurate imaging, and big sound-
stages. The Jelco’s main weaknesses were a shortage of 
midrange life and bass authority. But it costs only ca $500, 
it retains its value at resale, and the Zero’s blank-armboard 
option lets you choose from or upgrade to vast realms of 
tonearm exotica.

For under $2000, I can’t imagine a better basic turntable. 
The AnalogueWorks Zero delivers Class B sound at a low 
Class C price. Highly recommended. Q

5 See my review of the Planar 3 in the February 2017 “Gramophone Dreams”: 
www.stereophile.com/content/gramophone-dreams-14-rega-planar-3.

6 See my review of the Scout Jr. in the February 2016 “Gramophone Dreams”: 
www.stereophile.com/content/gramophone-dreams-8.

7 See my review of the Roksan in the October 2016 “Gramophone Dreams”: 
www.stereophile.com/content/gramophone-dreams-12

(3 LPs, Philips 6768 357)—
he did with the Hana EL, 
as he always does with the 
Roksan Corus Silver and 
Soundsmith Carmen.
. . . WITH THE SOUND-

SMITH CARMEN: A 
friend was visiting. I’d just 
installed the Soundsmith 
Carmen moving-iron 
cartridge ($799) in the 
Jelco-Zero, but hadn’t 
yet listened to it. For 
my birthday, my friend’s 
twin daughters had 
given me Alison Krauss’s 
Windy City (LP, Capitol 
B002539401), and I put it 
on for background music 
as we talked. It sounded 
annoyingly distorted, so I 
took it off. When he left, I 
put on Mel Tormé’s Live at 
the Crescendo Club (LP, Af-
finity AFFD 100), which 
I use to adjust a cartridge’s 
vertical tracking angle (VTA) and stylus rake angle (SRA). 
That Soundsmith Carmen MI had never sounded better! I 
concluded that the Krauss album sucked.

Until the next morning, when I tried it again. Yes, it’s 
an overproduced, overcompressed pop record—but what 
soulful performances of such interesting songs, totally in the 
tradition of Willie Nelson and Tammy Wynette. The record 
wasn’t distorting; it was smooth and fluid, and moved like a 
young horse. In hindsight, I think it just took me two tries to 
make peace with the sound of that record.

The Soundsmith Carmen, Jelco arm, and AnalogueWorks 
Zero turntable went on to play every disc with what I can 
describe only as a well-drawn, richly textured just-rightness. 
Liquid and highly listenable.
. . . WITH THE ROKSAN CORUS SILVER: The Roksan Corus 
Silver ($1000) is among my all-time favorite MM groove 
tracers. The Jelco and AnalogueWorks Zero liked it too. 
While the MC Hana EL outslammed and outdanced it, 
the Roksan tracked like a Shure (that’s good!), and earned 
its props with natural timbres and captivating textures. On 
the Zero, the Corus Silver made Sun Ra’s voice seem fleshy 
and lippy and quite real, about a foot from the microphone, 
on Gilles Peterson Presents Sun Ra and His Arkestra: “To Those of 
Earth and Other Worlds” (2 LPs, Strut 125). Transparency was 
extraordinary. An excellent combination.

Comparisons

As mentioned above, the Palmer 2.5 was considerably qui-
eter, more forceful, and better organized than the Analogue-
Works Zero. In like measures, the Zero was quieter, more 
detailed, and better sorted than either the Rega Planar 35 or 
the VPI Scout Jr.6 Music via the Zero felt more whole and 
refined than with either of those popular decks. The Zero’s 
beguiling focus and quietude made the Planar 3 sound 
brash, the Scout Jr. inattentive.

The Zero ran about as silently as my Linn LP12, but 
delivered a noticeably different quality of silence. With the 
Zero, empty spaces in the music seemed deeper and dark-

Fig.1 (left) AnalogueWorks Zero, 

speed stability (raw frequency yellow; 

low-pass filtered frequency green); 

Fig.2 (right) AnalogueWorks Zero, 

speed stability data.

The AnalogueWorks Zero 

delivers Class B sound at 

a low Class C price.
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EQUIPMENT REPORT

Description

The irDAC-II is a small box about the 
size of a thick paperback book, finished 
in black. Inset on the front panel is a 
small plate with a 3.5mm headphone 
jack and the sensor for the infrared 
remote control. Along the top of the 
front panel’s radiused top edge are six 
LEDs, each of which glows green to 
indicate which input has been selected: 
USB, Optical 1 and 2, Coaxial 1 and 
2, and Bluetooth. (The USB and Blue-
tooth LEDs glow red when no data 

reach of the cash-strapped middle class. 
Arcam’s irDAC-II was released a year 
ago to celebrate the British company’s 
40th anniversary. It’s an updated ver-
sion of the irDAC (2013), and adds 
Bluetooth connectivity, a headphone 
amplifier stage taken from Arcam’s 
flagship A49 amplifier, support for 
DSD128 files, and a high-performance 
ESS ES9016K2M DAC chip, but 
eliminates the USB Type A jack and 
the coaxial digital output. It costs $749.

F
or digital playback, in recent 
months I’ve been breathing 
some rarefied air, pricewise. In 
December 2016, I reviewed 

dCS’s Rossini Player and Clock,1

followed in May 2017 by Meridian’s 
Ultra DAC,2 and in June by Chord’s 
DAVE DAC. The Rossini Player costs 
$28,499 without the Clock, the Merid-
ian $23,000, and though the DAVE is 
less expensive than either at $10,588, 
that’s still a fair chunk of change. Even 
PS Audio’s PerfectWave DirectStream 
DAC, which I bought following Art 
Dudley’s review in September 2014,3

costs $6899 with the Network Bridge 
II, which hardly counts as “affordable.”

High time, therefore, that I lived 
with a D/A processor priced more in 

Description D/A processor 

& headphone amplifier with 

volume control. Digital 

inputs: 2 coaxial (RCA), 2 

TosLink, 1 USB (Type B), 1 

Bluetooth. Analog outputs:  

1 pair unbalanced, fixed 

output (RCA); 1 pair 

unbalanced, variable output 

(RCA); 1 headphone 

(3.5mm). Digital formats 

supported: 16–24-bit/32–

384kHz, PCM; DSD64/128, 

USB; 16–24/32–96, TosLink; 

16–24/32–192, coax; SBC, 

aptX, aptX-Ll, AAC 

Bluetooth. Frequency 

response: 20Hz–20kHz, 

±0.1dB. THD+N: 0.0007% 

ref. 0dBFS. Signal/noise 

(A-weighted): 115dB. 

Maximum output level: 

2.15V RMS, line; 4V RMS, 

headphone. Output 

impedance (headphones): 1 

ohm. Supplied accessories: 

Bluetooth antenna, remote 

control, stereo phono–phono 

cable, optical & coaxial 

digital cables, USB A–B cable.

Dimensions 7.6" (194mm) 

W by 1.75" (44mm) H by 

4.9" (124mm) D. Weight: 

2.4 lbs (1.1kg).

Finish Black.

Serial number of unit  

reviewed EDIC801291 

(“Made in PRC”).

Price $749. Approximate 

number of dealers: 175.

Manufacturer Arcam, The 

West Wing, Stirling House, 

Waterbeach, Cambridge 

CB25 9PB, England, UK.  

Tel: (44) (0)1223-203200. 

Web: www.arcam.co.uk.  

US distributor:  

The Sound Organisation, 

159 Leslie Street, Dallas, TX 

75207.  

Tel: (972) 234-0182.  

Web: https://soundorg.com.

SPECIFICATIONS

JOHN ATKINSON

Arcam  
irDAC-II
D/A PROCESSOR

Karen Carpenter’s 

husky tones sounded 

appropriately intimate 

via the Arcam.

1 See www.stereophile.com/content/ 
dcs-rossini-player-rossini-clock.

2 See www.stereophile.com/content/
meridian-audio-ultra-dac-da-processor.

3 See www.stereophile.com/content/
ps-audio-perfectwave-directstream-da-processor.
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I
measured the Arcam irDAC-II 

with my Audio Precision SYS2722 

system (see the January 2008 

“As We See It,” http://tinyurl.

com/4ffpve4), using the Audio Preci-

sion’s optical and electrical digital 

outputs, USB data sourced from my 

MacBook Pro running on battery power 

with Pure Music 3.0 playing WAV 

and AIFF test-tone files, and with the 

same files played on an iPhone 6S, an 

iPad2, and an HTC Android phone via 

Bluetooth. Apple’s USB Prober utility 

identified the irDAC-II as “irDAC-II” 

from “ARCAM,” and revealed that its 

USB port operated in the optimal iso-

chronous asynchronous mode. Apple’s 

AudioMIDI utility revealed that, via 

USB, the Arcam accepted 32-bit float 

and 24-bit integer data sampled at all 

rates from 44.1 to 384kHz. The opti-

cal input locked to datastreams with 

sample rates up to 96kHz, the coaxial 

S/PDIF inputs locked to streams of up 

to 192kHz-sampled data. Via Blue-

tooth, the Arcam was identified as 

“irDAC2 f93a.”

The Arcam’s maximum output 

level at 1kHz was 2.15V from both its 

variable and fixed line-level RCA jacks, 

4.01V from its headphone jack, and 

all three outputs preserved absolute 

polarity (ie, were non-inverting). The 

output impedance from the fixed 

and variable outputs was a low 47 

ohms from 20Hz to 20kHz, and the 

impedance from the headphone jack 

was a constant 1 ohm across the same 

range. The irDAC-II’s impulse response 

with data sampled at 44.1kHz (fig.1) 

revealed the reconstruction filter to be 

a conventional FIR type, with time-

symmetrical ringing.

The magenta and red traces in fig.2 

show that this filter rolls off rapidly 

Gabriel’s Secret World Live (16/44.1 ALAC file ripped from 
CD, Geffen), Tony Levin’s double-stopped bass line punc-
tuated by an underdamped kickdrum remained clean and 
clear. Billy Drummond’s kick drum in “Followthrough,” 
from the Jerome Harris Quintet’s Rendezvous, which I 
recorded in 1998 (16/44.1 ALAC file from CD, Stereophile 
STPH013-2, no longer available), was well defined, despite 
its resonant tuning.

I wondered if the fact that the irDAC-II is powered by a 
wall-wart supply would limit its dynamics, but it reproduced 
the solitary conga drum that begins “Hotel California,” from 
the Eagles’ Hell Freezes Over (24/44.1 ALAC file ripped from 
DVD, DTS Entertainment 71021-51006-2-3), with superb 
slam. The individual tone color of Drummond’s drums and 
cymbals in his solo on “Followthrough” were well differ-
entiated, as were the various tuned percussion instruments 
providing the minimalist accompaniment to Peter Gabriel’s 
hoarse vocal in “San Jacinto,” from Security (16/44.1 ALAC 
file ripped from UK CD, Charisma).

Though the acoustic of Blue Heaven Studios, in Salina, 
Kansas, was readily apparent in “Followthrough,” the 
soundstage was a little shallower than I’m used to with 
the PS Audio DAC. Playing Patricia Kopatchinskaja’s fiery 
performance of the Tchaikovsky Violin Concerto, with Mu-
sicAeterna conducted by Teodor Currentzis (16/44.1 FLAC 
file ripped from CD, Sony Classical 88875165122—a tip of 
the hat to Jon Iverson for recommending this recording), the 
soundstage was again a little shallower than I expected, but 
the highs were more delicately rendered than the PS Audio 

are being received.) On the top panel are four pushbuttons: 
two to choose an input, two to raise and lower the output 
level. The rear panel has two pairs of outputs on RCA jacks, 
one pair fixed in level and one pair variable; two S/PDIF 
inputs on RCA jacks handling streams with sample rates up 
to 192kHz; two S/PDIF on TosLink jacks that are limited 
to 96kHz data; a Bluetooth antenna; a USB Type B input 
jack; the Power switch; and the input jack for the wall-wart 
power supply.

Operation simply involves choosing an input by scroll-
ing with the top-panel buttons. If Bluetooth is selected, the 
relevant LED flashes purple while the user simultaneously 
presses the two input buttons to pair a smartphone, tablet, 
or PC. When the connection has been established, the LED 
glows a steady blue when music is playing. Simultaneously 
pressing both volume buttons mutes the irDAC-II’s output, 
and the LED for the input in use turns orange. A second 
push of both volume buttons together lifts the mute. The 
remote control duplicates the top-panel functions, and adds 
transport control of a PC or Mac USB source via the Hu-
man Interface Device (HID) protocol.

Listening in the Big Rig

As the irDAC-II has a volume control and I currently don’t 
have a preamplifier, I plugged it straight into my power 
amplifiers with unbalanced AudioQuest Cheetah intercon-
nects. The sound was good from the outset. The balance 
was overall a tad lightweight, though with good definition 
in the low frequencies. In “Don’t Give Up,” from Peter 

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

Fig.1 Arcam irDAC-II, impulse response (one sample 

at 0dBFS, 44.1kHz sampling, 4ms time window).

Fig.2 Arcam irDAC-II, 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 Arcam irDAC-II, 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), 

384kHz (left blue, right green) (1dB/vertical div.).
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measurements, continued

clean highs and an excellent presentation of recorded detail. 
It worked well with both the Audeze LCD-X and Audio-
Quest NightHawk headphones, less so with the Think-
sound On2s, where the highs sounded a little aggressive. 
However, it could readily swing enough volts to drive the 
high-impedance Sennheiser HD650s to satisfying levels. But 
I needed to hear how it compared with other D/A head-
phone amplifiers.

The perfect comparison would have set the irDAC-II 
against Chord’s Mojo D/A headphone amplifier ($599), 

and there was an appealing tactile quality to the sound of 
the admittedly large solo instrument. Perhaps Kopatchin-
skaja is a fan of the late Jascha Heifetz—the orchestra 
peeks around her shoulders just as it did around Heifetz 
on his recordings!

DAC, as they did when I substituted a short AudioQuest 
Forest USB link for the Belkin with the Antipodes. 
(The engineer who recorded Kopatchinskaja’s Tchai-
kovsky could learn from Ondine how a violin should be 
recorded.) So either the Arcam or the Antipodes is fussy 

I had no problem playing 
single-rate DSD files with the 
irDAC-II, using either the 
Aurender N10 or Antipodes DX 
servers. I have a secret love of 
Karen Carpenter’s singing—her 
breath control rivaled Sinatra’s in 
his prime—and in “We’ve Only 
Just Begun,” from the Carpen-
ters’ Singles 1969–1981 (DSD64 
file, A&M/Analogue Produc-
tions), her husky tones sounded 
appropriately intimate via the 
Arcam. And the complicated 

when it comes to 
handling high data 
rates via USB.

Listening with 

Headphones

As it did in the 
big rig, the Ar-
cam irDAC-II’s 
headphone output 
offered, in absolute 
terms, a some-
what light balance 
combined with 

kick-drum pattern in this track didn’t interfere with the 
subtly balanced bass guitar.

However, when I tried to play double-speed DSD files 
with the Antipodes, such as my recent purchase of Chris-
tian Tetzlaff and Lars Vogt’s superbly idiomatic recording 
of the complete Brahms Violin Sonatas (DSD128 file, On-
dine/HDtracks ODE1284-2D), the irDAC-II’s USB input 
light turned red and there was no output. Sourcing the 
same DSD128 files from the Aurender via the same long 
Belkin Gold USB link, they played fine with the Arcam 

above the audioband, with the aliased 

product at 25kHz of a full-scale tone 

at 19.1kHz (cyan and blue traces) 

suppressed by >110dB. Fig.3 is a more 

conventional way of showing frequency 

response, in this instance taken with 

data sampled at 44.1, 96, 192, and 

384kHz. In each case, the response 

falls sharply just below half the sample 

rate, and other than with 384kHz 

data, the channels are superbly well 

matched. At 384kHz, the right channel 

(green trace) rolls off a little earlier 

than the left (blue), reaching –3dB at 

80kHz compared with 100kHz. Figs. 2 

and 3 were taken from the fixed out-

puts; the responses were identical from 

the variable and headphone outputs.

Channel separation (not shown) was 

superb, at 125dB in both directions at 

1kHz, and decreasing to a still-excellent 

110dB at the top and bottom of the 

audioband, the former due to capaci-

tive coupling somewhere in the circuit, 

the latter to the wall-wart supply’s 

increasing impedance at low frequen-

cies. The level of random background 

noise was very low, but some low-level 

spuriae were present at 60Hz and its 

odd-order harmonics. Increasing the 

bit depth from 16 to 24 with a dithered 

1kHz tone at –90dBFS dropped the 

noise floor by around 21dB (fig.4), 

suggesting that this inexpensive DAC 

offers close to 20-bit resolution, which 

is excellent. However, with 24-bit data 

(blue and red traces), the reduction in 

analog noise unmasks some distor-

tion, the highest-level harmonic being 

the second. With an undithered 16-bit 

tone at –90.31dBFS (fig.5), the three 

DC voltage levels described by the data 

are very well defined, and other than 

25μV DC offset in the right channel 

(red trace), the two channels match 

Fig.4 Arcam irDAC-II, spectrum with noise and 

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

bit data (left channel cyan, right magenta), 24-bit 

data (left blue, right red) (20dB/vertical div.).

Fig.5 Arcam irDAC-II, waveform of undithered 1kHz 

sinewave at –90.31dBFS, 16-bit TosLink data (left 

channel blue, right red).

Fig.6 Arcam irDAC-II, spectrum of 50Hz sinewave, 

DC–1kHz, at 0dBFS into 600 ohms (left channel 

blue, right red; linear frequency scale).
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which I favorably reviewed in Febru-
ary 2016,4 and felt had a warm sound 
with a well-fleshed-out midrange. Our 
review sample had long since been 
returned to the distributor, however, so 
I reached for Meridian’s Explorer D/A 
headphone amplifier ($299), which Art 
Dudley reviewed in September 2013.5

I connected the Meridian via USB 
to my MacBook Pro and played files 
with Pure Music 3.0. I needed to 
switch DACs as quickly as possible, 

so, as the original Explorer has an 
optical S/PDIF output, I could use 
it to feed the same data to one of the 
Arcam’s optical inputs. I could then 
adjust the Meridian’s output level with 
Pure Music’s dithered volume control, 
which also affects the level of the 
digital data from the Meridian’s optical 

well. With 24-bit undithered data (not 

shown), the Arcam output a well-

formed sinewave despite the very low 

level of the tone.

Harmonic distortion at high signal 

levels was very low, even into 600 

ohms (fig.6), with the third harmonic 

the highest in level from the line out-

puts at just –111dB (0.0003%). From 

the headphone outputs, the second 

harmonic was the highest in level, at 

the same –111dB. All the previous tests 

were taken with S/PDIF or USB data; 

as with Bluetooth-sourced data, the 

performance will greatly depend on 

the code used, whether aptX (Android 

phones and my MacBook Pro) or 

SBC (iPhones and iPads). I examined 

the behavior of these codecs in the 

measurements that accompanied our 

review of Arcam’s rBlink.1 Basically, the 

superior-sounding aptX trades off low-

level resolution in favor of preserving 

a random noise floor, whereas AAC 

seems to try to preserve resolution at 

the expense of noise-floor modulation 

and the introduction of enharmonic 

spuriae. However, even aptX introduc-

es noise modulation, as can be seen in 

fig.7, which plots the spectrum of the 

Arcam’s output as it decodes aptX-

encoded Bluetooth data representing 

a 1kHz tone at 0dBFS (blue and red 

traces) and at –20dBFS (green and 

Fig.7 Arcam irDAC-II, spectrum of 1kHz sinewave, 

DC–10kHz, at 0dBFS (left channel blue, right 

red) and at –20dBFS (left green, right gray), both 

sourced from MacBook Pro via Bluetooth (linear 

frequency scale).
1 See www.stereophile.com/content/arcam-rblink-

bluetooth-da-processor-measurements.

4 See www.stereophile.com/content/ 
chord-electronics-mojo-da-headphone-amplifier.

5 See www.stereophile.com/content/meridian-
explorer-usb-da-processorheadphone-amplifier.
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output. Once I’d adjusted the Arcam’s 
output level to match the Meridian’s, 
therefore, I could adjust the volume 
with Pure Music without worrying 
that I would interfere with the level 
matching between the two DACs. All 
comparisons were performed with Au-
dioQuest’s NightHawk headphones.

Art Dudley had written of the 
Explorer’s headphone output that the 
sound was “a little more opaque” than 
he expected, and while I’ve enjoyed 
using the Meridian on and off since 
his review, compared with the Arcam’s 
headphone output, yes—it was a little 
opaque. The individual singers in Eriks 
Esenvalds’s “A Drop in the Ocean,” 
from the Portland State Chamber 
Choir’s 2013 album of that title (16/44.1 
AIFF master file), were less distin-
guishable than with the irDAC-II, the 
sound a slight touch more midrange-
dominant. The Arcam opened up a 
somewhat cleaner, clearer view into 
the recorded acoustic, which surprised 
me—I’d expected the Meridian’s use of 
a minimum-phase reconstruction filter 
to give it an edge in that respect.

The irDAC-II’s low frequencies also 
sounded a bit cleaner than the Explor-
er’s, with more subjective extension. 
In “The Afterlife,” from Paul Simon’s 
So Beautiful or So What (24/96 ALAC 

file, Hear Music/HDtracks), the low-
pitched drums were better defined 
and had more impact with the Arcam 
driving the AQs. With my unreleased 
recording of organist Jonas Nordwall 
playing the Toccata from Widor’s 
Organ Symphony 5 (24/88.2 AIFF 
file), both DACs did surprisingly well 
with this recording’s high levels of very 
low frequencies. At climaxes, however, 
the Arcam better preserved the sense 
of space in the First United Methodist 
Church of Portland, Oregon.

The Meridian is excellent value 
for money—or it was until it was 
replaced, at the same price, by the 
MQA-capable Explorer2, reviewed 
by Jim Austin in June 20166—but the 
Arcam adds S/PDIF inputs and edges 
it out in sound quality.

Listening with Blue Teeth

I had last listened extensively to

The Arcam opened up 
a somewhat cleaner, 
clearer view into the 
recorded acoustic.

gray). The level of the random noise 

floor is related to the signal level. Inci-

dentally, I created this graph using my 

MacBook Pro as the Bluetooth source; 

the only Android phone available to me 

produced around 2% of odd-order dis-

tortion with full-scale tones, even with 

its volume control set to –12dB.

Intermodulation distortion was 

extremely low (fig.8), as was the 

irDAC-II’s rejection of word-clock jitter 

via its S/PDIF and USB inputs (fig.9), 

with the odd-order harmonics of the 

LSB-level, low-frequency squarewave 

at the correct level (green line), and 

no other sidebands visible. Overall, 

its measurements suggests that the 

inexpensive irDAC-II is a convention-

al but well-engineered D/A proces-

sor.—John Atkinson

measurements, continued

Fig.8 Arcam irDAC-II, HF intermodulation spec-

trum, DC–30kHz, 19+20kHz at 0dBFS into 600 

ohms, 44.1kHz data (left channel blue, right red; 

linear frequency scale).

Fig.9 Arcam irDAC-II, high-resolution jitter spec-

trum of analog output signal, 11.025kHz at –6dBFS, 

sampled at 44.1kHz with LSB toggled at 229Hz: 

16-bit TosLink data (left channel blue, right red). 

Center frequency of trace, 11.025kHz; frequency 

range, ±3.5kHz.

6 See www.stereophile.com/content/ 
meridian-explorer2-da-headphone-amplifier.

CONTINUED ON PAGE 115
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FOLLOW-UPBY HERB REICHERT

photo on my Facebook page. He said it was a great ’table. 
“Did you buy it? You could learn from it.”

The first and most obvious thing I learned was how 
raucous and unquiet all my previous turntables had been. 
Fremer always writes about “black” backgrounds, and I’d 
always assumed I knew what he meant. But moments after 
I’d first started the Palmer’s 22-lb platter spinning by giving 
it a push with my hand, I sat down and smiled. There it is, I 
thought: a genuine “black” background. My next thought: What 
a fool I’ve been. I used to make fun of Tom Fletcher and low-torque 
turntable motors, and now I’m marveling at this one’s silence and 
understated authority.

Then I remembered: True audio connoisseurship requires a 
long life of mindful listening and open-mindedness.

Now, suddenly, I am stunned, drunk, stoned as I revel in 
the Palmer 2.5’s “black” backgrounds. This dark quietness 
frames singers and instruments in a way that directs my 
attention toward the musical content. Obviously, we have to 
pay extra for such luxurious framing—but that silent “black-
ness” and the deep musical spaces it makes possible added 
visual, sonic, and emotional impact to every record played.

Then I remembered how, once upon a time, my hero 
Art Dudley marveled at his serendipitous discovery of 
high-torque turntable motors: “The turntables that have 
impressed me most . . . the ones that are the most musically 
compelling, and that tease from my records the greatest 
degree of musical flow, momentum, drama, and sheer 
force—all have high-torque motors.”5 Until recently, me and 
my 1957 Thorens TD 124 turntable felt that way too. But 
buying a Linn LP12 reopened my mind to suspended sub-
chassis turntables and the low-torque motors they virtually 
always use. To take this a step further: Using the Roksan 
Radius 7 with its Nima tonearm showed me how unipivot 
tonearms can deliver extra-textured midranges. Reviewing 
Rega Research’s Planar 36 started me thinking philosophi-
cally about the natures of music, noise, and silence. Now, 
the Palmer 2.5 and Analogueworks Zero are showing me 
the deeper pleasures of almost no torque.

Of course, a lower-powered motor generates less power-

T
he words right and wrong and good and 
bad make me uncomfortable. As-
signing virtue or value is against my 
religion. And thinking that I know 

the best way to design a loudspeaker, amplifier, 
or record player would only prove that I’m a 
conceited old fool. Therefore . . .

When I feel the urge to upgrade my analog 
pleasures, I keep an open mind and endeavor 
to shop outside my comfort zone. And, 
because I can, I consult with me ol’ runnin’ 
buddy Michael Trei, contributing editor to 
Sound & Vision, and collector and setter-up of 
turntables. I also study the wisdom of Stereo-
phile senior editor Michael Fremer.

Last year, after I’d reviewed the Technics SL-
1200GAE1 and Roksan Radius 72 turntables, 
the two Michaels spoke in unison: “Herb, you 
need to move up the analog food chain.” Meaning I needed 
to experience some 21st-century perfectionist analog. Trei 
suggested I try auditioning turntables from the likes of 
Brinkmann Audio, Dr. Feickert Analogue, and Döhmann. 
“But they’re not British!” I protested. He laughed. “Okay, 
maybe you’re not ready for Nietzsche or Kant. What about 
Palmer Audio?”

That night, I read Fremer’s November 2014 review of 
the Palmer 2.5 turntable ($8990)3 with Audio Origami 
PU7 tonearm ($3000), and the quotes from that review’s 
summary in “Recommended Components”: “attractive, 
velvety midband,” “black backgrounds,” “serenity and 
smooth musical flow.” I liked the sounds of all those words, 
especially “velvety midband” and “serenity and smooth 
musical flow.” They made me call Palmer importer Walter 
Swanbon, of Fidelis Music Systems, and ask to borrow that 
same setup so that I could write a Follow-Up on the 2.5. 
He told me that borrowing a 2.5 “was possible—but not 
probable. Jon Palmer makes them one at a time and they all 
go to customers.”

A month later, Swanbon was standing, unannounced, 
outside my bunker, holding a big, heavy box.

Since buying my very first turntable, a Dual 1019, I’ve 
owned dozens of exotic record-playing systems. None of 
them prepared me for the experience of the British-made 
Palmer 2.5 with Audio Origami PU7 tonearm.

I listened to the Palmer-Origami deck with a variety 
of as-yet-unreviewed cartridges, but I have restricted this 
Follow-Up to what I heard using EMT’s luminous and 
real-sounding TSD 75 moving-coil ($2095), which is an 
anniversary edition of the popular TSD 15, fitted with a 
super-fineline stylus ($1950).4 Also, I describe the Not-
tingham Audio Tom Fletcher-ness of the Palmer and Pear 
Audio turntables in my review of the Analogueworks Zero 
turntable, elsewhere in this issue. Here I’ll describe only 
how the Palmer 2.5 worked, slowly and subtly, to teach me 
an important lesson in the sound characters of turntable 
drive systems.

Fremer was surprised when he saw the Palmer 2.5 in a 

THIS ISSUE: A second listen  

to a high-performance  

LP player. 



A SECOND IMPRESSION

In my modest system, the Palmer-
Origami combo sounded best with 
cartridges that were fast, beautiful, 
and resolving—like the EMT TSD 75. 
But surely, the Palmer’s outer-space 
silence, coupled to the PU7’s preci-
sion, just begs for a nice Lyra, Fuuga, 
or Koetsu cartridge.

“Herb, you should buy that Palmer—
it’ll be good for you!” Ultimately, the 
Palmer Audio 2.5 played the zydeco, 
bluegrass, choral, piano, and early 
music I cherish so damned evocatively 
that I feel I must now do as the two 
Michaels suggested.—Herb Reichert

displayed a unique form of momen-
tum that reminded me of gravity and 
planetary motions. There was an eerie 
cosmic strength and silent power 
behind the Palmer’s transcriptions that 
was more powerful than my Thorens 
TD 124, Linn LP12, and Technics SL-
1200GAE combined. But the Palmer’s 
power was completely invisible—like 
the hand of God.

Something tells me that the source 
of this uncanny, invisible force was the 
rotating mass of the Palmer’s thick cop-
per-clad aluminum platter. Whatever 
the cause, this natural power imparted 
a unique form of transparency to the 
Palmer’s bass and treble. This constant 
sense of a silent, invisible force was the 
Palmer 2.5’s core virtue. Fremer called 
it “serenity and smooth musical flow.”

A chunk of this serenity must be 
attributed to the Audio Origami PU7 
tonearm, which steers and wrangles 
every cartridge with extraordinary 
precision. Our Recommended Com-
ponents blurb noted the midrange 
richness of the Palmer-Origami duo, 
but urged prospective owners to “con-
sider cartridges that, in other settings, 
might be considered on the lean side 
of neutral.”

ful noise. But does it hamper musical 
flow or momentum? I have tediously 
investigated that question, and I would 
now say that in the Palmer 2.5 it does 
not. But clearly, the force and feel 
of that momentum differed greatly 
between a low-torque motor turn-
ing a high-mass platter of copper and 
aluminum (like the Palmer’s), and lots 
of torque twisting a relatively low-
mass Lexan platter (like the Voyd TT3 
Super turntable Art was discussing).

Long ago, I owned and loved a 
three-motor Voyd turntable. I was 
friendly with its designer, Guy Adams, 
and thought highly of his engineering 
intelligence. I felt uncomfortable sell-
ing my trusty Denon direct-drive ’table 
and replacing it with a British belt-
drive design—but the Voyd was simply 
more together, in terms of rhythm and 
momentum. Most important, the Voyd 
played solo-piano LPs with beguiling 
authority. However, today I’m experi-
encing a more focused force behind the 
Palmer’s musical flow than I remember 
hearing from my high-torque Voyd—or 
from any other turntable I’ve owned. 
I hear more subtlety, more realistic 
piano corpus from the Palmer.

Recordings played on the Palmer 

1 See “Gramophone Dreams” in the August 2016 
issue: www.stereophile.com/content/ 
gramophone-dreams-11.

2 See “Gramophone Dreams” in the October 2016 
issue: www.stereophile.com/content/ 
gramophone-dreams-12.

3 Palmer Audio Ltd., 12 High Street, Lamport, 
Northamptonshire NN6 9HB, England, UK. 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.

4 See Art Dudley’s review of the EMT TSD 15 in 
the May 2011 “Listening”: www.stereophile.com/
content/listening-101. 

5 See the March 2009 “Listening”: www.stereophile.
com/artdudleylistening/listening_75/.

6 See my “Gramophone Dreams” in the February 
2017 issue: www.stereophile.com/content/ 
gramophone-dreams-14-rega-planar-3.
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CLASSICAL

ROCK / POP

JAZZ

EDITOR’S PICK

RECORDING  

OF THE MONTH

It’s the classy, grown-up hit this 
album was clearly seeking. 

For another flavor, “Soul” has 
a world-music vibe of the kind 
that Taj has occasionally made a 
part of his act. The tune is pow-
ered by the largest band on the 
record—including a brass section, 
a B3, and a Fender Rhodes—and 
the return of Shelia E. “Soul” 
is one of two tracks co-written 
by Mahal and Mo’. The other, 
“Don’t Leave Me Here,” opens 
the album. With Billy Branch’s 
harmonica licks and Keb’ Mo’s 
always tasty electric-guitar work, 
this mid-tempo electric blues is 
gritty and right.

Although they appear together 
on the album’s cover, these two 
fantastic singers and players have 
busy schedules; making TajMo 
happen took a good two years 
of recording whenever possible. 
Most of the guests contributed 
their parts from afar, yet the 
album’s sound is fairly consistent 
throughout. Some details are 
fumbled; for example, it would 
have been nice to hear Bonnie 
Raitt’s voice louder in the mix in 
the cover of John Mayer’s “Wait-
ing on the World to Change.”

And speaking of sound, TajMo’s 
impending summer tour may 

be the catalyst for another recording. 
The quotes in the press kit confirm 
that the making of TajMo has been a 
life-changing experience for both men, 
a fact that happily is also audible on the 
final product.   

“Taj is a stellar human being, just a 
brilliant man, and I learned a lot work-
ing with him,” said Keb’ Mo’. “It’s an 
honor to have that kind of person in 
your life, and there was a lot of trust 
that developed between us.”

“It was a lot of fun,” added Taj. 
“We’d been thinking about collaborat-
ing for a little while, but once we actu-
ally got in there, I was really impressed. 
Keb’s really good at keeping the ball 
up in the air. He’s a hell of a guitar 
player, and I’m just amazed at some of 
the stuff that he put out there.”
—Robert Baird Q

both men seem to be having a ball 
singing this outta-left-field choice.

The stylistic range is stretched even 
further when a spirited guitars-drums-
and-bass cover of Piano Red’s “She 
Knows How to Rock Me,” a jumpy 
rock’n’roll number made famous by 
Carl Perkins, is followed by Keb’ Mo’s 
“All Around the World,” an attempt to 
lure adult ears from another angle. The 
album’s biggest production number, 
it makes beautiful use of eight female 
background singers. While it treads 
perilously close to being too produced 
for its own good, it stays on the right 
side of good taste and gets in a memo-
rable groove, and happily, the sound is 
neither too loud nor too compressed. 
After a few listens it sticks with you, 
especially the girls singing the title 
refrain over and over in the choruses. 

T
he blues, that wonder-
ful basis of so much 
American popular 
music, has for many 

listeners grown a bit stale and 
old-fashioned. It’s not much of 
a draw outside bar bands, and 
other than Alligator Records 
and APO Records, most of the 
biggest blues labels have folded 
or gone dormant. Losing many 
of the music’s first- and second-
generation practitioners hasn’t 
helped.

So when you combine the 
wide-ranging talents of Taj 
Mahal and Keb’ Mo’, two players 
whose singing and playing are 
rooted in the blues but who, 
for artistic and financial reasons, 
have built wider-ranging careers 
(particularly Mahal), what kind 
of music should they record? 
Does the world really need 
another middling blues-rock 
session, even from talents this 
considerable? 

The answer is a tasteful and 
beautifully balanced album, TajMo, 
now also the name of a tour, a 
website, and perhaps a profitable 
side project for both men.

First, to keep the faithful on 
board, Mahal and Mo’ had to re-
cord something traditional. Their 
version on side two of the great Ten-
nessee bluesman Sleepy John Estes’s 
“Diving Duck Blues,” which Mahal 
recorded on his 1968 self-titled debut 
with Ry Cooder and Jesse Ed Davis, 
is masterful. With both men singing, 
Mahal on acoustic guitar, and Keb’ Mo’ 
on resonator guitar, this is very quiet, 
traditional acoustic blues played by 
two of the very best, and Mahal clearly 
relishes singing it again.

But lest anyone get too settled, the 
musical horizon immediately expands  
with the next track: a snappy, very 
successful version of Pete Townshend’s 
“Squeeze Box.” With Shelia E. adding 
a variety of percussion, from Vibraslap 
to guiro, and Joe Walsh guesting on 
guitar, this is a very intelligent attempt 
at attracting adult listeners to a tune 
that was a big hit 40 years ago. Again, 

TAJ MAHAL & KEB’ MO’

TajMo

Concord CRE00432 (LP). 2017. Taj Mahal, Keb’ Mo’, 

prods.; Zach Allen, John Caldwell, Alex Jarvis,  

Jesse Nichols, Casey Wasner, engs.; Ross Hogarth, 

mix; Richard Dodd, mastering; Bernie Grundman, 

vinyl mastering. AAA? TT: 45:20 
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MAHLER

Das Lied von der Erde

Jonas Kaufmann, tenor; Vienna Philharmonic, 

Jonathan Nott

Sony Classical 88985398932 (CD). 2017. 

Christopher Adler, prod.; Philip Krause, eng. DDD. 

TT: 61:06

 PERFORMANCE

 SONICS

Had Gustav Mahler wanted all six of 
the songs that comprise Das Lied von 
der Erde sung by the same voice, he 
probably would have made that clear. 
But he asked for a tenor in three of 
them, and a baritone or female voice 
in the rest. The contrast works better 
when it’s tenor and mezzo, though 
some baritones have left their mark on 
the work, notably Dietrich Fischer-
Dieskau (under Leonard Bernstein 
and Paul Kletzki). But the go-to CD 
is under Otto Klemperer, with Fritz 
Wunderlich and Christa Ludwig.

Jonas Kaufmann, arguably today’s 
most famous and alluring operatic 
tenor, has a dark, baritonal sound that 
nonetheless brightens with brilliance 
and light above the staff—one can 
understand his presumption that he 
might be able to sing all six. In short, 
it’s a mistake: The tenor songs are 
notoriously difficult—relentlessly 
high-lying, often requiring singing of 
great power over a huge orchestra. 
Indeed, Wunderlich is the only tenor 
I’ve heard sing them with comfort, and 
while Kaufmann claims that Wun-
derlich was his model, he comes no-
where near him. Kaufmann hits every 
note, but hits is the operative word: he 
attacks them with something akin to 
vengeance or desperation. Kaufmann 
shines in the pianissimo upper reaches 
of the alto/baritone songs, but they of-
ten sit too low, and his sound becomes 
toneless—his voice may be dark, but its 
center can’t find the mahogany color 
easily marshaled by a true baritone. 
This recording is a failed stunt.

Jonathan Nott leads the Vienna Phil-
harmonic in a beautiful but character-
less performance.—Robert Levine

GLASS

Piano Works

Etudes; Glassworks: Opening

Víkingur Ólafsson, piano; Siggi String Quartet

Deutsche Grammophon 4796918 (CD). 2017. 

Christopher Tarnow, prod., eng. DDD. TT: 79:39

 PERFORMANCE

 SONICS

We are now, happily, familiar enough 
with the music of Philip Glass that it 
need not be explained or apologized 
for; the endless arpeggios and repetitive 
“cells”—which are, most often, not ac-
tually repetitive but subtly varied—are 
expected and welcome. Glass is now 
80, and his music is among the most 
played of any composer now living.

Even the vaguely trained ear hears 
the skill and the beauty in his music, 
and it’s nowhere more starkly lovely 
than in his solo-piano works. The 
Etudes, not facile “studies” but often 
finger-twisting tests, were composed 
over 20 years (1994–2013) and differ 
wildly from one another: the faraway 
quality of No.2, with a dreamlike 
melody that reminds listeners of 
something they can’t quite put a 
finger on (it’s played here straight, as 
well as with the Siggi String Quartet, 
in what seems an unnecessary addi-
tion); the fabulous mania of No.13, 
which, aside from its tonality, would 
have made Prokofiev proud; the 
gentle calm of No.5, sustained over 
nine minutes; the final, almost tragic 
No.20, sounding and feeling less like 
the Glass we know than like dark 
Schubert. It all adds up to a great body 
of work. The opening and closing 
tracks are the Opening of Glassworks 
(1981); the Siggis assist on the latter, 
deconstructing and reconstructing it, 
this time to fine effect. Young Icelan-
dic pianist Víkingur Ólafsson plays 
10 of Glass’s 20 Etudes here, out of 
order; his touch takes in every mood 
and every dynamic level Glass asks for. 
Beautiful engineering as well. 
—Robert Levine

CLASSICAL
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CHICAGO/LONDON UNDERGROUND

A Night Walking Through Mirrors

Rob Mazurek, cornet, sampler, electronics, voice; 

Chad Taylor, drums, mbira, electronics; Alexander 

Hawkins, piano; John Edwards, bass

Cuneiform Rune 428 (CD). 2017. Rob Mazurek, 

prod.; Mark Jasper, eng. DDD. TT: 79:53

PERFORMANCE

SONICS

Rob Mazurek is an avant-garde jazz 
musician but is mostly a category unto 
himself. One of his ongoing projects, 
now 20 years and counting, has been 
the Chicago Underground Duo, with 
drummer Chad Taylor. On Mazurek’s 
primary instrument, the cornet, he 
flings notes as Jackson Pollock flung 
paint: in merciless volleys and shat-
tering announcements. Both Mazu-
rek and Taylor also operate various 
electronic devices. By themselves, this 
duo can generate sonic chaos of appall-
ing magnitude. On their new album, 
they bring in two respected players 
from the British free-jazz scene, pianist 
Alexander Hawkins and bassist John 
Edwards. This live recording from the 
Cafe OTO, in London, documents the 
first meeting of the four artists.

With the addition of two wildly im-
pulsive, vivid voices, the Underground 
suddenly contains new harmonic 
flashpoints, new colors, new seething 
depths. Hawkins often engulfs every-
thing in huge whirlwinds of piano. 
Edwards thunders or screams. As a 
listener, you don’t “follow” this music. 
You surrender to its vastness, its per-
petual upheavals of self-renewal. There 
are thrills, as when Mazurek suddenly 
ignites and rockets out of the ensem-
ble, straight up. There are lulls. There 
are epiphanies of arcane lyricism. 

The single most stunning mo-
ment comes toward the end of “Boss 
Redux,” when the cacophony subsides 
and Mazurek, on muted cornet, dis-
covers “It Might As Well Be Spring.” 
The irrationality of its quiet tenderness 
is sublime. With the Chicago/London 
Underground, anything is possible.
—Thomas Conrad

LOS STRAITJACKETS

What’s So Funny About  
Peace, Love and . . .

Yep Rock Yep-2496 (CD). 2017. Neil Brockbank, 

prod.; Brockbank, Pete Curry, Tuck Nelson, eng. 

ADD? TT: 34:52

PERFORMANCE

SONICS

Nick Lowe is one of the great song-
writers of the rock era. As bassist and 
singer for essential British rock bands 
from Brinsley Schwarz to Rockpile, 
and one of the most important writer-
producers of the British punk/DIY 
scene, Lowe did as much as any of his 
peers to bring excellence to the craft of 
rock songwriting. His post-rock work 
has distinguished him as a gifted lounge 
singer-songwriter, but longtime fans 
longed for the strum-und-twang of his 
salad days. Recent tours backed by the 
instrumental rock group Los Straitjack-
ets proved that Lowe still knew how 
to call it rock. Now Los Straitjackets 
have recorded an instrumental album of 
Lowe songs, and the results are revela-
tory. Lowe is known for his wit and sto-
rytelling ability, but the true keys to his 
greatness are his penchants for timeless 
riffs and unforgettable melodies. These 
instrumentals illuminate the bones of 
Lowe classics in delightful ways.

The ’Jackets professionalism allows 
them to reconfigure these songs from 
the inside rather than make them 
vehicles for virtuoso grandstanding.  
Guitarists Danny Amis, Eddie Angel, 
and Greg Townson, bassist Pete Curry, 
and drummer Chris Sprague reanimate 
the tunes. “Shake and Pop” opens with 
the impact of a hard-rocking Ventures 
classic, the band laying down a furious 
groove under a simple but effective lead. 
Lowe’s wonderful melodies come to car-
toonish life under the band’s deft touch 
in the pure pop of “All Men Are Liars,” 
“Rollers Show,” and “Heart of the City.”

The title track, Lowe’s most famous 
song, proves the album’s premise. The 
understated, medium-tempo reading 
sounds like the theme from a classic 
Western.—John Swenson

RODNEY CROWELL

Close Ties

New West NW6254 (LP). 2017. Jordan Lehning,  

Kim Buie, prods.; Dan Knobler, Pete Coleman,  

Sam Martin, Donivan Cowart, Trina Shoemaker, engs. 

ADA? TT: 43:41

PERFORMANCE

SONICS

Rarely, if ever, has an album so infused 
with profound sadness had this much 
rhythmic snap and this many joyously 
melodic passages. Beautifully produced, 
with a sound that avoids many of the 
digital compromises so common in 
today’s pop-music recordings, Close Ties 
is a convention of old hands—like har-
monica player Mickey Raphael, guitarist 
Steuart Smith, and bassist Lex Price.

At the center of the record is Rod-
ney Crowell’s decades-long friendship 
with the late Susanna Clark, composer 
of “Easy from Now On,” painter of the 
cover art of Willie Nelson’s Stardust, 
and the wife of Guy Clark. In “Life 
Without Susanna,” Crowell laments 
the slow death, by her own hand, of a 
woman he calls “The most near perfect 
woman I’d ever seen,” and later, “The 
most worthy opponent that I’ve ever 
known.” And yet the melody has a 
bounce that keeps the sadness at bay. 

But rather than stare into the abyss, 
Crowell comes back, in the very next 
track, with one of his most tuneful 
and uplifting songs in years. With his 
ex-wife Rosanne Cash and The Civil 
Wars’ John Paul White each taking a 
verse and joining in on the chorus, “It 
Ain’t Over Yet” preaches endurance 
and the thrill of new discovery: “It ain’t 
over yet, you mark my words / I don’t 
care what you think you’ve heard, / 
we’re still learning how to fly.”

The Clarks return in “Nashville 
1972,” a portrait of the now-lost world 
of “old-school Nashville.”

Rarely does a songwriter of any 
age write such a personal collection 
of songs that stare so frankly at pain 
yet find hope enough to sustain life. 
Crowell’s bravery here is breathtak-
ing.—Robert Baird

ROCK/POP JAZZ
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CHRIS POTTER

The Dreamer Is the Dream

Chris Potter, tenor & soprano saxophone, bass 

clarinet, clarinet, flute, ilimba, samples;  

David Virelles, piano, celeste; Joe Martin, bass; 

Marcus Gilmore, drums, percussion

ECM 2519 (CD). 2017. Manfred Eicher, prod.; 

 James A. Farber, eng. DDD. TT: 50:02

PERFORMANCE

SONICS

One of the few jazz players of his 
generation to forge a truly distinctive 
individual style, tenor saxophonist 
Chris Potter continues to explore on 
his third album for ECM, featuring a 
new quartet made up of musicians he’s 
worked with before. Consolidating 
elements of post-bop, free jazz, and 
world music, Potter remains firmly in 
the present, neither retrospective nor 
avant-garde. Despite some agitated 
sections, the overall mood is wistful, 
expressed with a rhythmic lyricism 
shared by all four musicians. Potter 
composed all the material, and if the 
melodies are less than memorable, the 
improvisations are engagingly fresh.

Potter flaunts a sumptuous tenor 
tone in “Heart in Hand,” which com-
bines elegiac and romantic sentiments, 
with pianist David Virelles soloing in 
much the same spirit. The title of “Il-
imba” refers to the Tanzanian thumb 
piano that Potter plays to begin this 
up-tempo track, a fairly abstract but 
still melodious number whose theme 
is not recognizably African. Potter 
begins the title track tunefully on bass 
clarinet, again displaying a luxurious 
tone, and finishes rhapsodically on 
tenor sax.

Named after the wife of the Buddha 
but showing little obvious Eastern 
influence, “Yasodhara” includes 
Potter’s impressively urgent tenor 
performance, as well as a venture-
some solo by Virelles. Still on tenor, 
Potter concludes on a dynamic note 
with “Sonic Anomaly.” Throughout, 
drummer Marcus Gilmore provides 
off-kilter momentum, while bassist Joe 
Martin supplies unobtrusive support. 
—Larry Birnbaum

GERALD CLAYTON

Tributary Tales

Gerald Clayton, piano; 10 others

Motéma MTM-223 (CD). 2017. Gerald Clayton, 

prod.; Aaron Nevezie, Todd Carder, engs. DDD?  

TT: 64:26

PERFORMANCE

SONICS

Gerald Clayton is among the most 
talented pianists of the jazz generation 
now entering its 30s. His first three 
recordings as a leader were nominated 
for Grammys, but his greatest impact 
has been as a sideman. His contribu-
tions to major ensembles such as those 
of Charles Lloyd and Ambrose Akin-
musire have been transformative.

There’s a lot to like on Clayton’s 
fourth album, Tributary Tales. The piano 
solos, as expected, are consistently stun-
ning. Many of the strong players from 
Clayton’s previous albums reappear: 
alto saxophonist Logan Richardson, 
bassist Joe Sanders, drummer Justin 
Brown. A new factor, Ben Wendel, 
has quietly become one of the most 
stimulating tenor saxophonists in jazz. 
Every time Wendel enters one of Clay-
ton’s songs he reimagines it, personally. 
Sanders and Brown create endlessly 
diverse, vital rhythmic environments.

Yet Tributary Tales is less than the 
sum of its parts. Clayton conceives 
his albums as comprehensive auto-
biographical statements, but his gifts 
as a composer are inadequate to his 
large ambitions. Often, his complex, 
meticulously crafted tunes are more 
nervous than beautiful. His outreach 
to genres beyond jazz (hip-hop in “A 
Light”) sound contrived. The outright 
failures are the pieces in which Clayton 
brings in unnecessary, ineffective vo-
cal content. The wordless singing of 
Sachal Vasandani, buried in the mix 
of “Squinted,” is a distraction. On two 
tracks, Aja Monet and Carl Hancock 
Rux solemnly recite inane poetry. For 
today’s young jazz musicians, spoken 
word is a common temptation. It 
should almost always be avoided.
—Thomas Conrad
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RALPH TOWNER

My Foolish Heart

Ralph Towner, classical & 12-string guitars

ECM 2516 (CD). 2017. Manfred Eicher, prod.;  

Stefano Amerio, eng. DDD. TT: 40:26

 PERFORMANCE

 SONICS

Ralph Towner’s return to solo-guitar 
work is cause for celebration. His com-
pletely original approach to playing 
classical and 12-string guitar combines 
his wonderfully relaxed, conversational 
flow of melodic statements and impro-
visations with a harmonic logic that is 
emotionally rewarding yet startling in 
its virtuosity, like watching a monarch 
butterfly dancing its way through a 
sun-dappled garden.

Towner has epitomized the branch 
of fusion jazz that is more about 
cross-generic influences than amplifi-
cation, an approach exemplified by his 
groundbreaking chamber-jazz band 
Oregon and championed by producer 
Manfred Eicher, whose ECM label 
maps the DMZ between jazz and 
classical music. Towner here includes a 
couple of reinterpretations of Oregon 
gems: “Shard” and “Rewind.”

The only tune not by Towner is the 
title track, which offers tribute to Bill 
Evans, one of Towner’s earliest influ-
ences—he began as a pianist, and still 
regards his approach to guitar playing as 
“pianistic.” The song was first released 
in 1949, when it appeared in the film of 
that title, and was reanimated by Evans 
as an erotic dreamscape on his classic 
album Waltz for Debby (1962). Evans 
seemed to suspend time in his reading, 
an aesthetic that some fans have ampli-
fied into a cult following that evokes 
visions of symbolist poets and sweet 
narcosis. But Evans needed no such aids 
to arrive at this imaginative landscape, 
and Towner’s spiritually charged hom-
age underscores that truth.

Towner also pays tribute to another 
pianist, Paul Bley, in the beautiful 
“Blue as in Bley.” “Pilgrim,” “Saunter,” 
“I’ll Sing to You,” and “Clarion Call” 
are other highlights.—John Swenson

JASON RIGBY &  

DETROIT-CLEVELAND TRIO

One

Jason Rigby, tenor & soprano saxophones;  

Cameron Brown, bass; Gerald Cleaver, drums

Fresh Sound New Talent 505 (CD). 2016. Jason 

Rigby, prod.; Aaron Nevezie, eng. DDD? TT: 52:11

 PERFORMANCE

 SONICS

Though not prolific as a leader, Jason 
Rigby has made a mark as an especially 
fine if underrated tenor saxophon-
ist. One is his first release since The 
Sage (2008), and only his third since 
Translucent Space (2006). The earlier 
dates respectively found Rigby leading 
a quintet and an ensemble with wood-
winds and cello. One, by contrast, is a 
bare-bones trio, and far more raw.

Bassist Cameron Brown, who played 
on The Sage and Translucent Space, is 
a native of Detroit, as is drummer 
Gerald Cleaver (who also played on 
The Sage). Rigby is originally from 
Cleveland—the Midwest connection 
gives the trio its name and perhaps 
informs its aesthetic. But the impro-
visational fire sounds very like New 
York, where the session was recorded. 
There’s not so much as a hint of reverb 
on the horn. The drums are presented 
with a wide and satisfying stereo im-
age. The bass, unfortunately, is panned 
hard right, making Brown’s playing 
fainter than the rest and throwing the 
mix off kilter.

The warmth of Rigby’s tone and 
the rigor of his ideas come across 
even in the stormiest free blowing. 
The leadoff tenor-drum duet, “Dive 
Bar,” and the originals “Live by the 
Sword” and “Dewey,” are suffused 
with the exploratory energy of the 
1970s loft scene. Rigby is also radiant 
in the unaccompanied “Embraceable 
You,” and steeped in the tradition in 
the Rodgers & Hart ballad “You Are 
Too Beautiful.” Switching to soprano 
for Herbie Hancock’s “Speak Like a 
Child,” he roams freely through that 
tune’s shadowy, expansive interiors. 
—David R. Adler
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as “an audiophile bargain,” and my col-
league Erick Lichte described it in an 
e-mail, in a reckless disregard for cli-
chés, as a “Swiss army knife of audio.” 
The Arcam irDAC-II is both of those 
things—and, at $749, costs significantly 
less than the Benchmark! Q

format’s catching on—and that, in turn, 
will depend on whether there will be 
sufficient “pull” from the potential 
customer base. The irDAC-II also 
lacks such useful features as a display of 
sample rate—but so did my go-to D/A 
headphone amplifier of many years, 
the original Benchmark DAC1, which 
cost $995 without USB input or $1195 
with (it was discontinued in 2015).8 In 
May 2004 I described the Benchmark 

Bluetooth-sourced audio with Arcam’s 
rBlink D/A processor. Sam Tellig re-
viewed the rBlink in December 2013,7 
with a Follow-Up from me in March 
2014. I was impressed with the rBlink, 
concluding that while Bluetooth audio 
sourced from my MacBook Pro using 
the aptX codec still didn’t approach 
CD quality, “it was surprisingly listen-
able for much of the music I heard 
while auditioning the rBlink,” espe-
cially with classical recordings. With 
my iDevices, however, which don’t 
have the aptX codec, the rBlink’s treble 
sounded coarser in loud passages.

That was pretty much my experi-
ence with the irDAC-II’s Bluetooth in-
put: always listenable, if not completely 
involving. Listening to Paul Young’s 
early-1980s reading of Marvin Gaye’s 
“Wherever I Lay My Hat (That’s My 
Home),” from No Parlez (256kbps 
AAC file)—a longtime favorite of mine 
for Pino Palladino’s virtuosic fretless 
bass playing—the Bluetooth rendi-
tion sounded less strained through my 
Audeze LCD-X headphones when the 
music was sourced from the MacBook 
Pro than from my iPhone 6S. Similarly, 
the soprano voices in Esenvalds’s “A 
Drop in the Ocean” sounded a touch 
on the shrieky side sourced from my 
phone. Via Bluetooth and a borrowed 
Android phone, the Paul Young 
track sounded pretty much identical 
to the same music sourced from the 
MacBook Pro, even—with signals ap-
proaching 0dBFS—with the distortion 
I measured using that phone as the 
source (see “Measurements” sidebar).

I still don’t recommend Bluetooth 
for serious listening, but for background 
music, or social occasions at which 
people want to share the music on their 
smartphones, Arcam’s implementation 
of it in the irDAC-II worked well.

Summing Up

I enjoyed my time with Arcam’s ir-
DAC-II. It’s a good-sounding product 
at an affordable price. And if you think 
I damn it with faint praise by describ-
ing it as “good,” think on this: It’s been 
said that the good is the enemy of the 
great, and while the high-priced D/A 
processors I’ve been living with in my 
big rig for a long time undoubtedly 
sound great, even the least expensive of 
them costs almost an order of magni-
tude more than the Arcam.

The Arcam doesn’t offer MQA 
decoding, of course, but whether or 
not that’s an issue will depend on the 

ARCAM IRDAC-II

Digital Sources Aurender N10 

music server (big rig); Antipodes 

DX (desktop system, headphones); 

Meridian Explorer USB D/A processor; 

AudioQuest JitterBug, UpTone Audio 

ReGen USB cleaner-uppers; MacBook 

Pro running Pure Music 3.

Power Amplifiers MBL Corona C15 

monoblocks.

Loudspeakers KEF LS50, Rockport 

Technologies Avior II.

Headphones Audeze LCD-X, Audio-

Quest NightHawk, Sennheiser HD-

650, Thinksound On-2.

Cables Digital: AudioQuest Coffee, Bel-

kin Gold, USB; Monster 3.5mm–TosLink, 

S/PDIF optical. Interconnect (unbal-

anced): AudioQuest Cheetah. Speaker: 

Transparent Reference. AC: Kubala-

Sosna Elation!, manufacturers’ own.

Accessories Target TT-5 equipment 

racks; Ayre Acoustics Myrtle Blocks; 

ASC Tube Traps, RPG Abffusor panels; 

Shunyata Research Dark Field cable 

elevators; Audio Power Industries 

116 Mk.II & PE-1 AC line conditioners 

(hard drive, computers). AC power 

comes from two dedicated 20A cir-

cuits, each just 6’ from breaker box. 

—John Atkinson

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

7 See www.stereophile.com/content/ 
arcam-rblink-bluetooth-da-processor.

8 See www.stereophile.com/thefifthelement/ 
886/index.html.
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Kubrick was designed with synergy in 
mind, then it would probably look good, 
too. Igor Gligorov

Soulines

Fidelizer Nimitra

Editor:
Thank you for Kalman Rubinson’s 
review. Please evaluate the Nimitra’s 
performance with D/A processors other 
than the exaSound e38 DAC, if possible, 
because the performance of the Nimitra 
scales better with better DACs.

Regarding KR’s comment that there 
was no audible difference with the 
Nikola linear power supply, [the Nimitra] 
is a well-designed product that produces 
a dead quiet background even with the 
bundled switching power supply. The 
Nikola linear power supply also works 
with the e38 DAC, and can be ordered 
with a fixed voltage of 5 to 19V. I’d like 
to ask you to recommend the Nikola as a 
power-supply upgrade for the exaSound 
e38, and for others, too. 

Keetakawee Punpeng
Fidelizer

Baetis Audio Prodigy X

Editor:
Thanks to Kal Rubinson, again, for his 
thorough reviews of our equipment. We 
especially appreciate Kal’s statements 
that his “old” Baetis XR3 is his current 
“reference” multichannel computer 
source and that the new Prodigy X is 
“more compact, equally capable, and 
less expensive. If it’s a little better, too, 
why argue?” We think that this is a very 
accurate assessment, and one with which 
we totally agree.

It is too bad, however, that Kal did 
not provide specific comparisons of 
the Prodigy X to the kinds of comput-
ers that most audiophiles now use for 
multichannel audio or are thinking of 
buying. Importantly, we would disagree 
with how some readers might interpret 
Kal’s statement, at the beginning of his 
article, that no “turnkey music servers” 

Zesto Audio Andros Téssera

Editor:
Not an easy task to impress Michael Fre-
mer. We would like to thank him for his 
honest and nicely articulated review.

I would like to clarify MF’s statement 
that the Téssera is essentially two Andros 
1.2s. Although the Andros Téssera is 
from the same sonic gene pool, it is both 
mechanically and electronically really 
quite different, not to mention all the 
added convenience features. Basically, 
we took all the great tweaks we learned 
over seven years of building the Andros 
1.2 and put them into the Téssera. If you 
made the Andros 1.2 like one channel of 
the Téssera, you would need to add two 
more tubes, change the enclosure, and 
it would cost twice as much. The main 
difference is that the Andros Téssera has 
balanced outputs with dedicated output 
tubes driving the output transformers, 
upgraded and larger MC transformers, 
reed relay switching so the controls can 
be on the front, dual chassis, and a differ-
ent circuit topology.

We are so pleased that Michael Fremer 
considers both of our phono stages 
“among the more enjoyable . . . at any 
price.” We would also like to give our 
sincere thanks to John Atkinson and the 
amazing staff at Stereophile for their kind-
ness and continued support throughout 
this wonderful journey. 
George Counnas, President & Chief Engineer

Zesto Audio

Soulines Kubrick DCX

Editor:
I would like to take this opportunity 
to thank Stereophile and Art Dudley for 
reviewing our Soulines Kubrick DCX 
turntable. When I learned from my US 
distributor that he’d submitted a Kubrick 
for review to Mr. Dudley, I was greatly 
honored, as I consider Mr. Dudley to 
be one of the most experienced and 
unbiased turntable reviewers. At the 
same time, I was bit worried, knowing 
that his preferences for turntable design 
principles (heavy platters, high-torque 
motors) and my own turntable design 
principles could be considered quite op-
posite. Nevertheless, I was confident that 
the Kubrick would impress Mr. Dudley 
with its merits, and I trusted that any 
of his objections would be well worth 

considering in future efforts to make the 
Kubrick even better.

I am delighted that, as it turned out, 
the Kubrick earned only praise from Mr. 
Dudley, who seems almost perplexed 
that “a belt-drive turntable with a skeletal 
plinth, an acrylic platter, and an appar-
ently lowish-torque DC motor” could 
“pull so much impact, tone, and musical 
satisfaction” from his records.

In response, let me explain the theory 
behind the design.

I consider synergy to be a very im-
portant characteristic of any system in 
the world—or, indeed, anything in the 
universe—and by synergy I mean a com-
position created according to the rules of 
Golden Section ratio and Fibonacci array. 
This synergy is found everywhere in 
nature (galaxy spirals, DNA construction, 
shells, flowers, leaves, trees, human and 
animal bones, skeletons and bodies, etc.), 
and is also central to almost all enduring 
manmade things, including music, musi-
cal instruments, art, architecture (pyra-
mids, churches, buildings, bridges, ancient 
structures), etc. I like to say that synergy 
governs us and our lives, even though we 
are not always aware of that.

In designing the Kubrick, I thus 
applied the Golden Section ratio and 
Fibonacci array in such way that the final 
assembly (chassis/subchassis/bearing/
platter/tonearm) forms an almost perfect-
ly balanced system, taking into consider-
ation the distribution of mass and forces. 
While much about the design—support-
ing legs/cones of different diameters, 
kidney-shaped pods of unequal length, 
circular holes in the pods, and subchassis 
of various sizes—seems random, actu-
ally, all the diameters, shapes, distances, 
and the relationships between them are 
calculated and optimized applying the 
Golden Section ratio and Fibonacci array. 
The result is a turntable assembled from 
different materials and parts—some mov-
able, some not—working in synergy. This 
design principle, rather than aesthetics, 
was my top priority; I knew that if the 

We are biased—we think Kal simply 

knows more about multichannel audio 

than almost anybody, and his writing 

is always clear and concise.

THIS ISSUE: Zesto, Soulines, Fidelizer,

Baetis, Audionet, and Lamm respond

to our reviews of their products.
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ANY CLOD CAN HAVE THE FACTS; HAVING OPINIONS IS AN ART

in fig.3 have nothing to do with the 1kHz 
signal. These are 60Hz components from 
the mains. The procedure by which the 
Max turned itself off after 42 minutes 
will have no practical effects on a speaker, 
but this was stated later on. All shut-
downs by the safety circuit are correct. 

Bill Parish
GTT Audio & Video

Lamm Industries L2.1 Reference

Editor:
We at Lamm are quite pleased with the 
review of the L2.1 Reference preamplifier 
by Art Dudley, accompanied by superb 
measurements and their interpretation by 
John Atkinson.

As was indicated in Art Dudley’s 
quotes from the L2.1’s manual at the on-
set of this review, the original version of 
the preamp, the L2 Reference, was “vir-
tually flawless,” from both the theoretical 
and sound-reproduction perspectives. 
Nevertheless, as the designer of this prod-
uct, I knew of some inherent limitations 
in the topology because certain desired 
components were not available at that 
time. However, even without those com-
ponents, the L2’s level of performance 
was superb, and no one could’ve guessed 
that there was room for improvement 
waiting to be explored once those parts 
were at hand. Therefore, I considered the 
L2 Reference a completed product, and it 
remained our top-of-the-line preamp for 
more than a decade.

In recent years, technological advances 
made it possible for those components 
to become a reality. That was a sign that 
the time for the preamp’s modification 
had come.

In listening to both versions of the pre-
amp, it is now possible to hear the differ-
ence that the new parts made. Art Dudley 
captured the nuances in sound of both, 
even though he hadn’t formally reviewed 
the original L2 Reference (though he had 
listened to it at various shows).

One of my goals, while designing the 
L1, L2 Reference, and L2.1 Reference 
preamps, was to put to rest the issue of 
“tubes vs transistors.” Our own experi-
ence in this regard, backed by that of our 
customers and various reviewers, has 
been summed up aptly by Art Dudley: 
“During its time in my system, the Lamm 
L2.1 Reference was the rare product that 
swept the questions of tubes vs solid-state 
into insignificance, focusing my attention 
on the music. . . .” And that—coupled 
with what I believe to be an impeccable 
design—was exactly my goal. 

Vladimir Lamm
Lamm Industries

1 See www.stereophile.com/content/axpona-more-
thats-new-jasons-day-two.

now provide multichannel output via 
HDMI, though some PC/Mac-based 
servers do. At Baetis, we spend a lot of 
time and money on making our servers 
as “turnkey” as possible. One does not 
need Kal’s background to run a Baetis 
server—only a 90-minute training session. 
Indeed, “turnkey” servers not based on a 
PC often have more difficulties with their 
proprietary operating systems and playing 
software than our clients do with JRiver, 
Roon, or good old Windows.

As for the alternatives, most audio-
philes now use either a factory com-
puter’s USB port or the HDMI port of 
a less-than-most-advanced multicore 
computer (eg, Kal’s Mac mini). Some 
DIY types also use a factory computer’s 
free PCI slot to install an SOtM (or other 
brand) of USB port on a PCI card with 
better-than-factory USB quality.

So what we would really like are com-
parisons of the following sort:
A) For the non-DIY person: How does 
the Prodigy X’s SOtM USBhubIN 
USB port compare to that of a factory 
computer? How does the Prodigy X’s 
HDMI port (connected to Kal’s Marantz 
8088a pre-pro) compare with that of his 
Mac mini, or with the HDMI port of 
the Fidelizer Nimitra he also reviewed in 
this issue?
B) The DIY person will want to know 
how the Prodigy X’s SOtM USBhubIN 
port compares to an SOtM PCI-bus–
based USB port. SOtM says that their 
USBhubIN card is better than their PCI 
cards; and I even think that Kal may 
have said something like this in an article 
last year.

We’re pleased to be the maker of Kal’s 
current reference music computer. But 
we think that a lot of readers would like 
some more cross-platform comparisons 
before they plunk down $1400 or $5000 
or a lot more. We are biased—we think 
Kal simply knows more about multichan-
nel audio than almost anybody, and his 
writing is always clear and concise. That 
is why his views on such comparisons are 
so useful. 

John Mingo, CEO
Baetis Audio

Audionet Max

Editor:
The review of the Audionet Max mono-
block is perplexing. We have had 16 
reviews of Audionet systems in the US 
since becoming the distributor, and all of 
those reviewers come up with a different 
conclusion from Jason’s.

We strongly recommend using power 
amplifiers with a companion preamp, We 

don’t believe a DAC going direct with a 
digital volume control that trims bits is 
ever superior to a proper preamplifier. 
Further, if a system is filled with tweaks 
and you are going to evaluate a compo-
nent, we strongly encourage detweak-
ing the system and then reoptimizing 
the system. Only then can you really 
tell what a particular component really 
sounds like. Also note that when using a 
digital volume control and playing DSD 
files, the DSD is converted to PCM for 
the volume adjustment.

Any system’s sound is the sum of its 
parts. The system in which the Max amps 
were placed might have been the Audio-
net showing off other parts of the system 
rather than the actual sound of the Max.

In April, Jason Victor Serinus reported, 
from the 2017 Audio Expo North Amer-
ica, that a system at Axpona that included 
the Max monoblocks “proved once again 
that this was a perfect, synchronistic 
match of components.

“Perfect match? How about highs that 
were brilliant without being piercing, 
impressive bass (albeit nowhere near as 
overwhelmingly powerful as from the far 
more expensive [YG] Sonja XV system), 
and excellent timbres? The bottom end 
may not have been as focused and clear as 
it could have been—this was a hotel room 
set-up, after all—but the excellence of 
timbres made for a winning presentation. 
Reservations aside, I loved it.”1

It is this type of experience of our set-
ups that piqued Jason’s interest enough to 
give the Max a try in his system. We just 
wish the recommendation of a preamp 
was used, and a bit more care in setup 
addressed. A true apples-to-apples com-
parison would have been appreciated.

We are not quite sure why Audionet 
was chosen for the experiment of ampli-
fier comparisons for a Pacific Northwest 
Audiophile Society meeting when, 
according to Jason, “The Maxes were at a 
distinct disadvantage” in a system clearly 
optimized for his reference amplifiers. 
Not only did the end results end in differ-
ing conclusions; they amounted to a se-
verely flawed experiment. A true A/B test 
should be on a basis of comparing apples 
with apples, which this clearly was not.

We appreciate John Atkinson’s 
measurements, and his conclusion that 
the “Max performed very well on the 
test bench, offering high powers with 
very low levels of distortion and noise.” 
We would like to highlight and clarify 
a couple of things in the Measurements 
section. The measurement spikes shown 
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AURAL 

ROBERT

BY ROBERT BAIRD

THERE’S ONLY TWO KINDS OF MUSIC: THE BLUES AND ZIPPETY DOO-DAH.

—TOWNES VAN ZANDT

most interested in buying catalogs of recorded music from 
defunct labels—although this, she admits, can present 
unique challenges. While she says she prefers to work 
with “stone-cold flat transfers from analog 1⁄4" or 1⁄2" tape,” 
Omnivore’s recent purchase of Ru-Jac, a Baltimore label 
that released soul and R&B singles from the mid-1960s to 
the early ’70s, bought them three small boxes of 7" reels, a 
couple four-track tapes, and two 1⁄4" tapes. To begin reissu-
ing this material, Pawelski eventually had to appeal to the 
world of Ru-Jac 45 collectors.

“Once we knew what singles were actually issued, we had 
to A/B the single versions to the tape, but oftentimes the 
only thing that we had were alternate takes or backing tracks. 
What’s interesting is that in some cases we didn’t have the 
single version on tape, because they made a two-cut tape and 
sent it to the pressing plant, and it never came back.”

For much of Omnivore’s audio-restoration work Pawelski 
uses Mike Graves, an Atlanta-based audio engineer who 
won a Grammy in 2008 for Art of Field Recording Volume 
I: 50 Years of Traditional American Music Documented by Art 
Rosenbaum, a four-CD set released on the Dust-to-Digital 
label. A Stereophile reader, Graves is among a growing group 
of audio engineers who think that transferring music at 
24-bit/192kHz is overkill that few can really hear (he works 
in 24/96). Like all restoration and reissue engineers today, 
he says that the digital files he receives from Omnivore have 
often been transferred by someone, somewhere, at varying 
resolutions while the actual source is long  gone.

“For the Hank Williams, there were no master tapes, 
but somebody had found these 16" transcription discs. 
Whoever transferred them did the best they could, but 
they didn’t have the right kind of turntable or the right 
kind of needle.”

While working on the Big Star Complete Third project 
for Omnivore, Graves came to a crossroads at which many 
audio engineers and everyday audiophiles often find them-
selves. “There were dropouts on the both the left and right 
sides. I did the best I could. It was an improvement. But 
it’s a historical thing—there’s a fly-on-the-wall feeling with 
some of these recordings. If you want a ringside seat, this is 
what you’re going to have to listen to.”

A devoted member of those caught up in the Big Star 
mystique, Cheryl Pawelski is rightfully proud of what her 
years of patience and sleuthing produced in the six LPs and 
three CDs of Complete Third. It also gave her a great war story.

“You never know what you’re going to find when you 
open up a tape box,” she says with a laugh. “Sometimes you 
find absolutely nothing. But when we were researching the 
Big Star, a guy at Ardent [Studios, in Memphis where Third
was recorded] called me and said, ‘You won’t believe what 
we found.’ Somebody had put out a cigarette in the tape 
box, and it was still there.” Q

Music Editor Robert Baird (RBaird@enthusiastnetwork.com) 
finds all this talk of having too many records patently absurd.

S
he started out as a tape trader, that fanatical breed 
of music fan who secretly revel in the back-alley, 
semilegal aura of their passion, and are driven by 
the belief that somewhere out there is the ultimate 

show—one that, as she now says, “was recorded from the 
back corner of a downstairs ladies’ bathroom but was the 
only recording where the band ever played with this guest or 
performed that song.”

Cheryl Pawelski, who is now one of the four principals of 
seven-year-old Omnivore Recordings, says that being that 
“voracious” music collector has everything to do with where 
she is today. “Suddenly, I was hearing outtakes and alter-
nates, and I was like, ‘Wow, this is fascinating!’ I started to 
understand how you build a track, a song, a record.”

The fact that Pawelski and her partners in Omnivore 
spent years working for major labels has given the label a 
fighting chance for survival. After spending 1990–2002 in 
the catalog department of Capitol Records/EMI, Pawelski 
worked at Rhino Handmade, Concord Records, and, finally, 
as head of A&R at Rhino Entertainment.

“Working at Rhino as the head of A&R looked like play-
ing centerfield for the Yankees, right? It was probably the 
worst gig of my career.”

In 2010, Pawelski and a trio of record-biz vets—Brad 
Rosenberger (music publishing), Greg Allen (photography 
and design), and Dutch Cramblitt (sales)—joined forces to 
form Omnivore. In addition to Omnivore Recordings itself, 
the Omnivore Entertainment Group includes a music-pub-
lishing company, a film division, and consultants who help 
artists preserve their creative legacies. 

Though Omnivore releases CDs and MP3 downloads, 
it’s best known for its high-quality vinyl reissues of rock and 
country. Like all new music ventures it needed a few imme-
diate lightning bolts to distinguish itself from the ever-grow-
ing pack of vinyl-focused reissue labels. Those hits came in 
the form of colored vinyl reissues of Bellybutton (1990) and 
Spilt Milk (1993), the only full-length studio albums released 
by the San Francisco power-pop band Jellyfish; a boxed set 
containing everything recorded for Big Star’s controversial yet 
much-beloved album 3rd; and The Garden Spot Programs—24 
previously unreleased radio performances by Hank Williams 
that in 2015 won a Grammy for Best Historical Album.

“A lot of the records that we do didn’t exist in nature 
before, so we’re not just a reissue label,” Pawelski says over 
breakfast at the Hilton Austin during the 2017 South by 
Southwest Festival. “Think about the Townes Van Zandt 
record [Sunshine Boy: The Unheard Studio Sessions & Demos 
1971–1972], the Big Star stuff, the Hank Williams. I’m not 
really interested in ‘Wow, this was never on CD, let’s put it 
out.’ There are other companies that do that, and that’s cool. 
What we’re really interested in is adding a chapter—or at 
least a page—to an artist’s bio, discography, and story.”

Like all reissue labels, Omnivore rises or falls on the 
quality of its sources. According to Pawelski, the label is 

The Voracious Ear

“Reissues have only become more complicated by

the digital era because at this point the stuff that

was on DATs or any early digital format, either you

don’t have the machines to play them anymore or

the actual mechanism in the DAT is going bad.”

—CHERYL PAWELSKI
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THE PRESS IS UNANIMOUS!
“with a lot of power and 
control behind them, I am 
always amazed at how much 
of the flagship Focal sound is 
present here’’
ToneAudio, Sopra No3

“For me, these 
speakers are my 
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“I was capable of playing 
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was huge, expanding beyond 
the speakers.”
Stereophile, Sopra No3

The more time 
I spent with the Sopra 

N°1s, the more eager 
I became to re-explore 

my music collection
Home Theater Review, 
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